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[Abstract]

Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda:

Focusing on the Local and Everyday Life Level

Josephine MUKABERA

Interdisciplinary Program in Gender Studies

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

After the 1994 Rwanda genocide of Tutsi in which unbearable atrocities 

against women such as mass rape were committed, the Government of Rwanda 

introduced gender equality programs in its development priorities to reduce 

gender –based inequalities and poverty. Today, Rwanda tops the list as the 

country with the highest proportion of women in parliament worldwide, with 

nearly 64 percent of seats held by women. With the current remarkable inclusion 

of women in politics and governance of Rwanda, different people wonder how 

far in reality such high women’s political participation have gone in changing 

gender relations and transforming gender discriminatory norms and practices. As 

the available literature on Rwanda provides contrasting viewpoints on the impact 

of the increased women’s representation, this study appraises changes related to 

the women’s status and gender relations in five districts representing five 

provinces of Rwanda which go together with the high number of women 

participating in parliament and central government of Rwanda. Thus, the main 

question of this study relates to “what changes in gender relations at the local 
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level that are going together with the high number of women participating in 

parliament and government of Rwanda”? 

The sub-questions linked to this central question are the following: 

What are the responsibilities given to women in local government, in the 

leadership of religious institutions, and in the family decisions? How do 

community members perceive women’s suitability to decision-making positions? 

What are the obstacles encountered by women in their leadership responsibilities 

at the local level of Rwanda? What are the strategies needed to transform 

gender relations towards a more supportive environment to women’s leadership 

at the local level of Rwanda?

With the use of a survey questionnaire, face-to-face interviews, focus group 

discussion, observation of meetings led by women, and the documentation of 

newspapers, this study came up with evidence of changes in gender relations at 

the grassroots level. In fact, results reflect a synthesis of the involvement of 

women in the administration of five districts, sectors and cells surveyed, with 

women covering 60.5%, 42.7% and 40% respectively in cells, sectors and 

districts administration(see page 119, table No 8). Finally, the results related to 

the involvement of women in the leadership of religious institutions reflect that 

women are satisfactorily involved in the leadership of religious institutions with 

the high involvement of 67.44% in Methodist church and the low involvement 

of 15.91% noticed in Islam religion (see page 150, table No 23). In both local 

governance and religious institutions, the quantitative Analysis of Variance 

reflected no differences between districts or religious institutions. However, while 

most of these results exceed the ‘at least 30% of women in decision-making 

posts’ targeted by the Rwandan government, the qualitative analysis revealed that 

women tend to be hugely involved in the post of social affairs (60%) and not 

being involved in economic affairs (0%) of districts due to the gender 

stereotype- expectations which consider women as lesser qualified for the elite 

leadership positions than men. The ‘at least 30%’ of women in decision posts 
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need to be considered in all administrative posts for avoiding gender biased 

selection. 

For religious institutions, women are highly involved in the lower level of 

leadership and they are poorly or not involved in the influential decision-making 

posts of bishop, board members, pastors (Protestant), priests (Catholic) or Imam 

(Islam) mainly based on the Bible or Koran interpretation. Religious institutions 

may contextualize their teaching for promoting equality and development of their 

members. 

At the family level, progress are marked by 70% of married couples who 

testified that they share domestic responsibilities(See page 143, table 19) and 

have experience of an effective communication on family functioning and 

development (See page 142, table No 18). For 45% of married couples 

interviewed, women are involved in decision making of the family (See page 

145, table No 20).

At the community level, many practical activities and attitudes such as the 

community cooperation, the Men Engage approach and the parents ‘Evening 

Forum facilitate the work of women leaders.

Furthermore, this study identified the main factors that constrain women 

leaders in their responsibilities which are the double responsibilities and family 

problems cited by 92, 73%; the women’s physiological and physical state stated 

by 76.36%; the women’s low self-esteem by 72.73%; the leadership perceived as 

male’s responsibility by 70.91%; and the lack of practical facilities (by 60%) 

and support from top leadership (by 52.72%), and from husbands (by 54.54%) 

(See page 131, table No 14). 

Fundamentally, the post-genocide context, together with the pressure for 

democracy has affected the process of feminism movement in Rwanda. Many 

women involved in governance and parliament by quota systems were not aware 

of the gender biased practices faced by Rwandan women and its causes. Hence, 

they did not develop required skills to question and change the patriarchal value 
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system still embedded in social institutions and reflected in community gender 

relations. Consequently, many of them are less effective in standing for women’s 

interests and needs. Furthermore, existing women’s organizations in Rwanda are 

not showing notable impact on gender biased practices and women’s realities in 

terms of research, writings and publications. Rwandan women may review their 

role in eradicating gender biased practices and develop their self-reliance and 

determination to change the status quo.

Therefore, we recommend intertwined efforts of law makers, of policy 

makers, of development practitioners, of women leaders, and of community 

members in order to conceive and enact appropriate measures that could respond 

to the practical difficulties experienced by women leaders. Specifically, measures 

that balance the work and the household responsibilities, and those promoting a 

more involvement of men in domestic responsibilities need to be taken. 

Development practitioners and community leaders could apply a right based 

approach and initiate programs that build confidence of women and change 

men’s gender biased mentalities and behavior. Religious leaders may 

contextualize their teaching in line with women’s rights and equality values. 

Developing self-reliance in reflecting on gender oppressive experiences and 

creating programs that respond to women’s specifics needs and interests are 

necessary. Men Engage Approach and the Parents ‘Evening Forum are some of 

the best practices used to promote positive masculinity and femininity that could 

inform other societies about the promotion of equality in gender relations.

Key words: gender, gender relations, gender equality, social institutions, women’s 

political participation

Student Number: 2013-30754



- v -

TABLES OF CONTENT

[Abstract] ··················································································································· i

TABLES OF CONTENT ·························································································v

LIST OF TABLES ···································································································x

CHAPTER 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION ························································1

1.1. Background and objectives ···········································································1

1.2. Problem statement ·························································································3

1.3. Research hypotheses ····················································································10

1.4. Significance and implication of the study results ·····································12

1.5. Scope and limitation of the study ·····························································13

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

········································································································18

2.1. Literature Review ························································································18

2.1.1. Social Institutions and Gender Relations ··········································19

2.1.2. Gender equality and women’s empowerment ···································32

2.1.3. Gender Quotas and women’s political participation ························38

2.1.4. Gender relations and the post-conflict reconstruction ······················45

2.2. Theoretical framework ·················································································56

Conclusion to the chapter ··················································································66

CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ···················································67

3.1. Research Approach ······················································································67



- vi -

3.2. Study Setting ·······························································································68

3.2.1. Study Area and its population ··························································69

3.2.2. Research questions ··············································································72

3.3. Data collection methods ··············································································73

3.4. Data analysis methods ················································································77

3.5. Ethical considerations ··················································································80

3.6. Difficulties ····································································································82

Conclusion to the chapter ··················································································82

CHAPTER 4. WOMEN’S LEGAL STATUS AND THEIR POLITICAL 

PARTICIPATION IN RWANDA ·················································84

4.1. The Rwanda country profile ······································································84

4.2. Rwandan women’s status before the 1994 genocide ································85

4.3. Rwandan women’s political participation after the 1994 ·························89

4.3.1. Women’s everyday life after the 1994 genocide ·····························89

4.3.2. The role of women’s associations ····················································91

4.3.3. The role of the international community ··········································96

4.3.4. The role of the Rwandan Government ·············································97

4.3.5. The role of women Parliamentarians ··············································105

4.3.6. Other reasons behind the successful introduction of the new gender 

policy in Rwanda ·············································································106

4.4. Opportunities and challenges to women’s political participation in the 

post-1994 Rwanda genocide ·····································································108

4.5. Analysis of women’s political representation and Empowerment in 

Rwanda ······································································································110

Conclusion to the chapter ················································································112



- vii -

CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS ·····113

5.1. Identification of respondents ·····································································113

5.1.1. Identification of respondents according to their sex ······················114

5.1.2. Identification of respondents according to their age ······················115

5.1.3. Identification of respondents according to their marital status ····· 115

5.1.4. Identification of respondents according to their level of education

··········································································································116

5.2. Changes in gender relations of the local level paralleling 

with the women’s participation in Parliament and governance ·············117

5.2.1.Gender relations in the Rwandan local government ························117

5.2.2. Gender relations in the Rwandan Family ·······································139

5.2.3.Gender relations in the Rwandan Religious Institutions ·················148

Conclusion to the chapter ················································································153

CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS ············································154

6.1. Changes related to gender relations in local governance ·······················155

6.1.1. Women’s responsibilities in the local government leadership ······ 155

6.1.2. Community appreciation of women’s leadership responsibilities ·· 158

6.1.3. Attitudes and behavior in favor of women’s leadership 

responsibilities ···················································································161

6.1.4. Attitudes and behavior interfering with the leadership responsibilities 

of women ··························································································163

6.1.5. Strategies to transform gender relations towards a more supportive 

environment to women’s leadership at the local level of Rwanda

··········································································································174

6.1.6. Strategies to promote equal opportunities for both males and females 

in community decision- making ······················································179



- viii -

6.2. Changes of Gender Relations in the Rwandan Family ··························184

6.2.1. The contribution of development Practitioners ·······························184

6.2.2. Shared Domestic Responsibilities ····················································190

6.2.3. Women’s Participation in Family decisions ···································193

6.2.4. Strategies to promote Gender Relations at the family level ········195

6.3. Appreciation of Changes related to gender relations in the Rwanda 

religious institutions ··················································································197

6.4. Appreciation of the Success of Feminism Movement in Rwanda ········202

Conclusion to the chapter ················································································210

CHAPTER 7. GENERAL CONCLUSION ·························································212

7.1. Introduction ································································································212

7.2. Empirical Findings ····················································································214

7.2.1. What are the responsibilities given to women in the local 

government, the church leadership and the family decisions? ······214

7.2.2. How do community members perceive women’s suitability 

to decision-making positions? ··························································216

7.2.3. What are the obstacles faced by women in their leadership 

responsibilities at the local level? ···················································218

7.2.4. What are strategies needed to transform gender relations towards a 

more supportive environment to women’s leadership responsibilities 

at the local level of Rwanda? ························································218

7.3. Theoretical Implication ·············································································219

7.4. Policy implication ·····················································································221

7.5. Recommendation for future research ·······················································223

7.6. Limitation of the study ············································································225

7.7. Conclusion ·································································································226



- ix -

REFERENCES ······································································································227

APPENDICES ······································································································251

Appendix one: Map of Rwanda with areas of study highlighted ················251

Appendix two: Request for Informed Consent ···············································252

Appendix three: Guide for Interview and Focus Group Discussion ············254

Appendix four: Associations members of Pro-Femmes Twese Hamwe ·······258

Appendix five: Recommendations ···································································259

Appendix Six: Acknowledgment ······································································268

논문초록 ················································································································270



- x -

LIST OF TABLES

Table 1: Population Specifics in Provinces and Districts studied ············72

Table 2: General picture of respondents per district ·································74

Table 3: Representation of men and women in key public decision making 

organs 2013 ·················································································105

Table 4: Identification of respondents according to the sex ··················114

Table 5: Ages of respondents ···································································115

Table 6: Marital status of respondents ·····················································116

Table 7: Level of education ······································································116

Table 8: Gender allocation of administrative responsibilities in local 

government ··················································································118

Table 9: Analysis of variance for women’s responsibilities in different 

district ··························································································120

Table 10: Who Makes A Better Leader: A Man Or A Woman? ···········121

Table 11: Presentation of men’s strengths in parallel to women’ weaknesses

·····································································································123

Table 12: Presentation of women’s strengths in parallel to men’s 

weaknesses ···················································································125

Table 13: Factors that facilitated women leaders to achieve their 

responsibilities ·············································································127

Table 14: Factors which interfere with the women’s leadership ·············130

Table 15: Strategies that may facilitate women leaders to enjoy freely their 

political right ···············································································135



- xi -

Table 16: Strategies to promote equal gender opportunities in community 

decision-making ···········································································137

Table 17: Development services that facilitate the household work ········140

Table 18: Norms and values in favor of gender equality at the family level

·····································································································141

Table 19: Allocation of responsibilities between spouses in the Rwandan 

family ···························································································142

Table 20: Responsible of family decision-making in relation to expenditure 

and family projects (in districts) ···············································144

Table 21: Opinions of respondents about sharing domestic responsibilities

·····································································································146

Table 22: Strategies that can transform family gender relations in egalitarian 

relations ·······················································································147

Table 23: Women in Administrative responsibilities of religious institutions 

in Huye ·······················································································149

Table 24: Analysis of variance of women’s involvement in key leadership 

responsibilities of religious Institutions ·····································151





- 1 -

CHAPTER 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The following part describes the research objectives and the problem statement, 

the research hypotheses, the scope of the study, and explains the benefits linked 

with this study in the context of the Rwandan gender equality practices and the 

community knowledge in general.

1.1. Background and objectives

The pre-genocide Rwanda was marked by an era of discrimination against 

women in socio-economic and political spheres (Cheldelin and Eliatamby, 2011, 

p.142). Divisionism and exclusionism of the Rwandan post-colonial era didn’t 

spare women (ibid).

During the 1994 Rwanda genocide of Tutsi, unbearable atrocities against 

women were committed. Mass rape was the most conspicuous aspect. After the 

wave of genocide was over; the Rwandan society came to be aware of the 

necessity to enhance the status of women so as to prevent such against humanity 

criminalities. The Government of Rwanda came to demonstrate its commitment 

to work towards the reduction of gender –based inequalities in all areas (EAC, 

2009). Therefore, the Rwandan government introduced gender equality programs 

in its development priorities with respect of the female quota of “at least 30% 

of women” in parliamentary seats and leadership positions. Bari (2005, p.6) 

explains that gender quotas emerged as a global fast tract strategy to redress the 

historic exclusion of women from the formal arena of politics. In the political 

arena, establishing quotas for women’s representation at different levels of 
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governance has been used by many countries to ensure women’s participation 

and leadership in governance structures. Inglehart and Norris (2000, p.17) state 

that: “The adoption of quotas for female candidates in internal party rules has 

proved one of the most important and successful means for getting more women 

into office, especially in bureaucratic mass-branch parties where the rules count”. 

Today, Rwanda tops the list as the country with the highest proportion of 

women in parliament worldwide, with nearly 64 percent of seats held by women 

(Cole, 2011; United Nations Department for Women, 2013, p.2).

However, scholars point out that negative gender stereotypes persist, as well 

as in some quarters, stubborn resistance to abandoning a historically entrenched 

patriarchal structure. Hence, some Rwandan men, particularly in rural areas, 

remain biased against the concept of women in positions of power and these 

traditional stereotypes undermine women’s sense of self-esteem, confidence and 

potential to lead (Mutamba 2005, p. 20). Considering such views, this study 

intends to appraise changes related to women’s status and gender relations at the 

local level that go together with the high number of women’s political 

participation in Rwanda. In this study, women’s status refers to their power or 

freedom from control by others (Dyson and Moore,1983), while gender relations 

refer to the social relations that define the way in which rights, responsibilities 

and identities of men and women are allocated and in which they are given 

values (Reeves and Baden,2000, p.18). Women are particular focused on, 

because they have been victims of socioeconomic and political discrimination 

before and during the genocide.

Presuming that women who participate in decision-making should adopt an 

agenda on priority gender concerns and advocate for gender–responsiveness, I 

suppose that women’s involvement in public and political life of a country 

should be accompanied by processes of changes that influence practices of social 

institutions in line with gender relations. That is, advocating for institutional 

norms and management that are non-discriminatory, equally benefiting women 
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and men, and correcting gender biased practices that favor men in leadership 

opportunities and rights provision. For example, all social institutions like 

governance, religion, banks, etc. should be aware of gender equality concept so 

that facilities and opportunities in leadership and rights enjoyment are equally 

provided to both men and women.

Specifically, this study assesses changes related to women’s status and gender 

relations at the local level and appraises the responsibilities allocated to women 

in the local government, religious institutions and the family decisions. 

Traditionally, these institutions used to hold rules and norms that legitimatized 

men in decision-making positions, while considering women as not suitable for 

those positions. In addition, this study intends to identify obstacles encountered 

by women leaders at the grassroots level so that they could be overcome in 

order to further improve and sustain women’s leadership at the grassroots level. 

Lastly, it proposes needed strategies to create a more supportive environment of 

women’s leadership at the grassroots level. Fundamentally, this study is a case 

study which stands on feminist theories where the research approaches make 

problematic women’s diverse situations and the institutions that frame those 

situations with the aim of appraising how power relations and social situations 

impact on women (Creswell, 2007, p.23). In order to uncover if women’s 

political participation in Rwanda is accompanied with changes that improve the 

gender relations at the grassroots level, a survey questionnaire, face-to-face 

interviews, observation of meetings led by women leaders, focus group 

discussion, as well as review of existing literature on gender equality are used 

as research methods in this study. 

1.2. Problem statement

Gender equality policy is an outcome of the worldwide women’s movement 
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which was based on the consciousness of women’s historical exclusion and 

discrimination in the development processes and which still affect the current 

allocation of responsibilities and provision of services among people. Despite the 

pronounced commitment of the international community to gender equality 

expressed through the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women which upholds women’s right to participate in 

public life; the Beijing Platform for Action that calls for removing barriers to 

equal participation; and the Millennium Development Goals that measure 

progress towards gender equality, the 2011 United Nations General Assembly 

resolution on women’s political participation notes that “Women in every part of 

the world continue to be largely marginalized from the political sphere, often as 

a result of discriminatory laws, practices, attitudes and gender stereotypes 

(United Nations department of Women, 2013, p.2). Globally, there are 37 States 

in which women account for less than 10 per cent of parliamentarians in single 

or lower houses, as of July 2013 (ibid, 2013, p.2).

Gender equality policies aim to promote equal enjoyment for both females 

and males of the development opportunities and benefits at all society levels. In 

the context of human rights, sustainable development, and democracy, women’s 

political participation is promoted in many countries. According to Parpart et.al 

(2000, p.63), “development that creates a conducive environment for sustainable 

livelihoods requires good governments that give men and women equal voices in 

decision-making and policy implementation”. Thus, gender equality has become 

essential to the quality of democracy which is based on the idea that all human 

beings are valuable regardless of biological characteristics (Sen, 1999). 

Focusing on women’s political participation, Ndlovu and Mutale (2013) point 

out that increasing the number of women in politics is a tactical means of 

eradicating the structural foundations of inequality between men and women; it 

enables them to stand for their needs and interests on decisions that affect their 

lives. Nevertheless, in examining the effectiveness of gender mainstreaming 
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efforts, some scholars notice a lack of balance between a gender equality policy 

and its translation into practice. Bryan and Varat (2008) assert that although in 

many institutions there is a policy mandate to work for gender equality, policy 

often gets “lost in translation” when it percolates down to the level of action 

because of the gender bias of institutions, the lack of influence and voice of 

women activists and women’s units, and a lack of support of top leadership. 

Moreover, Harcourt (2011) argues that patriarchal culture, evident in cultural 

norms and religious beliefs as well as in the gender blindness of public laws, 

customary teaching and practices constitutes major institutional and political 

challenges for gender equality practices. In addition, Miranda (2005) explains 

that most women who have been socialized into traditional roles in a patriarchal 

society and have integrated these traditional values of inequality between women 

and men should fail to show themselves gender sensitive once involved in 

politics. Finally, Eyben and Fontana (2011) underline that it should be 

recognized that the main barriers to women in enjoying their rights are social 

norms and values, social and cultural practices which also need to be tackled so 

that the community creates a conducive environment for women to enjoy their 

rights. Similarly, Christodoulou (2005) argues that changes in gender roles and 

relations often meet resistance, in particular from cultural forces of tradition. In 

the same context, McGuire (2002) states that all religions have accorded women 

inferior status and relegated them to a secondary position. 

As the Rwandan society has been characterized by a patriarchal social 

structure that underlies the unequal social power relations between men and 

women, boys and girls, this has been translated into men’s dominance and 

women’s subordination, and gender inequalities have been seen as respected 

social normality (Rwandan Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion 

(MIGEPROF), 2010). As an example, men’s supremacy over women was 

reinforced during the colonial era where the abrupt shift from a subsistence 

economy to monetary economy based on paid employment and a formal 
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education system, weakened women’s position relative to that of men and their 

bargaining position on matters concerning their access to and control over 

resources and the degree of their level of participation in the development 

process (Randell, 2010). As a result, poverty is identified as one of the biggest 

issues faced by women in Rwanda, and the 1994 war and genocide worsened an 

already precarious situation with women being the majority among the mostly 

affected (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda (NISR), 2006). Economically, 

the majority of women are employed as unskilled laborers, traders or 

craftsperson. According to the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion (2010, 

p.9) the analysis of the type of employment shows that women compose the 

majority of the labor force in agriculture and animal husbandry (86% as 

compared to 61.5% for men) and that in towns, they are numerous in the 

unskilled occupations. It is estimated that up to 15.2% of women are paid either 

as temporary or permanent employees in rural areas, the majority of which are 

house helpers (ibid). In towns this figure is estimated to be 33.5% (Rwanda 

Development Indicators, 2006). Regarding income, only 14.8% of women earn 

cash incomes, 15.7% are either paid in cash or in kind, 12.4% are paid in kind 

only, and 57% earn no income at all. Within the private sector, no single 

woman exercises an activity of a large scale industrial type, according to the 

study by the Association on Women Entrepreneurs in Rwanda (AFER) in 2003 

(National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2005). These statistics highlight 

women’s marginalized position and their economic dependence on men, which is 

one of the main causes of sexual and gender based violence.

Politically, the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion (2010) explains that 

pre-colonial Rwanda was led according to the principle of patriarchy and the 

head of the state was a powerful polygamist king, whose collaborators were 

mostly men. However, the institution of the Queen Mother in Rwandan 

monarchy was evidence of the Rwandan monarchy’s flexibility that allowed 

some opportunities for women to play a role in decision-making. Under the 
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colonial rule, the status quo was maintained and gender relations worsened due 

to several factors. The introduction of a monetary economy stressed the existing 

gender inequalities as men were the only ones to have access to and control 

over money, the key resource. Furthermore, the violence and brutality undergone 

by men in their contact with European rule was reflected in their attitude 

towards women and children. The post-independence period was characterized by 

male domination in power. And very few women participated in decision 

making. Due to the starting of liberation war in 1990, led by Rwanda Patriotic 

Front INKOTANYI1), the introduction of multiparty and the involvement of 

women in all development were triggered, and progressive changes took place 

after the multiparty system was legalized in 1991, which opened a window of 

opportunity for women’s involvement in decision-making. The commitment of 

the Rwanda government after 1994 and the 4th World Conference on Women 

held in Beijing (China) in 1995 were the key factors that underpinned important 

changes in the Rwandan society. Those are the physical and social reconstruction 

of the country, which involved women, and the Beijing recommendations which 

opened another opportunity for Rwandan women to increase their participation in 

decision-making positions, mostly in the high ranking positions (Rwandan 

Ministry of Gender and family promotion, 2010). Regionally, the recent 

admission of Rwanda as a member of the East African Community (EAC) 

strengthened its commitment considering that gender equality is one of the core 

values of the East African Community.

Fundamentally, gender equality has been taken as one of the strategies to 

overcome poverty by the Rwandan government after the 1994 genocide. The 

centrality of gender equality in national development is underpinned by President 

Paul Kagame who reaffirmed his conviction that “gender equality is not just 

women’s business, it is everybody’s business and that gender equality and 

 1) Rwanda Patriotic Front INKOTANYI is the ruling political party in Rwanda since its armed 
wing ended the Rwandan Genocide in 1994.
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women’s empowerment are critical to sustainable socio-economic development” 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2007). Therefore, the Government of Rwanda attaches 

great importance to the promotion of gender equality and equity as a prerequisite 

for sustainable development. The increased participation of women in politics 

was assumed necessary for the improved social, economic and political 

conditions of their families and the entire country (Bayisenge, 2008; Powley, 

2006). Thus, this ideal is a fundamental principle within the 2003 Rwandan 

Constitution (Republic of Rwanda, 2010). To achieve the gender equality goal, 

the Government of Rwanda put in place a National Gender Policy in 2004 

which highlights principal guidelines on which sectoral policies and programs 

will base to integrate gender issues in their respective social, cultural, economic 

and political planning and programming. Consequently, the latest data from the 

Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) show that Rwanda tops the list as the country 

with the highest proportion of women in parliament, with nearly 64 percent of 

seats held by women in 2013 (Cole, 2011; Rafei, 2014). 

While current Rwanda is highly committed to gender equality, its traditional 

social construction of masculinity and femininity is, however, still prevailing and 

constitutes one of the main hampering factors in addressing gender inequality 

(Rwanda Men Resource Centre (RWAMREC) and the International Center for 

Research on Women (ICRW), 2010). Moreover, indigenous concepts of gender 

roles still contain conflicting messages about women’s worth and abilities as 

public figures (Powley, 2009). In this context, many traditional practices in 

Rwanda are not compatible with the constitutional guarantee of the equality 

between women and men, or international human rights law prohibiting 

discrimination against women (Sjoberg, 2010). For example, women in Rwanda 

continue to deal with a substantial amount of gender based violence. In addition, 

Mutamba (2005) points out that many ministries, commissions and local 

government entities do not have sufficient expertise in the arena of gender parity 

to execute proper planning, monitoring and evaluation to ensure that the 
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objective is being properly pursued. Arguably, Devlin and Elgie (2008) state that 

there is very little literature on the impact of greater women’s representation in 

the Rwandan Chamber of Deputies, and what is there provides contrasting 

pictures of the impact of increased women’s representation. Thus, while the 

symbolism of policy influence linked with women’s political participation is 

undoubted, what cannot be ascertained is how far such high women’s political 

participation has gone in changing gender relations and transforming gender 

social norms and practices at the grassroots level. The contrasting viewpoints of 

the existing literature on Rwanda leave plenty of opportunity for further work on 

the impact of increased women’s parliamentary representation in the country 

(Devlin and Elgie, 2008). 

For this reason, the main question of this study relates to “what changes in 

gender relations at the local level are going together with the high number of 

women’s political participation in parliament and the government of Rwanda”? 

The sub-questions linked to this central question are the following:

What are the responsibilities given to women in the local government, the 

church leadership and the family decisions?

How do community members perceive women’s suitability to decision-making 

positions?

What are the obstacles faced by women in their leadership responsibilities at 

the local level?

What are strategies needed to transform gender relations towards a more 

supportive environment to women’s leadership responsibilities at the grassroots 

level of Rwanda?



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 10 -

1.3. Research hypotheses

Recognizing that discriminatory gender relations define and establish inequality 

between men’s and women’s rights, responsibilities and opportunities, it is 

believed that social institutions and cultural practices often are the main sources 

of persisting discrimination against women in developing countries (Jütting and 

Morrisson, 2005). 

Judging from the above discussion, gender equality processes should come up 

with the transformation of traditional oppressive ideologies, policies and practices 

that have been characteristics of many societies for many years. Fundamentally, 

the involvement of women in politics and governance should play a catalytic 

role to achieve change in gender relations. Hence, the first hypothesis of this 

study is formulated as follows: the involvement of Rwandan women in 

parliament and governance should increase institutional rules and social norms 

that regulate equal rights and opportunities for both women and men in their 

roles and relations and promote the consideration of women’s needs and interests 

in the development of social institutions of Rwanda. 

In addition, gender equality in politics and governance should be 

accompanied by change of society’s perceptions related to the women’s political 

capability. In many countries, traditions continue to emphasize women’s primary 

roles as mothers and housewives and to restrict them to those roles. Shvedova 

(2005) argues that a traditional patriarchal value system favors sexually 

segregated roles, and militates against the advancement, progress and 

participation of women in any political process. Hence, the success of the 

Rwandan gender equality program should also be reflected through community 

perceptions which are no longer limiting women in apolitical roles. Thus, the 

second hypothesis stipulates that the involvement of women in parliament and 

government should be accompanied with the change of society’s perceptions in 
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relation to women’s suitability for politics.

Furthermore, gender equality practices should have increased men’s awareness 

about sharing domestic roles and taking women into consideration in family 

decisions. Fundamentally, the attainment of gender equality requires examining 

men’s and women’s participation, roles and inequalities of power in various 

dimensions of political, social and family life―ranging from the household to 

the parliament, and entails achieving change in social expectations regarding 

men’s roles in families (the United Nations, 2011). Debatably, the persistent 

unequal division of labor and responsibilities within households is pointed out as 

the main challenge to women’s participation in politics (Bari, 2005; Shvedova, 

1998). Therefore, relations of cooperation and mutual support between men and 

women in families are of high value in promoting women’s political 

participation. Sullivan (2004) argues that women and men’s day ‐to‐day 

negotiations and struggles around the domestic division of labor should be 

understood within such a framework, as part of a wider social process that 

involves slow transformative changes in consciousness and practice. This study 

explores the change related to sharing domestic roles in families as an evidence 

of change of gender relations. It further investigates how women are given 

opportunities to influence family decisions.

The third hypothesis assume that involvement of Rwandan women in 

parliament and governance should go together with increasing men’s awareness 

about sharing the domestic roles and considering women in family decisions to 

facilitate women to participate in political and public life. This study collected 

information on the family gender division of labor and how married couples 

perceive shared domestic responsibilities, as well as other family values in favor 

of gender equality.
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1.4. Significance and implication of the study results

Fundamentally, assessing the changes and challenges associated with gender 

relations and women’s status in Rwanda helps us to come up with information 

about needs, activities, and priorities in relation to the promotion of equal gender 

relations in Rwandan various social institutions. It also identifies local initiatives 

and innovative practices linked with the transformation of gender roles and 

relations that could inform other societies in line with social development and 

enrich existing literature in gender studies, as well as the influence of religion 

on human consciousness in general and its importance in defining social norms 

and values in Rwandan society.

Particularly, differences of gender practices and changes in gender relations 

are noticed among different religious denominations and families. These 

differences and related causes allowed me to suggest appropriate strategies to 

strengthen the development of equal relations between men and women in those 

institutions. Moreover, community perceptions on women and men leaders reveal 

how gender sensitization programs have transformed people’s ideologies and 

perceptions and what remains to promote society’s awareness on the importance 

of gender equality and women’s rights.

Recognizing that one of the objectives of social studies is to provide 

feedback that helps to improve the ongoing programs and to inform policy 

makers on a range of decisions, I based the facts and figures coming from our 

findings, and formulated recommendations related to how gender responsive and 

transformative measures could be strengthened for the promotion of equal gender 

relations. These recommendations are addressed to ministries and government 

agencies, districts leaders, religious denominations and other Civil Society 

Organizations (CSOs), and to community members.

Fundamentally, this study will contribute to the understanding of women’s 



CHAPTER 1. GENERAL INTRODUCTION

- 13 -

status, relations between gender equality and development in Rwanda and Africa. 

In fact, exploring the change of perceptions related to involving women in 

leadership positions of community governance and religious institutions will 

reflect the progress and consideration of social values of equality in Rwandan 

society, while a more consciousness of men linked with shared domestic 

responsibilities between spouses and the consideration of women in family 

decisions will reflect improvement in family functioning and society in general. 

On the other hand, resistance and lack of consideration of the above strategies 

justify the necessity to propose needed policies to change the status quo. 

1.5. Scope and limitation of the study

This study covers the achievements of Rwandan gender equality processes from 

1999 to 2014 considering that the Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion 

(MIGEPROF) which coordinates them started officially its activities in 1999.

In the domain, this study centers on gender and development with a focus on 

promoting equal gender relations through women’s inclusion in decision-making 

positions. It mainly concerns the responsibilities allocated to women in local 

governance, in religious institutions and family decisions. 

Particularly, these institutions are focused on by the study, because they play 

a meaningful role in establishing laws, norms and practices that define gender 

relations. These laws and practices have been discriminating women for many 

years (Jütting and Morrison, 2005). 

In relation to the governance, women have traditionally been excluded from 

the structures of state that determine political and legislative priorities (Ndlovu 

and Mutale, 2013, p.72). Further details related to this women’s political 

exclusion are given in the following chapter on literature review).
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Focusing on the family, female decision-making discrimination in the 

household has been also common in many societies (Jones et al., 2010). This 

lack of women and girls’ decision-making power and status in the family not 

only influences their own development but also the development of their families 

and children (ibid). For example, unequal financial decision-making capacity 

between male and female family members reduces educational attainment for 

women and girls, as well as their employment opportunities and economic 

outcomes. Fundamentally, the low status of women and girls in the household 

reinforced by discriminatory family codes reduces their bargaining power and 

ability to negotiate with male family members about decisions relating to their 

health and welfare or that of their children (Farre´, 2012). The amount of 

influence women have over the decisions made in the household has been 

demonstrated to positively impact the nutrition, health care and education of their 

children and the broader community (idem). 

For religious institutions, they represent and order beliefs, feelings, imaginings 

and actions that arise in response to direct experience of the sacred and the 

spiritual (Connelly, 1996); and are taken to provide general orientation in regard 

to the way one lives one’s life (Fasching and deChant, 2001). In this context, 

the National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda (2014, p.3) points out that religion 

carries moral values and social norms that can positively influence the lives of 

followers. Considering the complex inter-relationship between religion, culture 

and social institutions, religion can have a significant influence in shaping social 

institutions by defining the parameters of what is deemed acceptable in relation 

to gender roles. For example, women’s restricted rights to participate in public 

space are often justified by religion or by the application of religious law. 

Hence, religious are considered to be the main shapers of norms and practices 

that restrict the decisions, choices and behaviors of individuals, groups, and 

communities; and had excluded women from decision-making positions during 

many years (the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
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(OECD), 2012). 

According to the United States government, the Rwandan population is 56.5 

percent Roman Catholic, 26 percent other Protestant denominations, 11.1 percent 

Seventh-day Adventist, 4.6 percent Muslim, and 1.7 percent no religious beliefs 

(International Religious Freedom Report, 2013, p.1).

After the 1962 Rwandan independence, the churches stood as important 

centers of social, economic, and political power, but rather than using their 

power to support the rights of the population, the churches were integrated into 

wider structures of power that allowed wealth and privilege to become 

concentrated in the hands of a select few. Religious groups acted as interest 

groups because church leaders were prominent public figures with considerable 

influence in the political arena from national to local level. Leaders of Catholic, 

Anglican, Presbyterian and Baptist church were all closes associated of President 

Habyarimana and his government, while local pastors and priests were all 

closely allied with local government leaders. Therefore, the church clearly played 

an important part over a long period in helping to organize support for the 

regime (Longman, 2001, p.166). 

While political power was complex and diffused in pre-colonial times of 

Rwanda, the Catholic Church became the generator and stabilizer of class 

structures (Van Hoyweghen, 1996). It is important to note that the Catholic 

Church created the social environment in which colonial indirect rule was 

superimposed over pre-colonial Rwandan social order (Hintjens, 1994). According 

to Together Rwanda newspaper (2013), the Rwandan government recognizes the 

power of religious institutions and uses them to explain its politics. Considered 

as able to gather many people who trust in their values and teaching, Religious 

Institutions has been noticeable in playing important role in many good or bad 

decisions taken. For example, the 1994 genocide revealed that Rwandan religious 

institutions had power to manipulate people’s thoughts and actions. Longman 

(2001, p.166) notices that Rwandan Christian churches were implicated in the 
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violence not simply because they failed to prevent it, nor even because they 

legitimized the regime which carried out the genocide; but churches made 

genocide possible by making ethnic violence understandable and acceptable to 

the population. In addition, while the churches were not the chief organizers of 

the Rwandan genocide, the long practice of teaching of obedience to authority 

and of engaging in ethnic politics made it possible for Rwandans to ignore the 

principle of sanctuary and participate in the killing of Tutsi ethnic group 

(Longman, 2001). According to the findings of a research done by Longman in 

Rwanda, in 1992-93, and 19995-96, religious institutions were actively involved 

in the program of resistance to popular pressures for political reform that 

culminated in the 1994 genocide and numerous priests, pastors, nuns, brothers, 

catechists, and catholic and protestant leaders supported, participated in or helped 

to organize the killings (Longman, 1997). Some Rwandan Christian churches 

showed a greater willingness to accept that the church were complicit and 

church leaders have gone out to confess the failures of the church in preventing 

and stopping the genocide (Nieuwoudt, 2006). The Catholic Church in particular 

has played an influential role in the events that led to the conflict (Muir, 2010). 

Grey (2007, p. 24) argues that “the role of the Church is very visible, traceable 

and real in the marking of the genocide”. Underscoring the possibility and power 

held by religious institutions to access and influence people, Oda 

GASINZIGWA, former minister of gender stated: “we find religious institutions 

as powerful organizations which work with different government institutions 

particularly in relation to promoting gender equality” (Together Rwanda, 2013). 

Basically, this study assesses the Rwandan women’s role in the management 

of administrative authority of the local governance charged of translating laws 

and development programs into daily life of the citizens; in the leadership of 

religious institutions where beliefs and practices use to exclude women from 

decision-making posts; and in the family management where women have been 

excluded from decisions related to family projects and expenditures. 
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For promoting the diversity of views and increasing the reliability of the 

data, data related to women’s leadership in those institutions was collected in 

five districts, representing Rwandan geographical provinces of South, North, East, 

West and Kigali city (Capital); respectively Huye, Musanze, Rwamagana, 

Rubavu, and Nyarugenge District (See appendix 1). 

Considering the fact that provinces have differences in cultural values and 

norms that influence citizens’ thoughts, perceptions and practices, districts 

representing provinces were identified to capture the diversity of views and 

experiences. Specifically, I collected data in cells of Cyanya, Nyagasenyi, 

Sibagire, Sovu in Kigabiro sector of Rwamagana; Cells of Umuganda, 

Mbugangari, Kivumu, Rubavu in Gisenyi sector of Rubavu; cells of Mpenge, 

Cyabararika, Ruhengeri and Kigoma of sector Muhoza in Musanze; cells of 

Cyimana, Cyarwa, Rango A and Rango B of Tumba sector in Huye; and cells 

of Kiyovu, Biryogo, Nyabugogo and Rwampara in Nyarugenge. 

This study is inserted in Feminist evaluation research that focuses on changes 

in gender relations at the local level which accompany the high number of 

women involved in the parliament and central government of Rwanda. 

Structurally, the first chapter presents a general introduction which explains 

the background and purpose, the problem statement, research hypotheses, the 

scope and significance of the study. The second chapter explains theories related 

to gender relations and the post-conflict impact on them, as well as the 

theoretical framework. The third chapter explains the methodology of the study, 

while the fourth chapter presents the women’s legal status and their political 

participation in Rwanda. The fifth chapter presents and analyzes the results of 

the study; the sixth chapter discusses the results of the study, while the seventh 

chapter covers the general conclusion for the study.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter presents theories on the role played by social institutions in 

defining and establishing gender relations through laws, policies and practices, 

and how these have been excluding women from the development process. It 

further explains the role of gender responsive and transformative policies to 

promote equality in gender relations. Additionally, it discusses the condition of 

women in the post-conflict as well as the necessity of involving them in the 

post-conflict reconstruction. The last part discusses the theoretical framework to 

analyze changes in gender relations at the local level which go together with 

women’s participation in parliament and central government of Rwanda.

2.1. Literature Review

This part discusses the role played by social institutions in shaping the gender 

relations and the role played by the gender equality policy and women’s 

empowerment programs in promoting equal gender relations. It further discusses 

how the period of conflict may influence the change of gender roles towards 

achieving greater gender equality in its post-conflict period. 
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2.1.1. Social Institutions and Gender Relations

In its complex meaning, culture is defined as the distinctive patterns of ideas, 

values, patterns of beliefs, expected behavior, practices and material objects that 

constitute a people’s way of life and relations within a society or a group 

(Macionis and Plummer, 2008; Reeves and Baden, 2000; Wallace, 1966). While 

values are abstract standards people have about what is good and bad, beliefs 

are particular matters that individuals consider to be true (Wallace, 1966). For 

example, most Rwandan people have believed that only men are suitable for 

politics while women were not. This way of thinking should constitute a barrier 

to women’s leadership therefore interfering in the success of gender equality 

programs. On the other side, successful transformative gender equality programs 

can change this belief. 

To draw attention to the role of culture or social relations in limiting or 

enabling individual or collective agency, several disciplines adopted the concept 

of social institutions (Ferrant et al., 2014). Sharma (2016, pp.18-22) points out 

that a social institution may be defined as an organizational system which 

functions to satisfy basic social needs by providing an ordered framework 

linking the individual to the larger culture. He also underscores that sociologists 

often reserve the term “institution” to describe normative systems that operate in 

five basic areas of life, which may be designated as the primary institutions: (1) 

In determining Kinship; (2) in providing for the legitimate use of power; (3) in 

regulating the distribution of goods and services; (4) in transmitting knowledge 

from one generation to the next; and (5) in regulating our relation to the 

supernatural. These five basic institutions are called the family, government, 

economy, education and religion (Sharma, 2016, pp.18-22). More specifically, 

Social institutions are defined as the formal and informal laws, social norms and 

practices, which play an important role in shaping or restricting the decisions, 

choices and behaviors of groups, communities and individuals (Jütting et al., 
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2008; North, 1990).

In this context, social norms are defined as informal rules about how people 

ought to behave in a society (Bell, 2010, p.400). Practically, social institutions 

set the parameters of what behaviors are deemed acceptable or unacceptable in a 

society and therefore play a key role in defining and influencing gender roles 

and relations (Ferrant et al., 2014, p.1). Macionis and Plummer (2008, p.136) 

argue that some norms are proscriptive, mandating what we should not do, 

others are prescriptive, spelling out what we should do. For example, a social 

rule or norm is that men are breadwinners and women are home makers or that 

men are leaders and decision makers and women are followers and implementers 

of decisions. 

In this line, gender, defined as the social meaning given to being a woman 

or a man, influences and shapes the behavior, roles, expectations and 

entitlements of women and men; and provides rules, norms, customs and 

practices through which biological differences may become social differences 

(Corat and Ruprecht, 2005; March et al., 1999). Gender as a concept refers to 

masculinities and femininities, and women and men, the power relations that 

exist between them, and the structural contexts that reinforce and create those 

power relations (Stets and Burke, 2010). In literature, scholars distinguish sex, 

which refers to the biological differences that categorize someone as either 

female or male; and gender which refers to the socially determined ideas and 

practices of what it is to be female or male (March et al., 1999; Reeves and 

Baden, 2000; Vainio-Mattila, 2001). Practically, gender refers to the division of 

people into male and female with their accompanying socially constructed roles, 

rules of behavior, activities and attributes (Udry, 1994). In this sense, gender is 

extremely important since it also determines one’s rights, responsibilities and 

identity. In a more specific terms, Lorber (2008, p.538) defines gender as “a 

social institution based on three structural principles: the division of people in 

two social groups, ‘men’ and ‘women’; the social construction of perceptible 
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differences between them; and their differential treatment, legitimated by socially 

produced differences.” In this context, gender identity determines how we are 

perceived and how we are expected to think and act as a woman and a man, 

because of the way the society is organized (March et al., 1999; Parpart et al., 

2000). Gender influences economics, politics, social interactions and individual 

needs, and it is an active force in the formation of the family, the community 

and the nation (United Nations Development Program, 2001).

In this perspective, Reeves and Baden (2000) point out that women’s 

differential access to power and control of resources is central to the gender 

discrimination in all institutional spheres, i.e. the household, community, market, 

and state. Gender discrimination here means the systematic, unfavorable 

treatment of individuals on the basis of their gender, which denies them rights, 

opportunities or resources (ibid). According to this view, culturally determined 

gender ideologies define rights and responsibilities and what ‘appropriate’ 

behavior is for women and men; influence access to and control over resources, 

and participation in decision-making, and often reinforce male power and the 

idea of women’s inferiority (ibid). Across the world, women are treated 

unequally and less value is placed on their lives because of their gender. In this 

perspective, different scholars have expressed their views on the concept of 

gender relations. From this, gender relations are defined as the social relations 

established depending on the gender of the person, which define rights, 

responsibilities, and the identities of men and women in relation to one another 

(Bravo-Baumann, 2000; Laban et al., 2009). Arguably, March et al. (1999) 

define gender relations as the social relationships between men and women 

which are relations of cooperation, connections and mutual support, and of 

conflicts, separation and competition, of difference and inequality. Briefly, gender 

relations consider the relevance of the issues of power, differences and diversity, 

how identities are defined and constructed and the relationship is shaped, thus 

influencing positively or negatively the enjoyment of men’ and women’s rights 
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(Bettina, 2006). 

Gender identities and gender relations are essential facets of culture as they 

determine the way daily life is lived not only within the family, but also in 

society as a whole (Schalkwyk, 2000). In this line, March et al., (1999) point 

out that gender relations create and reproduce systematic differences in men’s 

and women’s positions in a given society, and define the way in which 

responsibilities and claims are allocated and in which each is given a value. 

Reeves and Baden (2000) point out that gender relations are socially determined 

and culturally based hierarchical relations of power between women and men 

that tend to disadvantage women, and constitute and are constituted by a range 

of Institutions, such as the family, legal systems or the market. They can be 

seen in a range of gendered practices, such as the division of labor and 

resources, and gendered ideologies, such as ideas of acceptable behavior for 

women and men. The gender division of labor here refers to the socially 

determined ideas and practices which define what roles and activities are deemed 

appropriate for women and men (ibid). 

From the conception of gender relations as socially constructed agreements 

gestated in the social order to organize the behavior of people in private or in 

public sphere, it is possible to ensure that in every society and historical 

moment are constructed ideas, thoughts, values, rules and beliefs that profile the 

action of the human being who composes it (Maldonado et al., 2013). This 

explains how throughout time, men and women were given legitimate functions 

or roles according to their biological condition and recognizes the difference in 

gender relations that propagates from the biological to the social level (ibid). 

Accordingly, gender roles are the expected attitudes and behaviors a society 

associates with each sex within the household or community, learned during the 

socialization of childhood and adolescence and continuously evolving over time 

throughout an individual’s life (Corat and Ruprecht, 2005; Lindsey, 2010). 

In many societies, women are assigned the tasks of child-care and food 



CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

- 23 -

preparation; while men perform most activities that require physical strength. 

From childhood, a girl learns to be a good household worker and a boy learns 

to perform activities requiring physical strength like construction and carrying 

heavy baggage. In Rwanda, young boys are initiated to decide for the family 

once their fathers are absent. Hackman (1992) points out that the gender roles 

may be a means through which one may express his/her gender identity, but 

they may also be employed as a means of exerting social control, and 

individuals may have negative social consequences for violating them. Arguably, 

Reeves and Baden (2000) explain that whilst the gender division of labor tends 

to be seen as natural and immutable, roles typically designated as female are 

almost invariably less valued than those designated as male. In many societies, 

women are generally expected to fulfill the reproductive role of bearing and 

raising children, caring for other family members, and household management 

tasks, as well as home based production; while men tend to be more associated 

with productive roles, particularly paid work, and market production (ibid, 2000; 

Lindsey, 2010). 

Scholars underscores that the gender division of labor is a central feature of 

gender inequality, both in its economic aspects and in the social construction of 

gender identities (Huber, 1991; Lorber, 1994). The fact that women carry out a 

disproportionate share of care-related activities worldwide, including domestic 

work and childcare, limits their potential to earn income and perpetuates income 

inequalities between men and women (Swedish International Cooperation Agency, 

2009). All social and family policies should contribute to creating an 

environment in which men, and women, have family time and the opportunity to 

care for and engage with their children. 

Focusing on women’s participation in family decisions, women have been 

less involved in family decisions during many years. Within families, decisions 

can be classified into different types such as instrumental, affective, social, 

economic, and technical. Instrumental decisions are those that focus on issues of 
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money, health, shelter, and food for the family members (Epstein, Bishop, and 

Baldwin 1982). Affective decisions deal with choices related to feelings and 

emotions such as deciding about getting married. Social decisions typically 

consist of decisions related to the values, roles, and goals of the family (Noller 

and Fitzpatrick, 1993). Such decisions may include whether the children will be 

raised going to one church or another or whether one parent will stay at home 

while the children are at preschool age. Economic decisions focus on choices 

about using and gathering family resources, such as whether an adolescent 

should get a job and contribute to the family income or buy his/her own car. 

Technical decisions consist of the smaller decisions that must be made to carry 

out a larger decision. For instance, if a family decides that one member must 

stop working in order to go back to school for an advanced degree, then a 

series of technical decisions must be made so that the larger decision will 

materialize (Noller and Fitzpatrick, 1993).

Practically, studies about decision-making in family life shows that males 

often decide how to manage the general financial affairs of the family (Kiania, 

2012, p.3), while less important decision-making such as food preparation or 

shopping for children’s clothes was up to women (Abbot and Wallace, 1990). 

The influence of each member on decision-making depends on several factors 

such as the resources that each member contributes, which is the basis of the 

relative resource theory (Robertson, 1990; Webster, 1995), culture which provides 

the basis for the theory of resources in a culture context (Rodman, 1972), the 

degree of involvement and role specialization (Corfman, 1985), the quality of the 

marital relationship (Kirchler and Praher, 1990), who has made decisions in the 

past (Barry and Oliver, 1996) or the influence exerted by children (Foxman, et 

al., 1989). 

Particularly, the educational qualification of women helps to play significant 

role in family decision-making. Women’s illiteracy increases their feeling of not 

being capable to express their views on decisions to be made (Mumtaz, 1982).
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Mumtaz and Aysia (1982) argue that if women are properly educated they 

would acquire the capacity to participate in decision-making. Roth (2001) found 

that educated couple participates in final decision making more compared to 

couple with less education. Therefore, it is essential to take comprehensive 

programs to enhance women’s educational status in order to promote their 

contribution in family decisions.

With the changing outlook of the society towards women and her role in 

various activities both inside and outside the family system, the traditional male 

role of the father as one to possess the best decision making ability in the 

family has also undergone drastic transformation (Rashid and Islam, 2011). 

Particularly, education increases men’s participation in doing household chores 

and women’s participation in family decisions and changes the pattern of 

division of household chores and finally it changes the pattern of family 

decisions and adjusts the structure of patriarchal power pyramid (Kiania, 2012, 

p.10). In order to increase women’s involvement in family decisions, one has to 

prepare the ground for changing the attitude and simultaneous acceptance of both 

men and women in society. This measure requires change in socializing process 

of boys and girls in family.

As in many societies, Rwandan culture also includes aspects of gender 

relations that were (and often remain) oppressive and patriarchal. For example, 

Rwandan tradition holds that, as the chief of the household, the man made for 

family important decisions even if he sometimes consulted his wife before 

making decision; women were discouraged from speaking in public, and 

gender-based violence (GBV) remains a disturbingly common and often hidden 

problem (Powley, 2009). Other details related to the discrimination of Rwandan 

women are given in chapter four. 

Fundamentally, social institutions are conceived as long-lasting norms, values 

and codes of conduct that find expression in traditions, customs and cultural 

practices, informal and formal laws which are at the bottom of gender roles and 
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the distribution of power between men and women in the family, in the market 

and in social and political life (The Research Committee on Development 

Economics, 2010). Thus, in many parts of the world, the polarizing views of 

women as passive caretakers and men as in charge providers influence women’s 

and men’s perceptions of their roles in society, and shape the inequitable 

distribution of household chores, childrearing duties, income-earning expectations, 

and risk-taking behaviors that disproportionately affect women’s and men’s 

access to resources including education, employment, and ownership rights 

(Parker, 1999). 

In this context, discriminatory social institutions restrict or exclude women 

and girls and consequently curtail their access to opportunities, resources and 

power (Cerise et al., (2013, p.2)). As an example, Mukhopadhayay (1995, p.5) 

points out that “religion is the basis for many of the cultural values which 

prescribe what women are and how they should behave, and what is permissible 

or impermissible for women to do”. Most religious institutions still keep faith 

traditions that construct gender inequality, marginalizing women and excluding 

them from leadership positions. In many situations, the Bible interpretation and 

teachings limit women in their responsibilities and behavior. For most Christians, 

the Bible is understood to be the inspired and living Word of God, and it is 

often referred to as “Holy”, “Sacred” or “Divine”; therefore seen as both 

authoritative and unique in nature (Amanze, 2010, p.116). 

However, the way biblical texts are interpreted, taught and used often 

construct gender roles that are oppressive to women and that keep them under 

the power of men. For example, some religious leaders emphasize on the 

teaching of oppressive biblical texts that marginalize women, while avoiding to 

emphasize on texts that uphold equality and justice. Like emphasizing on 

1Timothy 2:11-14 which states: “Let women learn in silence with all subjection. 

But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to 

be in silence”; and not emphasizing on Galatians 3:28 which states which states 
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that before God every person is equal: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 

neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in 

Christ Jesus”. 

Another most quoted verse and used to define the space of women in the 

home and society and in counseling victims of domestic violence to remain with 

their partners is Ephesians 5:22-24: “wives, submit yourselves unto your own 

husbands, as unto the lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, even as 

Christ is the head of the church: and he is the savior of the body”. Victims of 

abuse feel that they are to obey their husbands as part of their Christian duty 

regardless of the consequences. It is even noteworthy that the texts that refer to 

men’s responsibility are often kept silent.

Consulting the Bible content, many references show that both men and 

women are created equally in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27; 5:1-2). 

According to the Apostle Paul, all believers, men and women, are to conform to 

the image of Christ (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:10-11; Gal. 4:19). Relating to 

the responsibility of the prophet in ancient Israel, both men and women were 

recognized as prophets – Huldah and Deborah (2 Kgs. 22:14-19; Chron. 

34:23-27). 

Another oppressive approach is perceiving men as the key role players in the 

work of God on earth starting from Adam to the apostles in the New 

Testament, and underscoring infamous women who are remembered for their 

negative effect on men such as Delilah, Jezebel, Batsheiba and Eve, consistently 

blamed for the “fall” of the great men of God; while avoiding to consider 

stories and contributions of heroines women such as Deborah, Ruth, Rahab, 

Mary etc. The Genesis story has often been used as evidence for women’s 

propensity to sin and inferiority to men, and they are sometimes portrayed 

sexual predators (1 Kgs. 11; Jgs. 16; Gen. 19:30-36; 39:7-20), as deceitful and 

untrustworthy. These portrayals have damaging implications for women, and such 

negative images have for centuries been instrumental in the humiliation and 
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discrimination of women (Stiebert, 2004). The nature of interpretation may 

enrich or impoverish understanding, minimizing or honoring certain social 

groups. Additionally, Amanze (2010, p.26) argues that the Bible also contains a 

variety of text patterns that results in challenges for translators, some of whom 

lacking sufficient knowledge of the original language in which the Bible was 

written. 

Arguably, Feminist scholars offer two ways of dealing with such negative 

interpretations of Scripture, reinterpreting some of these well-known texts in 

positive ways, and highlighting “forgotten” texts that present women in a 

completely different light (Sakenfeld. 1985, p.57). For example instead of 

looking at Eve as the mother of sin and death, she is the mother of humankind. 

Within the rich variety of the biblical texts there are many examples of good 

and true men, but also of women who may serve as worthy role models of a 

life of faith: Sarah, mother of nations; Deborah, a judge; Jael, a hero for killing 

Sisera; Hannah, mother of Samuel; Huldah, the Hebrew prophetess; Rahab, the 

savior of Joshua’s spies; Esther, the queen who risked her life for her people; 

Mary, the mother of Jesus and among the first women to establish Christ’s 

church; Lydia, a business person and Europe’s first convert; Priscilla, a leader in 

the New Testament Church; and Mary Magdalene and other women who first 

witnessed and preached about the resurrection of Jesus.

Translation, interpretation and dynamic language are factors that lead the 

bible teaching to certain gender biased outcomes. For example, in Rwanda, some 

Rwandan religious institutions teach their members that women are not allowed 

to lead; women have to ensure blind obedience; others emphasis on women not 

refusing sex practices even when they are not well. In a research done by 

Uwihangana (2014, pp.66-57) one research participant from the Muslim religion 

has revealed that in their community, women are not offered the opportunity to 

exercise their rights fully like others. Another respondent mentioned that some 

aspects of reproductive rights of women like the use of contraceptive methods 
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are not accepted by the Roman Catholic Church and some Protestant Institutions.

Reeves and Baden (2000) notice that the hierarchical gender relations 

constrain development efforts and poverty reduction efforts are hampered where 

men use their authority to usurp control over resources targeted at women. Many 

feminist scholars castigate the confinement of women to the private arena, the 

home, as both a means and reason for preventing women’s participation in 

public affairs (Batezat and Mwalo, 1989; Randall, 1984; Oakley, 1972; Young et 

al., 1984). 

Hence, feminist studies and the landmark World Bank study on gender 

equality (2001) put priority on the need to reform institutions to establish equal 

rights and opportunities for women and men. In this sense, radical feminists 

‘perspective aims to challenge and overthrow patriarchy by opposing standard 

gender roles and oppression of women and calls for a radical reordering of 

society (Willis, 1984). 

Basically, evidence from around the world suggests that societies that 

promote more equal opportunities for men and women also have higher growth, 

lower poverty, and better development outcomes (Greene et al., 2011). In this 

context, Lawson-Remer (2012) notices that in a substantial body of recent 

research, a strong correlation between gender equality and economic and social 

rights fulfillment was found. For example, higher levels of female education and 

literacy have been found to reduce child mortality and improve educational 

outcomes for the next generation; while the presence of women in political 

leadership positions appears to increase schooling for girls. In addition, children’s 

health is influenced by women’s bargaining power in the home, and the lower 

fertility rates associated with increased educational attainment for women can 

have a positive effect on growth (Lawson-Remer, 2012). Similarly, Kanwar et al. 

(2003) argue that new evidence demonstrates that when women and men are 

relatively equal, economies tend to grow faster, the poor move more quickly out 

of the poverty, and the well-being of men, women and children is enhanced. 
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Putting into practice the concept of gender equality, Löfström (2012) notices that 

taking labor market equality as providing women and men the same extent in 

paid jobs, equal share of part-time work and self employment, the calculation of 

a maximum value of the benefits shows that there is a potential for increased 

Gross Domestic Product of between 15 and 45 per cent in the Europian Union 

member states. The same author concludes that the higher the level of gender 

equality in society, the higher the average levels of productivity (i.e. higher 

Gross Domestic Product level) and perhaps also the faster the innovation 

process. In line with the social wellbeing, there is substantial evidence linking 

greater equality to better social relationships within societies –levels of social 

cohesion, including trust and social capital, which are higher in more equal 

countries (Uslaner, 2002; Elgar, 2010). Further, indicators of women’s status and 

equality are generally better (Kawachi et al., 1999; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010) 

and rates of both property, crime and violence, especially homicides, increase as 

income differences widen (Daly et al., 2001; Elgar, 2011). In addition, many 

studies show that life expectancy is longer, and mortality lower, in more equal 

societies (Wilkinson, 2006, p.62; Babones, 2008, p.66), and, in both developing 

and developed countries, HIV infection prevalence rises with inequality (Drain, 

2004; Over, 1998). Finally, greater equality is also linked to economic progress 

and stability, while poverty reduction and development are compromised by 

income inequality (Wade, 2004; Edward and Sumner, 2013).

Hence, the United Nations (1995) points out that if development policies are 

to be sustainable, they must consider existing gender disparities in employment, 

poverty, family life, health, education, the environment, public life and 

decision-making bodies. It is therefore believed that gender and development 

should transform society through policies that challenge discrimination and 

inequalities, and that achieve social justice and equality within families, social 

spaces, public sectors, political arenas and markets (Harcourt, 2009, p.204). The 

Canadian International Development Agency (2001) notices that changing social 
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relations require taking into consideration gender equality issues in planning and 

decision making processes. Thus, analyses which focus on gender relations give 

more prominence to the connectedness of men’s and women’s lives, to the 

imbalances of power embedded in male-female relations, and emphasize the 

interaction of gender relations with other hierarchical social relations such as 

class, caste, ethnicity and race. Harcourt (2009, p.204) points out that “policies 

would be the premise on the need to challenge the economic, political and social 

structures that perpetuate gender inequalities-within families, social spaces, public 

sectors, political arenas and markets- and look for redistribution of resources, 

economic and social justice”. Under international standards, both men and 

women are supposed to have equal rights and opportunities to participate fully in 

all aspects and at all levels of political processes (United Nations, 1995). It is 

noticed that the involvement of women in all aspects of political life produces 

more equitable societies and delivers a stronger and more representative 

democracy (Miranda, 2005). In this context, the United Nations Population Fund 

(2005) argue that women’s political participation transforms the process of 

setting priorities for public policy and helps make governance more egalitarian 

and inclusive. Societies that give women economic and political power will have 

a political system that is more rule oriented, responsive and accountable 

compared to a society where women’s participation is oppressed (Branisa et al., 

2010). Karl (1995, p.35) underlines that “the involvement of women in local and 

global strategies for change will create a more just social and economic order, 

nationally and internationally which will remove all forms of inequity and 

oppression”. Without an active participation of women and incorporation of 

women’s perspectives at all levels of decision-making, the goals of equality 

development and peace cannot be achieved (Karl, 1995). 

But gender relations are not unchangeable or immutable. Gender roles vary 

greatly from one culture to another and change over time; from one social group 

to another within the same culture; and they are influenced by age, class, race, 
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ethnicity, religion and by the geographical, economic and political environment 

(Christodoulou, 2005). Furthermore, the United Nations Development Program 

argues that gender roles are radically and rapidly changed by sudden crisis, like 

war or famine; and changes in gender roles often occur in response to changing 

economic, natural or political circumstances, including development efforts. In 

Rwanda, changes of gender roles were mainly driven by changes in the social 

and political environment of the country linked with the 1994 genocide as 

explained in the chapter four related to women’s status before and after the 

1994 Rwanda Genocide against Tutsi. 

2.1.2. Gender equality and women’s empowerment

Differences between men and women and the relations between them have been 

described in gender studies, which have revealed inequalities existing in all 

human societies between women and men, as well as the causes of these 

inequalities (Laban et al., 2009). Mertens (2005) points out that inequality based 

on gender is embedded in the major institutions and other shapers of societal 

norms such as schools, religion, media, pop culture, government, and 

corporations. Social movements such as the women’s, worker’s, and human 

rights movements, have fought against perceived social injustice and have also 

challenged the ideologies and prejudices that legitimate social inequalities, in 

order to mobilize people for change (Reeves and Baden, 2000). From an 

equality feminist point of view, the key problem in the current world is that 

women are treated differently and worse than men, whereas they should be 

treated equally (Bell, 2010:166). Therefore, Feminist theory contends that existing 

patterns of gender inequality can and should be changed for the benefit for all 

members of the society, and focuses on gender inequality through women’s 

social roles and experiences, social relations with males and also the promotion 

of women’s rights (Bryme and Lie, 2007). Feminist theory enlightens people 
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about sexist practices and gender blindness of government and community 

practices that ignored and silenced women for millennia (Mathews and Ross, 

2010:35), and feminist researchers focus on changing the status of women in 

modern society (Stanley and Wise, 1993). 

In this line, the gender and development approach reveals that women’s 

exclusion has its cause and effect on inequalities in gender relations and in the 

roles these relations assign to women and men (Laban et al., 2009). As women 

and men’s position depends on social and cultural causes and not on human 

nature, women’s inferior situation can change if the adequate socio-cultural 

patterns are put in place (idem). 

Hence, equality becomes a credible goal and the concern with gender 

relations in development has strengthened the affirmation that equality in the 

status of men and women is fundamental to every society for realizing 

sustainable development outcomes (Harcourt, 2011; Parpart et al., 2000). Gender 

equality here refers to the equal access to opportunities, resources, and 

decision-making at all levels for women and girls (Harcourt, 2011); the 

recognition that women and men should experience equal conditions for realizing 

their full human rights, and have the opportunity to contribute to and benefit 

from national, political, economic, and social and cultural development (Moser 

and Moser, 2005). 

Reflecting on practices of equality in different social institutions, the article 

16(1) of the convention on the Elimination of all Forms of discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) on family enjoins states parties to provide for men 

and women to have the same rights to marry divorce, share property and take 

on roles of guardianship (Eekelaar and George, 2014). While recognizing that 

men and women are equal in dignity, the complementarity model notes that 

husbands and wives cannot be treated the same because they perform different 

roles in family life that lead to different duties and entitlements (Facio and 

Morgan, 2009). Men and women are naturally suited to the performance of 
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different tasks in the domestic community which result from differences in their 

emotional make-up, motivational structure, and capacities of practical reason 

(bid). Those differences between men and women are complementary so that, 

other things being equal, men and women united in marriage can realize the 

common good of the household, and thereby realize their own goods, when, both 

engage in the activities for which they are naturally suited and in which they 

naturally find satisfaction (Weithman, 1998). In line with this view, radical 

feminists maintain that women will be oppressed as long as traditional gender 

roles are accepted by society (Elsie, 2011, p.365).

Politically, the complementarity view of political membership seems 

objectionable, only because access to political power is thought to convey access 

to money, honor, and privilege, and because rulers so often govern for their own 

benefit rather than for the common good, and because those in positions of 

power and privilege tend to obscure the injustice of their situation by claiming 

moral superiority (Weithman, 1998)

Considering the biblical texts, Pierce and Groothuis (2005) explain that 

biblical equality is not grounded in feminist ideology; rather, it is solely 

grounded in the properly consistent interpretation of God’s written word. On this 

basis, biblical egalitarians (a) affirm that the gifts and callings of the Spirit are 

distributed without regard to gender, and that all believers in Christ stand on 

equal ground before God, and (b) repudiate the notion that the Bible grants to 

men spiritual authority and other religious privileges that it denies to women 

(ibid). Believers are filled with the Holy Spirit and gifted in prophetic ministry 

without respect to age, gender or social status (Joel 2:28-29; Acts 2:17-18); and 

every believer has the responsibility to exercise his or her ministry gifts. Linking 

this discussion with women’s leadership, there are numerous accounts in the 

Bible of women who were called and blessed by God in ministries that entailed 

teaching and leading both women and men. 

However, gender traditionalists point to several biblical texts in support of 
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their belief that God’s Word requires women to be subordinate to male authority 

as a matter of spiritual principle. Those texts speak of a social or cultural 

subordination that concern what women were able and expected to do in the 

cultures of that time: 1 Peter 3:1-6, Titus 2:5, 1 Cor. 14:34-35, and perhaps 1 

Tim. 2:11-15. For example women in ancient Greco-Roman culture were not 

socially accepted as public teachers, and were less educated in the Scriptures 

and so more likely to teach error. Thus, Greco-Roman women were expected to 

obey their husbands (Pierce and Groothuis, 2005). 

In summary, the traditional view of men’s and women’s differences still 

influences their roles in family, community rule, and in religious teaching. The 

complementarity model is still dominating practices of patriarchal social 

institutions. In the current changing world, women are acquiring more 

knowledge, skills and responsibilities that explain how relevant they should be 

provided with opportunities to contribute to their families and their societies.

In this context, the Beijing Platform for Action was adopted in 1995 by most 

states represented in the 4th Women Conference held in Beijing (China), and 

was a crucial step in the long fight for gender equality and women’s 

empowerment for their harmonious advancement and their countries development 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2009). Therefore, this goal of gender equality has been 

promoted by the empowerment of women through gender equity. 

In this perspective, empowerment is a key concept widely used today to 

address issues related to discrimination, marginalization and domination. 

According to Askheim (2003, p.3) empowerment is commonly defined as the 

motivation to give power to the disempowered clients/services users, e.g. the 

marginalized groups such as women, the disabled, etc. It is an approach of 

providing power to disempower by different means, both resources, education, 

political and self-awareness. Equally, it is a method of enhancing interpersonal 

or political capacity of the individuals so that they are able to participate in the 

improvement of their situation. Finally, empowerment is concerned with activities 
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and processes which increase the individuals’ control over their lives: it equips 

them with self-confidence, a better perception of themselves and increased 

knowledge and skills (Askheim, 2003, p. 3). In the same perspective, McWhirter 

(1991, p.224), empowerment is defined as the process by which people, 

organizations or groups who are powerless (a) become aware of the power 

dynamics at work in their life context, (b) develop the skills and capacity for 

gaining some reasonable control over their lives, (c) exercise this control without 

infringing upon the rights of others and (d) support the empowerment of others 

in the community.

Considering women’s empowerment, Batliwala (1994) explains that the 

concept of women’s empowerment is the outcome of important critiques 

generated by the women’s movement, particularly by ‘third world’ feminists.2) 

Oxaal and Baden (1997) argue that the need to empower women responds to the 

growing recognition that women in developing countries lack control over 

resources and the self ‐confidence and/or opportunity to participate in decision‐
making processes. Charmes and Wieringa (2003) point out that women‘s 

empowerment can be seen as a process in which the following elements will be 

considered: awareness/consciousness, choice/alternatives, resources, voice, agency 

and participation. Likewise, Batliwala (1994) argues that women’s empowerment 

requires the challenging of patriarchal power relations that result in women 

having less control over material assets and intellectual resources. In the same 

vein, Reeves and Baden (2000) argue that women’s empowerment is a 

‘bottom-up’ process of transforming gender power relations, through individuals 

or groups developing awareness of women’s subordination and building their 

 2) Third world feminism is a branch of feminism relating to Third World women. Together 
with the trans-national feminism, they both emerged in opposition to mainstream 
second-wave feminism, which subscribed to the idea that all women everywhere face 
exactly the same oppression merely by virtue of their sex/gender. Third world feminism 
aims at generating descriptively reliable feminist analyses by Third World women 
themselves of Third World women’s diverse forms of oppression and different modes of 
resistance on the ground (Ranjoo, 2014).
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capacity to challenge it. With new consciousness and the strength of solidarity, 

women can assert their right to control resources and to participate equally in 

decision making, and to challenge and transform existing power relations in 

society (Batliwala, 1994).

Arguing that empowerment is a process by which those who have been 

denied power gain power, in particular the ability to make strategic life choices, 

Kabeer (2001) contends that for this power to come about, three inter‐ related 

dimensions are needed: access to and control of resources; the ability to use 

these resources to bring about new opportunities (agency) and the attainment of 

new social outcomes (achievements). 

In summary, the women’s empowerment concept emphasizes women ‘s 

decision-making roles, their economic self-reliance, their legal rights, equal 

treatment, inheritance, the protection against all forms of discrimination, and the 

elimination of barriers to access resources such as education and information 

(Kishore, 2008). Therefore, Grown et al., (2005) underscore that in order to 

achieve the third UN’s Millennium Development Goal of gender equality and the 

empowerment of women, empowering women requires giving them equal 

capabilities such as education and health, and equal access to resources and 

opportunities such as land and employment. 

For achieving women’s empowerment, various countries, communities and 

institutions have implemented strategic priorities and practical actions which 

include strengthening opportunities for post ‐primary education for girls; investing 

in infrastructures to reduce women’s and girls’ time burdens; guaranteeing 

women’s and girls’ property and inheritance rights; increasing women’s share of 

seats in national parliaments and local governmental bodies; and combating 

violence against women and girls (Grown et al., 2005). Basically, Kabeer (2005) 

points out that the indicators of the third Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 

on gender equality and women’s empowerment, i.e. – women’s access to 

education, share of non ‐ agricultural wage employment, and political 



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 38 -

participation – are perceived to have the potential to bring about immediate 

changes in women’s lives, along with long ‐ term transformations in patriarchal 

power structures. However, the same author argues that unless provision is made 

to ensure that policy change is implemented in ways that allow women 

themselves to participate, monitor, and hold policy makers and corporations 

accountable for their actions, the potential for women’s empowerment will be 

limited. For example, while women’s access to education may improve their 

chances of a good marriage, unless it also provides them with the courage to 

question unjust practices its potential for change will be limited. Similarly, while 

women’s access to paid work may give them a greater sense of self ‐reliance 

and greater purchasing power, if it is undertaken in conditions that damage 

women’s health its costs may outweigh its benefits. Considering these views, 

Kabeer (2005) adds that while access to financial services can and does make 

vital contributions to the economic productivity and social well ‐ being of poor 

women and their households, it does not ‘automatically’ empower women. In 

some societies where family decisions are made by men, men may use loans 

given to women for empowerment purpose, or women may choose to invest 

loans according to men’s priorities (Mayoux, 2006). Hence, Harcourt (2011, p.3) 

underscores that advancing gender equity goes beyond improving practical 

conditions for women, to redressing strategic inequalities in power among men 

and women, tackling discriminatory laws, policies and practices. 

In this study, gender equality is perceived as providing same opportunities to 

both females and males in making-decisions that bring individuals, families and 

nations to a sustainable development.

2.1.3. Gender Quotas and women’s political participation

Despite women’s proven abilities as leaders and agents of change, and their 
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right to participate equally in democratic governance, women’s leadership and 

political participation are restricted from the local to the global level.3)

In the context of this study, the concept of participation is understood 

through the following two perspectives:

The “Social Movement Perspective” defines participation as the mobilization 

of people to eliminate unjust hierarchies of knowledge, power, and economic 

distribution. This perspective identifies the goal of participation as an 

empowering process for people to handle challenges and influence the direction 

of their own lives (Mefalopulos and Paolo, 2009, p.4). For the “Institutional 

Perspective”, participation is defined as the reach and inclusion of inputs by 

relevant groups in the design and implementation of a development project. 

In fact, while forms of participation are various and relative, this study finds 

its roots in the empowerment participation. According to Mefalopulos and Paolo 

(2009), empowerment participation is where primary stakeholders are capable and 

willing to initiate the process and take part in the analysis. In this context, 

dialogue identifies and analyzes critical issues, and an exchange of knowledge 

and experiences leads to solutions; ownership and control of the process rest in 

the hands of the primary stakeholders (ibid). 

Explaining the concept of empowerment in line with participation 

(Veneklasen, et al., 2004, p.7) state that empowerment is a process through 

which people can change the direction of systemic forces that marginalize them 

by building their own capacity to make choices and translate those choices into 

desired outcomes, improving their assets base and transforming the organizational 

and institutional context which govern the use of those assets.

Accordingly, Huntington & Nelson (1976, p. 3) define political participation 

 3) United Nations Joint Statement for International Women’s Day 2016 ‘Planet 50-50 by 2030: 
Step It Up for Gender Equality, 08 March 2016.
http://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/news-and-events/stories/2016/03/un-joint-statement-for-internati
onal-womens-day-2016.
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as an activity by private citizens designed to influence government 

decision-making. Verba et al. (1995, p.38) argue that political participation refer 

simply to the activity that has the intent or effect of influencing government 

action – either directly by affecting the making or implementation of public 

policy or indirectly by influencing the selection of people who make those 

policies. In a democracy, political participation affords citizens an opportunity to 

communicate information to government officials about their concerns and 

preferences and to put pressure on them to respond.

Valuing the necessity for both men and women to participate in the societal 

development, Fardaus (2006) argues that the overall development of a country 

depends upon the maximum utilization of her people, both men and women. 

In this context, women’s political participation is the actual and equal 

involvement of women in the governance of the communities they belong to 

whether via elective, appointive or merited positions (Ndlovu and Mutale, 2013). 

In this sense, women’s political participation is also women’s leadership and 

engagement in decision making processes in their communities. Leadership here 

refers to the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what 

needs to be done and how to do it , and the process of facilitation individual 

and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives(Yukl, 2006, p.8).

Under international standards, men and women have an equal right to 

participate fully in all aspects of the political process. In practice, however, it is 

often difficult for women to exercise this right. 

Comprising over 50 percent of the world’s population, women continue to be 

under-represented as voters, political leaders and elected officials (Bari, 2005). 

Hence, the 2011 United Nations General Assembly resolution on women’s 

political participation notes that “Women in every part of the world continue to 

be largely marginalized from the political sphere, often as a result of 

discriminatory laws, practices, attitudes and gender stereotypes, low levels of 

education, lack of access to health care and the disproportionate effect of 
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poverty on women.”4) 

Fundamentally, politics was traditionally viewed by most men and women as 

the quintessential male sphere of action, one in which women are both 

unwelcome and inefficient (Axford et al., 1995, p.7). In addition to dealing with 

unfavorable cultural predilections, women are often more likely than men to face 

practical barriers to entering politics, including a paucity of financial resources, 

lower levels of education, less access to information, greater family 

responsibilities, and a deprivation of rights that has left them with fewer 

opportunities to acquire political experience (Agbehonou, 2016, p.101).

Dzeklo (2013, p.20) points out that as activists, elected officials and 

constituents, women can promote national and local policies that address the 

socio-economic and political challenges facing women, children and 

disadvantaged groups. It is also believed that reconstruction and reconciliation 

efforts take root more quickly and are more sustainable when women are 

involved(ibid). Finally, women are strongly linked to positive developments in 

education, infrastructure and health standards at the local level. Furthermore, 

more women representatives may encourage participation among women more 

generally (Miranda, 2005). 

Hence, the United Nations Women’s programs on leadership and participation 

encourage political parties, governments and others actors to do their part in 

empowering women, and create programs that promote an environment where 

women can advocate on matters of policy, run for political office, be elected, 

govern effectively, and participate meaningfully in every facet of civic and 

political life.

In the following discussion, gender quotas system is focused on as a 

recommended strategy to provide with women opportunities to participate in 

 4) Resolution adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on 19 December 2011 [on the 

report of the Third Committee (A/66/455 and Corr.1)]. 66/130. Women and political 
participation.
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parliament and governance worldwide.

In response to an active civil society movement and rising awareness of 

women’s rights, in 1990 the United Nations Economic and Social Council set a 

target of 30% female representation in decision-making bodies by 1995 (Pande 

and Ford, 2011, p.8). The 1995 UN Beijing Conference on Women went a step 

further, by providing an impetus for quota policies by calling for governments to 

“ensure equal representation of women at all decision-making levels in national 

and international institutions.”5) Given this global environment, political quotas 

began to emerge as a viable and popular policy option in countries across the 

world (Pande and Ford, 2011).

Quotas for women are a form of affirmative action to help them overcome 

the obstacles that prevent them from entering politics in the same way as their 

male colleagues (Chen, 2010, p.15). With the assumption that the incorporation 

of women’s concerns in decision-making would improve the nature of the public 

sphere, the core idea behind the gender quota systems is to recruit women into 

political positions and to ensure that women are not isolated in political life 

(ibid, 2010, p.14). Fraser (1997) and Young (1990) explain that gender quotas in 

politics challenge dominant conceptions of the public sphere at two levels: 

redistribution and recognition. At the level of redistribution, quotas aim at 

changing the existent distribution of political power (in terms of seats); at the 

level of recognition, quotas question dominant norms. 

Pande and Ford (2011) describe the three main types of political quotas. 

First, voluntary party quotas have been adopted by political parties in a number 

of countries and involve a party committing itself to nominating a certain 

percentage of female candidates for electoral lists. Second, candidate quotas are 

required by the law of a country and stipulate that a certain number of 

 5) Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action adopted by the Fourth World Conference on 
Women: Action for Equality, Development and Peace, 15 September 1995, Available at: 
http://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/e5dplw.htm
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candidate positions must be reserved for women. They sometimes include 

conditions on the position of women on the electoral list, for instance by 

requiring that every second entry on the list must be a woman. Finally, reserved 

seats are positions for which only female candidates can compete and are used 

as a more direct way of regulating the number of women in elected positions.

Today, more than half of the countries in the world have implemented some 

type of political quota, and this has led to a dramatic increase in female leaders 

across the globe. On average, female representation among legislators stands at 

22% among countries with any type of gender quota versus 13% in countries 

without a quota (Krasta, 2016). Gender quotas have been implemented broadly, 

from the national down to the local level and in the upper and lower chambers 

of various parliaments (Pande and Ford, 2011).

In Africa, a wide variety of quota schemes has been adopted over the past 

decades. South Africa for instance, where the African National Congress 

introduced quotas in the first post-apartheid democratic elections in 1994, is 

considered the forerunner for voluntary party quotas on the continent 

(Myakayaka-Manzini, 2004). Uganda took the lead in introducing reserved seats 

in 1986 (Tamale, 2003)

One common feature is that quotas have often been introduced in 

post-conflict contexts, and under the influence of international donors or regional 

powers. Even dictatorships have resorted to quotas as a fast-track means of 

increasing women’s representation and improving the government’s image at 

home as well as abroad (Pande and Ford, 2011). In addition, the fact that 

women have started to play non-traditional roles in some countries, such as in 

post-genocide Rwanda, has been an impetus for introducing gender quotas in 

politics (Ballington, 2004)

Critics of gender quotas particularly question whether being in a place of 

power is sufficient on its own to empower and achieve meaningful equality 

(Phillips, 2003:4). Arguably, Lima (2003, p.2) state that gender quotas are an 
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insufficient, but a necessary concept to realize gender equality in society: despite 

the drawbacks, having a gender quota is definitely an improvement and brings 

women closer to true gender equality.

Focusing on the gender quotas positive outcomes, Kittilson (2005, p.638) 

argues that gender quotas are needed to increase a democracy’s quality because 

the more representative a parliament is of its citizens, the higher its legitimacy 

is among its population. In addition, Phillips (2003, pp.43-44) argues that gender 

quotas increase women’s symbolic representation where fulfilling symbolic 

representation means fulfilling women’s right to be represented by female bodies 

in parliament to which they might relate much better regarding certain issues 

such as childcare, maternity leave and exposure to sexual harassment. Therefore, 

gender quotas and hence women’s symbolic representation in parliament might, 

in the long-term, result in the formation of a society which takes female topics 

more seriously and engages in a profound debate which might lead to 

meaningful policy outcomes in the long run (Kittilson, 2005, p.638)

However, evidences from studies reflect that the gender quota itself will not 

be directly translated into meaningful change for women, if ‘change’ refers to 

actual outcomes in terms of policies (Gray, 2003, p.63).

In addition, although quotas are appreciated to increase women’s political 

representation, they are also criticized that by reserving certain positions for 

women, there will be fewer positions open for candidates from other groups that 

are also underrepresented, and this limits their voice in both descriptive 

representation and in areas of substantial representation (Pande and Ford, 2011).

In summary, it appears logical to argue that gender quotas alone are 

insufficient, but highly necessary to generate meaningful change for women.
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2.1.4. Gender relations and the post-conflict reconstruction

This part explores the role played by women during and after the conflict period 

and examines challenges and the necessity of including them in the post-conflict 

reconstruction. It also relates the Rwandan women’s political participation to the 

post-conflict theories discussed. 

2.1.4.1. Women as victims and actors

Recent decades have been marked by frequent and diverse conflicts where 

gender differences and relations must also be explored in their context 

(Woroniuk and Schalkwyk, 1998). Fundamentally, conflicts situations are 

accompanied by conditions that can both negatively affect females and empower 

them (Musingafi et al., 2013). 

On one hand, war is a burden for women and girls including gender-based 

and sexual violence, the spread of HIV/AIDS, increased vulnerability, lack of 

mobility and the use of women as sexual slaves by soldiers (Murray, 2002; 

Stephen, 2002). In many cases, conflict situations make girls and women 

vulnerable to forced marriages and coerced sex, as rape is often used by 

opposing forces as an instrument of terror or as a symbol of victory. Moreover, 

the loss of homes, income, families and social support deprives women and girls 

of the capacity to generate income and they may be forced into transactional sex 

in order to secure their lives (or those of their husbands or children), or to gain 

access to shelter or services. Consequently, those women who are sexually active 

(through choice or necessity) will be exposed to different populations with 

differing levels of HIV infection (Musingafi et al., 2013). According to Frank 

(2007) the Rwanda’s 1994 genocide had a strong impact on women who 

suffered rape, physical injury and other traumas, including infection with the 

AIDS virus. 
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On the other side, the portrayal of women as victims has not to neglect the 

significant roles women play in conflict and post-conflict, and their future 

potential as key participants in formal peace processes (Duvvury and Strickland, 

2003; the International Crisis Group, 2006). Women often take over 

non-traditional roles brought on by the changes and transformations during the 

conflicts that render them both victims and actors. Bauer and Hannah (2006) 

point out that disruption to gender relations caused by prolonged conflict may 

actually offer opportunities for reconfiguring those relations in the post-conflict 

period. Thus, the conflict situation causes gender roles and expectations to be 

under stress, and women may take on new responsibilities, and previous 

assumptions about ‘who does what work or who has what responsibilities’ may 

no longer hold (Woroniuk and Schalkwyk, 1998). Very often, conflict situations 

are accompanied with demographic profile changes marked by more women who 

survive than men; changes in division of labor between men and women; and an 

increased political participation and organization where women in particular learn 

to gain greater confidence and see benefits of working with other women 

(Morrison, 1998). With changes in family structures and composition, gender 

relations can be subject to stress and survival strategies change, as women 

become responsible for an increased number of dependents (Gerson and Torres, 

2015). Moreover, as men are drown into the fighting, women take on new roles 

as community leaders or non-traditional workers (Musingafi et al., 2013). Powley 

(2009) explains that dramatic increases in women’s representation in parliament 

often follow periods of conflict that disrupt prevailing gender norms and thrust 

women into new roles. As an example, Rwandan women got opportunities to 

enter the public and political life due the disruptions caused by the 1994 

genocide crisis. The Rwanda genocide forced widows to become heads of 

household and caretakers of orphans despite economic deprivation (Newbury and 

Baldwin,2000). 

Bouta et al. (2005) point out that gender role change may strengthen 
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women’s capacities and organizational capabilities, inducing them to take on 

more public roles during or after conflict. Thus, it has been obvious that women 

have an enormous potential to contribute as empowered actors in the 

reconstruction and development process (Sørensen, 1998; World Bank, 2005). 

Practically, conflict situation offers opportunities to many individual women 

and women’s Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) to assume the roles and tasks 

of public institutions, to undertake relief work, to channel international assistance 

to recipients, to lobby to incorporate rights and specific provisions in peace 

accords, and encourage women to participate in elections (Bouta et al., 2005). In 

the post-genocide Rwanda, women’s groups took the opportunity to claim for 

their rights to property, inheritance and other legal rights and to have influenced 

the parliament and the government for revising discriminatory laws and practices 

(See details in chapter four). These women and women’s CSOs (also men and 

men’s CSOs) can form the foundation for a strong and more inclusive civil and 

political post-conflict society, which is essential to effective, sustainable, and 

more inclusive reconstruction and development efforts (idem). Sørensen (1998) 

points out that while always positioned on the margins, these organizations show 

their ability to mobilize large numbers of women, and to translate individual 

grievances into legitimate social concerns. From within these organizations, 

women constantly challenge the authorities and other members of society with 

demands for peace, non-discrimination, accountability, recognition of human 

rights, etc. Moreover, many of them play a significant role in building a new 

culture of peace at the local level by organizing peace education and 

community-based reconciliation and social reconstruction activities.

Although conflict may cause the change of gender relations in some societies, 

Bouta et al. (2005) underscore that development actors have had difficulty to 

sustain positive changes in gender roles and relationships in the post-conflict 

period. Most political institutions in conflict and non-conflict societies tend to 

perpetuate an exclusionary attitude and culture toward women. As a result, 
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compared to men relatively few women become involved in formal peace 

processes during and after conflict (ibid). 

Likewise, despite women’s vital contributions during the conflict and recovery 

periods, women are largely excluded from the negotiating tables and left out of 

the ensuing peace-building processes (Musingafi, et al., 2013). For example, in 

Zimbabwe, women played a critical role during the liberation struggle that 

brought independence to the country, but they were totally absent from the 

Lancaster House peace process that ended the war of independence (ibid). 

Research shows that “during and immediately after the conflict there is an 

expansion of women’s roles in the public arena that is often followed by a 

decrease in women’s opportunities and a retraction of women’s space for public 

action in the post- conflict stages of reconstruction” (Mutamba and Izabiliza, 

2005, p.9). Morrison (1998) notices that these changes are linked with the 

demographic profile of the armed conflict situations marked more women than 

men survive, the changes in division of labor between men and women; and 

changes related to women’s self-confidence and their involvement in political 

and social organizations. Considering this state of things, Feminists worldwide 

have challenged development interventions as male dominated even after conflict 

situation and they have emphasized the need for changing women’s 

subordination in the post-conflict societies (Crewe and Harrison, 1998).

What is the reason?

Practically, political attitudes are usually influenced by certain accepted traditions 

and generally, every society tries to order its affairs in accordance to its own 

beliefs and attitudes (Axford et al., 1997). Thus, politics, defined as the activity 

through which people make, preserve and amend the general rules under which 

they live (Finch, 1989; Heywood, 1997;Randall, 1987) has been viewed as “a 

public activity requiring typically masculine characteristics, and was closely 

connected to the traditional fatherly connotation of patriarchy which excluded 
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women from power” (Axford et al., 1997; Kiamba, 2008). In this context, 

patriarchy is defined as the systemic societal structures that institutionalize male 

physical, social and economic power over women, to explain the systematic 

subordination of women by both overarching and localized structures (Reeves 

and Baden, 2000). Such political culture tends to exclude women’s participation 

in the process of post-conflict power redistribution. 

When women are excluded from formal peace negotiations, Bari (2005) and 

Sørensen (1998) point out that negotiations identified as male domains employ 

discourses and practices that are closer to men’s reality than to women’s, 

preventing women to have direct influence in the identification of reconstruction 

priorities that are usually part of a peace agreement. In addition, the World 

Bank (2005) underscores that the issue of how to engender post-conflict 

reconstruction has tended to remain on the margins of most policy discussions 

and donor reconstruction efforts, and part of this marginalization comes from a 

focus and discourse that sees women primarily as armed conflict victims and not 

as actors in the conflict, peace, and reconstruction processes. Recognizing that 

gender exclusion undermines the effectiveness of development efforts, peace 

cannot be lasting unless both men and women can participate in peace-building, 

influence reconstruction and development efforts and equally enjoy their benefits 

(Musingafi et al., 2013). The absence of gender perspectives may significantly 

slow down reconstruction activities, jeopardize democratic inclusiveness and 

lasting peace, and further erode women’s power within fragile and divided 

societies (ibid). 

Basically, changing gender relations and gendered role perceptions that 

enhance violence is as important as offering spaces for men and women to voice 

their concerns (Harders, 2011). A gender approach to peace-building focuses on 

the inclusion of women in decision-making processes and on their empowerment 

as decision-makers and actors in all areas of peacebuilding. Servaes (2008) 

argues that social and economic inclusion have to reflect the need to include the 
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voiceless and powerless in shaping the policies that affect their lives, and to 

welcome these individuals and groups into the planning, decision-making and 

policy-development processes in their community. In this line, Bouta et al. 

(2005) notice that conflict societies often have an opportunity to undergo a 

transformation in the security, political, and socioeconomic realms that is usually 

accompanied by constitutional and legal reforms which are the moment to 

enshrine gender-equality issues and other basic human rights in the constitution 

and to formalize women’s and men’s democratic representation and participation 

in all decision-making structures of the government and society at large. 

Feminists who explain gender inequality in terms of patriarchy often reject 

male-biased societal structures and practices and propose greater female 

autonomy (Reeves and Baden, 2000). Effective participation implies that both 

women and men have the potential to articulate their needs and interests, and 

take responsibilities for development actions (Christodoulou, 2005). 

Arguably, scholars have identified many reasons that explain the necessity of 

involving women in the post-conflict reconstruction (Dahlerup, 1978). Musingafi 

et al. (2013) point out that women must be involved in post-conflict recovery 

and reconstruction because they are in a better position to talk to the fellow 

women, and they are quite knowledgeable about fellow women who will be 

willing to open up with other women and share their fears and concerns. Other 

reasons mentioned by the same authors are the following: basing on the 

perspective of promoting equal opportunity, it is important to involve both sexes 

in planning any peace process to be representative and fair because the social 

constructions are different between sexes. Considering their conflict experiences, 

women are both victims and participants in conflict situations, and thus they are 

directly affected by the conflict as victims of violence, as bereaved relatives and 

friends and as the people who have often had to cope with direct and indirect 

effects of conflict in families and communities. They also suffer mental 

disturbances during conflict and thus full involvement in post-conflict 
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reconstruction is mental therapy to relieve them of some of unpleasant conflict 

experiences.

2.1.4.2. Efforts of women Empowerment through politics in 

post-conflict societies

Generally, Dahlerup (1978) underlines the justice argument which claims that 

women have a right to half of the seats since they make up half of the 

population; the experience argument which holds that women have different 

experiences, either biologically or socially constructed, that should be represented 

as well. For example, Haffert (2004) argues that as the female population plays 

a very important role in economic activity, they may contribute a lot in 

policy-making and development strategies, if their experiences are taken into 

account. Women are perceived to have different visions and concepts of politics 

owing to their sex and to their gender roles as mothers, to the extent that 

women in politics would bring a special caring focus and female values which 

may change policy priorities and legislation (Bari, 2005; Devlin and Elgie, 

2008).

Regarding the interest argument which grants that women and men have 

conflicting interests and that these interests cannot be represented by men, 

Miranda (2005, p.2) notices that since women know their situation best, they 

should participate equally with men to have their perspective effectively 

incorporated at all levels of decision-making, from the private to the public 

spheres of their lives, from the local to the global. Readon (1994, p.14) explains 

that “women’s involvement in politics is necessary as they might have specific 

needs related to health, education, economic activity, the family and the 

environment, which can and should be articulated by them so that they are taken 

into consideration when policy decisions are being made by policy makers”.

Other arguments concern the symbolic argument which says that every female 
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politician acts as role model for all women, regardless of political views or 

party membership and will attract other women to the political arena; the critical 

mass argument which states that women are able to achieve solidarity of purpose 

to represent women’s interests when they achieve certain levels of 

representation.; and the democracy argument which asserts that the equal 

representation of women and men enhances the democratization of governance in 

both transitional and consolidated democracies (Dahlerup, 1978, pp.139-162). 

Thinking on potential downsides, Reeves and Baden (2000) explain that women’s 

lack of representation and voice in decision- making bodies in the community 

and the state perpetuates discrimination, in terms of access to public services, 

such as schooling and health care or discriminatory laws.

Internationally, a growing body of international law supporting gender 

equality in post-conflict has been developed i.e. the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the United Nations Security 

Council (resolutions 1325 (2000) and 1820 (2008)) which highlight the new 

international and institutional visibility of gender issues in the field of peace and 

conflict. In this context, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995) 

and United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 (2000) stressed the 

importance of women’s equal participation and their full involvement in the 

maintenance and promotion of peace and security, as well as the need to 

increase women’s role in decision-making in conflict prevention and resolution, 

and post-conflict reconstruction (Rehn and Sirleaf, 2002; United Nations, 2002).

The Beijing Platform for Action stated that women should be assured of 

equal access to and full participation in power structures and decision-making, 

and that effort should be made to increase women’s capacity to participate in 

decision-making and leadership. Therefore, increasing women’s capacity to 

participate in decision-making and leadership are strategies proposed by the 

Beijing Platform for Action (BPA), to be addressed by governments, national 
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bodies, the private sector, political parties, trade unions, employers’ organizations, 

research and academic institutions, sub-regional and regional bodies, and 

non-governmental and international organizations to promote democratic 

governance (Ballington, 2008). Likewise, the Security Council resolution 1889 

(S/RES/1889 – 5 October 2009) urges Member States, United Nations bodies, 

donors and civil society to ensure that women’s empowerment is taken into 

account during post-conflict needs assessments and planning, and factored into 

subsequent funding disbursements and program activities (United Nations, 2010). 

These provisions were reaffirmed by world leaders at the 2005 World Summit 

(Musingafi et al., 2013).

For the above end, a number of countries have made a concerted effort to 

empower women and widen opportunities for their participation in the 

post-conflict reconstruction process (Moser and Moser, 2005; Musingafi et al., 

2013). For example, governments have instituted decentralization policies to 

make governance opportunities available at the local level; they have passed 

laws, adopted constitutional provisions and enacted electoral, judicial and military 

reforms aimed at ending gender discrimination and opening more doors for 

women. A quota system is set as an effective strategy to bring women into 

public administration. Rwanda’s 2003 constitution mandates that 30 per cent of 

the positions in government decision-making bodies be filled by female 

representatives. Uganda’s 1995 Constitution states that women should make up 

one-third of the membership of each local government council. The introduction 

of quotas in Burundi resulted in women comprising 30 per cent of 

parliamentarians and seven of 20 ministers in 2006 (Klot, 2007). In reality, 

quotas, whether voluntarily adopted by political parties or constitutionally or 

legislatively mandated, have certainly helped women gain access to leadership 

positions (Musingafi et al., 2013). 

Beyond the use of quotas, a crucial step is to enhance women’s leadership 

capacity. In this regard, civil society women’s groups provide avenues for 
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advocacy, mobilization and social networking. They thus widen opportunities to 

advance gender mainstreaming, on the one hand, and offer opportunities for 

women to practice leadership, on the other. Some countries, for example, 

establish a Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Ministry of Gender Equality or a State 

Secretary for Women that focus on developing women’s leadership capacity and 

improving women’s lives (ibid).

2.1.4.3. Challenges in gender relations of the post-conflict

Although women have made remarkable contributions in post-conflict 

reconstruction of many countries, the post-conflict inclusion of women in 

peace-building presents some constraints. The United Nations Security Council 

resolution 1820 acknowledges that persistent violence, intimidation and 

discrimination are additional obstacles to women’s participation and full 

involvement in post-conflict public life (United Nations, 2010). Specifically, the 

patriarchal ideology in which domestic domain continues to be perceived, in the 

North as well as in the South, as the legitimate space for women while public 

space is associated with men constitutes a factor that complicates women in 

politics (Bari, 2005). Practically, the prohibitive cultural attitudes against 

women’s involvement persist among both men and women, and the political 

space is largely androcentric making it difficult for women to fully partake in 

politics (Ndlovu and Mutale, 2013). In addition, Shvedova (1998) asserts that the 

political arena is organized according to male norms, values and life styles, 

where the masculine model of politics is based on the idea of competition and 

confrontation, while ignoring systematic collaboration and consensus. As a result, 

a female leader featuring feminine behavior is considered to be unacceptable in 

politics, while on the other hand the male authoritativeness inherent in the field 

of politics creates additional pressure for women (Bari, 2005). Tripp (1999) 

notices that women’s increasing presence in governance institutions has generally 

not had much transformative impact on the subtle patriarchal cultures and 
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practices in Africa. Ndlovu and Mutale (2013) argue that women’s low 

perception of themselves makes it difficult for them to challenge men, to 

participate in decision-making structures, and to vote for other women. 

Moreover, the fact that the division of labor has not changed in favor of 

women, but rather added to their burden, also poses practical limitations on the 

possibilities for active involvement of women. Scholars point out that traditions 

which still emphasize women’s primary roles as mothers and housewives, a 

patriarchal value system that keeps these sexually segregated roles in place and 

the responsibility of women as mothers and wives, complicate their involvement 

and participation in the public sphere (Bari, 2005; Reeves and Baden, 2000; 

Shvedova, 1998), Thus, many post-conflicts contexts are characterized by unequal 

power sharing between men and women with women often having the burden of 

ensuring the subsistence of their households and being the primary caregivers for 

elderly relative and children, displaced and orphans (Mukono, 2015). Thus, with 

the “dual burden” of family and a full-time job, women take on a 

disproportionate share of household tasks which makes a political career almost 

impossible (Bari, 2005). According to Kellow (2010) this condition is reinforced 

by women’s fear of rejection or even violence by husband and family if they 

strive to enter politics. Sørensen (1998) argues that in some cases, local 

authorities and male members of society may discourage or prohibit women 

from participating in political activities. Additionally, Pankhurst (2003) points out 

that the notion of portraying women as natural nurturers and care-takers, who 

enjoy working with children, may encourage the role of women in certain 

professions but also send them back to the private sphere and limit the extent of 

their choice.

In addition to care burdens, women also experience lack of empowerment 

and equal rights as they are often denied access to land and other property 

which has a detrimental effect on power relations between men and women 

(United Nations, 2010). The role of local cultural norms, customs and beliefs 
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also is pointed out as a challenge to women’s effective participation in 

post-conflict reconstruction (Norville, 2011). For outsiders, in particular, it may 

be difficult to challenge those norms and customs, maintaining a balance 

between the affirmation of international human right standards and the respect of 

local cultures and practices. Many cultures have beliefs and customs which serve 

to normalize and justify violence of this form (Swaine, 2003). The 

Inter-Parliamentary Union (2013) points out that religion is one of the 

instruments which have been used in keeping women in continuous servitude, 

domination, holding the beliefs and values which are sexist and patriarchal in 

structure and character, making it difficult for women to fully participate in 

politics. The Beijing Platform for Action reaffirmed that women’s persistent 

exclusion from formal politics, in particular, raises a number of specific 

questions regarding the achievement of effective democratic transformations, in 

practice (the United Nations Division for the Advancement of Women (DAW), 

2005). 

2.2. Theoretical framework

Perceiving gender perspective as an approach which allows addressing human 

rights and development issues, gender analysis is the systematic gathering and 

examination of information on gender differences and social relations in order to 

identify and redress inequities based on gender (Reeves and Baden, 2000). 

Through gender analysis we can identify the differences between women and 

men regarding their specific activities, conditions, needs, access and control over 

resources, and access to development benefits and decision-making (Musingafi et 

al., 2013).

Accordingly, gender analysis explores and highlights the relationships of 

women and men in society and the inequality in those relations, by asking who 
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does what, who has what, and who decides, benefits from what, who loses, for 

both sexes in different age groups, classes, religions, ethnic groups, races and 

castes (March et al., 1999; Musingafi et al., 2013). 

Considering that women are often relegated to reproductive tasks, except in 

the conflict and emergency situations where they may also play an important 

role in productive activities, it is very important to have a clear understanding of 

“who does what” within the society in order to decide how benefits and 

resources are distributed and accessed by men and women (Musingafi et al., 

2013). It is also critical to support women’s strategic needs, including leadership, 

decision making and empowerment to afford better protection to the entire 

community (ibid). 

In the Rwandan context, gender analysis should help identify gender 

inequalities that need to be addressed to create a human rights friendly 

environment that is conducive to sustainable development (East African 

Community (EAC), 2009). According to East African Community (2009), this 

gender analysis should assess not only men’s and women’s needs, concerns and 

interests but also opportunities, constraints and best practices that could be 

considered to better strategize for a more effective achievement in promoting 

gender equality (Easter African Community, 2009). 

Recognizing that gender analysis is a tool to better understand the realities of 

the women and men, girls and boys whose lives are impacted by planned 

development (Vainio-Mattila, 2001), this study will assess how Rwandan 

women’s political participation is affecting the relations between men and 

women in institutional rules, and practices that traditionally prevented women to 

be involved in decision-making positions. Theoretically, the framework of this 

study was mainly based on the Social Relations Approach, complemented in 

some cases by the Harvard Analytical Framework and the Empowerment 

Approach.

Social Relations Approach was developed by Naila Kabeer at the Institute of 
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Development Studies at Sussex University in the United Kingdom, in 

collaboration with policy-makers, academics, and activists, primarily from the 

South (March et al., 1999). This approach applies a socialist United philosophy 

to gender analysis, and centers on the interchange between patriarchy and social 

relations. In this context, social relations refer to the structural relationships that 

create and reproduce systemic differences in the positioning of different groups 

of people (Kabeer, 1994). Such relations determine who we are, what our roles 

and responsibilities are, and what claims we can make; they determine our 

rights, the control that we have over our own lives and those of others, and 

what tangible and intangible resources are available to groups and individuals. 

March et al. (1999) underscore that social relations produce cross-cutting 

inequalities, which ascribe each individual a position in the structure and 

hierarchy of their society. In the context of gender, the Social Relations 

Approach is a method of analyzing existing gender inequalities in the 

distribution of resources, responsibilities, and power, and for designing policies 

and programs which enable women to be agents of their own development. 

Ferrant et al. (2014) point out that social institutions set the parameters of what 

behaviors are deemed acceptable or unacceptable in a society and therefore play 

a key role in defining and influencing gender roles and relations. Presupposing 

that the underlying causes of gender inequality are reproduced across a range of 

institutions, Kabeer (1994) points out that institutions ensure the production, 

reinforcement, and reproduction of social relations and thereby create and 

perpetuate social difference and social inequality. She therefore argues that in 

order to understand how social differences and inequalities in roles, 

responsibilities, claims, and power are produced, reinforced and reproduced 

through institutions; we must scrutinize the actual rules and practices of 

institutions to uncover their core values and assumptions. The same author (ibid, 

1994, p.2) suggests that, for analytical purposes, it is useful to think of four key 

institutional realms - the state, the market, the community, and family/kinship. 
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This study assesses how Rwandan women’s political participation in parliament 

and governance correlates with changes related to women’s inclusion in the 

administrative positions of local governance, religious institutions and family 

decision.

In the Social Relations Approach, five aspects of the relations are considered 

to be shared by social institutions and examining institutions on the basis of 

them helps to understand who does, who gain, who loses. Those are rules, 

activities, resources, people and power. Thus, the Social Relations Approach 

considers the following five dimensions of institutional social relationships 

relevant for gender analysis: 

Rules concern how things get done. They might be officially written or 

unofficial and expressed through norms, values, laws, traditions and customs: 

what is done, how it is done, by whom and who benefit (Kabeer, 1994). Reeves 

and Baden, 2000) point out that the law may perpetuate gender discrimination, 

being a product of a culture with oppressive gender ideologies. They argue that 

even where constitutional or national legal provisions uphold gender equality 

principles, religious or other customary laws that privilege men may take 

precedence in practice.

Considering that rules can enable or constraint appropriate gender relations, 

this study explores how women’s political participation is influencing institutional 

gender sensitive rules and norms promoting women’s inclusion in 

decision-making.

Activities: Kabeer (1994) explains that institutions can do productive, distributive, 

regulative activities, and ensure that there is a routinized practice for carrying 

our tasks, by determining who does what, who gets what, and who can claim 

what. As a consequence certain tasks are attached to certain social groups so 

that these groups are capable of doing that particular task. For example, women 

are associated with the task of carrying out housework, and this is explained in 

terms of their natural maternal dispositions. In the labor market, although 
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women’s overall participation rates are rising, they tend to be confined to a 

relatively narrow range of occupations or concentrated in lower grades than men, 

usually earning less (Reeves and Baden, 2000). Gender and development policies 

and programs can challenge and change woman’s socially prescribed roles, in 

pursuit of gender equity. Furthermore, they argue that programs aiming to 

increase women’s participation in spheres beyond the household should be 

accompanied by consideration of how men, or public provision, can reduce 

women’s responsibilities in the home (ibid).

This study examines if the current women’s political participation in Rwanda 

positively correlate with equality considerations in allocating the responsibilities 

to women and men in the administrative structure of local governance, the 

leadership of some religious institutions, and the family gender division of labor 

in some areas of Rwanda.

Resources: The distribution of resources considers how men and women are 

benefiting from society resources (Kabeer, 1994). In this context, women’s 

differential access to power and control of resources is central to the gender 

discrimination in all institutional spheres, i.e. the household, community, market, 

and state (Reeves and Baden, 2000). In society where it is men’s responsibility 

to feed the family, men are given privileged access to resources within the 

household, the state and the market institutions (March, 1999, p.107). This study 

explores how women’s political participation could have improved access to 

power for women in family decision-making, access to leadership position in 

some religious denomination, and access to meaningful positions in local 

governance.

People: who is in, who is out and who does what. March (1999, p.107) 

explains that “institutions deal with people and are selective about who they 

allow in and whom they exclude; who is assigned various resources, tasks and 

responsibility and who is positioned where in the hierarchy”. Therefore, Kabeer 

(1994, p.4) points out that institutions are selective in the way they include or 
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exclude people, assign them resources and responsibilities, and position them in 

the hierarchy. This selection reflects class, gender and other social inequalities 

(March et al., 1999). Reeves and Baden (2000) point out that gender analysis 

has revealed some evidence of bias against female members of households in the 

allocation of resources such as income, food, nutrition, health care and 

education. This study looks at changes in relation to how women and men are 

assigned leadership responsibilities in the local governance of Huye, Musanze, 

Rubavu, Rwamagana and Nyarugenge; and how women are included in the 

leadership and management of religious organizations and the family decisions.

Power: who decides, and whose interests are served. March (1999, p.108) points 

out that institutions embody relations of authority and control where the unequal 

distribution of resources together with the official and unofficial rules which 

promote and legitimize this distribution, ensures that some actors have authority 

and control over others promoting practice which entrench their privileged 

positions and are likely to resist change. In this view, various studies show that 

when women are involved in governance, they are placed in the low ranks of 

the political structure where their impact on issues affecting their well-being is 

insignificant (Batezat and Mwalo, 1989; Bhargara and Vidy, 1992; Young et al., 

1984). Acknowledging that the Social Relations Approach asserts that social 

institutions are interrelated and that a change in the policy in one institution will 

cause change in others (March et al., 1999), the current study identifies changes 

in gender relations experienced by family members and religious denominations 

resulting from the involvement of women in governance and their advocacy.

In addition the Social Relations Approach, the Harvard Framework of 

analysis helps us to analyze ‘influencing factors’. This analytical framework, 

often referred to as a gender analysis framework, was developed in 1985 by 

researchers at the Harvard Institute for international development in the US in 

collaboration with the Women In Development office of USAID, at a time when 

the efficiency approach to integrating women in development work was gaining 
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prominence in development cycles. According to March et al., (1999, p.35), 

influencing factors are factors which influence the difference in the gender 

division of labor, access and control. Those factors shape gender relations and 

determine different opportunities and constraints for men and women such 

community norms, cultural practices, religious beliefs, social hierarchies, 

demographic conditions, institutional structures, economic factors, legal 

arrangements, political factors, education, community attitude, etc. These are 

identified factors preventing women from being involved in decision-making 

positions of local governance, religious denominations and families, in order to 

propose needed strategies to promote gender sensitive institutions at the 

grassroots level.

Further, Women’s Empowerment Framework developed by Sara Hlupekile 

Longwe helps us to appreciate the level of recognition of women’s issue in 

social institutions. Longwe defines women’s empowerment as enabling women to 

take an equal place with men, and to participate equally in the development 

process in order to achieve control over the factors of production on an equal 

basis with men. The Longwe Framework can be a useful framework for 

planning, monitoring and evaluation, allowing users to question whether their 

interventions have transformatory potential (March et al., 1999). Longwe asserts 

that it is important to identify the extent to which the project objectives are 

concerned with women’s development, and to establish whether women’s issues 

are ignored or recognized in social institutions (March, et al., 1999, p.94). 

Longwe identifies three different levels of recognition of women’s issues in 

project design:

Negative level: At this level, the project objectives make no mention of 

women’s issues. Experience has shown that women are very likely to be left 

worse off by such a project.

Neutral level: This is also known as the conservative level. Project objectives 

recognize women’s issues, but concerns remain that the project intervention does 
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not leave women worse off than before.

Positive level: At this level, the project objectives are positively concerned with 

women’s issues, and with improving the position of women relative to men. In 

my research, this tool was applied while appraising women’s issues in religious 

organizations.

The framework to study gender relations in local institutions of Rwanda is 

presented below:
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Framework to analyze gender relations in local social institutions of Rwanda

Social Institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Local governance: 
Districts, sectors and cells 

Family Religious Institutions 

Influencing factors: community norms, cultural practices, religious beliefs, social 
hierarchies, economic factors, institutional structures, legal arrangements, political factors, 
education, community attitudes, etc. 

Positive level of recognition of 
women 

Negative level of recognition of 
women 

Institutional objectives sensitives 
to women’s issues 

Institutional objectives ignoring 
women’s issues 

Women’s 
Empowerment 

Framework 

Harvard 
Framework 

Rules that give equal opportunities to men and 
women in administrative responsibilities, family 
decisions and access to resources  

Division of labor: both men and women share 
leadership responsibilities of all levels, shared 
domestic responsibilities and family decisions. 

Access to resources: women could access 
power, capacity building, and job opportunities 

People: both men and women are in leadership 
responsibilities, participate in family 
development 

Power: women are included in influential power 

Rules that favor men and discriminate women 
in leadership positions, family decisions, and 
access to resources 

Division of labor: women limited to social 
roles and domestic chores. 

 Access to resources: women do not have 
access to resources and high income job 
positions 

People: women excluded from leadership and 
family decisions 

Power: women limited to lower level of 
leadership, and not having a say in family 

 

 

 

Social 
Relations 
Approach 

 

Women defend   and advocate for 
their needs and interests 

Awareness and self-
determination 

Women poor skills to defend 
their needs and interests 

Lack of awareness and self 
determination 

Successful Feminism movement Feminism movement in critical state 
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Explanation of the framework

Social institutions (Local governance, family and religious institutions) establish 

laws, norms, values, policies that define behavior, attitudes, roles, responsibilities, 

rights and opportunities, status of men and women in society (Harvard 

Framework). In this study, we considers norms and practices related to 

participation in leadership responsibilities of local governance and religious 

institutions, as well as and participation in decision-making at the family level. 

These attributes may either consider women’s rights and participation, or ignore 

them (Women’s Empowerment Framework).

1. For social institutions sensitive to women’s rights, they consider them in 

defining objectives of society development and include them in the development 

process (economic, social, political, cultural and environmental, etc.). In this 

situation, women are perceived to be able to promote change of all development 

sectors, and are provided rights, opportunities and resources to participate in 

their community leadership and family decisions (Social Relations Approach). 

This participation allows them to express, defend and advocate for their needs 

and interests. However, this process could be also facilitated by women’s 

consciousness of their lived oppressive experience and self-determination to 

change it. While gender sensitive rules of social institutions may influence the 

women’s self-determination to fight against gender discriminatory ideologies and 

practices, this women’s self-determination also may pressure for gender sensitive 

rules in social institutions. With this process, the feminism movement can be 

successful.

2. In a situation where influencing factions in social institutions (Harvard 

Framework) are not considering women’s rights, development objectives of the 

society ignore the participation of women in the process of society development 

(Women’s Empowerment Framework). In this case, women are perceived to be 

able to achieve certain roles and not suitable for others. They are then 

discriminated in community leadership and family decisions; and do not have 
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opportunities to express, defend and advocate for their needs and interests 

(Social Relations Approach). Both gender institutions which ignore women’s 

rights and weak women’s movements may negatively influence each other, and 

worsen women’s oppressive condition. With this process, the success of 

feminism movement is questionable.

This study intended to explore changes in social relations with a focus on 

changes that offer women’s opportunities to participate in leadership 

responsibilities of local governance and religious institutions, as well as in 

family decisions. The study also explored progress in changes related to 

community perceptions related to the suitability of women to leadership 

positions, and men’s awareness about shared domestic responsibilities and family 

decisions. Different influencing factors that could encourage the consideration or 

a non-consideration of women’s rights in social institutions working at the 

community level have been identified.

Conclusion to the chapter

This chapter discussed the literature related to the roles of social institutions 

and culture in determining different roles and opportunities to males and females. 

Fundamentally, gender related biases and ideologies have been the basis to 

exclude women in decision-making of social institutions during a long time. 

Nowadays, many countries, especially those experiencing the post-conflicts 

situation are changing gender roles, and are committed to involving women in 

their leadership positions (see details about Rwanda in chapter four). 
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CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The objective of this study is to explore changes of governance rules in social 

institutions that go together with women’s participation in governance and 

parliament of Rwanda after the 1994 genocide. Thus, the study appraises 

decision- making responsibilities allocated to women at the grassroots level and 

potential obstacles that they might face. In order to accurately capture women’s 

experiences in leadership, my attention is directed to gender distribution in 

administrative responsibilities of districts, religious institutions and families, as 

well as to the community perceptions on obstacles and strategies related to 

sustaining women’s enjoyment of their political right.

This part presents the approach of the study, the research area and its 

population, the data collection and analysis methods used in the study, the 

ethical standards and difficulties.

3.1. Research Approach

This study applies a mixed methods approach, defined as the type of research in 

which a researcher or team of researchers combines elements of qualitative and 

quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative 

viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purposes 

of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration (Onwuegbuzie et al. 

2007, p.123). 

This approach emanates from the idea that human behavior cannot be 

understood by one method or paradigm but that human behavior has multiple 
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realities which need multiple ways of understanding it, and that the aim of 

research is not to establish facts but to understand these multiple realities 

(Schütz 1945, Ivanoff and Hultberg 2006). To get a holistic picture of what is 

happening, we need to gather a range of different types of data using different 

methods (Mathews. Ross, 2010, p.144). Thus, this approach intends to ensure 

generation of statistics as well as to capture indepth information regarding any 

changes in gender relations related to laws, rules, norms, access to and control 

of resources, division of labor, social prestige, and decisionmaking, among 

others. 

To explore changes that accompany women’s participation in parliament and 

governance on gender relations at the grassroots level, I collected numerical data 

related to men’s and women’s allocation of responsibilities in districts and 

religious institutions covered by the study. I further collected opinions related to 

community perceptions on women’s suitability to leadership, challenges linked 

with women’s leadership, and suggestions to promote appropriated relations in 

social institutions working at the grassroots level. According to Creswell (2008, 

p.4) “Qualitative research is a means for exploring and understanding the 

meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. The 

motivation to apply qualitative research is to learn about the problem from the 

point of view of participants themselves and address it using the information 

from the participants (Creswell, 2008). In total, 331 respondents participated in 

this study.

3.2. Study Setting

The study is a case study that tests whether the policy of gender equality works 

at the grassroots level of Rwanda. It explores the impact of women’s integration 

in legislative body and governance on institutional sensitivity to gender equality 
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in their leadership. Therefore, this study considers the governance of districts, 

religious institutions and family decision-making. With a recommendation of the 

ministry of gender and family promotion, the district administration organized the 

meetings with respondents. A part from the district staff representative of gender 

and the human resources, who were met in their offices, all respondents were 

met in their localities to facilitate their transports.

3.2.1. Study Area and its population

The research was conducted in five districts representing the four provinces of 

Rwanda (North, South, East and West) and the City of Kigali, the capital city 

of the country (See appendix 1). 

In selecting districts and sectors, we considered those having both urban and 

rural areas considering that gender based perceptions and practices are strongly 

influenced by cultural values and practices. Fundamentally, urban and rural areas 

differ in their culture and lifestyle so that collecting perspectives of both 

communities was needed. 

Basically, urban areas are made of cities and towns with an increased density 

of people having different backgrounds which influence their customs. In contact 

with means of communication, modern technology and educational opportunities, 

urban communities become open, and free to choose their cultures and beliefs, 

easily embracing values of a modern society, and achieving an overall better 

standard of living. In an urban community, there is always division of labor and 

specialization in job allotment which is not in rural areas. Therefore, with a 

necessity for social adaptability to suit the changing life, cities use to organize 

people, create norms, beliefs, and values fitting their living style (Paolo, 2002).

Differently, rural areas are settled places outside towns and cities which can 

have an agricultural character, less developed and open than urban areas, and 
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probably more attached to their traditions and beliefs. Change of habits and 

integration of other cultures is slow due to slow means of communication, a 

lack of technology and education. It is noticed that in rural area, there are very 

little scope for occupational mobility, while in cities, there are many occupations. 

Furthermore, while the hold of families is strong and plays a very significant 

and predominant role in rural area, the hold of families in cities is not strong, 

and many functions which the families used to perform have been taken away 

by other institutions and associations. Finally, culture and cultural heritage in the 

rural society are often very deep-rooted; and rural communities are more 

religious minded and afraid of gods and goddesses, while urban communities are 

more materialistic than religious. Many governments, though focusing on the 

development of rural areas, have also tried to ‘protect’ these areas as 

preservation of their country’s basic culture and traditions (Hughes, 2002). 

Hence, in identification of our respondents, we tried to question those living in 

urban places and other belonging to rural areas in order to capture perspectives 

of people in contact with mixed values of urban areas, and perspectives from 

the rural community deeply attached to their traditions.

In Rwanda, the current constitution divides the whole into provinces, districts, 

cities, municipalities, towns, sectors, cells, and villages (Commission for justice 

and constitution in Rwanda (CJCR), 2003). The geographical structure is made 

of five provinces including Northern Province, Southern Province, Eastern 

Province, Western Province, and the Municipality of Kigali in the centre (CJCR, 

2003). The five provinces act as intermediaries between the national government 

and their constituent districts to ensure that national policies are implemented at 

the district level. The “Rwanda Decentralization Strategic Framework” developed 

by the Ministry of Local Government assigns to provinces the responsibility for 

“coordinating governance issues in the Province, as well as monitoring and 

evaluation (Republic of Rwanda, 2007)”. The districts are responsible for 

coordinating public service delivery and economic development. They are divided 
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into sectors, which are responsible for the delivery of public services as 

mandated by the districts. the cells and villages (Imidugudu) are the smallest 

political units, providing a link between the people and the sectors. All adult 

resident citizens are members of their local cell council, from which an 

executive committee is elected. The city of Kigali is a provincial-level authority, 

which coordinates urban planning within the city (Rwandan Ministry of Local 

Governance, 2007)

In relation to governance, the village Committee is the lowest level of 

oversight and decision making body. It mobilizes and sensitizes the population to 

collectively define and resolve their economic and social problems. The Cell 

Council coordinates all activities of villages making up the cell and links them 

to the sector. The cell assists the Imidugudu in realizing the community 

development objectives. The Sector (Umurenge) Council coordinates all 

activities of its cells, harmonizes the data collected from cells for submission to 

the district. It oversees the provision of basic community services and 

participates to analyze and solve the problems of the population; sensitizes the 

population to implement the Government programs. The District Council ensures 

urban, economic and demographic development; it also builds the capacity of 

sectors to provide better services to the population as articulated in the District 

Development Plan. The District Council makes decisions on the implementation 

of the Action Plan of the District prepared by the District Executive Committee 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2013).

Key informants of the study were selected in Huye District of South 

Province, Musanze (Northern Province), Rubavu (Western provice), Rwamagana 

(Eastern Province) and Nyarugenge of Kigali City. To increase the diversity of 

views and to capture the picture of gender relations in different parts of the 

country, I selected these Districts, on the ground that they have both rural and 

urban population. Specifically, I collected data in cells of Cyanya, Nyagasenyi, 

Sibagire, Sovu in Kigabiro sector of Rwamagana; Cells of Umuganda, 
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Mbugangari, Kivumu, Rubavu in Gisenyi sector of Rubavu; cells of Mpenge, 

Cyabararika, Ruhengeri and Kigoma of sector Muhoza in Musanze; cells of 

Cyimana, Cyarwa, Rango A and Rango B of Tumba sector in Huye; and cells 

of Kiyovu, Biryogo, Nyabugogo and Rwampara in Nyarugenge. To achieve this 

task, I used an experienced research assistant graduated in journalism and 

development studies at master’s level. Data collection covered the period of 1rst 

July to 28th August 2015. 

Table 1: Population Specifics in Provinces and Districts studied

Provinces Study area Districts

Provinces male female Total 
population

Population 
density/

square mile

Districts male female Total 
population

Population 
density

Kigali city 585,379 
(51.6%)

550,047 
(48.4%)

1,135,428 1556 Nyarugenge 148,282 136,578 284,860 2,127

Southern 1,242,220
(47.9%) males

1,351,890 
(51.1%)

2,594,110 435 Huye 158,196 170,409 328,605 565

Western 1,169,662
(47.2%)

1,307,281
(52.8%)

2,476,943 421 Rubavu 195,340 208,938 404,278 1,041

Northern 819,931 
(47.4%)

909,990 
(52.6%)

1,729,927 528 Musanze 174,760 193,803 368,563 695

Eastern 1,257,750
(48.4%)

1,343,064
(51.6%)

2,600,814 275 Rwamagana 149,214 161,024 310,238 455

# Number of people per square kilometer of space

Source: National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda (2012) 2012 Population and Housing Census, 
Republic of Rwanda. Available from: <file:///C:/Users/Administrator/Downloads/2012_Cen
sus_Final_Draft.pdf>, accessed on May 10th, 2015

3.2.2. Research questions

Detailed questions of the study are presented in the questionnaire appendix (See 

appendix three). This questionnaire covers informants from district officers and 

members of women’s councils at the cell level, leaders of religious institutions, 

family members, staff of RWAMREC (Men’s association), and the questionnaire 

for ordinary community members in focus group discussion.
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3.3. Data collection methods

3.3.1. Sampling: Purposeful sampling is concerned with selecting 

participants on the basis of characteristics, experiences or opinions that are 

directly related to the researcher’s area of interest (Mathews and Ross, 2010, 

p.154). Research participants were identified with consideration of their social 

background characteristics (age, sex, education, profession, religion and marital 

status) that influence their perceptions and opinions. Thus, a total of 331 

respondents with different perspectives on the contribution of women’s political 

participation to gender relations contributed to the study. In each district, key 

informants included two district officers including a gender representative and 

Human resources staff; 4 executive secretaries of cells, ten women members of 

women’s councils at the cell level, a focus group of 5 ordinary educated women 

and 5 educated men; a focus group of 5 ordinary non-educated women and 5 

non-educated men, a group of 5 educated boys and 5 educated girls; a group of 

5 non-educated boys and 5 non-educated girls, and 4 couples (8 people). 

Additionally, one member of the Rwanda Men’s association (RWAMREC) and 

10 leaders of dominant churches participated in the study. Religious institutions 

considered are Pentecostal, Presbyterian, Catholic, Muslim, Anglican, Evangelical 

Restoration, Methodist, and Adventist. In the context of the study, I categorize 

people who didn’t achieve a secondary schooling level as non educated 

respondents; while educated respondents are those who finished at least a 

secondary school level.
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Table 2: General picture of respondents per district

Respondents
Huye Musanze Rwamagana Rubavu Nyarugenge

Total all 
Districs

(South) (North) (East) (West)
(Kigali 
city

Gender representative and HR 
at the district level

2 2 2 2 2 8

Executive secretaries of cells 
(2 males and 2 females)

4 4 4 4 4 16

Women representative of women 
councils at cell level

10 10 10 10 10 40

Religious denominations* 10 10

4 married couples 8 8 8 8 8 32

RWAMREC (men’s association)* 1 1

Group of 5 ordinary women and 
5 men with at least high school 

grade (educated)
10 10 10 10 10 40

Group of 5 ordinary women and 
5 men below high school grade 

(Non-Educated)
10 10 10 10 10 40

Group of 5 boys and 5 girls 
with at least high school grade 

(Youth)
10 10 10 10 10 40

Group of 5 boys and 5 girls 
below high school grade (Youth)

10 10 10 10 10 40

Total 75 64 64 64 64 331

 * Men’s association and religious denominations were interviewed from August 16th to August 
28th 2015 in Huye.

3.3.2. Interviews: Interviews and focus group discussion were conducted 

during July and August 2015. In all districts, interviews and focus groups 

discussion were conducted in the following period of time: In Huye, from July 

6th to July 10th, 2015; in Musanze, from July 13th to July 17th, 2015. For 

Rubavu, interviews were conducted from 20th to July 31rst, 2015. Rwamagana 
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covers the period from August 3rd to August7th, 2015, while Nyarugenge covers 

the period from August10th to August14th, 2015. Religious leaders and Rwanda 

Men Resource Centre were interviewed from August17th to August 29th, 2015.

The information collected from interviews allows having more in-depth 

appreciation of the importance of women’s involvement in leadership and its 

application in local governance and leadership of the church and families. During 

July and August 2015, I collected data with open questions on changes in the 

practices of local governance and religious institutions related to including 

women in decision-making positions, perception about the abilities of women and 

men leaders, factors that facilitate women leaders to achieve their responsibilities, 

barriers that can prevent women from enjoying their political right in social 

institutions, as well as suggestions about what could be done to promote gender 

equality in social institutions.

3.3.3. Survey questionnaire helped me to collect the numerical data 

related to the position and proportion of women in the administration of local 

governance and churches.

3.3.4. Observation: In this study, observation concerns community 

meetings led by women, and men’s and women’s relations in focus group 

discussions. The observation in meeting was done on the following dates: July 

18th, July 25th, August 8th, August 22nd, and August 29th, 2015; respectively 

for Musanze, Rubavu, Rwamagana, Nyarugenge and Huye.

In community meeting, I observed the quality of confidence of women while 

leading the community and how community members cooperated with them. This 

was necessary to appraise if the beliefs about women not being suitable for 

politics were changing for both women leaders and community members. In 



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 76 -

mixed focus group discussion, observation allowed me to collect data on how 

females’ ideas were perceived and supported by males.

3.3.5. Focus group discussion: Wong (2008) argues that focus group 

discussion is a form of qualitative research method in which the interviewer 

(also called the moderator) asks research participants specific questions about a 

topic or an issue in a group discussion. In this study, the selection of 

participants was intentional, and two kinds of groups were considered: a mixed 

group with the same number (5) of women and men was used for the purpose 

of observing the type of relations between female and males in discussion. For 

women members of women’s councils, a non-mixed group was used to share 

experiences and promote a kind of support and learning. In conducting the focus 

groups, the emphasis was placed on the interaction among group members. 

Gender relations conceptualized as an element socially constructed and therefore 

changeable (Whitehead, 1979), the focus group discussion allowed me to 

observe, interpret and describe reality, because the discursive interaction between 

participants should facilitate the expression of personal experiences in relation to 

gender biases and changes.

3.3.6. Documentation Analysis

Documents are written records about people and things that are generated 

through the process of living (Mathews and Ross, 2010). The researcher made a 

careful search of the available documents connected to the topic under study. 

Nationwide Newspapers i.e. The New Times, AGASARO Women’s Magazine, 

Igihe Newspaper, and Together Rwanda provided information on how the public 

appreciates the strengths, weaknesses, and challenges linked with the leadership 

of women in Rwanda.
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3.3.7. Audio material: For completing the research notes, a recorder 

was used and helped to find clarification and quotes for the ideas noted in 

research notebooks.

3.4. Data analysis methods

The text analyzed comes from transcripts of interviews and group discussion.

3.4.1. Descriptive Statistics are used to give a detailed summary of 

all of the data in a convenient format (Welkowits, 2012, p. 54). The description 

of the people who participated in the program (numbers, age, education, position, 

sex and their percentage) and the statistical data are presented through regular 

frequency distributions tables and charts.

3.4.2. Tests of Statistical Significance makes the determination of 

whether changes between districts and religious institutions occurred. As the 

gender equality program is a nationwide program so that I could not find a 

control group to do an experimental design, a Reflexive comparison-type of 

quasi-experimental design was used to analyze the data. In a reflexive 

comparison, program participants were compared to themselves before and after 

the intervention (Rossi et al., 2004, 290). In my case, I compared the conditions 

of women’s exclusion from decision-making before 1999 and the condition after 

involving women in parliament and government where women’s inclusion in 

decision-making bodies are expected to advocate for changes in social 

institutions. In addition, qualitative information related to people’s opinions on 

the suitability of women’s leadership and new gender responsive norms at the 
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family and community levels are also considered. 

In the same context, the Analysis Of Variance (ANOVA) test was used to 

examine variations of women’s involvement in the leadership of different 

districts and churches. Theoretically, the Analysis of variance (ANOVA) is a 

collection of statistical models used to analyze the differences among group 

means and their associated procedures (such as “variation” among and between 

groups), developed by statistician and evolutionary biologist Ronald Fisher; and 

in its simplest form, ANOVA provides a statistical test of whether or not the 

means of several groups are equal, and therefore generalizes the t-test to more 

than two groups (Stigler,1986).

3.4.3. Qualitative analysis: Using an inductive approach, the 

researcher organizes information into categories related to the central questions 

of the research and comprises an investigation of underlying themes in the 

materials being analyzed (Bryman, 2004). This process involves coding and 

categorizing text and identifying relationships among constructs identified in the 

text” (Engel and Schutt, 2014, p.306). All along the interview process and 

during transcription, the researcher was able to identify major concepts, and 

therefore, draw themes that could be helpful in understanding the topic under 

study (Engel and Schutt, 2014; Nigel, 2008). The identification of themes 

implies a transformation of data into meaningful, easy to manage and analyzable 

units of data. Coding was used to group respondents’ responses into categories 

that bring together the similar ideas, concepts, or themes that have been 

discovered. Important quotes were used to support the presentation of the 

findings. This study relied on a deductive reasoning process to interpret and 

structure the meanings that could be derived from data. I therefore tried to make 

sense of data in the context of research questions, assumptions and the literature 

reviewed; comparing subgroups, observing whether results differ between groups or 
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between districts; linking and relating categories among themselves (Creswell, 2007). 

3.4.4. Triangulation of data: By data triangulation, Denzin (1978) 

referred to the use of a variety of data sources to understand a reality or 

phenomenon. Triangulation helps to increase confidence in a researcher’s findings 

as it approaches a phenomenon from different perspectives to increase validity 

and reliability (Johnson et al. 2007, p.114). This study triangulates data from 

different sources which include published data on women’s political participation 

and leadership, data from quantitative survey of women’s inclusion in local 

government and religious institutions, and perceptions of different groups of 

respondents on gender relations at the grassroots level. The triangulation of 

theory in which different theoretical perspectives are used to understand reality 

was used in discussing the results. In addition, this study used a variety of 

methods of data collection which include semi-structured face-to-face interviews - 

institutional records on gender allocation of responsibilities, focus group 

discussions. In addition to using both quantitative and qualitative approaches, 

data from survey questionnaire was compared with data from interviews for 

identification of differences and similarities and came up with reliable outcome. 

Observation data also completed data from interviews and survey. Data from 

different groups of respondents and districts are compared to identify differences 

and similarities.

3.4.4. Reliability, validity an generalizability

Reliability and validity are conceptualized as trustworthiness, rigor and quality 

in qualitative paradigm (Golafshani, 2003). The study used multiple methods, 

such as, interviews, focus groups discussion, observation and documentation 

which led to more valid, reliable and diverse construction of realities. Further, 
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constructing multiple realities that came from different respondents of five 

districts with different backgrounds, the researcher acquired valid and reliable 

multiple and diverse realities that were strengthened by multiple methods of data 

analysis. 

Generalizability: Taking generalizability as the degree to which the same study 

can be conducted with similar results in a different research sites or contexts. I 

think that generalizability may find similar situations as many societies may have 

similar norms, values, beliefs and practices which define men’s and women’s 

relations.

3.5. Ethical considerations

The study received approval from the Ministry of Gender and family promotion 

which wrote a recommendation letter to request districts leaders to facilitate the 

meetings with respondents. According to the Rwandan research rules for a native 

research, the Ministry related to the research domain has to acknowledge and 

recommend the research to be conducted.

The research fieldwork followed ethical guidelines for research. Information 

consent form (Appendix 2) was filled by respondents freely. According to 

Mathews and Ross (2010, 35) feminist researchers describe the nature of the 

social world as socially constructed by men, and their ontology emphasizes the 

difference in meaning and understanding between men and women. During the 

study, opinions on the changes linked with gender relations and roles were 

collected from both men and women’ of different backgrounds. Moreover, a 

feminist epistemology prioritizes women’s experience as the basis of knowledge 

of social phenomenon. 
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In respecting the honesty ethical guideline, trough informing the scientific 

community on how the research was conducted, all the instruments used during 

research, references are presented above and references are presented at the end 

of this study. Emphasis is put on gathering methods placing the research along 

research participant working collaboratively to generate knowledge. I directly 

collected from respondents their views on changes associated with women’s 

involvement leadership and legislative bodies.

Regarding human rights and social justice, I accorded greater concern about 

the rights and welfare of research participants. The participants agreed to 

participate in the study through voluntary informed consent―that is, without 

threat or undue inducement (voluntary) and explicitly agreeing to participate 

(consent) (Engel and Schutt, 2014). The questions are formulated in a manner 

that does not require the interviewee to talk about private life and they were 

free to skip any question in case they do not feel at ease. I ensured that both 

men and women are equally heard during the research process and the formation 

of the findings and recommendations. They were also told that the information 

will be handled anonymously. Respondents’ names were not written on the 

research forms and notebooks. I respected respondents’ refusal to take their 

picture. Individuals were treated with respect, courtesy, and respect of their 

privacy, family and professional schedule. Confidentiality was maintained 

throughout the study. I also paid the transport fees for respondents for 

facilitating their participation and the communication fees for executive 

secretaries.

In the aim of achieving validity, Engel and Schutt (2014, p.13) stated that 

“validity is achieved when our statements or conclusions about empirical reality 

are correct”. In this study, validity has been achieved by triangulation of data, 

i.e. by using more than one method to have well-founded information from 

different sources of data (Bryman, 2004). Questions of ‘what, how and why’ 

were used in data collection to have adequate information on the topic 
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considered. What questions necessitate description, how questions lead to 

process, change, intervention and outcomes and why questions involve causes, 

reasons, relationships and activities (Nigel, 2008).

3.6. Difficulties

In many districts, I and my research assistant dealt hardly with bureaucracy 

challenges. Although we had a recommendation letter from the ministry of 

gender and family promotion, requesting district officers to facilitate our data 

collection, many of them obliged us to write another letter to them and wait for 

their responses. This took a long time and sometimes that letter had to circulate 

in more than three offices before being treated.

Conclusion to the chapter

This chapter discussed the approaches and techniques used to collect and 

analyze data related to women’s responsibilities in the leadership of districts, 

sectors, cells, churches and families of Huye, Musanze, Rubavu, Rwamagana and 

Nyarugenge in Rwanda. Basically, interviews, survey, focus groups discussion, 

documentation, observation and recording were used to collect information on the 

changes of gender relations at the grassroots level. The use of multiple methods 

in data collection and the comparison of data coming from different districts and 

groups were useful strategies that helped me to come up with meaningful 

information on gender relations at the grassroots level of Rwanda. In chapter 

five, descriptive statistics are used to summarize and present the data in a 

convenient format, while the analysis of variance and the qualitative analysis are 
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used to discover underlying meanings and patterns of relationships. The 

following chapter presents the background on changes of Rwandan women’s 

status from the period before the 1994 Rwanda genocide to the current time.
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CHAPTER 4. WOMEN’S LEGAL STATUS 

AND THEIR POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

IN RWANDA

This chapter discusses women’s status and their participation in the development 

process of Rwanda. First, it describes the Rwanda country profile and discusses 

the situation of Rwanda women in the traditional Rwanda before 1994. It also 

presents the women’s current political picture and some main reasons and factors 

that supported their involvement in parliament and governance of Rwanda. 

4.1. The Rwanda country profile

Rwanda is a landlocked country located in East-central Africa, surrounded by the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, Tanzania, and Burundi. It has a 

population of 10,515,973 people (NISR, 2014), composed of three ethnic groups: 

Hutu (approximately 85%), Tutsi (14%) and Twa (1%) (CIA World Fact book, 

2003), who despite having much in common have had bloody conflicts 

(Mutamba, 2005). The male population represents 47.7%, while the female 

population represents 52.2% (Mutamba and Izabiliza, 2005; Rwanda National 

Institute of Statistics, 2009). Rwanda is divided into 4 geographically-based 

provinces―North, South, East, and West―and the City of Kigali, with the 

provinces being further subdivided into 30 districts, 416 sectors, 2,148 cells, and 

14,837 villages (NISR, 2012). Regarding the administration and governance, 

Rwanda follows the decentralization model of development which allows local 



CHAPTER 4. WOMEN’S LEGAL STATUS AND THEIR POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN RWANDA

- 85 -

governance structures to implement development, conflict resolution and justice 

processes (Catimu, 2014; Mutisi, 2012).

Since its independence in 1962, Rwanda had experienced severe inter-tribal 

problems between the minority Tutsi community which had enjoyed a privileged 

status under the old monarchical system and the majority Hutus who had been 

regarded in colonial times as an inferior race to the Tutsis on account of the 

latter’s more European appearance (Foley, 2013, p.136). The post-independent 

regimes were characterized by the institutionalization of ethnic polarization of the 

population, regional- and religious- based discrimination, political repression, 

economic hardships and large numbers of refugees (Mutamba, 2005). As a result, 

the Rwandan society had faced the challenge of intra- and interstate conflicts, 

stemming mainly from ethnic, and religious divisions and socio-economic 

inequalities (Kouassi and Afeikhena, 2006), and the country’s instability reached 

its peak in 1994 when it sank into three months’ genocide, where about a 

million Tutsi and moderate Hutu were killed and another three million fled into 

exile in neighboring countries (Gourevitch, 1998; Melvern, 2000; Prunier, 1995; 

Strauss, 2006). In the aftermath of genocide, 54% of the population was women 

and 34% of households were headed by women (Newbury and Baldwin, 2000). 

This female-headed household has been found to be decreasing over time, from 

about 35% across Rwanda in 2002 to about 29% in 2012 (Rwanda National 

Institute of Statistics, 2014). 

4.2. Rwandan women’s status before the 1994 genocide

In Rwanda, the society had been characterized by a patriarchal social structure 

that underlined the unequal power relations between men and women translated 

in male dominance and women’s subordination (Ministry of Gender and Family 

Promotion, 2005; Republic of Rwanda, 2009). Despite the orientation of gender 
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relations in Rwanda toward complementarity rather than equality, tension remains 

between those aspects of Rwandan culture that promoted and those that 

undermined women’s worth. Practically, the patriarchal structure of Rwandan 

society denied women access to opportunities outside home, and has historically 

discriminated them, both formally and informally, in education, health, politics 

and employment (Goldfaden, 2010). In traditional Rwandan society, women’s 

responsibilities included educating children, welcoming visitors, managing the 

household, advising their husbands and maintaining traditions (Ministry of 

Gender and Promotion of the Family, 1999). In reality, gender roles in the 

traditional Rwanda were structured around a household division of labor that 

allowed women substantial autonomy in their roles as child bearers and food 

producers but men remained the ultimate arbiters of most family decisions 

(Powley, 2009). In reality, women were systematically subordinated in 

intra-household decision-making processes and their husbands decided most 

issues concerning expenditures and household maintenance (Csete, 1993). 

Traditionally, the Rwandan woman was a symbol of ‘fertility and weakness’, 

while the man was a symbol of strength and protection who ‘makes all major 

decisions’ (United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 1991). Moreover, 

Rwandan women were valued by the number of children particularly boys they 

gave birth to and the women’s role inside the household was coined with the 

ideal image of women as a child bearer (Schindler, 2009). Hence, from an early 

age, Rwandan girls were prepared for their future roles in society, which were 

centered on their functions as wife and mother (ibid). Thus, girls used to receive 

less education than boys based on the patterns of patrilocal residence (a married 

couple living with or near the husband’s parents) which implies that investments 

in a girl’s schooling benefitted her husband’s family once she marries (Hamilton, 

2000). A MIGEPROF study of 2001 on the beliefs, attitudes and socio-cultural 

practices related to gender in Rwanda, showed that the traditional and modern 

society allocate a very important favor to male children because they are seen as 
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the family heirs, responsible for the perpetuity, continuity and durability of the 

family and the clan name (Easter African Community (EAC), 2009). At an early 

age, boys were taught to defend the interests of the family and the nation and 

were initiated in combat techniques, while girls, on the other hand, were 

groomed to help their mothers in the household chores, to learn ideal behavior 

for a woman: i.e. to be modest, reserved, silent, obedient, and with a submissive 

attitude, respect, politeness (Hamilton, 2000; Sharlach, 1999). In addition, a 

number of cultural taboos linked with men and women’s roles confined women 

in the household (Kimenyi, 1992). For example, to build or repair a house, to 

engage in activities related to cattle, cutting firewood, to go to the battlefield, to 

milk the cows, to ensure the family income and to defend and protect the 

family, and to make decisions on farm management were tasks assigned to men, 

while doing the housework, educating the children and pounding grain were 

tasks specific to women in rural areas (Den Biggelaar, 1995; Kimenyi, 1992; 

Newbury and Baldwin, 2000). 

This division of labor spared the women from the heavy tasks that were 

allocated to men, but as a consequence, the material wealth, which was the basis 

of consideration of an individual’s status, was out of reach for the woman 

(EAC, 2009). For example, women often lacked communication, and network 

skills and self-confidence that are essentials for informal sector entrepreneurs 

(Sharlach, 1999).

Furthermore, women rarely benefited from their labor because of 

discriminatory laws which denied them land ownership and informal 

discrimination which limited their ability to obtain credit (Schindler, 2009). In 

the traditional practice, the woman benefited from the protection of the man, but 

at the same time this protection prevented the woman from possessing any 

property, thereby reducing the role she played in the management of the society 

(EAC, 2009). According to the Family Code of 1992, Rwandan women were not 

permitted to own land. If a male head of household died, property passed to 
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male heirs or to the man’s brothers (Powley, 2009; Sharlach, 1999). In the case 

of divorce or the husband’s death, a woman had no claim over the family 

property if she had not borne children; she would quietly return to her family of 

origin or marry (idem). Likewise, ‘the Commercial Code‘, dating back to the 

colonial period, required the written consent of the husband whenever a wife 

wanted to engage in commercial activities, take up employment outside the 

household, obtain credit, or take legal action (Jefremovas, 1991; Nowrojee, 

1996). 

Focusing on women’s participation in political life, women’s involvement in 

politics prior to the genocide was also limited (Diaz, 2014) and men 

monopolized the public and political arena (Mutamba, 2005). Despite this reality, 

there have been some powerful women throughout Rwandan history, particularly 

the Queen Mothers who held substantial influence as advisers to the King in 

pre-colonial Rwandan society (Hogg, 2010). In the customary system of justice, 

known as gacaca, women were not allowed to participate directly in public 

deliberations; rather, they were expected to play an indirect role lobbying their 

husbands and influencing court decisions by proxy (Powley, 2009). But, there 

was another side, Rwandan women could hold powerful positions within the 

religious realm, serving as spirit mediums and priestesses in the traditional 

healing named KUBANDWA (Longman, 2005). With the colonial administration 

which centralized the political system, incorporating autonomous areas into the 

central kingdom and eliminating the complex system of overlapping chieftaincies 

that helped distribute power, this women’s religious authority was undermined by 

the introduction of Christianity supported by the state policies and which 

qualified all traditional beliefs and practices as paganism (Bauer and Britton, 

2006, p.211). In brief, within the Rwanda society, the socially constructed gender 

relations were economically and politically structured in such a way that women 

were disadvantaged in all areas compared to men (Mutamba and Izabiliza, 2005). 

In response to international women’s conferences, a women’s movement emerged 
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comprising of NGOs and women’s associations with the shared objective of 

promoting women’s rights, despite there has been a negligible political will on 

the part of the state to forward this agenda (Mutamba, 2005). Today, male and 

female policymakers are quick to acknowledge that many aspects of traditional 

Rwandan culture repressed women and abrogated their human rights (Powley, 

2009). In the African context, traditional beliefs and cultural attitudes regarding 

the role and status of women in society are still prevalent, and confining 

women’s identity to the domestic sphere is one of the barriers to women’s entry 

into politics (Kiamba, 2008).

4.3. Rwandan women’s political participation after the 1994

Fundamentally, different interrelated factors have intertwined to generate the 

current women’s political participation in Rwanda. 

4.3.1. Women’s everyday life after the 1994 genocide

First of all, research suggests that the behavior of individual women during and 

after the genocide generated support to their empowerment (Hughes, 2004). 

During the civil war, women served on the front lines with men, led military 

actions, and worked as mediators to help end the insurgency (Ballantine and 

Roberts, 2010). With the post-genocide period characterized by a total 

breakdown of basic services and widespread insecurity in rural areas, Rwandan 

women stepped forward together to begin economic and social reconstruction and 

restoration of security (Mutamba, 2005). Following the genocide, many Rwandan 

men were dead, others incarcerated or living in refugee camps outside the 

country (Jones, 2002; Macauley, 2013). Consequently, women represented 57% 
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of the “adult working population aged 20 to 44”, and they bore much of the 

burden of rebuilding a country in ruins (Hamilton, 2000, p.1). Therefore, they 

were forced into the position of providing for their families to adapt to the 

hardships consequent to the genocide (Diaz, 2011). Many women had to assume 

full responsibility for all family matters, while taking on new roles traditionally 

fulfilled by men (Ballantine and Roberts, 2010). Many of them became the sole 

breadwinners of their family, since 34% of heads of households were women 

(Baines, 2001). Powley (2009, p.15) explains that “after the genocide, women 

realized that there were no men to care for them, and they immediately 

discarded cultural taboos like ‘women cannot build a house, climb a tree, or talk 

in public”. In this context, the post genocide situation has forced women who 

have been traditionally restricted to participate in the economy and public life of 

the country, to think of them differently and in many cases to develop skills 

they would not otherwise have acquired in a traditional patriarchal system 

(Powley, 2003). With so many widows and unmarried women heading 

households, some communities were under the leadership of women who had 

occupied a secondary status in Rwandan society (Newbury and Baldwin, 2000). 

Interviews with Rwandans suggest that period generated both the political will 

and public support necessary to advance women in politics (Mutamba, 2005). 

Basically, the absence of men forced Rwandan women to embrace men’s 

traditional roles and responsibilities at the family and community level of many 

villages. As many women primarily led their community not by change of social 

norms, but forced by the community lack of men, this opportunity showed many 

people that beyond the cultural norms that prevent women to lead, they are able 

to lead and the change of perceptions regarding women’s ability to lead started 

there. Similar to the experience of the First and the Second World Wars, the 

crisis of genocide opened the door to many Rwandan women to think about 

them differently and to move from dependence to autonomy; from domestic 

workers to public and political development actors. Different to what happened 
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in Europe and America, women’s involvement in public and political life of 

Rwanda was primarily motivated not by activists movement but by the family 

and community demands caused by the genocide which required the filling in 

the gap linked with fulfillment of responsibilities traditionally allocated to men 

who were few after the genocide. The achievement of women at the community 

and family level in the reconstruction process became evidence that women are 

effective in public and political responsibilities, and this persuaded and motivated 

political leaders on the importance of involving women in the formal 

organization of the society. Mostly, women were also involved in governance 

and politics of Rwanda because, the current ruling party (Rwanda Patriotic 

Front) is composed by refugees who lived in Uganda, the first country who 

showed remarkable practice of the gender equality policy in Africa (Mwango, 

2012). As they were close collaborators of the Uganda president, they attacked 

Rwanda in 1990 and after getting the power, they applied the Uganda political 

system which valued gender equality (ibid). Furthermore, many women refugees 

were together with men in the liberation battle and have been considered in 

forming the first government in July 1994 after stopping the genocide (ibid).

Different to what happened in many societies where women fought for their 

integration; the Rwandan case is more explained by women’s achievements in 

the reconstruction period, the experience of ex-refugees in Uganda and the 

contribution of women’s associations which were empowered by the gender 

sensitive government as explained below.

4.3.2. The role of women’s associations

Secondly, women’s associations began to step into the void immediately after 

the killing (Longman, 2005). Following the genocide, the number of these 

organizations drastically increased―A 1997 study estimated that in each of 
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Rwanda’s 154 communes, there were on average 100 women’s associations, for 

a total of more than 15,400 women’s groups (Newbury and Baldwin, 2005).

In response to women’s needs for property, employment and basic goods, 

women’s groups have sprung up across post-conflict Rwanda, and have focused 

on reconstruction, legal rights and leadership (Nzomo, 2002; Sorenson, 1998). At 

the national level and in local communities, individual women, women’s groups 

and mixed groups in which women played an important role have demonstrated 

admirable initiative in addressing the challenges of rebuilding their communities 

(Newbury and Boldwin, 2000, p.6). In the context of meeting the practical 

gender needs and the strategic gender interests of women, Rwandan women were 

able to organize themselves in associations, mainly after the 1994 genocide with 

the financial support from donor agencies in order to fulfill the basic needs of 

their families and to challenge structural and cultural obstacles based on their 

previous traditional status. In the aftermath of the 1994 genocide, the few 

existing groups of women (i.e. Pro-Femmes Twese Hamwe, Network of Women 

Working for Rural Development and ICYUZUZO) found their work substantially 

expanded, while a range of new organizations emerged to deal with the specific 

problems of women in the post genocide period i.e. AVEGA of genocide 

survivors, ARCT of trauma counselors, etc). Through thousands of grassroots 

associations, connected by networks throughout the country, women have begun 

reconstructing their homes, building centers for survivors of genocide and rape, 

learning to read and write, returning to school, acquiring new skills, participating 

in political life and forming local businesses (Baines,2001). They worked 

together in an umbrella association: “Collectif Pro-femmes Twese Hamwe” in 

order to respond jointly to urgent needs of the most vulnerable especially 

widows, orphans, child head of households and vulnerable groups. Pro-Femmes 

Twese Hamwe (“For Women, All Together”) is a national women’s organization 

in Rwanda, founded on 18th October 1992, by 13 Rwandan Associations, and 

recognized internationally for its contributions to rebuilding society after the 
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1994 Rwandan genocide. Today, membership has grown to 59 women’ 

associations. Its mission is to eradicate all forms of discrimination towards 

women, to promote women’s socio-economic, political and legal status, and to 

enhance the institutional and organizational capacities of its umbrella and 

member associations through the promotion of sustainable human development, 

based on gender equality and a culture of peace, justice and human rights 

(Pro-Femmes Twese Hamwe (PFTS), 2011).

Pro-Femmes Twese Hamwe (PFTS) has played an important role in many 

national Rwandan peace initiatives, providing training in peacekeeping, conflict 

management, mediation and reconciliation that empower women in leadership 

roles (McCarthy, 2011). Together with the Rwandan Ministry of Justice, they 

have trained 25,000 Abunzi (a traditional conflict resolution mechanism), over 

30% of whom were women, responsible for mediating community land disputes. 

They have also trained judges and witnesses―who were 35% women―in the 

gacaca courts6) that tried genocide crimes. Pro-Femmes has successfully led 

reintegration programs for returning prisoners, survivors and demobilized soldiers, 

reaching a total of 3,308 men and women in Rwanda. They have also helped to 

reintegrate 3,600 former soldiers from the Mutobo Demobilization and 

Reintegration camp on the border with the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

Following UN Security Council Resolution 1325 (calling for a gender 

perspective on conflict issues), Pro-femmes/Twese Hamwe participated in 

developing a National Action Plan in order to formally implement women’s 

involvement in peace efforts in Rwanda. The organization is also coordinating a 

coalition against gender-based violence which has mobilized many elements of 

 6) The Gacaca court is a system of community justice inspired by Rwandan tradition where 
gacaca can be loosely translated to “justice amongst the grass”. This traditional, communal 
justice was adapted in 2001 to fit the needs of Rwanda in the wake of the 1994 Rwandan 
Genocide, when the new Rwandan government was having difficulty to prosecute 
approximately 130,000 alleged perpetrators of the genocide (Reyntjens and Vandeginste 
2005: 110). The Gacaca courts were a method of transitional justice designed to promote 
communal healing and reconciliation (Bert, 2008).
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Rwandan civil society.

PFTH received the 1996, UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organisation) -Madanjeet Singh Prize for the promotion of tolerance 

and non-violence “for their outstanding contributions in rehabilitating families 

and communities devastated by mass violence, through their activities fostering a 

climate of peace based on tolerance and non-violence (UNESCO, 2009)”. They 

received the inaugural Gruber Prize for Women’s Rights in 2003 

(Kanyesigye,2013).

Women’s associations specialized in a wide range of areas including 

economic empowerment, trauma counseling, rehabilitation and reintegration of 

vulnerable groups, information and communication, health, education and literacy, 

advocacy, peace building, gender awareness and research. They provided support 

in income generating activities, health care and psychotherapy as well as the 

political tasks of providing organizational and civic training and defending 

women’s rights (Longman, 2005). Networks of women’s groups were 

instrumental in creating opportunities for reconciliation and some of those 

opportunities came from income generating activities, particularly in rural areas, 

that not only empowered women economically but helped restore trust and 

harmony within the community (United Nations, 2010). As women worked 

together, they broke barriers of isolation and mistrust between families who 

survived the genocide and those whose relatives were suspected of committing 

genocide.

In addition, women’s groups have contributed to the development of 

gender-redistributive policies that aim at transforming the existing distribution of 

resources and responsibilities in order to create a more equal relationship 

between women and men, going beyond addressing the needs, aspirations and 

capacities of each gender, and challenging dominant biased and discriminatory 

policies, practices, ideas and beliefs and change them (Kabeer, 1994). In building 

up the new constitution of 2003, women’s organizations served as a bridge, 
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taking suggestions from women at the grassroots level into meetings with the 

transitional government. Women’s groups in “Pro-Femmes/Twese Hamwe”- a 

collective of women’s organizations at the national level- directly contributed to 

discussions with the Government of National Unity, international actors and 

other Rwandan organizations on how to sustain peace and target relief efforts to 

women (Newbury and Baldwin, 2001). These associations also made specific 

recommendations to ensure that the constitution provided space for women to 

participate in the political process (Ballantine and Roberts, 2010, Powley, 2003). 

Many of these associations have been active in campaigns to eradicate all forms 

of violence and discrimination against women as well as in the study that 

supported the amendments to the Rwanda’s civil code on inheritance and 

property rights (Longman, 2005).

To sum up, Newbury and Baldwin (2001) conducted a thorough analysis of 

post-genocide women’s organizations, cataloging the many activities they engaged 

in. A basic outline of their findings follows: Women’s organizations addressing 

rural poverty, a root cause of tensions due to inequality, by building shelters and 

providing livestock. They engaged advocacy work, promoting women’s and 

human rights and providing legal services to those in need. Women’s 

associations also provided vocational training and civic education, helping to 

reintegrate former combatants and to impart useful skills to unemployed women 

numerous women’s organizations have addressed health concerns through 

promoting policy changes and providing direct medical care―such as setting up 

clinics to serve the victims of sexual violence or opening pharmacies in rural 

areas.

Through the coordination mechanism of Pro-femmes organization, the 

Ministry of Gender and Family promotion (MIGEPROF), and the Forum of 

Women Parliamentarians (FFRP), Rwanda women began to have an increasingly 

powerful voice. For example, during the period before the ratification of the new 

constitution, Pro-Femmes held multiple consultations with its member NGOs and 
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women at the grassroots level throughout the country to elicit concerns, interests, 

and suggestions regarding the new constitution. They then met with 

representatives of MIGEPROF and the FFRP to report their members’ concerns. 

Together, MIGEPROF, the parliamentary caucus, and Pro-Femmes contributed to 

a policy paper that recommended specific actions for making the constitution 

gender-sensitive and submitted it to the Constitutional Commission (Powley, 

2004). In practice, women have been active in national policies such as Vision 

2020, Poverty Reduction Strategies Processes (PRSP), the decentralization policy, 

the national gender policy and many other areas of critical importance, including 

the new constitution; they pushed successfully for the adoption of a law banning 

discrimination against women as well as for an important reform of inheritance 

laws that granted women the right to inherit their husbands’ property, and a law 

mandating harsher sentences for those who found guilty of rape (Izabiliza, 2003). 

At the community level, women’s associations have encouraged members to 

attend meetings or trainings organized at the village level, to actively participate 

in local elections, and, more generally, to learn how to take charge of the affairs 

that affect them; and women’s groups urged men to treat their wives and female 

relatives as equals (Powley, 2009). Harcourt (2011) states that women’s 

organizations and movements have been particularly important as a force for 

women’s empowerment and democratization. In that sense, Rwandan women’s 

organizations by playing a crucial role that challenges those who believed that 

only men are made for politics gives a good example.

4.3.3. The role of the international community

Thirdly, due to the Rwanda’s economic troubles, women at all levels were 

supported by international organizations and foreign aid. As the empowerment of 

women, especially in the global South was on the agenda of the United Nations 

and other global bodies (Ballantine and Roberts, 2010). Therefore, many 
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international organizations helped to advance the idea that women’s incorporation 

into political decision-making positions was essential for sustainable peace.

Internationally, a range of conventions have brought to the forefront the 

matter of gender equality and rights which include political participation and 

have been ratified by the majority of African governments. Thus, an array of 

international agreements and conventions have been meaningful in encouraging 

women to take up political offices and influence policy making in different 

African countries. Tripp (2005, p.84) asserted that “although the driving forces 

for these changes have been internal, international pressures and norms have 

given added impetus to these new demands”. Moreover, the accessibility of 

donor funds, channeled through International and local Non-Governmental 

Organizations, Religious bodies, Embassies, and International foundations has 

played a crucial role in stimulating the intensification of national level 

organizations that support women’s political activities (Tripp, 1999). They have 

supported efforts of women to participate in civic education, constitutional 

reform, legislative reform, leadership training, and programs for women 

parliamentarians. Research suggests that these global level processes helped 

generate political change in Rwanda (Hughes, 2004).

In brief, the contribution of individual women, the local women’s associations 

and the international organizations all helped to encourage the transitional 

government to adopt female responsive political institutions.

4.3.4. The role of the Rwandan Government

After emerging from the horrors of the 1994 genocide and the political 

massacres which left the country’s social fabric shattered and the national 

economy in ruins, Rwanda’s Gross Domestic Product declined by 50% in 1994 

with the number of households falling below the poverty line being 70% in 
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1997 compared to 53% in 1993 (Rwandan Ministry of Finances, 2012). Looking 

at all indicators of development, the country dropped to the bottom ring of the 

development ladder. Although women constituted approximately 54% of the total 

population and 60% of the labor force, they also faced substantial constraints 

that limited their rights to education, to health, and to full participation in 

Rwanda’s social, economic and political life. In the aftermath of the war and 

genocide, these constraints have increased for many women, as poverty levels 

have reached 66% (ibid). Within this context, the burden of women as victims 

of genocide and major family providers warrant that their needs and rights are 

accorded priority. 

Since the genocide, Rwanda’s Government of National Unity has declared its 

intention to pursue equitable development policies that empower all segments of 

the population. In respect of this, the Government has undertaken concrete 

measures to remove traditional and legal obstacles to women’s full participation 

and freedom of choice in Rwanda (ibid). It has recognized the importance of 

promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment as an effective pathway 

for combating poverty, hunger and disease and for stimulating sustainable 

development (Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, 2010). The Rwanda 

government gave priority to promoting gender equality and women’s 

empowerment as a prerequisite for sustainable peace and development. For this 

purpose, the Republic of Rwanda ratified and domesticated international and 

regional Conventions and Protocols, and developed national policies and 

strategies to promote gender equality and the human rights of women (Easter 

African Community (EAC), 2009). In this context, Rwanda ratified and adhered 

to a number of international and regional conventions which highlight gender as 

an important approach for sustainable development (ibid). Rwanda adopted the 

Beijing Platform for Action in 1995 and undertook strategic actions aimed at 

tackling twelve identified crucial areas. The government of Rwanda has also 

made a number of international commitments that underline its determination to 
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promote education in general and girls’ education in particular such as the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1991, Education for All in 

1998 and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (EAC, 2009). Rwanda 

also ratified and adhered to the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 

in 2000, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) in 2006, 

COMESA in 2004, the African Charter on People’s Rights and Women’s Rights 

in 2003, which has as a long-term objective of the full and effective integration 

of women in political, social and economic development, among others (ibid).

Among the key policy frameworks that were developed as guiding principles 

of the national development include the following (Mutamba, 2005; Republic of 

Rwanda, 2009):

Vision 2020: a Government development program in Rwanda, launched in 

2000 by Rwandan president Paul Kagame with the main objective of 

transforming the country into a knowledge-based middle-income country, thereby 

reducing poverty, health problems and making the nation united and democratic 

(Rwandan Ministry of Finances, 2012). It is a long-term development initiative 

to build a prosperous society, devoid of any form of discrimination, and 

integrating gender-equality mechanisms (Kinzer, 2008). 

The Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS): A medium-term development strategy 

which contains important elements on gender equality, such as the National 

Gender Policy which was adopted in 2003. One of its core principles is that all 

local government plans include a gender equality component.

The National Constitution: Promulgated on 4thJune 2003, strongly reinforces 

the principle of gender equality, and decrees a quota of 30% of women in 

decision-making positions. Finding a formula whereby women could hold at least 

30 percent of decision was one of the resolutions on implementing quotas 

included in the Beijing Platform for Action. In line with the resolution of the 

Fourth World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 1995, which drew 

attention to the persistence of inequality between men and women in 
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decision-making (Republic of Rwanda, 2009), the Beijing Platform for Action 

underscored that the absence of women from political decision-making has a 

negative impact on the entire process of democratization, and the democratic 

institutions, including parliament, do not automatically achieve gender equality in 

terms of representation, or in terms of policy agenda setting and accountability. 

The Beijing Platform for Action defined two strategic objectives in its critical 

area of concern on women in power and decision-making: to ensure women’s 

equal access to and full participation in power structures and decision-making 

and to increase women’s capacity to participate in decision-making and 

leadership (United Nations, 2005). The goal of equal participation of men and 

women in decision-making has been seen important for strengthening democracy 

and achieving the goals of sustainable development. The 2005 World Summit 

also reaffirmed commitment to the equal participation of women and men in 

decision-making. Member States resolved to promote the increased representation 

of women in Government decision-making bodies, including through ensuring 

their equal opportunity to participate fully in the political process. In 1997, the 

Commission on the Status of Women reaffirmed the need to identify and 

implement measures that would redress the under-representation of women in 

decision-making, including through the elimination of discriminatory practices 

and the introduction of positive action programs (ibid).

Decentralization Policy adopted in May 2000: According to the Rwanda 

Ministry of local governance (2012, p.5) decentralization refers to the transfer of 

functions and resources to lower level units of the same administrative system 

while authority over decision-making and use of such resources remains with the 

Centre (i.e. from the headquarters of an institution or administrative system to 

the lower levels). In the case of government administration, this would entail the 

transfer of some functions performed at the headquarters of the ministry to 

provincial, district and/or sub-district offices while power and authority are 

retained by the Centre. Since 2000, government structures are in place and 
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functioning with institutional systems and staffing levels that are comparable to 

those in Central Government (see pp.74-75).

The Rwandan Ministry of Local Governance (2012) argues that 

decentralization has helped to democratize leadership and create platforms for 

nurturing leaders, mostly women and youth, who had hitherto been excluded 

from their governance. In relation to the gender equality and the social 

inclusiveness, therefore, Rwanda Local Governments have proven to be effective 

political apprenticeship arena for women and other historically marginalized 

groups. Women participate in governance and community development both as 

elected councilors, local administrators, civic leaders, community mobilizers. As 

clients of local government services, they vote, articulate their needs in different 

citizens’ forums and they hold leadership and service providers accountable 

(ibid). In brief, the objective of this decentralization policy is to promote good 

governance and democracy through the effective participation of the population 

in decision-making that affects their lives. 

Girls’ education Policy: the establishment of the Girls Education Policy and 

its Strategic Plan is supposed to contribute on the progressive elimination of 

gender disparities in education and training as well as in management structures 

(Rwandan Ministry of Education, 2008). 

From 1996, various institutions, including national gender machineries, were 

created to strengthen the process of gender equality (Republic of Rwanda, 2009). 

In this discussion, national machineries for women refer to the agencies with a 

mandate for the advancement of women established within and by governments 

for integrating gender concerns in development policy and planning (Reeves and 

Baden, 2000). To ensure equal participation, the government undertook three 

main initiatives: (1) creating a Ministry of Gender, (2) organizing women’s 

councils at all levels of governance, and (3) implementing gender quotas for the 

national parliament (Remmet, 2003). 

Practically, a Ministry of Gender and Women in Development was 
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established in 1999 along with gender posts in all other government and 

ministerial bodies (United Nations, 2010). The Ministry of Gender (MIGEPROF) 

plays the role of policy formulation and coordination of implementation of 

gender related activities and significantly contributes to the active participation of 

women in decision making. The integration of gender dimension into the 

development process and the empowerment of women are the two approaches 

adopted by the MIGEPROF to achieve its mission. MIGEPROF has developed a 

National Gender Policy (NGP) which serves as a framework for the orientation 

of interventions and a foundation of gender equality and equity. This policy 

defines the institutional framework and the mechanisms, through which gender 

equality/equity, policies and programs are developed, implemented, monitored and 

evaluated (Easter African Community, 2009). 

In 2003, the Constitution provided for an executing agency, Gender 

Monitoring Office (GMO) with its mandate of monitoring the respect of gender 

equality principles in all development sectors, to ensure that the national gender 

policy is carried out (Republic of Rwanda, 2009, pp.42-43). Moreover, the strong 

political will to promote gender equality is reflected in the National Constitution 

which mandates a minimum of 30 percent representation of women at all 

decision-making levels (e.g., local government, parliament, cabinet). Starting in 

1994, Rwandan women were appointed to high-profile positions such as 

“ministries, secretaries of state, Supreme Court justices and parliamentarians 

(Burnet, 2008). Bhatla et al., (2012) point out that African leaders have 

established quotas for women’s political representation at various levels of the 

government structures as a strategic tactic for improving women’s political 

participation. 

As discussed above, the process of change was mainly led by the government 

formed mainly by members of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) ruling party, 

who imitated the gender equality experience they were in contact with in 

Uganda. There have not been protest groups, because the gender equality policy 
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was a government priority.

As well, the Rwandan decentralization policy promotes the representation of 

women at the various administrative levels: Cell, Sector, District and Kigali City; 

and political parties are required to include at least 30% of women in their list 

of candidates for the parliamentary elections. 

In addition to Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion (MIGEPROF), the 

Rwandan government also created women’s councils to ensure that women 

participated in all levels of government―from the community level up to the 

national (Remmet, 2004). In this context, national women’s councils have been 

established as an additional electoral structure, grassroots bodies elected at the 

cell level by only women which operate in parallel to the general local councils 

to guarantee female representation to the grassroots level (Powley, 2009; UN, 

2010). Because Rwandan women have historically been marginalized in the 

political sphere, and often have more restricted access to education, the official 

purpose of these councils, aside from advising on and promoting women’s 

interests, is to “teach women how to participate in politics” (McCarthy, 2001). 

Consequently, women’s councils have played a crucial role in mobilizing fellow 

women to participate in all policy making legislation process of the country. 

They have also been used as channels for mobilization by different agencies 

involved in national development. These councils are involved in skills transfer 

and making local women aware of their rights as in advising the generally 

elected bodies on issues that affect women, and ensure that women’s views on 

education, health, security and other issues are articulated to local authorities 

(Newbury and Baldwin, 2000; Powley, 2005).

Due to the above mechanisms and strategies, participation of women in 

various decision making organs has increased as a result of implementation of 

the constitutional provision of “at least 30 %” of representation by women 

(Republic of Rwanda, 2009). The first parliament in 1994 contained 70 seats 

with eight (or 11.4 per cent) held by women. In January 1997, women’s 
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representation in the Chamber of Deputies rose to 17.1 per cent. In November 

2000, it rose again to 25.7 per cent. 

With the 2003 new Constitution which included a quota policy assuring 

women ‘at least 30 per cent of posts in decision-making organization (Art. 9 (4) 

Rwandan Constitution 2003), women gained 39 of 80 deputies in the 2003 

election giving Rwanda the highest number of women in Parliament in the world 

with 48.8 percent of women’s seats in Rwanda’s Lower House and 34.6% in the 

Upper House (9 women on 26 seats) (International Women’s Democracy Center 

(IWDC), 2008). Furthermore, within the judiciary, women comprise 44.4% of 

Supreme Court judges nationally- and the court’s President is a woman (ibid). 

From elections held in September 2008, Rwanda was the first country in the 

world to have a majority of women in Parliament with 56.25% in the Chamber 

of Deputies; 35% of the members of Senate are women, 38% of Ministers are 

women, 40% of Minister of State are women, and within the Judiciary women 

represent 50% (Rwanda Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, 2010). 

Considering the latest data from the Inter-Parliamentary Union, Rwanda tops the 

list as the country with the highest proportion of women in parliament, with 

nearly 64 percent of seats held by women in 2013, while women account for an 

average of about 20 percent of parliamentary seats globally (Cole, 2011;Rafei, 

2014). 
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Table 3: Representation of men and women in key public decision making organs 2013

Public organs Women’s representation Men’s representation

Parliament 63% 37%

Senate 38% 62%

Cabinet 39% 61%

Judiciary 43% 57%

Governors 40% 60%

Mayors 10% 90%

District councils 43% 57%

Vice-Mayors economic affairs 16.7% 83.3%

Vice-Mayors social affairs 83.6% 16.4%

District executive secretaries 6.7% 93.3%

Sector councils 45% 55%

Village councils 43.9% 56.1%

Source: Rwanda Gender Monitoring Office: Annual Report: November 2014

4.3.5. The role of women Parliamentarians

Women in Rwanda’s Parliament formed a caucus in 1996 as a framework of 

exchange of ideas, studies and strategies allowing gender integration in all 

national laws and policies (Rwamasirabo, 2008). The Forum of Women 

Parliamentarians (FFRP) has been a crucial institution for facilitating women’s 

leadership and translating women’s presence in parliament into action on 

legislation. The Forum reviews existing laws and introduces amendments to 

discriminatory legislation, examines proposed laws with an eye to gender 

sensitivity, liaises with the women’s movement and conducts meetings and 

training with women’s organizations to sensitize the population and to advise it 

on legal issues (Powley, 2009). Most importantly, new legislation on succession 

and marital property regimes became law in 1999, granting women the right to 

hold ownership of property, including land, and to inherit (Burnet and RISD, 

2001). In introducing the gender-based violence bill in 2006, the women were 

responsible for the first piece of substantive parliament-initiated legislation since 
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the ratification of the 2003 constitution (Powley, 2009). Women parliamentarians 

have also called attention to a variety of traditions supporting male privilege 

(from polygamy to inheritance laws), contrasting what they portray as repressive 

and outdated with new standards of gender equality, exemplified by their own 

political presence. 

Mutamba (2005) argues that the favorable conditions created by the 

government through the establishment of institutions such as the Ministry of 

Gender Equity, coupled with an emerging women leadership in the post-genocide 

period became an impetus for promoting unity and reconciliation. 

Today, Rwanda believes that women’s absence from positions of power 

impoverishes public life and inhibits the development of a just and democratic 

society (Rwanda Ministry of Gender and Family promotion, 2010). Ndlovu and 

Mutale (2013) argue that the promulgation of women’s movement groups in 

Africa is one of the factors which have led to an increase in the number of 

women involved in politics. These groups pushed for legislative and 

constitutional transformations, and consequently national constitutions in scores of 

African countries now give surety to the respect of human rights including 

equality and non-discrimination. Powley (2009) underscores that the sustainability 

of women’s gains in Rwanda will partly depend on the ability of women leaders 

and the ruling party ‘Rwandan Patriotic Front’ to marshal support for female 

leadership by appealing to some indigenous cultural traditions while casting 

others aside as outmoded. 

4.3.6. Other reasons behind the successful introduction of 
the new gender policy in Rwanda

Other factors are also listed as driving forces to the Rwanda government’s 

decision to include women in the governance of the nation. Some of those 
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factors are the gendered nature of the genocide; the perception that women are 

better at reconciliation; and the experience of Rwandans, particularly at the 

grassroots level where women are perceived as less corrupt than men. 

Practically, the conflict in Rwanda was gendered through gender-based and 

sexual violence employed as a means of destroying the Tutsi community during 

the genocide (Hain, 2011).

Concerning the belief that women are better at reconciliation, Rwandans 

perceive women to be “better” at forgiveness, reconciliation, and post-conflict 

peace building than their male counterparts (Powley, 2003, p.16); many 

Rwandans perceive women to be predisposed (culturally or biologically) to 

forgiveness and reconciliation. In fact, Rwandans’ perceptions about women’s 

capacity for forgiveness seem to be substantiated by the reality of women’s 

leadership in reconciliation activities. For instance, a UNHCR pilot project 

included among the lessons learned that “in Rwanda, women have taken a lead 

role in coexistence and reconciliation work.” At a workshop hosted in part by 

the Imagine Coexistence Initiative, key findings included the recognition that 

women’s groups are particularly effective in “inter-ethnic cooperative income 

generating activities; work in and outside of prisons; inter-ethnic associations; ... 

and inter-ethnic solidarity and complicity to enable women to carry out advocacy 

(Powley, 2004).” Moreover, a variety of government and civil society sources, 

both male and female, point to women in Northern and Northwestern Rwanda 

who have been instrumental in stabilizing border communities. Women also 

played a critical role in mobilizing their displaced husbands and relatives to 

repatriate to Rwanda (Mutamba, 2005). According to the findings from various 

consultations, Pro- femmes Twese Hamwe has organized and facilitate different 

conferences and workshops on conflict resolution and peace building meant for 

women in general and their association members in particular (Easter African 

Community,2009). In addition, the demobilized female ex- combatants from the 

rebel forces contributed greatly to the peace-building process, joining the 
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mainstream administration of the country, and forming their own association to 

promote the well- being of their members and to be agents of peace in their 

communities and the country as a whole (Mutamba, 2005). Hence, the 

government of Rwanda perceived women to be better at forgiveness, 

reconciliation and post conflict peace building than their male counterparts 

(Sjoberg, 2010). Another perception of women, which is particularly common at 

the grassroots level, is that women are less corruptible than their male 

counterparts in local government (Powley, 2004). Finally, the policy of inclusion 

also owes much to the RPF’s exposure to gender equality issues in Uganda, 

where members spent many years in exile (Mwango, 2012; Powley, 2003).

4.4. Opportunities and challenges to women’s political 

participation in the post-1994 Rwanda genocide

In appraisal of the gender aspects of the post-conflict reconstruction, the 

experience of Rwanda demonstrates that post-genocide context presented major 

opportunities for advancing women’s rights and gender equality. As Woroniuk 

and Schalkwyk (1998, p.1) formulate “the conflict situation changes the previous 

assumptions about who does what work or who has what responsibilities”, 

indeed the post-genocide demographic imbalance with greater female than male 

populations, together with the government commitment to international gender 

equality efforts gave opportunities to Rwandan women to fill in leadership 

positions previously held by men and to participate in legislation and 

decision-making of the country. Hence, the presence of women in parliament, 

executive and judiciary organs of government structures and women councils 

supported by the Ministry of Gender, and the women civil society movement 

has made it possible to enact legislation on land ownership, property inheritance, 

employment, sexual crimes and for such laws to have a strong orientation 
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towards sensitivity to women’s rights (Burnet and RISD, 2001; Poweley, 2009). 

Furthermore, the participation of women in grassroots structures such as women 

councils, women s’ associations, and civil society organizations has greatly 

increased women’s visibility and also created more community recognition of 

women’s political representation and participation. In this context, the 

governments of Rwanda and many Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

have allocated funding for women’s rights-focused activities through supporting 

their organizations in capacity building and support to their economic initiatives: 

i.e. income generating activities. However, Mutamba (2005) points out that 

Rwanda needs to strengthen its achievements related to women’s political 

involvement overcoming certain obstacles. 

Despite the above mentioned positive trends, there are still some gaps related 

to the effectiveness of women involved in politics and governance on the 

cultural patriarchal value system embedded in social institutions for many years. 

While quotas are important in addressing the exclusion of women from the 

public political sphere, progression in opening up spaces for women’s political 

participation in Rwanda has not gone along with the reduction of the patriarchal 

power structures. In reality, Rwandan women leaders are adversely affected by 

traditional stereotypes, which undermine their sense of self-esteem, confidence 

and potential to lead. Furthermore, a lack of sufficient support from institutions 

where gender is still regarded as an additional issue and not a priority remains a 

main challenge of gender equality practices in Rwanda (Mutamba, 2005). In 

addition, the beliefs and values of most religions are sexist and patriarchal in 

structure and character, and continuously seek to suppress women. 

As noticed by Tripp (1999; 6), “The prohibitive cultural attitudes against 

women’s involvement persist among both men and women. Cultural norms 

which still allocate domestic responsibilities to women constitute main barriers 

for women’s political participation. Kellow (2010) noted that the demands of 

family and household responsibilities often preclude women from even 
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considering participating in politics. Furthermore, women’s fear of rejection and 

violence from husband and families is still high for those who would like to 

become politicians. 

Finally, illiteracy remains another obstacle for rural women who are involved 

in politics. Even though the National Women’s Council and the gender quotas 

give plenty opportunities to women to participate in governance and community 

decisions, the lack of knowledge still prevent rural women to play an active role 

and stand on behalf of their fellows women. Thus, revolutionizing the patriarchal 

and religious beliefs and intensifying capacity building and enhancement 

programs to boost women’s participation in politics is still needed. These should 

go along with the positive media coverage and men’s mobilization to support 

equality processes.

4.5. Analysis of women’s political representation and 

Empowerment in Rwanda

It has generally been assumed that if female representation is increased in 

decision-making opportunities, including national parliaments and local 

government, more gender-sensitive decisions will be taken and implemented and 

the rights of women will be promoted (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2005). Quotas 

mandated by the Rwandan 2003 Constitution (at least 30 per cent of decision 

making positions reserved for women) have resulted in high levels of political 

representation of women at the national level. Women make up 64 per cent of 

the members of the House of Representatives as well as the 30 per cent quota 

rule generally adhered to or exceed in appointments to the cabinet, civil servant 

posts at permanent secretary level and appointments to the judiciary. 

However, this does not guarantee that women represent the interests and 
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needs of women. For example, women members of Parliament have been 

criticized, for supporting the maternity leave provisions in the 2009 Labor Law 

which only gave women six weeks’ paid maternity leave, with the defense that 

it was based on meeting the needs of employers (Burnet, 2011). In addition, 

progress that has been made in women’s central leadership need to be assessed 

at the lower levels of government and in all other different sectors and social 

institutions of the country.

In reality, the condition of post-genocide and government will to promote 

democracy did not allow many Rwandan women to be aware of the gender 

biased practices they live in, and to develop required skills to confront them, 

defending women’s interests. The party selection is also questionable, because 

membership might be given more priority than women’s skills and abilities. 

Furthermore, the main body representing the interests of women is the Women’s 

National Council, but most of the representatives are unpaid volunteers except at 

highest levels and it is under-resourced (Burnet, 2011). 

Many of the local women organizations work more on the government’s 

agenda rather than reflecting and advocating for legal and policy changes to 

promote the rights of women. Even within the formal spaces for participation, 

women tend to be underrepresented and have low interest to express their 

concerns as women. Also, women are often unable to attend meetings where 

policy implementation at local level is discussed because of their other cultural 

household responsibilities. 

Generally, Rwandan women’s understanding of their rights is weak, their 

advocacy skills are low and they are generally unable to get women’s rights 

issues given priority on the local agenda (Cowell, 2012). Thus, reliance on 

informal arbitration mechanisms disadvantages women because of the poor 

understanding of their rights and the continuing dominance of traditional values 

which construct women as second class citizens. 
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Conclusion to the chapter

In Rwanda women were traditionally excluded from the political and public life 

as in many countries. With the progress of gender equality, and the crisis caused 

by the genocide in 1994, and women’s achievement in the post-genocide 

rehabilitation process, the Rwanda government realizes that women are powerful 

drives of social changes so that they are highly considered in the Rwandan 

political organization. In the overall national policy of promoting gender 

mainstreaming in all policies, programs and projects, gender issues are gradually 

taking center stage in education, national and rural development programs, and 

Rwanda Labor law ensure that women benefit from job training and work 

experience equally with men (Mutamba, 2005). 

Finally, the gender sensitive international policies, regional treaties, 

conventions, and protocols played a significant role in influencing increase of 

women’s political participation in Rwanda. Particularly, quota adoption became a 

key mechanism that promotes female representation in decision making process. 

Obviously, processes related to gender responsive and transformative practices 

are in progress as noticed by Bouta, T. et al. (2005) that “conflict societies 

often have an opportunity to undergo a transformation that is usually 

accompanied by constitutional and legal reforms which are the moment to 

enshrine gender-equality issues and other basic human rights in the constitution”. 

However, Rwandan women have still many barriers attached to a top down 

system still prevents women to reflect on their oppressive experience, and to 

develop required skills for exploring and voicing their own problems, as well as 

creating appropriate programs to respond to them.

The following chapter presents the results in line with changes of gender 

relations at the grassroots level that go together with the women’s political 

participation in parliament and governance in Rwanda.
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CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION AND 

ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS

This chapter presents and analyses the research findings. These findings concern 

the respondents’ identification and the findings related to the changes in gender 

relations associated with the participation of women in Parliament and 

governance of Rwanda. 

Specifically, these findings focus on the women’s role in the leadership of 

local government and religious institutions, and in family decisions, the attitudes 

and behaviors favoring or interfering with women’s leadership, the changes 

related to community perceptions on women’s leadership and the family gender 

roles, as well as the strategies needed to promote a supportive environment to 

women leaders and equality in gender relations at the grassroots level. The local 

governance levels focused by this study are the districts, sectors and cells. In 

order to have diverse views coming from different regions, we collected data 

from five districts representing provinces of South, North, East, West and Kigali 

city of Rwanda, which are respectively Huye, Musanze, Rwamagana, Rubavu, 

and Nyarugenge. 

5.1. Identification of respondents

The identification of the respondents was based on the characteristics that 

influence individual’s views on gender matters which specifically are the sex, 

age, marital status and the level of education. The total number of respondents 
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counts 331 people including 64 respondents per district with the exception of 

Huye having in total 75 respondents including 10 religious leaders and 1 staff of 

the Rwanda Men Resource Centre (RWAMREC).

5.1.1. Identification of respondents according to their sex

This identification considers the sex of respondents selected from the district of 

Huye, Musanze, Rwamagana, Rubavu and Nyarugenge.

Table 4: Identification of respondents according to the sex

Sex Huye (South) Musanze 
(North)

Rwamagana 
(East)

Nyarugenge 
(Kigali City)

Rubavu 
(West)

Total

Frequency (F) Frequency (F) Frequency (F) Frequency (F) Frequency (F) F %

Female 33 36 37 37 36 179 54.07

Male 42 28 27 27 28 152 45.93

Total 75 64 64 64 64 331 100

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015.

As reflected in Table No 4, the findings show that in all districts studied, 

both males’ and the females’ perspectives were taken into consideration in our 

study. In the context of gender equality, it is very relevant to consider male’s 

and female’s perspectives in all planned actions, as experiences of males are 

different from that of females depending on their culture. This study gave value 

to considering perspectives of both males and females, because, the perceptions 

of women and men may be also influenced by their own experiences and 

interests which are very different (Mathews and Ross, 2010).7) 

 7) The number of females is bigger than that of males, for the reason that, in addition to 
mixed groups, a group of ten women representing women’s councils at the cell level was 
included in all districts.
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5.1.2. Identification of respondents according to their age

In line with the age, I grouped respondents into categories of young adult 

(20-35 year- olds), the middle aged (36 -55 year olds), and the aged over 55.

Table 5: Ages of respondents

Age groups Huye Musa
nze

Rwamaga
na

Rubavu Nyarugenge Total

F* F F F F F %

20-35 years (young adults) 41 49 31 32 27 180 54.38

36-55 years (Middle age) 29 13 29 24 35 130 39.27

Beyond 55 years 5 2 4 8 2 21 6.35

Total 75 64 64 64 64 331 100

Source: Study survey of July-August 2015.
*Frequency

Considering the results presented in Table No 5 in relation to the age of 

respondents reflect that our findings combine a diversity of views coming from 

respondents with different experiences. The low representation of respondents 

aged over 55 could be explained by different criteria such as our selection 

criteria which considered professional and marital status, and the Rwandan 

employment policy and the working age of many individuals which concern a 

high number of people aged less 50.

5.1.3. Identification of respondents according to their marital 
status

The status of respondents considered are single, married, widows and divorced. 
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Table 6: Marital status of respondents

Marital 
status

Huye Musanze Rwamagana Rubavu Nyarugenge Total

F F F F F F %

Married 45 41 37 41 20 184 55.59

single 24 21 24 21 36 126 38.07

widows 6 1 2 2  11 3.32

divorced  1 1  8 10 3.02

Total 75 64 64 64 64 331 100

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015

Regarding the social status, the variety of marital status as shown on table 

No 6 is of great value in appreciating gender relation. It benefited our study 

especially in relation to family gender relations where respondents contributed 

basing on their own experience and what they observe in their family 

environment.

5.1.4. Identification of respondents according to their level of 
education

The table below presents the respondents’ level of education with consideration 

of primary, secondary, university levels as well as the no schooling status.

Table 7: Level of education

Level of education Huye Musanze Rwamagana Rubavu Nyarugenge Total

F F F F  F %
Primary 18 23 25 24 31 121 36.56

Secondary 30 20 21 15 21 107 32.33

University 19 8 13 10 11 61 18.42

No schooling level 8 13 5 15 1 42 12.69

Total 75 64 64 64 64 331 100

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015.
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Considering the education level, results presented in the Table No 7 shows I 

collected views from people having level of education. This was very useful in 

appreciating gender relations at the grassroots level, but also helped me to notice 

how education is a relevant factor that accelerates changes of mentality for 

women and girls, their skills and confidence necessary for challenging negative 

traditional perception of them.

5.2. Changes in gender relations at the local level 

paralleling with the women’s participation in 

Parliament and governance of Rwanda

This part presents the findings related to the distribution of decision-making 

positions to women in local governance, in the leadership of religious 

institutions, and the role played by women at the family level. It also presents 

community appreciation of the men’s and women’s suitability for leadership 

responsibilities, opportunities and challenges faced by women leaders, and the 

current gender roles in Rwandan family. Finally, it presents potential strategies 

suggested by respondents to facilitate and sustain women’s leadership and equal 

gender relations at the local level.

5.2.1. Gender relations in the Rwandan local government

This part presents and analyzes the study results related to the responsibilities 

allocated to women in the districts, sectors and cells’ administration. It also 

presents the findings related to the community appreciation of women’s and 

men’s leadership, the factors facilitating and disturbing the work of women 

leaders, as well as the needed strategies to promote a more supportive 
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environment for women’s leadership and equal opportunities in community 

decision-making.

5.2.1.1. Responsibilities allocated to women in the local 

leadership of Rwanda

Table 8: Gender allocation of administrative responsibilities in local government

 Huye Musanze Rwamagana Rubavu Nyarugenge Total
Leadership 
posts in 
Districts

T.S F % T.S F % T.S F % T.S F % T.S F % T.S F %

Mayor 1 0 0 1 1 100 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 100 5 2 40

Executive 
Secretary

1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 100 1 0 0 5 1 20

Economic 
Affairs

1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 5 0 0

Social 
Affairs

1 1 100 1 0 0 1 1 100 1 1 100 1 0 0 5 3 60

Total in 
districts

4 1 25 4 1 25 4 1 25 4 2 50 4 1 25 20 8 40

Sectors 178 31 17 121 41 34 76 64 84 79 53
67. 
1

87 42 48.3 541 231 42.7

Cells 138 60 44 84 46 55 147 111 76 165 121 73 92 41 44.5 626 379 60.5

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015

The above findings are related to the district’s records concerning the gender 

distribution for the positions of Mayor, Vice- mayor in charge of economic 

affairs, Vice-mayor in charge of social affairs, and the district executive 

secretary. For sectors and cells, I considered the posts in charge of leading 

sectors and cells. In the following, the total staff of district or sectors is 

presented by T.S, while the frequency of female staff is marked by F. The 

percentage (%) relates to female representation.8)
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Basically, women participate in the administration of districts but what needs 

to be discussed is why many women are on the position of social affairs (60%), 

and no woman on the position of economic affairs (0%).

As concerns sectors and cells, women are remarkably involved in the 

administration with the highest percentage of 84.21 in sectors of Rwamagana 

and 17.41% in sectors of Huye. As regards cells, Rwamagana presents the 

highest ratio, 75.5%, and Huye the lowest percentage, 43.5%. These differences 

between districts could be attributed to the gender sensitivity of men leaders, the 

mobilization of women and girls, and their level of motivation to compete for 

leadership position which may differ from district to another. 

On an average in the five districts, women’s ratio in the administration of 

cells counts 60.5%, and in the administration of sectors 42.7%. Practically, 

women are more involved in the lower level of grassroots leadership positions.

As noticed above, the above results show that women are satisfactorily 

involved in the leadership of districts, sectors and cells; but the potential reasons 

behind their high involvement in social affairs posts while being absent in 

economic affairs matters is discussed in chapter six.

Analysis of variance between districts in relation to women’s involvement in 

administration

This analysis of Variance (ANOVA) considers the total post of women in 

district administration, in sectors and cells.

 8) Examining the results presented in Table No 8 related to the allocation of administrative 
responsibilities to women in districts, I considered 4 influential posts of districts that 
correspond to 100%. When we have only one woman for four posts, this counts 25%. In 
consideration of five districts, three per five Vice-mayors of social affairs are women that 
are 60%; two of five mayors are women corresponding to 40 percent for all sectors and 
cells; one per five executive secretaries is a woman, that is 20%; and no woman in five 
Vice-mayors of economic affairs (0%).
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Table 9: Analysis of variance for women’s responsibilities in different district

Administrative 
posts

Huye (x-mean)² Musanze (x-mean)² Rwamagana (x-mean)² Rubavu (x-mean)² Nyarugenge (x-mean)²

Mayor 1 210.25 1 186.78 1 812.25 2 765.4444 1 169

Vice-Mayor 
social affairs

1 210.25 0 215.11 1 812.25 1 821.7778 0 196

Vice-Mayor 
economic 

affairs

0 240.25 0 215.11 0 870.25 0 880.1111 0 196

District 
executive 
secretary

0 240.25 0 215.11 0 870.25 1 821.7778 0 196

Leadership of 
Sectors 

31 240.25 41 693.44 64 1190.25 53 544.4444 42 784

leadership of 
Cells

60 1980.25 46 981.78 111 6642.25 121 8341.778 41 729

Sum 93 3121.5 88 2507.3 177 11197.5 178 12175.33 84 2270

Mean 15.5 14.6666 29.5 29.67 14

Ho: No differences between districts for women involved in administrative posts.
K= number of samples: 5
n= total number of observations: 30
SSW: Within samples Sum of Squares: 31271.67
SST (Total Sum of Squares): 32868.67 = (SSB + SSW)
SSB (Between samples Sum of Squares) = SST – SSW = 32868.67-31271.67 = 1596.997
MSB: Between mean squares: SSB/k-1 = 1596.997/4: 399.249175
MSW: Within mean Squares: SSW/n-k = 31271.67:25 = 1250.8668
MST= SST/n-1 = 32868.67/29 = 1133.4024
F= MSB/MSW= 399.249175/1250.8668=0.319178

ANOVA table

Sources 
of 

variation

Sum of Squares Degree 
of 

freedom

Mean squares F ratio

Between 
districts

SSB: 1596.997 k-1=4 MSB=399.249175 F=MSB/MSW

=399.249175/1250.8668
=0.319178Within 

districts
SSW:

31271.67

n-k=25 MSW=1250.8668

SST=32868.67 n-1=29

Conclusion: consulting the table of critical values for the F distribution (for use 

with ANOVA) for the 0.05 significance level; and in consideration of our F 
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ratio of 0.31, with (4, 25) degrees of freedom, the critical value of F is 2.76. 

Thus, the obtained F-ratio of 0.31 is smaller than 2.76. We can retain the Ho 

concluding that there are no differences among districts in involving women in 

administrative posts in general although we are aware of the qualitative 

weakness discussed in chapter six.

5.2.2.2. Community appreciation of women’s suitability to 

leadership positions

The findings presented below were produced by fifty respondents distributed into 

four focus discussion groups of ten members, and ten religious leaders. The 

following findings show how the community has changed in their ways of 

holding negative assumptions that women are not suitable for leadership 

responsibilities.

Table 10: Who Makes A Better Leader: A Man Or A Woman?

 Huye Musanze Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Religious Total/210

 F % F % F % F % F % F % F %

Man 7 17.5 11 27.5 34 85 20 50 33 82.5 0 0 105 50

Woman 13 32.5 29 72.5 6 15 16 40 7 17.5 0 0 71 33.81

Both may be 
best

20 50 0 0 0 0 4 10 0 0 10 100 34 16.19

Total 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 10 100 210 100

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015

According to the findings presented in Table No 10, men as better leaders 

were appreciated by 105 of 210 respondents corresponding to 50%; women as 

better leaders were stated by 71 of 210, corresponding to 33.81%; while 

respondents who supported that both male and female may be good leaders 

depending on their knowledge and skills are 34 per 210 or 16.19 %. Among 



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 122 -

districts, men were appreciated as better leaders with 85% in Rwamagana, 82.5% 

in Nyarugenge, and 50% in Rwamagana. Women were identified as better 

leaders in Musanze district with 72.5%. Religious leaders and Huye district gave 

a high appreciation to both men and women respectively 100% and 50%. Some 

arguments given by respondents in support of their choice are the following:

In Rubavu, the group of educated men and women underscored that “when a 

man takes a decision, nobody can influence him to change it” (Iyo umugabo 

afate icyemezo aba agifashe), they also added that “men have many hours for 

their responsibilities, while women mix family and professional responsibilities”.

In Rwamagana, the group of educated youth argued that “men take risks for 

the good progress of the society’”, while the group of educated married men 

and women stated that “men intervene quickly in resolving problems and decide 

quickly while women have family problems that she may first arrange and delay 

their intervention”. They underscored that “men are better leader due to their 

confidence and their way of taking risks especially in insecurity, and they are 

respected by the citizens”. In the same district, the group of non educated men 

and women underscored the quality of women’s leadership stating that “women 

give an appropriate form to what was deformed” (Abagore bagorora 

ibyagoramye). Stating that both men and women have leadership skills, religious 

leaders argued that “both men and women should be best leaders if they have 

knowledge and are talented”.

Linking these findings with the general aim of the study related to changes 

in gender relations, the respondents’ diverse views on ‘who makes a better 

leader’ show that some community members are able to perceive the ability of 

both men and women to be better leaders. Different perceptions observed among 

districts and research groups could be linked with many factors such us the 

awareness and sensitivity to gender equality principles, their local cultural values 

in leadership which differ from North to South for example, their level of 

education, etc. 
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The following ideas are views of discussion groups in relation to 

characteristics of men and women leaders that render successful their leadership 

role. I asked this question to evaluate changes related to perceiving women as 

unsuitable for leadership responsibilities. Two hundred respondents including fifty 

hundred per district contributed to these findings. Table No 11 presents the 

perceptions related to men’s strengths and women’s weaknesses which were the 

basis for some respondents to select men as better leaders than women.

Table 11: Presentation of men’s strengths in parallel to women’ weaknesses

MEN WOMEN

Strengths F % Weaknesses F %

High self-confidence 200 100 Feeling of inferiority and low self 
-confidence

160 80

Take wise decisions in resolving 
problems

170 85 Poor decisions and low achievements 60 30

Promote security and resolve 
problems of the night

160 80 Anxious and don’t intervene or intervene 
late in problems 

90 45

Take risks and achieve change 150 75 Low achievements 160 80

Have sufficient time for their 
responsibilities

140 75 Don’t respect time and appointments 100 50

Faster at work than women 90 45 Rely on other higher leadership levels to 
resolve conflicts

90 45

Confidentiality 90 45 Talkative and lack of confidentiality 40 20

Physically and intellectually 
strong 

50 25 Their physical condition and family 
problems interfere with their work

170 85

Control their emotions 60 30 Low ability to control their emotions 160 80

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015

According to these findings presented in Table No 11, men are more highly 

appreciated by many respondents in terms of leadership abilities than women 

(See below under Table No. 12). Almost all respondents appreciated men as 

better in taking decisions (85%), and stable in doing their work (75%); while 
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women were mostly perceived as having low self-confidence (80%) which 

affects their ability to make decisions, and their performances were weakened by 

mixing family and professional responsibilities. Women were thus seen as 

constrained by their own negative feelings and practical factors that prevented 

them from being effective in their leadership responsibilities especially family 

roles and problems (stated by 85% on Table No 14). All respondents found men 

available for their leadership responsibilities because they are not taken by other 

-domestic responsibilities like women who have been traditionally responsible for 

the household work. Additional men’s strengths were identified by some 

respondents as being respected by citizens and ensuring discipline of other men 

respectively mentioned by 70% and 10% of respondents. For women, other 

weaknesses pointed out by respondents were that they favor men and ignore 

women (60%); they don’t respect their husbands once they are in high position 

of power (55%). They intend to seduce their superiors and provoke sex 

corruption (50%), and they cause conflicts at work and in their family (35%). 

Some respondents from Huye, Rwamagana and musanze explained that “Due to 

the women’s feeling of inferiority, they think that they are not respected and 

become aggressive and get easily angry”. In addition, although some women 

supported women leaders, being proud to see other women leading, other women 

stated that “No woman is able to lead another woman” (“nta mugore uyobora 

undi umugore”).

However, the following table No 12 highlights relevant leadership qualities 

mentioned by respondents in favor of women as better leaders. They concern the 

perceptions related to women’s strengths and men’s weaknesses which were the 

basis for some respondents to select women as better leaders than women.
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Table 12: Presentation of women’s strengths in parallel to men’s weaknesses

WOMEN MEN

Strengths F % Weaknesses F %

Avoid corruption 160 80 Like corruption (sex, money) 170 85

Sensitive and good listener of 
problems 

160 80 Favoritism based on sex, family and 
friendship relations. 

160 80

Respect laws and are not violent 100 50 Abuse of power and violence 160 80

Give priority to the community 
interests 

100 50 Give priority to their own interests 120 60

Collaborate with others and are open 
minded

100 50 Authoritative 100 50

Consider women interests 100 50 Lack of cares 100 50

Sense of innovation 90 45

Wise, act after asking for advice 70 35 Rigidity and overconfidence 170 85

Use more time working for the 
community than men

70 35 Beer and drugs interfere in their 
work

130 65

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015.

Considering the above qualities presented in Table No 12, women are more 

highly appreciated in terms of leadership qualities than men. Thus women were 

appreciated to be better in avoiding corruption (80%), to have high listening 

skills (80%) that allow them to understand people’s problems and resolve them 

than men who often request for corruption (mentioned by 85%) and select 

people on the basis of discriminatory characteristics (80%). In addition, women 

also are better respecting laws and valorizing community interests, while men 

were criticized to be violent. Women were also appreciated as being 

collaborative and considering other women’s interests (50%) while men were 

perceived as authoritative and not caring (50%). Underscoring women’s sense of 

innovation (45%), respondents from Musanze, Rubavu, and Rwamagana, stated 

that “women work hard for contradicting conventional perceptions that they are 

weak’, and they are afraid of committing mistakes”; 20 persons among 200 
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respondents (10%) underscored the role played by women leaders in reducing 

family conflicts stating that” Many women receive advice from women leaders 

and many family problems are resolved”. In this context, men were criticized for 

making decisions without considering views of others and not accepting a 

different alternative to their views (85%); of liking corruption based on sex and 

money (85%) favoritism (80%), abuse of power (80%), and disturbed by beer 

and drugs in their work (65%), give priority to their own private interests 

(60%), and of being authoritative (50%). 

In general, 170 of 200 respondents, equivalent to 85% stated that women 

leaders provide a good quality service delivery marked by respect and 

consideration of community interests.

5.2.1.3. Factors that facilitate women leaders to effectively 

achieve their responsibilities

In each district, fifty five respondents participated in these findings. Those were 

four executive secretaries of cells, a person in charge of gender at the district 

level, ten women representing women’s councils, and forty community members 

grouped into four focus group discussions made on the basis of marital status 

and education backgrounds.
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Table 13: Factors that facilitated women leaders to achieve their responsibilities

Huye Rwamagana Musanze Rubavu Nyarugenge Total/275

Factors F % F % F % F % F % F % 

Education and 
Training

55 100 55 100 40 72.73 35 63.64 55 100 240 87.27

Community trust, 
respect and 
cooperation

55 100 35 63.64 40 72.73 20 36.36 25 45.45 175 63.64

Economic 
empowerment

20 36.36 30 54.55 40 72.73 30 54.55 40 72.73 160 58.18

Support of 
husbands

30 54.55 30 54.55 20 36.36 35 63.64 25 45.45 140 50.9

Working near 
their families

25 45.45 35 63.64 25 45.45 20 36.36 30 54.55 135 50

Laws and policies 
sustaining girls 
and women’s 

rights and gender 
equality

15 27.27 25 45.45 5 9.091 15 27.27 55 100 115 41.82

Respect and 
support from 
others leaders

30 54.55 15 27.27 25 45.45 10 18.18 10 18.18 100 36.36

Family planning 10 18.18 15 27.27 20 36.36 10 18.18 15 27.27 70 25.45

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015.

According to the findings presented in Table No 13, 240 of 275 respondents 

corresponding to 87.27% highlighted education and training as a relevant factor 

which helps women leaders to achieve their responsibilities explaining that 

nowadays, the national educational policy promotes girls’ education without 

limiting them to the domains traditionally considered girls’ business like nursing 

and education sciences. This strategy opened opportunities to girls and women, 

to be able to get different job opportunities, among them leadership opportunities 

which facilitate them to influence decisions that consider their interests and 

promote equality and justice. Mainly, women in leadership positions are helped 

by regular training on their rights and leadership skills organized by the ministry 
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of local governance, ministry of gender and its partners like the United 

Nations’department of women in Rwanda.

For women leaders to succeed in their responsibilities, they need to get 

support from the community they lead. Thus, community trust, respect, and 

cooperation were underscored by 175 of 275, that is 63.64% of respondents as 

relevant opportunities to them. In addition, 160 of 275 respondents corresponding 

to 58.18% talked about the necessity of economic empowerment programs to 

initiate the income generating projects for women and to sustain women’s 

cooperatives programs, which could be obtained by the good cooperation 

between the government and bank managers to encourage them. Once a woman 

leader has other sources of income, these facilitate her to resolve some problems 

that could interfere with her leadership responsibilities, and reduce her husband’s 

opposition. For, at the cell level, executive secretaries have a very low salary 

which is insufficient to satisfy their basic family necessities. Once women 

executive secretaries manage to get a loan from a bank, they may cooperate 

with their husbands and initiate for example an animal husbandry project which 

may increase their family income and facilitate them to satisfy the family needs.

Other factors like the support and collaboration of partners, working near 

their families, laws and policies sustaining girls’ and women’s rights and gender 

equality (Laws fighting against gender based-violence, corruption, maternity 

leave, employment and property rights, children rights, positive discrimination), 

respect and support from men leaders, and family planning were also cited with 

percentages respectively of 50.90%; 50%; 41.82%; 36.36%; 25; 45%. In addition 

to developing girls and women’s leadership abilities through education and 

training, the role and support of the state, the community, and that of men and 

husbands is of great necessity to help women leaders to achieve their 

responsibilities.

In Rubavu, representatives of women’s councils and women executive 

secretaries mentioned that women leaders are encouraged by having the National 



CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS

- 129 -

Women’s Council which is organized from the cell to the national level and 

represents and defends women’s interests. In Huye, the parents ‘evening program 

facilitates women leaders’ work, through discussion and resolution of many 

gender-based family problems. The ‘Parents ’Evening Forum’ was underscored as 

facilitating women leaders’ work as many gender based family problems are 

discussed and resolved in those parents ‘evenings.

In general, the above findings reflect that there are positive attitudes and 

behaviors experienced at the grassroots level which facilitate women leaders. 

Obviously, respondents of all districts similarly appreciated the above factors as 

facilitating women leaders to achieve their responsibilities. 

Practically, these results show differences not among districts, but among 

factors. Moreover, the educational background of respondents influenced the 

identification of factors. For example, some important factors like laws and 

policies sustaining girls and women’s rights and gender equality (cited by 

41.82%) and the family planning (cited by 25.45%) were explained by executive 

secretaries and some educated respondents aware of their importance.

5.2.1.4. Obstacles encountered by women in their leadership 

responsibilities at the local level of Rwanda

In each district, 55 respondents including four executive secretaries of cells, a 

person in charge of gender at the district level, ten women representing women’s 

councils, and forty community members grouped into four focus discussion 

groups contributed to these findings. 
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Table 14: Factors which interfere with the women’s leadership

Nyarugenge Rwamagana Rubavu Huye Musanze Total/275

Factors F % F % F % F % F % F %

Double responsibilities and 
family problems

55 100 55 100 55 100 55 100 35 63.64 255 92.73

Women’s physiological and 
physical state

50 90.91 35 63.64 40 72.73 35 63.64 50 90.91 210 76.36

Women’s low self-esteem 45 81.82 25 45.45 45 81.82 50 90.91 35 63.64 200 72.73

Leadership perceived as 
male’s responsibility

40 72.73 45 81.82 35 63.64 40 72.73 35 63.64 195 70.91

Lack of facilities (budget) 
WC

30 54.55 25 45.45 35 63.64 30 54.55 45 81.82 165 60

Poor support and over 
control by their husbands

45 81.82 15 27.27 45 81.82 30 54.55 15 27.27 150 54.54

Misunderstanding of gender 
equality concept by some 

men

45 81.82 15 27.27 35 63.64 30 54.55 20 36.36 145 52.72

Poor support from women’s 
superior hierarchies

20 36.36 30 54.55 25 45.45 50 90.91 20 36.36 145 52.72

Sexual manipulation by 
some men leaders on 

higher positions

40 72.73 20 36.36 45 81.82 20 36.36 20 36.36 145 52.72

Working many hours or far 
from home

35 63.64 35 63.64 15 27.27 5 9.091 45 81.82 135 49.09

Difficulties to intervene in 
the night

15 27.27 15 27.27 15 27.27 30 54.55 45 81.82 120 43.63

Ec. poverty 15 27.27  0 15 27.27 40  20 36.36 90 32.73

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015

The findings presented in Table No 14 show relevant barriers that interfere 

with the responsibilities of women leaders. The double responsibilities and 

family problems was stated by a meaningful percentage of 92.73%. Concerning 

Musanze District which reflect lower percentage of 63,6% for the double 

responsibilities, it could be explained that in the Northern Province, where many 

men use to be polygamous, women use to compete in caring for their husbands 

for being loved and having more value than their fellow women. For that 

reason, the division of labor giving more domestic responsibilities to women 
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becomes penetrated into the consciousness of people so deeply that many 

respondents could not consider the household work as a burden to women 

leaders. As an example, while discussing the question of sharing domestic 

responsibilities, many respondents of Musanze and Rubavu argued that God has 

separated the men and women’s roles giving to women domestic responsibilities 

(See table No 21).

In different districts, women’s poor control of their emotions (91%) and the 

community drug consumption (54.54%) were underscored in Huye; corruption 

based on sex in applying for jobs and in working (91%) was stated in 

Rwamagana. Once women and girls apply for a job, some men used to ask 

them to have sexual relations as a condition for giving them a job or for 

securing their job for a long time. Other factors cited are religious values 

especially of Islam, cited by 54.54% in Nyarugenge; Responsibilities that go 

beyond women’s abilities, cited by 18.18% in Rubavu; and in Musanze, 

respondents underscored the conflict between cultural norms and values and 

equality principles (27.27%) explaining that “A woman uses gender equality to 

dominate his husband and a husband holds his cultural right to oppose her 

wife’s freedom and rights”. 

These findings show that women’s domestic responsibilities, their constitution 

and physiology, their low-esteem and perception of leadership as a male 

responsibility were commonly underscored by respondents from all districts as 

the main barriers interfering in women’s leadership. Other factors mentioned are 

mainly linked with the lack of men‘s support and cooperation as well as of 

practical facilities needed from the government and the community to achieve 

their work.

Although changes in gender roles are noticeable, the above obstacles show 

that there are still many efforts to do for achieving sustainable equal gender 

relations at the grassroots level of Rwanda. The needed steps could be facilitated 

by the following strategies presented in Table No 15.
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5.2.1.5. Observation of gender relations in community meeting 

led by women leaders, focus group discussions and 

couples interviews

Observing the relations between females and males in focus group discussion 

and family interviews, the discussion of educated groups in all districts was 

marked by a free expression of both males and females, challenging each other 

with respect, valuing logical and relevant ideas without considering the sex of 

the person. Generally, the interaction of respondents showed that many Rwandan 

women no longer hold the cultural beliefs which prevent them to express 

themselves in the presence of men. These changes were remarkable in youth 

groups where girls freely interacted and challenged their fellow boys. Similarly, 

although the Rwandan culture prevented a woman to say something when her 

husband was there, women actively participated in the interviews of couples, 

giving their views to complete their husbands or giving a different opinion. 

However, in non-educated groups, many women and girls kept silent and gave 

their ideas only after repeatedly encouraged by researchers. This picture reflects 

how the sensitization and the practice of gender equality in Rwanda has 

positively affected the Rwandan culture and how women are now in many cases 

free to give their ideas at the family and community level. The difference 

noticed for uneducated women and girls could be explained by the lack of 

experience in group discussions but also a less contact with modern values so 

that their awareness on gender equality was lower to that of educated groups. 

These observations were the same for the rural and urban groups.

Concerning the behavior of women leaders, I participated in five meetings 

(one meeting led by a woman in each district) and I noticed three types of 

leadership styles. First of all, two women leaders used the authoritative 

leadership style, imposing ways forward without examining other alternative 

proposed by the community members. As the executive secretary of cells are 

generally between twenty and thirty years, they sometimes reflect a lack of 
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self-confidence and show themselves not totally self-confident once they are 

leading the community meeting composed of various categories of age. For a 

young woman, she is both embarrassed by the duty to lead many experienced 

men and women, but also by not feeling in right to lead the community due to 

the traditional consideration of women as not suitable for leadership. Thus some 

of them avoid discussion and impose their ideas to overcome their fear and the 

complex of preconceived inferiority regarding their ability to lead men. Similarly, 

other two women leaders seemed to be in confusion on how to lead meeting. 

These attitudes are normal for women of a society which has been patriarchal 

during many years and which, due to the social crisis, newly integrates women 

in leadership mainly because of international pressure for gender equality and 

not by the pressure of women themselves. Both the feeling of inferiority for 

women and the community resistance could be observed for a while.

For one woman leader who acted as confident leader while leading the 

meeting, she explained that she had a five years experience in leadership and 

felt comfortable in her interaction with community members. She said: “when I 

started leading the community meetings, I was afraid of men’s opposition, but 

for this time, I don’t feel embarrassed when they criticize, oppose or don’t 

cooperate. I patiently discuss with them till we find a common conclusion”. She 

explained that trainings and experience have strengthened her leadership abilities. 

All these types of leadership reflect that not all women are suitable to leadership 

responsibilities (as not all men are), and not all women are unable to lead.

Concerning the community support, two categories of community members 

were observed. A group of men and women resisting and voicing that women 

are not for leading and others cooperative and supportive of women leaders 

ideas. In “many subgroups, I could hear women or men saying: “a woman is a 

woman’’. Meaning that a woman is limited in certain things, like that of 

leading. Again, for a society which used to reserve leadership only role to men, 

it is not surprising to find some members not understanding the rapid change of 
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their culture. Such types of citizens still perceive women as only able to do 

some limited kind of work and not able to do others like leading. However, 

some women leaders may also reflect some inability especially those involved in 

leadership through the quota system without having pressured for themselves for 

that in activist way or any other preparation on their own side. 

In summary, many community Rwandan community members have accepted 

and support women’s integration in leadership, but there are others who need to 

be provided with more explanation and information related to the necessity of 

changing the traditional gender relations.

5.2.1.6. Strategies needed to transform gender relations 

towards a more supportive environment to women’s 

leadership at the local level of Rwanda

The following findings were produced by fifty five respondents including four 

executive secretaries, a representative of gender at the district level, ten women 

responsible of women‘s council at the cell level, as well as forty ordinary 

community members in focus group discussion (educated and non-educated men, 

women, boys and girls).
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Table 15: Strategies that may facilitate women leaders to enjoy freely their 

political right

 Musanze Huye Rwamagana Rubavu Nyarugenge Total/275

Strategies F % F % F % F % F % F %

Promote girls and women’s education 55 100 55 100 55 100 55 100 55 100 275 100

Women’s economic empowerment 55 100 50 90.9 55 100 35 63.6 55 100 250 90.9

Community Sensitization/mobilization in 
gender equality and women’s leadership

45 81.81 50 90.9 55 100 45 81.8 45 81.81 240 87.3

Fighting against corruption based on sex 30 54.54 45 81.81 50 90.91 25 18.2 45 81.81 195 70.9

Educating men and couples on women’s 
rights and domestic responsibilities

35 63.63 50 90.9 25 45.45 20 36.36 55 100 185 67.3

Transport Facilities and incentives 35 63.63 35 63.63 25 45.45 35 63.6 35 63.63 165 60

Promoting competition instead of positive 
discrimination

25 45.45 10 18.18 45 81.81 25 45.45 35 63.63 140 50.9

Lengthening the period of maternity 
leave

10 18.18 40 72.72 15 27.27 35 63.6 40 72.72 140 50.9

Mobilization and sensitization of men on 
shared domestic responsibilities

15 27.27 30 54.54 0 0 25 45.45 55 100 125 45.45

Eradicate Gender Based Violence 25 45.45  0 35 63.63 35  0 25 45.45 120 43.6

Family planning 20 36.36 50 90.9 15 27.27 15 0 20 36.36 120 43.6

Supervision and support from high levels 
organs to grassroots organs

10 18.18 35 63.63 25 45.45 15 27.27 25 45.45 110 40

Avoiding women’s intervention in the 
night

35 63.63 25 45.45 15 27.27 20 36.36 15 27.27 110 40

A law that balances women’s domestic 
and leadership responsibilities

15 27.27 30 54.54 15 27.27 25 45.45 15 27.272 100 36.36

Teaching and developing positive 
perception of young boys

20 36.36 15 27.27 20 36.36 10 18.182 30 54.54 95 34.54

Considering women’ councils in resolving 
conflicts

15 27.27 30 54.54 15 27.27 10 18.18 10 18.18 80 29.09

Regular message on gender equality in 
newspaper

 0 15 27.27 20 36.36 10 18.18 20 36.36 65 23.63

Mobilizing religious denominations on 
gender and development

 0  0 30 54.54  0 30 54.54 60 21.81

Cooperation between ministries to 
promote gender equality and women’s 

rights

10 18.18 5 9.09 15 27.27 5 9.09 15 27.27 50 18.18

Recognition and support of women’s 
councils by local leaders 

10 18.18 10 18.18 10 18.18 15  10 18.18 50 18.18

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015.

According to the findings presented in Table No 15, important strategies 

highlighted by almost all respondents and in all districts are ranked between 100 

and 58.18%. Those are promoting girls’ and women’s education stated by 275 
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respondents, that is 100%; women’s economic empowerment stated by 90.9% of 

respondents, community sensitization/mobilization in gender equality and 

women’s rights pointed out by 85.45% of respondents; fighting against 

corruption based on sex by 70.9%; educating men and couples on women’s 

rights and domestic responsibilities by 67.3%; and transport facilities and 

incentives by 60%. In line with women’s rights, the executive secretaries of 

Musanze District added that women leaders may also be supported by giving the 

same value to the decisions taken by them and those taken by men leaders. 

These strategies are of great importance in line with dealing with obstacles 

pointed out in table No 14, like raising women’s abilities, esteem and status; 

changing individual and community mentality and beliefs considering leadership 

as a male’s responsibility, promoting partners and men’s support; and providing 

facilities to women leaders. 

The second group of strategies pointed out by respondents between 50.90% 

and 18.18% are also important for conceiving policies and practices that can 

improve the current situation of women’s leadership. These include for example, 

strategies of promoting competition instead of positive discrimination; lengthening 

the period of maternity leave; not allocating to women responsibilities of 

intervening in night insecurity; eradicate the gender-based violence; enacting a 

law that balance women’s domestic and leadership responsibilities; mobilizing 

religious denominations on gender and development; and cooperation between 

ministries in promoting gender equality and women’s rights.

5.2.1.7. Strategies to promote equal gender opportunities in 

community decision-making

The following findings were produced by forty ordinary community members 

grouped into four mixed focus group discussions of men and women, and boys 

and girls following the criterion of whether having finished secondary school or 
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not. We considered this criterion to include perspectives of both educated and 

non- educated youth and married couples. 

Table 16: Strategies to promote equal gender opportunities in community 

decision-making

Districts Huye Musanze Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Total/200

Strategies F % F % F % F % F % F %

Building women’s confidence and trust 
them

 30 75 40  100 40 100 40 100 40 100 190 95

Equality and equity in community 
decisions, education and employment. 

 40 100 30 75 40  100 40 100 40 100 190 95

Sensitization of men  40 100 30 75 40 100 40 100 40 100 190 95

Mutual respect between men and 
women leaders: flexibility, collaboration

 30 75 40 100 20  50 40 100 40 100 170 85

Fighting against corruption  30 75 40  100 40 100 40 100 20 50 170 85

Community sensitization and training 
on gender equality and women’s rights

30 75 40 100 20 50 30 75 40 100 160 80

Education of children about equality of 
sexes

 10  25 40 100  20 50 40 100 40 100 150 75

Cooperation and collaboration between 
leaders and citizens

 40 100 20 50 40 100 40 100 10 25 150 75

Advocacy of women in top leadership 
for women of grassroots

 30 75 10  25  20 50 40 100 40 100 140 70

Reforming the Rwandan culture for 
equality and development

 30 75 10 25 10  25 40 100 40 100 130 65

Competition instead of positive 
discrimination

 30 75  10 25 20 50 40 100  20 50 120 60

Strengthen the Parents ‘Evening Forum  40 100  10 25 10 25 20 50 40 100 120 60

Mobilization of religious leaders in 
gender equality discourse and practices

30 75 10 25 20 50 20 50 30 75 110 55

Monitoring gender equality progress  40 100  20 50  10 25 40 100 0 0 110 55

Placing an agent in charge of gender 
and family promotion at the sector 

and cell levels

 20 50 40 100  0  0 0 0 40 100 100 50

Encouraging women to participate in 
political parties

0 0 0  0  0 0 20 50 40 100 60 30

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August, 2015

The strategies presented in the Table No 16 for promoting equal opportunities 
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for males and females have been highlighted by many groups of our 

respondents. As reflected in findings related to facilitating women to enjoy their 

political rights (Table No 13), sensitization and education of women, men and 

children, and the community, about equality and human rights were core 

strategies underscored by respondents of all districts with minimal variations. A 

total of 190 of 200 respondents (95%) cited building women’s confidence and 

trusting them, sensitization of men; 160 of 200 respondents (80%) cited 

community sensitization and training on gender equality and women’s rights, and 

the education of children about equality of sexes was cited by 150 of 200 

respondents.

This strategic education and sensitization may facilitate other strategies 

suggested by respondent like the mutual respect between men and women 

leaders: flexibility, collaboration cited by 170 of 200 respondents (85%); and the 

cooperation and collaboration between leaders and citizens cited by 150 of 200 

respondents (75%). Fundamentally, many other strategies suggested require the 

establishment and strengthening gender sensitive policies and practices that need 

to be assured by the ministry of gender in collaboration with other ministries 

and government institutions. Those are ensuring equality and equity in 

community decisions, education and training opportunities, and in employment 

pointed out by 190 of 200 respondents (95%); fighting against corruption (85%), 

reforming the Rwandan culture for equality and development cited by 65% of 

respondents; promoting competition in place of positive discrimination cited by 

60%; strengthen ‘Parents’Evening Forum’ cited by 60%, monitoring gender 

equality progress cited by 55%; mobilization and Involvement of religious 

leaders in gender equality discourse and practices mentioned by 55%; and 

placing an agent in charge of gender and family promotion at the sector and cell 

levels cited by 50% of respondents.
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5.2.2. Gender relations in the Rwandan Family

This part presents the findings related to the development services that facilitate 

the household work and the norms supporting gender equality at the family 

level. It also presents the findings related to the current reality of gender roles 

in families, the role of women in family decision-making, the community 

perceptions on shared domestic responsibilities, and the strategies needed to 

improve gender relations in families.

5.2.2.1. Development services that facilitate the household 

work

In the context of promoting equal gender relations that give the same 

opportunity to both women and men, couples also identified the development 

services provided by the government and its development partners which 

facilitate the household responsibilities. 
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Table 17: Development services that facilitate the household work

Services Musanze Huye Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Total/20

Development services F % F % F % F % F % F %

Schools, and health centers, medical 
insurance and community health 

counselors

4 100 4 100 4 100 4 100 3 100 19 95

Infrastructure: electricity, water, roads 4 100 4 100 4 100 3 75 3 75 18 90

Parents’ Evening Forum 2 50 2 50 1 25 2 50 2 50 9 45

Security services 2 50   2 50 2 50 2 50 8 40

Savings services 1 25 2 50   2 50 2 50 7 35

Family planning 1 25 1 25 1 25 2 50 2 50 7 35

Livestock (Girinka project) 1 25   1 25 3 75 1 25 6 30

Women’s cooperatives and support 
groups

  3 75   1 25 2 50 6 30

Living in agglomeration 1 25   1 25 2 50 1 25 5 25

VIUP (Vision Umurenge Program)       2 50 2 50 4 20

Group Legal marriage 1 25   1 25 1 25   3 15

Counseling of couples       1 25 1 25 2 10

Source: Research interview, July-August, 2015.

The above results presented in Table No 17 reflect that at the local level, 

there are development services which facilitate women in their domestic 

responsibilities like having schools, health centers, water and electricity near their 

home respectively stated by 95% and 90% of couples. Moreover, women are 

facilitated by economic services which either give them some financial loans 

(savings/loans services, women’s cooperatives and support groups) to help them 

to initiate income generating projects; or which give them jobs and a salary to 

satisfy their personal or family needs (Vision Umurenge Program); or Program 

that deal with problems faced by women at the family level, and their interests 

(Parents’ Evening Forum which resolve conflict and educate about relations; 

living in agglomeration, group legal marriage, and counseling of couples); or 

program linked with the livestock (Girinka project) facilitating families to 

increase production and income. The diversity of percentage of respondents who 

identified the above services could be explained by the respondents’ backgrounds 
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such as education and general awareness of local development services. 

Otherwise, all these services are provided by development practitioners all over 

the country and reflect opportunities to change gender relations in families.

5.2.2.2. Family norms and values in favor of gender equality

In each district, we randomly selected 4 couples in cells where we conducted 

focus group discussion to collect data on family experience in family norms in 

favor of equality, the role of women in family decisions, and the current 

allocation of roles in Rwandan families. The percentage of respondents and 

different norms and values experienced in their families are presented below:

Table 18: Norms and values in favor of gender equality at the family level

Huye Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Musanze Total/20

Family norms and values F % F % F % F % F %

Collaboration for family 
development

4 100 4 100 4 100 4 100 3 75 19 95

Exchange of opinions on 
family functioning

4 100 3 75 4 100 2 50 3 75 16 80

Respect, love, truth and 
trust

2 50 4 75 4 100 4 100 1 25 15 75

Flexibility 4 100 3 75 3 75 2 50 2 50 14 70

Considering the other in 
taking decisions

1 25 1 25 1 25 3 75 6 30

Good management of family 
income

1 25 2 50 1 25 4 20

Praying together 2 50 1 25 15

Trying being the model in 
the community

1 25 1 25 2 10

Source: Research interview of couples, July-August, 2015

According to these results presented in the table No18, core family norms 

and values highlighted by all couples of different districts are collaboration for 

family development (95%); promoting an effective communication between 

spouses on family functioning and development (80%), valuing respect, love, 
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truth and trust between spouses (75%); as well as flexibility and modesty (70%). 

Other relevant values mentioned in some districts are considering the other in 

taking decision highlighted in Musanze (75%), good management of family 

income (50%) highlighted in Nyarugenge; praying together (50%) highlighted in 

Huye; and trying to be the model in the community mentioned in Rwamagana 

(25%) and Nyarugenge (25%).

The experience of these values and norms reflect change of gender relations 

in Rwandan family where traditionally an authentic man was marked by 

authoritative behavior and violence; while a woman had no say on whatever is 

decided in family development (United Nations, 2005).

5.2.2.3. The current gender roles in Rwandan families

In line with the above discussion, the current division of labor in families 

interviewed is presented as following:

Table 19: Allocation of responsibilities between spouses in the Rwandan family

Musanze Huye Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Total/20

Allocation of 
responsibilities

F % F % F % F % F % F %

Shared 
responsibility

2 50 4 100 3 75 3 75 1 25 14 70

Responsibilities 
divided

2 50  0  0 1 25 1 25 3 75 6 30

Total 4 100 4 100 4 100 4 100 4 100 20 100

Source: Research interview of couples, July-August, 2015.

Considering the results presented in Table No 19, in relation to the current 

division of labor in Rwandan family, 14 couples of 20 couples, that is 70% said 

that they collaborate and share the household responsibilities; and 6 couples of 

20 couples explained that they have divided responsibilities where men are in 
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charge of family security and work outside for family income and development 

while women work at home cooking, ensuring hygiene and caring for the family 

members, and visitors. In districts, the majority of respondents in Huye, Rubavu 

and Rwamagana, respectively 100%, 75% and 75% said that they collaborate in 

doing household work. A total of 75% respondents of Nyarugenge and 50% of 

Musanze talked about divided responsibilities.

These findings reflect that many couples are aware of the rights of women, 

and started to consider the necessity of not putting the whole household work on 

them. These changes in gender relations reflect that the grassroots families are 

becoming more gender sensitive in gender roles. Those who still keep the 

divided responsibilities could be explained by either keeping the traditional 

family norms, or influenced by the urban life in Nyarugenge where men may 

work many hours outside of their home and women feeling responsible for 

managing the household tasks.

5.2.2.4. The role of women in family- decisions

In the above context, the following table presents couples’ views on the role of 

women in family- decisions.
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Table 20: Responsible of family decision-making in relation to expenditure and 

family projects (in districts)

 Musanze Rubavu Rwamagana Huye Nyarugenge Total/20 
couples

Who decide in families F % F % F % F % F % F %

Both husband and wife 
discuss and decide the 

priority

1 25   3 75 4 100 1 25 9 45

A husband after consulting 
the wife

2 50 3 75  0  0  0  0 2 50 7 35

A husband 1 25 1 25 1 25  0 0 1 25 4 20

Total 4 100 4 10 4 100 4 100 4 100 20 100

Source: Research interview of couples, July-August, 2015.

Considering the study results presented in Table No 20, involving women in 

family decision reflects different positions where 45% find relevant that spouses 

should agree on family expenditures and projects. A total number of 35% of 

couples support that a husband should decide after consulting his wife, while 

20% limit the family decisions to men. Specifically, 100% of couples of Huye, 

and 75% of couples in Rwamagana support that both wife and husband need to 

agree on priority and decide together. 75% of couples in Rubavu, 50% in 

Musanze, and 50% in Nyarugenge state that men should decide after consulting 

the woman. In the four districts of Rubavu, Musanze, Rwamagana and 

Nyarugenge, 25% of respondents limit family decisions to men only.

Considering that results are diverse between districts, it is clear that Huye 

and Rwamagana having respectively 100% and 75% of couples supporting 

shared and collaborative family decisions may have advanced in understanding 

the importance of promoting equal rights in decision-making at the family level. 

For 75% of couples in Musanze, 50% in Rubavu, and 50% in Nyarugenge who 

hold the decision role to men after consulting women, this idea of consulting 

women generally means informing women but the task of thinking about what is 

appropriate and what could be a priority still remaining to men who are 
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considered as having leadership talent.

In Musanze and Rubavu, some respondents said: “Based on our culture, the 

husband is the chief of the household; he has the right to take decision”. In the 

Rwandan culture, many men used to decide on family expenditures and projects 

without informing their wives. Practically, these percentages could be added on 

the 25% of couples who clearly explained that men are responsible for family 

decisions. Other respondents stated: “Women are hesitant and don’t think deeply 

so that their views are not reliable to build on and taking appropriate decisions”. 

Others said: “If a woman is free to take a decision, she may dominate her 

husband”. In Nyarugenge, one couple stated:” A man is responsible of the 

household has to know what is beneficial”.

These findings reflect both the progress of couples toward equality values 

that involve women in family decisions making and the need of providing more 

sensitization and mobilization to families and community members on the 

importance of involving women in family decisions. Generally, I did not notice 

any difference between men and women; neither between respondents of rural 

and urban regions; I realize that men and women could support or resist to the 

shared domestic responsibilities basing on their tradition (how things have been 

since long time) or their religions (what they are taught by religious leaders in 

relations to their relations). 

5.2.2.5. Community perception on shared domestic 

responsibilities for spouses

The followings findings were produced by forty respondents grouped into four 

mixed focus discussion groups.
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Table 21: Opinions of respondents about sharing domestic responsibilities

 Musanze Huye Rubavu Rwamagana Nyarugenge Total/200

Opinions F % F % F % F % F % F %

Logical to share 
domestic 

responsibilities

12 30 40 100 16 40 27 67.5 21 52.5 116 58

impossible to share 
domestic 

responsibilities

28 70   24 60 13 32.5 19 47.5 84 42

Total 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 200 100

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015

In the findings presented in Table No 21, 100% of Huye respondents, 67.5% 

of Rwamagana, 52.5% of Nyarugenge, 40% of Rubavu and 30% in Musanze 

find logical that spouses should share and collaborate in their household 

responsibilities. Other respondents from Musanze (70%), Rubavu (60%), 

Nyarungenge (47.5%) and Rwamagana (32.5%) find it impossible to share 

domestic responsibilities, and this could be associated with the beliefs of 

respondents or their traditions as mentioned above. Generally, there are 

meaningful percentages of respondents (58%) who support the shared domestic 

responsibilities, while 42% still find it impossible that a man may help a woman 

in domestic responsibilities. Obviously, equality in gender relations that 

recognizes how women are overwhelmed by domestic work and the need to be 

helped by men reflect a notable progress, but the 42% of respondents who find 

it impossible require more sensitization and mobilization on the necessity for 

husband to help their wives in domestic responsibilities for facilitating then to 

enjoy their public and political rights and contribute more to their family 

development. 
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5.2.2.6. Strategies to promote equal gender relations at the 

family level

These findings were produced by forty respondents of four focus group 

discussions and one staff of the Rwanda Men Resource Centre(RWAMREC).

Table 22: Strategies that can transform family gender relations in egalitarian 

relations

 Musanze Rubavu Rwamagana Huye Nyarugenge RWA
MREC

Total/201

STRATEGIES F % F % F % F % F %  F %

Training married 
couples together

40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 40 100 1 201 100

Enacting a law 
on shared family 
decision making 

and 
responsibilities

20 50 20 50 30 75 40 100 40 100 1 151 75.12

Strengthening 
Parents ‘Evening

20 50 20 50 30 75 40 100  0  110 54.72

Family planning 20 50 10 25 20 50 30 75 20 50  100 49.75

Family Economic 
empowerment

10 25 10 25 10 25 30 75 10 25  70 34.82

Community 
Sensitization on 

gender Laws 
and policies

10 25 20 50 10 25 20 50 10 25  70 34.82

Eradicate 
polygamy and 

violence

 0 40 100  0  0  0  40 19.9

Availability of 
family laws at 
the grassroots 

level

 0 40 100  0  0  0  40 19.9

Building trust 
and love 

between spouses

 0  0  0  0 20 50  30 14.92

Source: Research interview and focus group discussion, July-August 2015.
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According to the study results presented in Table No 22, respondents 

highlighted meaningful strategies that can promote equal family gender relations. 

The most highlighted strategies are training married couples together stated by 

all respondents, that is 100%; enacting a law on shared family decision making 

and responsibilities stated by 72.12% of respondents; and sustaining ‘Parents 

’Evening Forum’ cited by 54.72%. Other relevant strategies cited are family 

planning (49.75%), family economic empowerment (34.82%), and community 

sensitization on gender laws (34.82%), eradication of polygamy (19.9%), making 

available family laws to the local level (19.9%) and building trust and love 

between spouses (14.92%). These strategies could be effective in promoting 

equal gender relations at the family level, if policy makers from the government, 

development practitioners and community members cooperate to achieve them.

5.2.3. Gender relations in the Rwandan Religious Institutions

This part presents the role played by women in the leadership of religious 

institutions, the factors influencing women’s involvement in the leadership of 

religious institutions, empowerment programs and the strategies needed to 

facilitate women to participate in leading positions of their faith-based 

organizations. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, religious institutions 

influence the everyday life of Rwandans and define the relations between men 

and women through their teaching. Furthermore, most of them still keep a strong 

patriarchal culture and the beliefs that prevent women to be part of the top 

leadership posts.

5.2.3.1. Responsibilities allocated to women in the leadership 

of Rwandan Religious institutions

The results considered the number of women having the position of Bishop, 
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Board member, priests or pastors and Imam, and also of lower level leadership 

responsibilities linked with various groups formed at the institutional level like 

groups of men, women, singers, prayers, etc. The figures presented concern the 

total number of staff represented by total, the number of women among them 

represented by F, and the percentage of those women marked by %.

Table 23: Women in Administrative responsibilities of religious institutions in 

Huye

Positions Bishop/President Board members Priests, pastors, 
Imam (Islam)

others Total

Churches Total F % Total F % Total F % Total F % Total F %

EMLR 
(Methodist)

   13 4 30.76 2 0 0 28 25 89.28 43 29 67.44

EPR    11 3 27.27  25  10  40 67 39 58.2 78 42 53.84

Restoration 1 0 0 23 8 34.78 2 0 0 30 14 46.66 56 22 39.28

Assemblée 
de Dieu

   9 1 11.11 7 1 14.3 13 8 61.53 29 10 34.48

Adventist    8 0 0 1 0 0 147 53 36.05 156 53 33.97

AEBR    20 2 10 3 0 0 24 13 54.16 47 15 31.91

ADEPR    12 0 0 37 0 0 23 16 69.56 72 16 22.22

Catholic 1 0 0 12 0 0 12 0 0 47 15 31.91 72 15 20.83

EAR 8 0 0 83 20 24.09 33 2 6.06 21 8 38.09 145 30 20.68

ISLAM    6 1 16.66 1 0 0 6 1 16.66 13 2 15.38

Total 10 0 0 197 39 19.79 98 3 3.22 406 192 47.29 711 234 32.91

Source: Research survey, July-August 2015
EML: Eglise Methodiste Libre (Methodist Church in Rwanda)
Eglise Presbytherienne au Rwanda (Presbyterien Church in Rwanda)
EAR: Eglise Anglican au Rwanda (Anglican Church in Rwanda)
AEBR: Associations des Eglises Batistes au Rwanda (Baptist Church in Rwanda)
ADEPR: Associations des Eglises de Pentecote au Rwanda (Pentecostal Church in Rwanda)

The findings related to women’s involvement in the leadership of religious 

institutions presented in Table No 23, show that no woman is positioned in the 

responsibility of bishop or president among ten bishops identified in the churches 
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interviewed. In addition for the position of Board members which is the higher 

organ to approve decisions of institutions, some churches like Adventist, ADEPR 

and Catholic do not have any woman in their board organs. Among ten churches 

surveyed, women are involved in Board organs of Restoration church (34.78%); 

Methodist (30.76%); EAR (24.09%); EPR (27.7%) and Islam (16.6%), In others, 

like in Assemblée de Dieu (God’s Assembly) and AEBR women are represented 

at a low percentage, respectively 11% and 10%. For the position of pastors 

(Protestant), priests (Catholic) or Imam (Islam), only EPR, God’s Assembly, and 

EAR have women clergy counting respectively 40%, 14.06%, and 6.06% of the 

total. In other responsibilities, women are normally involved at the level 

stretching from the highest 89.28% of Methodist to the lowest 6.66% in Islam. 

The general picture of these findings shows that the Methodist church has the 

highest women’s representation of 67.44% and Islam has the lowest women’s 

representation of 15.91%.

From these findings, we can see that women are represented at the lower 

level of the religious institution leadership and are poorly or not involved in the 

influential decision-making posts of bishop, board members, pastors (Protestant), 

priests (Catholic) or Iman (Islam). According to the religious leaders interviewed 

with, the reasons of this poor representation are mainly the biblical directives 

stated by 70% of respondents as we explained in our theoretical part. For 

example the interpretation of 1 Timothy 2:11-14 which states: “Let women learn 

in silence with all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp 

authority over the man, but to be in silence”.

Another reason is the rules or the Ethic that guide members of religious 

institutions (stated by 60%) where many of them do not allow women to be 

allocated leadership responsibilities. Finally, the level of education where women 

don’t’ have the required level of Theology degree was also stated by 40%; and 

the Rwandan culture which has not given women the right to lead stated by 

20%.
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Analysis of variance of involvement of women in the leadership of Faith 

based organizations.

This analysis of Variance (ANOVA) considers the number of women 

members of Boards, women given the position of priests/pastors/Imam, and 

others posts of lower level in the leadership of religious institutions. I considered 

the first six religious institutions where the women’s participation in leadership 

was between 67.44% (highest) to 31.91% (lowest) in this study (Table No 23).

Table 24: Analysis of variance of women’s involvement in key leadership 

responsibilities of religious Institutions

Leadership 
posts

Methodist (x-mean)² EPR (x-mean)² Restoration (x-mean)² Assembly (x-mean)² Adventist (x-mean)² AEBR (x-mean)²

Board 
members

4 32.11111 3 373.7778 8 0.444444 1 5.444444 0 312.1111 2 9

Pastors, 
priests/
Imam 

0 93.44444 25 7.111111 0 53.77778 1 5.444444 0 312.1111 0 25

Others 
positions

25 235.1111 39 277.7778 14 44.44444 8 21.77778 53 1248.444 13 64

Sum 29 360.6667 67 658.6667 22 98.66667 32.66667 1872.667 98

Mean 9.666667 22.3 7.333333 3.333 17.666 5

Ho: No differences between churches for women involved in administrative posts.
K = number of samples: 6
n = total number of observations: 18
SSW: Within samples Sum of Squares: 3121.333
SST (Total Sum of Squares): 3969.777778 = (SSB + SSW)
SSB (Between samples Sum of Squares): SST – SSW = 3969.777778 – 3121.333 = 848.4444
MSB: Between mean squares: SSB/k-1: 848.4444/5: 169.688889
MSW: Within mean Squares: SSW/n-k: 3121.33333:12 = 260.111111
MST: SST/n-1=3969.777778:17 = 233.516339
F = 169.688889: 260.111111 = 0.65237078. 
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ANOVA table

Sources of 
variation

Sum of Squares Degree of 
freedom

Mean squares F ratio

Between districts SSB: 848.4444 k-1=5 MSB= 169.688889 F=MSB/MSW

=169.688889/ 
260.111111

=0.65

Within districts SSW: 3121.333 n-k=12 MSW=260.111111

SST=3969.777778 n-1=17

Conclusion: consulting the table of critical values for the F distribution (for use 

with ANOVA) for the 0.05 significance level; and in consideration of our F 

ratio of 0.65, with (5, 12) degrees of freedom, the critical value of F is 3.11. 

Thus, the obtained F-ratio of 0.65 is smaller than 3.11. We can retain the Ho 

concluding that there are no differences between districts in involving women in 

administrative posts keeping in mind that differences may relate to the fact that 

some institutions progress toward balancing through including women in all 

levels of their leadership while others includes women in lower levels of 

leadership on a high number.

In relation to measures that can be used to promote the women’s 

participation in the leadership of Rwandan religious institutions, 80% of religious 

leaders encouraged women to take their first initiatives to claim for their rights 

at the institutional level and push their religious institutions to consider them as 

leaders. They also need to show their abilities in tasks they are achieving. 50% 

of church leaders also recognized the necessity of the contextualization of the 

Bible interpretation, which could be appraised in their national association to 

harmonize their practices in line with promoting gender sensitive rules; 40% 

underscored the necessity for religious institutions to render their rules gender 

sensitive and to reform the Rwanda culture; while 30% underscored the necessity 

of close collaboration between churches and the government regarding the gender 

sensitive measures. 

In relation to the women’s empowerment programs, 60% of religious 

institutions who participated in this study promote women’s support groups for 
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income generating projects, 50% of them ensure training programs for helping 

women to be aware of their role in the development process; 20% support girls’ 

education and 20% promote savings and loans for women’s associations. Judging 

from these findings, it is clear that religious leaders are aware of the importance 

of involving women in their leadership positions but still need to be encouraged 

in their regular meeting and dialogue with the government for contextualizing 

their teaching.

Conclusion to the chapter

Chapter five has presented and analyzed the findings related to changes in 

gender relations in local governance, religious and family institutions. Progress in 

involving women in leadership of districts, sectors and cells are notable 

accompanied with a weakness of limiting women to certain responsibilities 

relating to the social traditional roles. In religious institutions, women are also 

less represented in high posts of leaderships, but are highly represented in the 

responsibilities of lower leadership levels mainly due to how is the Bible 

interpreted and institutional rules. At the family level, development programs 

have achieved notable results in changing men’s mentalities and promoting 

shared domestic responsibilities, but the level of understanding of equality 

principles for many community members still needs other efforts in sensitization 

and mobilization. Special focus on youth and the future generation remains one 

of the effective strategies that could promote equal gender relations at the family 

and in community decision making. The following chapter discusses these results 

in line with my research questions, my theoretical basis and the research’s 

perceptions. 
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CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION OF THE 

RESULTS

The discussion of results considers the study findings in line with the study’s 

main question related to “What changes in gender relations at the local level are 

going together with the high number of women participating in parliament and 

government of Rwanda”, but also in line with the existing literature on gender 

relations. As Kabeer (1994) pointed out that “In order to understand how social 

differences and inequalities in roles, responsibilities, claims, and power are 

produced through institutions, we must scrutinize the actual rules and practices 

of institutions to uncover their core values and assumptions”; we appraised 

changes related to integrating women in the leadership positions of local 

government, in the leadership of religious institutions and in the family 

decisions. Moreover, we explored the changes related to the community 

perceptions on the women’s suitability for leadership positions, the development 

strategies used by the government, the families and the church in promoting 

positive change of gender relations at the local level, as well as the factors that 

facilitate or interfere with women’s leadership. Finally, this discussion concerns 

the potential strategies that could promote positive change in gender relations 

with a focus on women’s leadership at the grassroots level of Rwanda. 
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6.1. Changes related to gender relations in local 

governance

This part discusses the involvement of women in key district posts and in the 

leadership of sectors, and cells. It also discusses the community attitudes and 

behavior facilitating or preventing women leaders from achieving their 

responsibilities, but also the respondents’appreciation of the leadership quality  

for men and women. Finally, strategies to promote a friendly environment for 

women leaders and for an equal treatment of both men and women in 

community decision-making are discussed. 

6.1.1. Women’s responsibilities in the local government 
leadership

When we appraise the results on the women’s involvement in the administration 

of districts, sectors and cells, presented in Table No 8, in relation to the 

commitment of Rwandan government of promoting gender equality in 

decision-making that respects at least 30% of women in decision-making posts 

(Mutamba, 2005; Republic of Rwanda, 2009), it seems clear that women are 

satisfactorily involved in the leadership of districts surveyed. In average, women 

constitute 40% of the post. For sectors and cells, the average is respectively 

42.7% and 60.5%. 

Considering the results related to the analysis of variances between districts, I 

found that at the 0.05 significance level, the obtained F-ratio of 0.31 is smaller 

than the critical value of F (2.76). Therefore, I concluded that there are not 

differences between districts in involving women in administrative posts. 

However, as this study is a case study which stands on feminist theories where 
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the research approaches make problematic women’s situations and the institutions 

that frame those situations with the aim of appraising how power relations and 

social situations impact on women (Creswell, 2007), I find it crucial to discuss 

the qualitative weakness linked with the high involvement of women on the post 

of Vice-mayor of social affairs (60%) while no woman is involved in the post 

of Vice-Mayor of economic affairs. 

Northouse (2010) noticed that changes needed within organizations and the 

society can occur only when we are aware of the subtle and disguised gender 

related prejudices. In this discussion, prejudice is defined as a fixed attitude, 

belief, or emotion held by an individual or group about another, based on faulty 

or unsubstantiated data, and judging others based on previous decisions or 

experiences(ibid, p.338). This discussion also connects to the ideas of March et 

al. (1999) who underscore that social relations produce cross-cutting inequalities, 

which ascribe each individual a position in the structure and hierarchy of their 

society. According to international standards, both men and women are supposed 

to have equal rights and opportunities to participate fully in all aspects and at 

all levels of political processes (United Nations, 1995). In the Igihe Rwandan 

newspaper, Birori (2015) wrote about the reality limiting women to some types 

of responsibilities especially in the governance of Rwanda. Judging from the 

statistics of the Ministry of local governance, women cover 46% of 

decision-making posts in Rwanda. The same author points out that among the 

district head posts, women count 10% and they are mostly limited on the post 

of Vice-mayor of social affairs or secretaries. In the Igihe newspaper, the 

permanent secretary of the Ministry of local governance, Vincent Munyeshyaka, 

argued that the main reasons of such phenomenon are the perceptions of those 

who have the right of personal management and also of the candidates applying 

for those posts, as well as the education practice which traditionally restricted 

women’s learning to the fields of economy and technology that might increase 

their confidence. Munyeshyaka explained that when there are two candidates: a 
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man and a woman, those who elect often choose a man and some women 

believe that their abilities are limited to the second position (Birori, 2015). 

Reeves and Baden (2000) also argue that women tend to be confined to a 

relatively narrow range of occupations or concentrated in lower grades than men. 

With the idea that women are perceived by people or perceive themselves as 

suitable for Vice- Mayor of social affairs, many Rwandan women are associated 

with stereotyped positions which limit them to the work of secretary and social 

affairs. According to Vincent Munyeshyaka, men and women have the same 

abilities but there is a need of continuously encouraging women to dare to enjoy 

their rights and give their candidature on the first position of leadership. He 

therefore requests for the change of women’s mentality and self-confidence in 

relation to certain types of jobs they fear to apply for, acknowledging their 

ability for such jobs (Birori, 2015). 

The above mentioned results related to women’s positions at the district level, 

together with the views of the permanent secretary in the Rwandan ministry of 

local governance reveal that Rwandan men and women, although aware of the 

necessity of women’s participation in leadership, many of them still hold the 

prejudice that women are suitable only for specific roles and not for all. 

What Munyeshyaka said could also be linked with the results related to the 

appreciation of the leadership quality for men and women, where men were 

appreciated by many respondents as the better leaders (Table No 10, table No 

11). Women are seen by many people or see themselves in the second position 

of being led and not the first position of leading. This gender stereotype- 

perception of women as suitable only for certain specific roles and not for all, 

led to biased judgments which often result in the perceptions that women are 

less qualified for elite leadership positions than men (Northouse, 2010, p.312). In 

this context, the notable change in perceptions is linked with the views of some 

respondents (13.19%) who perceived that both women and men may be good 

leaders depending on how they are able to apply their leadership skills and 
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knowledge. This reflects a change of mentalities because the traditional view of 

many Rwandans was that women may not be suitable for leading. With the 

achievements of some women leaders, many people are convinced that both men 

and women are able to achieve all types of responsibilities. 

Obviously, this situation reflects how necessary it is to recognize what was 

achieved in line with gender equality, but also to think about appropriate 

mechanisms to improve the current weaknesses and challenges. In this context, 

sensitization and mobilization of all social groups (men. women, citizens, leaders, 

etc) need to be maintained, but also the implementation of an equity policy in 

the national governance that makes a balance between men and women in key 

administrative posts of the country. As an example, the “at least 30% of women 

in decision posts” needs also to take into account the post of Mayor, district 

executive secretary, and that of Vice- Mayor of economic affairs, which 

respectively represent 10%, 6.7%, and 16.7% in the representation of women in 

key public- decision making organs of Rwanda according to the report of 

Rwandan Gender Monitoring Office of 2014.

6.1.2. Community appreciation of women’s leadership 
responsibilities

Examining the findings presented in Tables No 10, 11, and 12, the views of 

respondents revealed a mixed picture where differences are noticed between 

districts and also between respondent groups. Men are highly appreciated as 

better leaders to women in Rubavu (85%) and Nyarugenge (82.5%), while 

women are highly appreciated as better leaders to men in Musanze (72.5%) and 

Huye (32.5%). Perceptions of both as good depending on their abilities are 

highly reflected by religious leaders (100%) and respondents of Huye district 

(50%). These results are closely connected with those of Eagly, Karau and 

Makhijani (1995) who found that in a meta-analysis comparing the effectiveness 
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of female and male leaders, men and women were equally effective leaders, but 

there were gender differences such that women and men were effective in 

leadership roles that were congruent with their gender. For example, women 

were less effective than men were in military positions but they were somewhat 

more effective in education and social services organizations (Northouse, 2010, 

pp.303-304).

These findings which generally reflect that men are better leaders than 

women (50%) may be understood in line with many factors. Some of those 

factors are the gender stereotype-based expectations which have linked women to 

the lack of experience and leadership skills and excluded them from leadership 

positions during many years, the particularity of Rwanda case where women 

were involved in leadership mainly by the empowerment laws and policy of 

equality and equity, the context of genocide crisis, and the ongoing resistance 

and misunderstanding of gender equality processes already revealed in Table No 

14. 

Basically, the integration of women in leadership consequent to the crisis or 

in respect to the policy of gender equality needs to be supported by regular 

trainings of those women in leadership skills for dealing with the feeling of 

inferiority and the community resistance. Thus, providing women with the 

resources and opportunities may improve the leadership practice of some of 

them, and the competition among women based on their knowledge and skills 

could remove those who are not competent. In reality, the involvement of 

women in leadership, simply for equality and equity principles without 

considering other criteria may impact on their achievements as pointed out by 

80% of respondents (Table No 11).

The difference between districts can be explained by the level of sensitivity 

and openness to gender issues which can be lowered by how the patriarchal 

values are deeply rooted in the local culture as it was observed in the Northern 

and Western groups. Basically, some regions of Rwanda hold more rigid cultural 
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norms in relations to men’s authority than others. i.e. the Northern Region holds 

strong beliefs of men associated with authority and leadership as it was reflected 

in group discussions. Men were perceived as better leaders to women in Rubavu 

for example. This links with the view of Reeves and Baden (2000) explaining 

that culturally determined gender ideologies define rights and responsibilities and 

what ‘appropriate’ behavior is for women and men, influence access to 

participation in decision-making, and often reinforce male power and the idea of 

women’s inferiority. This perception of men as better than women in leadership 

matches the idea that gender relations create and reproduce systematic 

differences in men’s and women’s positions in a given society, and define the 

way in which responsibilities and claims are allocated and in which each is 

given a value (March et al., 1999). Maldonado et al. (2013) noticed that “In 

every society and historical moment, there are constructed ideas, thoughts, 

values, rules and beliefs that profile the action of the human being who 

compose it”. Interestingly, both abilities and qualities were considered by 

respondents in comparing the leadership qualities men and women. Although, 

respondents from Musanze and Rubavu expressed strong patriarchal attitudes, 

women were perceived as better to men who were seen as violent in Musanze, 

taking into consideration their leadership qualities. For religious leaders, they all 

stated that men and women might be the good leaders and the difference could 

be marked by their ability to apply the leadership knowledge and skills, which 

can be observed, according to them, on both men and women. This position of 

religious leaders reveal that they are aware of women’s abilities, but still limited 

by their beliefs and rules to involve them in the leadership responsibilities.

Although men were ranked as better leaders, women’s qualities and attitudes 

were underscored by respondents as an important added value to the quality of 

community leadership (Table No 12). Branisa et al. (2010) noticed that it is 

believed that societies that give women economic and political power will have 

a political system that respects laws, responsive and accountable compared to a 
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society where women’s participation is oppressed. Similarly, Northouse (2010, 

p.304) noticed that women exceed men in the use of democratic and 

participatory styles. Practically, men’s attitudes and behavior are critical and need 

to be changed, while women’s confidence and abilities need to be strengthened. 

The same author states that empirical research supports small differences in the 

leadership style and effectiveness between men and women. He also perceives 

both men and women similarly able to apply leadership skills. In current 

Rwanda, some women had low leadership experience linked with their historical 

background and the gender sensitive policies in action, but this low experience 

was strengthened by regular training and community practices that recognize 

women’s rights and support their efforts. 

6.1.3. Attitudes and behavior in favor of women’s leadership 
responsibilities

Although women were traditionally not given opportunities and facilities to 

participate in leadership, changes in gender relations could be reflected through 

activities, attitudes and behavior which support their leadership responsibilities. In 

table No 13 related to the factors facilitating women’s leadership, respondents 

reflected many practical activities and attitudes that reveal positive changes. 

According to 87.27% of respondents, women leaders are facilitated by the 

government education and continuous training; 63.64% recommended the 

community trust, respect and cooperation; and 58.18% of respondents mentioned 

the government economic empowerment programs.

In consideration of the fact that Rwandan women were traditionally not 

allowed to participate in the public and political life, with a consequence of 

lacking communication skills, networking skills and self-confidence (Sharlach, 

1999), developing those skills through training and education is of great value to 

help them to be effective leaders. In Nyaruguru, women representatives of 
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women’s councils acknowledged that training helps them to balance leadership 

and domestic responsibilities as they share ideas and benefit from other’s 

experiences. Training also helps them to know how to lead and develop qualities 

of a good leader. Just as in rural Bangladesh, educated women were likely to 

participate in a wider range of decisions than uneducated women (Kabeer, 1994). 

Importantly, women also need to be supported and facilitated by the 

cooperation of the community in applying these leadership knowledge and skills. 

In addition, as Rwanda is among the poor countries, many families are poor and 

salaries are not sufficient to satisfy the family’s basic needs so that facilitating 

women to get loans from banks for initiating income generating projects (IGPs) 

could be a high motivation. For example the development bank of Rwanda 

(BRD) is providing financial services of loans to women in a project titled 

Business Development Fund (BDF), to help them initiate income generating 

projects. Many of our respondents underscored how those services have been 

beneficial to them or their neighbors.

Additionally, considering that many Rwandan men still do not understand the 

involvement of their wives in leadership issues especially at the grassroots level, 

an economic empowerment project is necessary to reduce men’s resistance which 

was cited as one of the main barriers in findings presented on table No 14. 

According to the Rwandan experience, when a woman contributes to increasing 

the family income, her status improves and the husband’s opposition decreases.

As we said above, having laws and policies that support girls and women’s 

right (stated by 41.82% of respondents in Table No 13) is also a basis and 

security for women involved in leadership and promotes the understanding and 

cooperation of the community (stated by 63.64% of respondents). Furthermore, 

gender sensitive laws and policies also promote respect of men leaders and 

partners for women, which is an important facilitating factor mentioned by 

respondents. Nevertheless, many respondents underscored that those laws and 

rights need to be taught to all society groups: youth, married couples, men, and 
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the community in general (Table No 16) for improving gender relations at the 

grassroots level. The family planning mentioned by 25.45% of respondents is 

also a valuable facilitating factor for women leaders, recognizing that the 

domestic responsibilities in the current Rwanda society are allocated to women, 

and that caring for younger children and many children requires more time 

which interferes with leadership responsibilities as mentioned by 92.73% of 

respondents (Table No 14). 

In summary, considering the Rwandan traditional norms that discriminate 

against women in leadership responsibilities, women leaders need to be 

supported by gender sensitive laws and policies, to be empowered by social and 

economic development programs, and to get cooperation and trust from their 

fellow men leaders, their husbands and community members. The activities and 

behavior reflected in Table No 13 are meaningful in improving gender relations 

at the local level. However, there is still a need to sustain the current progress 

by day-to- day improvement of government policies and the awareness and 

efforts of all individuals, families and communities. 

6.1.4. Attitudes and behavior interfering with the leadership 
responsibilities of women

Women’s low self-esteem and physical condition:

According to the findings presented on Table No 14, some main barriers that 

interfere with women’s leadership are related to women’s conditions and 

confidence, which are women’s physiological and physical state (76.36% of the 

respondents) and women’s low self-esteem (72.73% of the respondents). 

According to respondents, low self-esteem of women was highly increased by 

the culture which violated women’s right to decision-making, by the lack of 

consideration by men leaders; and by the fear to be victims of the opposition 
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and psychological violence from their husbands. According to Rwamagana 

respondents, women’s low self-esteem may also be related to their feelings, 

because some women feel unsuitable for leading the community even when the 

30% - policy promotes them to leadership positions. As I explained above, this 

low self-esteem is often associated with the Rwandan historical background 

which didn’t allow women to lead, together with their rapid integration in 

leadership forced by the post-genocide condition where there were few men, and 

the current pressure of the international community for gender equality in 

development (See chapter four).

This discussion relating to the role played by a low self-esteem for Rwandan 

women leaders and the context in which they entered in politics brings us to 

question how successful and particular is the feminism movement in Rwanda. 

This question is explored below under the subtitle of “Appreciation of the 

Success of Feminism Movement in Rwanda” (page, 207).

Poor support from the community

Other obstacles are related to poor men’s support and cooperation where 

community members do not consider women leaders like men leaders. In line 

with what we observed in meeting led by women, we realized that although 

many men and women generally cooperated and were supportive to women 

leaders, some men and women resisted and always sought for a weakness of 

women leader’s proposition or decision. In one meetings led by a woman in 

Huye district, when men were resisting on stopping the business of selling 

unhealthy local made beers which increase a high level of violence in Cyarwa 

cell, some women and men were saying “No woman could lead effectively our 

cell, only men could be effective to deal with the alcohol and drug abuse which 

persist here” These beliefs provide evidence of what Mutamba (2005) noticed 

that “Negative gender stereotypes persist, as well as in some quarters, stubborn 

resistance to abandoning historically entrenched patriarchal structure so that some 
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men remain prejudiced against the concept of women in positions of power and 

women are adversely affected by these traditional stereotypes, which undermine 

their sense of self-esteem, confidence and potential to lead”. Apparently, many 

people don’t understand how a woman may make decisions related to developing 

their cells, and this reflects on how necessary it is to keep up regular 

sensitization and mobilization on gender equality and women’s rights. The 

respondents of Musanze and Rubavu explained:” In case of an error, people say 

that “women are women” and do not consider that men also commit some 

errors”. Such attitudes connect with the idea of RWAMREC and ICRW (2010) 

stating that “While the current Rwanda is highly committed to gender equality, 

its traditional social construction of masculinity and femininity is still prevailing 

and constitutes one of the main hampering factors in addressing gender 

inequality”. In Musanze and Rubavu, respondents also underscored that “some 

men think that a woman’s leadership renders her dominant and men are afraid 

to be perceived as dominated by a women (negatively expressed as “inganzwa” 

in the Rwandan language). In Nyarugenge, respondents said that “Men never 

understand what a woman could do as a work outside home in the night”. Such 

described attitudes and ideologies are the basis of the following obstacles 

identified by our respondents: the leadership perceived as male’s responsibility 

stated by 70.91% of respondents, the poor support and control of the husbands 

stated by 54.54%; a misunderstanding of gender equality concept by some men 

stated by 52.72%. In line with the sexual manipulation of women leaders by 

some men leaders on higher positions stated by 52.72% of respondents, one 

respondent of Nyarugenge argued that “Some men employers maltreat women 

forcing them to be corrupted sexually”. Another respondent in Musanze said: 

women are in some cases “drugs for men leaders of higher leadership positions”. 

These results relate to the statement of the United Nations Security Council 

resolution 1820 which acknowledged that persistent violence, intimidation and 

discrimination are additional obstacles to women’s participation in public life 
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(United Nations, 2010). The perception and manipulation of women leaders as a 

sexual object, not only causes a psychological harm to them but also increases 

their feeling of inferiority, hindering the success of gender equality processes. In 

one way, these attitudes reveal that some men still need to change their attitudes 

and respect women’s rights; and in another way, there is a need of mechanisms 

that may help women leaders to express their problems especially those related 

to sexual violence which still constitutes a taboo in the Rwandan culture. The 

integration of women in governance needs to be supported by mechanisms which 

protect their rights and favorable work conditions. Furthermore, women leaders 

need to be empowered through support groups and training, so that, encouraged 

by the law against gender based violence, they can feel in the right to say ‘no’ 

to men’s sexual manipulation and dare to consult institutions in charge of justice 

once they are threatened or forced.

Negative approach and behavior of women leaders

In a different context, some respondents explained that “A woman uses the 

gender equality context to dominate his husband, and a husband bases on his 

cultural right to act against her wife’s freedom and right to participate in the 

public and political life”. These opinions are similar to the idea of Uwayisaba 

Florence, the Vice-mayor in charge of social affairs in District Kicukiro in 

Agasaro women’s magazine. She stated that “due to the gender equality 

misunderstanding, there are some women who misbehave and violate the rights 

of their husbands and family, therefore provoking violence from their husbands 

(Uwadata, 2014). In other ways, some men who are afraid of not being 

respected by their wives leaders violate their rights”. Kellow (2010) noticed that 

women’s fear of rejection and violence from husbands once they strive to enter 

politics complicate their political career. Uwayisaba believes that although there 

are achievements in gender equality, there is still a need to explain more about 

the gender equality policy and the development of the family. She argues that 



CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

- 167 -

“we need to make efforts to teach women to develop their confidence while 

respecting the Rwandan culture”. Fundamentally, additional explanations of the 

gender equality concept are needed for both men and women in order to 

promote the women’s right to participate in politics and the men’s awareness on 

the necessity of their collaboration. Being involved in leadership does not mean 

violating family rules or cultural values of respecting each other, and cooperating 

as spouses. Men also need to understand ‘what is gender equality’ in line with 

women’s rights and for family development. Powley (2009) underscores that the 

sustainability of women’s gains in Rwanda will partly depend on the ability of 

women leaders and the ruling party to marshal support for female leadership by 

appealing to some indigenous cultural traditions while casting others aside as 

outmoded. 

Household responsibilities

Concerning the other obstacles related to the practical facilities such as family 

problems, many respondents noticed that “Men never think that childcare 

concerns them”. In our study, 92.73% of respondents underscored the role played 

by domestic responsibilities in interfering in women’s leadership and the 

necessity of men’s collaboration and cultural reform to resolve the problem. As 

it has been mentioned by 27.27% of respondents in Musanze, many obstacles 

identified are linked with the conflict between cultural norms and values and 

equality principles. This interference of women’s domestic responsibilities in 

their work responsibilities was pointed out by many scholars. Thus, Reeves and 

Baden (2000) states that traditions which still emphasize women’s primary roles 

as mothers and housewives complicate their involvement and participation in the 

public sphere. Arguably, Bari (2005) notices that the patriarchal ideology in 

which domestic domain continues to be perceived, in the North as well as in the 

South, as the legitimate space for women while public space is associated with 

men constitutes a factor that complicates women in politics. According to the 
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United Nations (2010) the condition of women having the burden of ensuring 

the subsistence of their households gives to them very limited opportunity to get 

involved in national and local decision-making. With the “dual burden” of family 

and a full-time job, women take on a disproportionate share of household tasks 

which makes a political career almost impossible (Bari, 2005; Kaufman and 

Uhlenberg, 2000). Likewise, Northouse (2010, p.309) underscores that more 

domestic responsibilities cause less work experience and more career 

interruptions for women than men. Sørensen (1998) argues that the current 

division of labor has not changed in favor of women, but rather added to their 

burden. Kiamba (2008) concludes that traditional beliefs and cultural attitudes 

regarding the role and status of women in society, which confine women’s 

identity to the domestic sphere, are some of the barriers to women’s entry into 

politics. As the domestic and child-rearing expectations impose an added burden 

on women, especially on those women who cannot afford to pay for domestic 

help, Rwandan women leaders need to develop more confidence and initiate 

discussions on the gender stereotype-based expectations which still allocate the 

household responsibilities on women, ignoring how huge it could be to combine 

the political and household responsibilities.

Practical measures that promote the collaboration of spouses in household 

responsibilities such as protective laws could resolve this problem. To this end, 

men’s sensitization needs to be a priority to encourage their commitment to 

equality and their support to women’s political participation. As noticed by 

Reeves and Baden (2000), programs which aim to increase women’s participation 

in spheres beyond the household should be accompanied by consideration of 

how men can reduce women’s responsibilities in the home.

Unfavorable work conditions and poor support from the women’s top 

leadership

Practical facilities are also linked with the lack of facilities and support (budget, 
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material, incentives, visit and supervision, incentives) mentioned by 60% of 

respondents; poor support from women in top leadership (52.72%); working 

many hours or far from home (49.09%) and the inability to intervene in the 

night (43.63%). In line with these findings, Prestigiacomo (2001) noticed that 

women in politics are discouraged by the fact that rituals and working hours are 

often incompatible with women who want to both engage in politics and be a 

mother. In Rwamagana, respondents said: “When women leaders work in the 

night, their husbands may think they are enjoying sex with other men”. 

Similarly, many respondents explained the changes of work -place which ignore 

women’s family responsibilities as an obstacle to women’s leadership. Work 

policies need to be adjusted in consideration of women’s specific interests for 

the promotion of women’s participation in the governance of Rwanda. National 

policies addressing the interconnection between reproductive and productive roles 

should balance the demands of family and the work life.

Furthermore, the facilities issues are mainly linked with women’s councils in 

all districts, where respondents complained about inequality in supporting 

government institutions stating that “The Rwandan Ministry of Gender and 

Family Promotion is unable to help women’s councils to function effectively and 

achieve responsibilities like other government institutions: no office, no place for 

meetings, no communication, no supervision, no incentives, etc”. Because 

Rwandan women have historically been marginalized in the political sphere, and 

often have been restricted from access to education, the official purpose of these 

councils, aside from advising on and promoting women’s interests, is to “teach 

women how to participate in politics (McCarthy, 2001). Women’s councils have 

also been used as channels for mobilization by different agencies involved in 

national development, they are involved in skills transfer and in making local 

women aware of their rights, and ensure that women’s views on education, 

health, security and other issues are articulated to local authorities (Newbury and 

Baldwin, 2000; Powley, 2005). Considering the meaningful role of women’s 
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councils, it is a failure not to facilitate their work in community development. 

Bryan and Varat (2008) noticed that gender equality policy often may fail in 

practice because of the lack of influence and voice of women’s units, and a lack 

of support of top leadership. For the case of Rwanda, Mutamba (2005) pointed 

out that many ministries, commissions and local government entities do not have 

sufficient expertise to execute proper planning, monitoring and evaluation. 

Talking about women leaders of sectors, districts, provinces and national levels, 

many women members of women’s councils at cells levels stated: “We met 

them only during elections and we wonder now where they went after their 

elections; we no longer see them coming to advise and support our work”. With 

many women included in the top leadership and parliament of Rwanda (See 

chapter 4, Table No 3), they should promote their connection with women 

working at the community level, in order to increase their capacity and ensure 

advocacy for them. With regular meeting and evaluation, these women in top 

leadership could be informed about issues faced by women at the grassroots 

level, discuss with them about potential solutions, and do the advocacy of their 

empowerment from donors and development practitioners. While change requires 

a good plan to implement, it also needs an evaluation of the change after it has 

become operational (Souza,1986).

In line with the economic poverty pointed out by 32, 73% of respondents as 

an obstacle to women’s leadership (Table No 14), and the women’s economic 

empowerment suggested as one of the main strategies to support women leaders 

by 90.9% of respondents (Table No 15), some respondents suggested that 

women leaders should be given opportunities to get savings and loan 

opportunities, and to initiate Income Generating Projects that can facilitate them 

to resolve some family problems that reduce their availability for political 

matters. This is also important to raise their status in families once they 

contribute to the family development. However, as we underscored above, 

economic opportunities offered to women’s associations and groups need to be 
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monitored and evaluated for their effectiveness. Practically, there is a big 

problem of accountability due to power relations that relate to class, education, 

and marital status which negatively affect the achievement of equality in 

development opportunities. In addition, nepotism interferes in loans opportunities 

offered by donors and the government through banks and prevent those in need 

to access them freely. Relating to my experience once I worked with women’s 

groups, some constraints are observed in economic programs offered by the 

government and donors to support poor women’s organizations. In some of those 

groups, the distribution of loans opportunities and other benefits was often 

benefited by members who dominate others or those in close relationships with 

committee members so that conflicts arose and we had to intervene in 

resolutions. Very often, non-educated and poor members benefited less than the 

educated and those who are able to voice for their interests to supporters. 

Building capability and accountability need to be strengthened so that those 

organizations become space for all, not only for the elite and educated women, 

but for both poor and elite women. Practically, monitoring and evaluation of the 

whole process is needed for rendering those programs effective and responsive to 

poor women’s needs and interests.

Poor collaboration of local formal leadership

In addition, the leadership of formal governance in cells, sectors and districts 

fails to cooperate and recognize the work done by women’s councils. Some 

respondents of Rwamagana stated: “The government institutions do not consider 

the decisions of women’s councils and this disvalue our work; and when women 

councils resolve family conflicts, citizens ignore their decisions”. A respondent 

of Nyarugenge noticed that that “Local government leaders are resisting to 

women’s councils taking them as interfering in their work”. A good 

collaboration between local government and women’s units is needed for an 

effective work of those institutions. In this context, Mutamba (2005) points out 
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that a lack of sufficient support from institutions where gender is still regarded 

as an additional issue and not a priority remains a main challenge of gender 

equality practices in Rwanda. 

In brief, although I consider the notable changes that facilitate women’s 

leadership at the grassroots level as described in Table No 13, the findings 

presented in Table No 14 and mentioned by more than 30% of respondents, 

show that changes in gender relations at the grassroots level of Rwanda still 

need much effort to deal with the factors which interfere with women’s 

leadership. Many of those factors were also pointed out by other studies (Bari, 

2005; Prestigiacomo, 2001; Reeves and Baden, 2000; Shvedova, 1998). 

Obviously, the cultural perception of women and the gender division of labor 

remains at the paramount of all other factors. Men’s resistance also needs to be 

given attention as it was recommended by respondents to particular focus on 

men. Although the Rwanda Men Resource Centre (RWAMREC) is focusing on 

couples to reduce Gender Based Violence, there is a need of a men’s awareness 

programs to render women’s empowerment programs successful. These programs 

may also accelerate the reflection on laws and policies that promote shared 

domestic responsibilities, necessary to sustain women’s participation in leadership 

of Rwanda. 

Finally, practical facilities mentioned here require the government to review 

policies related to women’s specific interests in order to reduce those obstacles. 

Linking with what the Rwandan newspapers wrote on women’s leadership, 

Umurerwa (2015) points out that women in leadership are challenged by double 

responsibilities. She states that leadership requires many hours that interfere in 

the fulfillment of domestic work, thus creating conflicts between husbands and 

wives. She reports what Umuraza Landrada, former member of parliament, said 

in a talk on Family Television, that “When you have young children, you need 

to wake up very early 5 am, you prepare them for school and you need also to 

come back home at least at 6 pm. Having leadership responsibilities do not 
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exclude domestic responsibilities. However, there is a time you have professional 

responsibilities requiring to go beyond those hours.” With the double 

responsibility of family and a full-time job, women take on a disproportionate 

share of household tasks which makes a political career almost impossible (Bari, 

2005; United Nations, 2010). Regarding the strategy that can be used to resolve 

the problem, Umuraza Landrada suggested that men should collaborate and 

support women leaders, and fulfill required domestic responsibilities in their 

absence. She argued that this requires men’s awareness but also women need to 

have a plan of their work in order to deal with those problems. She concluded 

that women’s involvement in the development process is necessary in Rwanda 

but there is a need of continuing to think about the culture which hinders their 

efforts. Likewise, Birori (2015) explained that Ambassador Fatuma Ndangiza, the 

Vice president of Rwanda Governance Board, explains that some women are 

scared or are unable to conciliate leadership responsibilities and domestic 

responsibilities and this requires men’s support and women’s appropriate 

planning. In Nyaruguru District, Niragire (2012) elucidated that some women 

representatives of women’s councils gave testimony that they are satisfied with 

their achievements in leadership, but underscored that there are still problems of 

conciliating leadership responsibility and their family care. 

Finally, the diversity of obstacles among districts are also influenced by the 

local cultural values and norms which vary greatly between North, West, East, 

South provinces and Kigali city. For example the community drug consumption 

cited by 54.54% was underscored in Huye, the corruption based on sex in 

applying for jobs and in working was mentioned by 91% of Rwamagana 

respondents, and the religious values especially Islam cited by 54.54% of 

Nyarugenge respondents. As women are newly involved in the so believed 

men’s responsibilities, resistant attitudes and behavior could be normal for a 

while, but it is relevant to take appropriate measures to eradicate them in time. 

Other particular obstacles which need to be analyzed in the general 
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understanding of what need adjustment in the process of changing relations are 

the poor emotional control of women (91%) underscored in Huye; the ignorance 

of women’s specific interests (18.18%) stated in Rwamagana; the allocation of 

leadership responsibilities which do not match with women’s abilities (18.18%) 

stated in Rubavu; and the level of district minimizing ideas of women leaders of 

cells (9.09%) stated in Musanze.

In general, with the obstacles met by women leaders in their responsibilities, 

more research and evaluation of gender equality progress are also needed to 

explore potential causes behind the imbalance noticed between the prevailing 

discourse on gender equality and its translation into practices in Rwanda.

6.1.5. Strategies to transform gender relations towards a 
more supportive environment to women’s leadership at 
the local level of Rwanda

Following the findings presented in Table No 15, important strategies that can 

be applied to improve the support of women leaders were identified by our 

respondents. Considering that women’s low self-esteem was underscored as one 

of the main obstacle (Table No 14), but also mentioned by 80% of respondents 

as a challenge to women’s leadership (Table No 11), 100% of respondents 

suggested that promoting girls’ and women’s education is a relevant strategy. 

Through education and training, women and girls may acquire knowledge, 

develop attitudes, and understand different experiences that may help them to 

develop their confidence and communication skills. With new consciousness and 

the strength of solidarity, women can assert their right to participate equally in 

decision-making, and to challenge and transform existing power relations in 

society (Batliwala, 1994). Considering these findings, education is a good factor 

that increases confidence and active participation of women and girls, freeing 

them from oppressive cultural values. Therefore, as suggested by 100% of 
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respondents (Table No 15) developing girls and women’s self-esteem through 

education that helps them to overcome their fear, and encouraging their 

associations could promote the success of women’s leadership at the local level 

of Rwanda. Furthermore, organizing women’s regular training courses could 

increase their self-consideration, needed to succeed in their leadership 

responsibilities. 

Basing on the Rwandan post-genocide experience, women organized in 

associations were able to acquire new skills and to challenge structural and 

cultural obstacles based on their previous traditional status (Newbury and 

Boldwin, 2000). Sensitization and mobilization of non-educated women leaders, 

currently in leadership of the grassroots level need to be strengthened. The 

advocacy and women’s social networking should be supported by the 

government institutions and other stakeholders. As women’s groups have been 

powerful spaces of mutual education and empowerment since the aftermath of 

the 1994 genocide of Rwanda, they may be effective to help women leaders to 

overcome their fear and low-esteem through learning from the experience of 

other women.

Building women’s confidence skills might help them to overcome many other 

obstacles, such as the poor decision and later interventions, the anxiety and 

relying on men leaders to resolve problems, as well as the conflicts caused by 

the low ability to control their emotions. Regarding the aim of increasing 

women’s confidence, 50.90% of respondents highlighted the necessity of 

promoting competition instead of positive discrimination (Table No 15). In many 

focus discussions, affirmative action introduced to empower girls and women 

either in leadership positions or in education were the object of criticism. 

Respondents argued that favoring girls and women not only may cause 

ineffective leadership once a girl or a woman is nominated on a position without 

having the required abilities and knowledge, but also discrimination against boys 

taking into account that there is no limited period specified for it. Likewise, 
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some respondents in Musanze perceived positive discrimination as a factor that 

indirectly prevents women from developing their abilities. They stated that 

“Positive discrimination reduces girls and women’s abilities and promote 

corruption”. Practically, providing opportunities to women and girls to be 

included in decision-making bodies doesn’t automatically guarantee their 

influence in decisions made. 

Other important factors which play a meaningful role need to be considered. 

Those are for example, individual abilities and knowledge for women, and the 

possibility to be considered seriously by men with whom they work. Thus, 

although the ‘at least 30% of women in decision-making posts’ is respected in 

Rwanda, there is a need of strengthening women’s and girls’skills and 

knowledge, so that those who are selected by the at least 30% policy, could be 

able to actively participate in and influence decisions. Furthermore, there is a 

need of focusing on men’s awareness and collaboration in order to create a good 

social and political climate that respects women as human beings, who also have 

the potential to contribute to the country’s development. Essentially, a Human 

Rights Approach need to be given priority for eradicating patriarchal ideologies 

related to women’s suitability for leadership, still held by some men and women.

Confidently, efforts to change women leaders ’self-confidence need also to be 

supported by positive attitudes and behaviors from their husbands and 

communities. Many women executive secretaries stated that “They feel 

encouraged and confident when the community members respect their 

responsibilities through cooperation in meetings, community organization and 

development activities”. In this line, community sensitization/mobilization was 

suggested by 69.09% of respondents (Table No 15). This sensitization and 

mobilization are of great importance to clarifying the concept of gender equality 

which was pointed out by 52.72% of respondents as not well understood by all 

men and women, women leaders and their husbands; but also to change the 

community perception on leadership which according to 70.91% of respondents 
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is still perceived as male’s responsibility (Table No 14). According to Parpart 

et.al (2000, p.63), “Development that creates a conducive environment for 

sustainable livelihoods requires good governments that give men and women 

equal voices in decision-making and policy implementation”. Sen (1999) argues 

that gender equality has become essential to the quality of democracy which is 

based on the idea that all human beings are valuable regardless of biological 

characteristics such as race and sex. Feminist theory contends that existing 

patterns of gender inequality can and should be changed for the benefit of all 

society members, and focuses on the promotion of women’s rights (Bryme and 

Lie, 2007). 

There is a need of creating a conducive cultural environment that frees 

women leaders to exercise their political right and that changes community 

perceptions related to the women’s suitability as leaders. In addition, social 

institutions need to translate the gender equality policy into their daily practices 

in allocating to women the decision-making responsibilities that do not portray 

them as careers. Involving women in leadership enables them to stand for their 

needs and interests on decisions that affect their lives (Ndlovu and Mutale, 

2013). 

In this context, other useful strategies suggested by respondents are passing 

regular messages on gender equality in newspapers (stated by 23.63%), and the 

mobilization of religious denominations on gender and development (suggested 

by 21.81%) (Table No 15). In the same perspective, efforts need to be made in 

increasing gender specific programs that motivate men and partners of women 

leaders to support women’s leadership. Thus, appropriate strategies related were 

education (67.27%), sensitization and mobilization of men and couples on 

women’s rights and domestic responsibilities (43.63%); fighting against 

corruption based on sex (69.09%); putting in place a law that balance women’s 

domestic and leadership responsibilities (36.36%); and teaching and developing 

positive perception of young boys in relation to girls’ abilities (34.54%). 
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According to Hall (1972), a structural role redefinition which involves 

negotiating with both family and colleagues to renegotiate role expectation both 

at work and at home could promote a balance between the work and the home 

life. 

Focusing on women’s facilities, it is very imperative that the Ministry of 

gender and family promotion, together with the Ministry of local governance and 

the national policy, discuss the specificity related to women leaders’ interests. 

This pertains especially to those working many hours that interfere in family 

responsibilities and causes family conflicts, but also those whose responsibilities 

require them to work in the night, or in need of transport for field work 

especially at the cell level. Issues related to the length of maternity leave should 

also be reexamined for the benefits of the family and the work. Currently, 

mothers are entitled to 3 months maternity in which they receive their full 

salaries for the first 6 weeks and 20% for the last 6 weeks, but many of child- 

birth mothers take 6 weeks for the purpose of not losing their salaries (Mugisha, 

2015). One executive secretary of cell said: “We work many hours till the night, 

but we are not even given a day per week to restore damage related to our 

domestic responsibilities not fulfilled regularly”. Practically, many respondents 

mentioned that they work day and night without have time for their families and 

complained that their hierarchical leaders do not compensate extra-hours. 

Sometimes, local leaders are pressured by security issues and work during the 

night and weekends so that they don’t find enough time for themselves and their 

families. Leaders of cells have many conflicts to resolve, many demands from 

the high leadership, and few facilities to achieve their responsibilities. In this 

perspective, Kabeer (2005) underscored that “While women’s access to paid 

work may give them a greater sense of self ‐reliance and greater purchasing 

power, if it is undertaken in conditions that damage women’s health its costs 

may outweigh its benefits”. Women’s involvement in leadership could increase 

their well-being and reduce family conflicts, and not be accompanied by 
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conditions that create personal and family insecurity. Gender-specific policies 

which use the knowledge of gender differences in a given situation to respond 

to the practical gender needs of either women or men (Kabeer, 1994) are needed 

context, the government and women leaders need to work together to eradicate 

the corruption based on sex which was cited by 70.9% of respondents (Table 

No 15) as a barrier to women leaders. Women need to be educated and trained 

through group therapy to overcome their fear and shame of reporting on male 

leaders, who intend to use them as sexual objects. 

6.1.6. Strategies to promote equal opportunities for both 
males and females in community decision- making

Considering the results related to promoting equal opportunities in community 

decision-making (Table No 16), education of different community members in 

their specific groups (men, women, youth, couples, leaders) was cited as a 

relevant strategy to provide clear information on gender equality concept and 

women’s rights, and to mobilize them for the support of women’s participation 

in community decisions. Thus, 190 of 200 respondents corresponding to 95% 

cited the need of building women’s confidence and of trusting them; 

sensitization of men was cited by 95% too; 160 of 200 respondents (80%) cited 

community sensitization and training on gender equality and women’s rights; and 

the education of children about equality of sexes was cited by 150 of 200 

respondents. Through this education, women’s confidence will increase and men 

could change their negative perceptions, while children may grow up respecting 

each other so that the opportunity for each person can be assured. Women’s 

access to education and their political participation are perceived as means 

having the potential to bring about immediate changes in women’s lives, along 

with long ‐ term transformations in patriarchal power structures (Kabeer, 2005). 

Additionally, the above mentioned strategies may be sustained by Parents 
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‘Evening Forum as cited by 60% of respondents. The Forum gives to parents 

opportunity to meet each other, discuss their problems, share their experiences 

and to resolve family conflicts, including in most cases gender based violence 

issues. 

According to the MIGEPROF (2014) the Parents’ Evening Forum started in 

2010 as Akagoroba k’Abagore, meaning women’s forum, with the main objective 

of enabling women to address the problems and challenges facing them. 

Considering the relevance and achievements of this program, it was extended to 

include both women and men and to be known as Umugoroba w’Ababyeyi. The 

change was initiated to highlight the important roles of both parents in family 

life, and was officially launched at national level on March 8th, 2013 by the 

First Lady Madam, Jeannette KAGAME. The mechanism relies on the 

long-standing Rwandan practice and culture of collective action and mutual 

support to take advantage of existing local potentialities and opportunities to 

solve problems within a community. The Ministry of Gender and Family 

Promotion decided to develop this Strategy to enable a smooth implementation 

of Umugoroba w’Ababyeyi within families, to empower, secure, protect and 

support them in order to move to family based sustainable development. 

In fact, Umugoroba w’Ababyeyi is a forum in which men and women from 

the same village sit together at least once a month to exchange and share ideas 

for a better cohabitation (living together) of the family members. Families (both 

men and women) come together at the village level to discuss and solve the 

problems and challenges of their families. In addition, the members discuss 

opportunities available in the community and devise strategies to effectively take 

advantage of the available potentialities and opportunities. The overarching goal 

of the program is to improve family relationships and living conditions and 

ultimately increase sustainable development. In some cases, youth and children 

may attend the meetings when there are issues that pertain to them. In their 

meetings, participants discuss issues pertaining social- economic development 
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such as: (1) income generating activities through tontines, farming and other 

economic activities; (2) resolving family conflicts and bad practices that hinder 

the development of the family; (3) cultural and social activities promoting social 

cohesion such as visiting sick people, those who gave birth or lost their family 

members; (4) promoting family planning and adolescents reproductive health 

awareness promotion, (5) fighting and preventing Gender Based Violence; (6) 

protecting and providing good care for their children, including promoting 

healthy early childhood development in its physical, socio-emotional, and 

cognitive dimensions; (7) promoting gender equality through participation of both 

men and women in economic activities; (8) raising community awareness and 

mobilization for ownership and participation of community cooperation to 

achieve their own initiatives and by using the available resources to shape their 

own development (Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, 2014).

Therefore, the clarification of gender equality, of women’s role to contribute 

to increasing family income, of their importance in developing their community, 

and of the support between families to achieve certain development activities is 

the main activity done in a Parents ‘Evening Forum. In Huye, some respondents 

explained that families may put together a small contribution helping those who 

are unable to buy the necessities for a bedroom. This could be done in round so 

that all couples will manage to have their basic necessities for their bedroom 

during a planned period. Furthermore, an identification of very poor families in 

need of help is done and appropriate help is ensured i.e. digging up a toilet or 

building a small kitchen for a widow with ill health. The Parents’ Evening 

Forum also promotes family gender sensitive values and norms in favor of equal 

gender relations (Table No 8) provided that spouses regularly attend those 

meetings and respect the opinions and experiences shared by their neighbors. 

Besides some men who oppose gender equality practices, women also were 

pointed out by many respondents that they need to be taught and to clearly 

understand what gender equality means. Respondents of this study mentioned 
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that “Some women think that gender equality concerns dominating men and 

ignoring their family responsibilities. Those respondents argued that gender 

equality doesn’t relate to women dominating men, but it relates to an appropriate 

collaboration with them”. One respondent said: “In Kinyarwanda it is believed 

that a man is the head of the household, and the woman is the heart of it; 

therefore, in the context of gender equality, the head and the heart need to 

cooperate and collaborate to work together”. 

Parents’ Evening Forum would be a powerful strategy to change gender 

relations at the family and community levels, if they are supported by local 

leaders. I know one man who was addicted to alcohol and whose family was in 

extreme state of poverty. In the Parents ‘Evening, his wife shared the horrible 

condition experienced in their family, and men who were there committed 

themselves to change her husband. Through visits, meetings and encouragement, 

they raised the awareness of the man addicted on the necessity of changing 

himself for the benefit of the family. Today, this person is witnessing how he 

has changed; and he is now able to save money, to initiate projects and to 

discuss with her wife on their family development. They no longer suffer from 

hunger and poverty. Similarly, many couples testified that many families who 

were previously in permanent quarrels were helped by Parents’Evening programs 

so that they are now models for new couples. As it was suggested by 

respondents that local leaders need to recognize and collaborate with women’s 

councils (Table No 15), local leaders need to improve their attitudes and 

promote such useful collaboration for the family and community development of 

Rwanda. Rwandan Parents’ Evening Forum could inform other societies as a 

way of preventing and dealing with family gender based violence and problems. 

Fundamentally, the role of the ministry of gender in collaboration with other 

ministries and government institutions was also underscored through many 

strategies referring to establishing laws, policies and practices that promote 

equality. Those are for example ensuring equality and equity in community 
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decisions, education and training opportunities, and in employment pointed out 

by 190 of 200 respondents (95%); and reforming the Rwandan culture for 

equality and development cited by 65% of respondents. Eyben and Fontana 

(2011) underlined that it should be recognized that the main barriers to women 

in enjoying their rights are social norms and values, social and cultural practices 

which also need to be tackled so that the community create a conducive 

environment for women to enjoy their rights. 55% of respondents suggested the 

necessity of monitoring gender equality progress; and 50% of the respondents 

recommended placing an agent in charge of gender and family promotion at the 

cell levels. Following the perception of respondents, positive discrimination 

action needs to be clarified to Rwandans, because it is now perceived as a 

negative discrimination against men and boys, mainly because of poor 

information to the population on its importance and duration. The sensitization of 

gender equality needs to go together with the explanation of its mechanisms for 

decreasing the misunderstanding at the community level. 

Concerning the mobilization and collaboration with religious institution talked 

about by 55%, respondents from Nyarugenge noticed that Human Rights and 

development virtues are contradicting with the teaching of some religious 

institutions so that there is a need of dialogue and mobilization of religious 

leaders in the context of gender equality practices. The same respondent argued 

that” Religious teachings are powerful forces respected by church members than 

the respect they attribute to the government policies”. Another respondent 

member of the Islam religion said: “When an Imam gives a message different 

than that of a government representative, people use to give more value to what 

an Imam said, because we strongly value the teaching of our religion”. Rwandan 

people are controlled by the religious beliefs so that it is of great value that 

religious leaders understand how crucial their role is in promoting gender 

equality. Linking this view with the results related to the factors that prevent 

religious institutions from involving women in their leadership, it is clear that 
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some religious teaching and values are contradictory to equality principles such 

those who emphasize that women have to keep silent and remain submissive to 

men in everything. Consequently, respondents suggested a dialogue between the 

government and religious institutions that could encourage them to contextualize 

the Bible interpretation and to respect human and women’s rights for 

development (Tables No 15, and No 16). Additional views on the necessity of 

motivating religious institutions are discussed below in the findings related to 

them. Generally, all members of the community need to be mobilized and to be 

educated on gender equality for promoting a true society free of discrimination 

and violence.

6.2. Changes of Gender Relations in the Rwandan Family

The following discussion focuses on changes in gender relations at the family 

level with consideration of services provided by development practitioners, the 

current gender roles, and the participation of women in family decisions.

6.2.1. The contribution of development Practitioners

This part discusses the findings related to the contribution of RWAMREC, the 

role of women in family decisions, and the required strategies to promote gender 

relations at the family level.

6.2.1.1. Strategies used by the Rwanda Men’s Resource Centre 

(RWAMREC) to promote gender relations in families

Context: In Rwanda, the percentage of women who have ever experienced 
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physical violence ranges from 35 percent in the City of Kigali to 46 percent in 

the East province (National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2010). RWAMREC 

is a local, grass-roots organization founded in 2006 by a group of Rwandan men 

who wanted to engage men in gender issues and promote ‘positive masculinity’, 

which encourages men to be loving, caring fathers and partners who are 

supportive of gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

According to Rwanda’s 2010 Health and Demographic Survey, RWAMREC 

has been at the forefront of engaging men in gender issues in Rwanda, with the 

support of the Government of Rwanda and the United Nations’Department for 

Women, among other partners. RWAMREC trains men to change attitudes and 

confront gender-based violence (GBV), educates and mobilizes entire 

communities to reject violence and redefine masculine identity.

Strategies: RWAMREC uses Men Engage which is an innovative approach 

educating men and changing them from negative masculine behaviors that are 

contributing to perpetrating Gender Based Violence to positive masculine 

behaviors that promote gender equality within the household. In addition, 

RWAMREC trains men, women, youth, religious leaders, and other community 

groups on the importance of equality in gender relations. At first, 

gender-separate trainings are conducted to give men and women an opportunity 

to express themselves in a comfortable setting. Secondly, they are then brought 

together for a range of participatory activities and discussions of women’s rights, 

men’s role in promoting women’s rights, gender-based violence laws, and 

traditional norms and practices that give excess power to men. 

RWAMREC finds that the best way to get men engaged is to have them 

realize that all men are affected by traditional norms. Thus, issues of masculinity 

are also tackled, as are “femininities”. RWAMREC staff note that many 

Rwandan women feel they are forced to tolerate violence to keep the household 

and the family together. RWAMREC trainings often incorporate role-play, such 

as men carrying a toy child on their back while having to cook, clean and farm. 
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Role-play helps men to better understand how overwhelming unbearable multiple 

roles can be. At the end of the trainings, participants create and commit to an 

action plan to run gender-based violence education in local groups.

In Nyaruguru District of Rwanda, RWAMREC is having another program 

that is working on fatherhood in health aspect. Men are now being engaged on 

the role of supporting their spouses during the pregnancy, during the medical 

checkup, on the equilibrium diets, and child growth.

Furthermore, RWAMREC works in alliances with government structures and 

other stakeholders who have Gender Based Violence prevention in their mandate, 

with the aim of advocating for different groups of people that are still facing 

Gender Based Violence.

Achievements: in collaboration with CARE International Non-Governmental 

Organization, RWAMREC trained 2331 couples living in condition of Gender 

Based Violence related quarrels on “Journeys of Transformation” in 8 districts of 

Rwandan Southern Province during 2013-2014. Collaborating with CONCERN, 

an  International Non-Governmental Organization, RWAMREC has applied Men 

Engage strategy and trained 720 couples in Nyaruguru and Gisagara Districts of 

Rwanda. Couples trained reorganized themselves in clubs against Gender Based 

Violence at their sector levels, and there are currently 154 clubs, working hand 

in hand with local officials to share their “before training behaviors” with the 

rest of the community. They use theatre, songs and dances as well as 

testimonies of positive changes in gender relations, to disseminate a message to 

the community: a positive, non-violent understanding of masculinity is the 

starting point towards fighting gender-based violence. Then, men can be engaged 

to oppose harmful traditional norms or practices. One male cooperative worker 

trained by RWAMREC said: “Because of what we were taught, we thought that 

properties belonged to a man; the woman had no say. After RWAMREC 

training, my family is peaceful now and we came to know that wives are our 

colleagues. We are one person with our wives and because they are one of us; 
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we cannot harm them.”

At the beginning of the trainings, many women viewed their husbands not as 

partners, but as “chiefs”. After the trainings, women reported that gender-based 

violence has drastically reduced in their households. They also have newfound 

support from their husbands to make decisions and to engage in economic and 

social activities. 

RWAMEREC is working with boys in secondary schools of Nyaruguru, to 

help them grow with a positive socialization free from gender-based violence. 

Furthermore, with the assistance of United Nations’Department for Women, 

RWAMREC has trained 3,000 local leaders on gender-based violence. These 

men and women were elected from local government at all levels, and have 

been educated and engaged to fight gender-based violence by promoting the 

concept of “positive masculinity”. They are highly influential in their 

communities. RWAMREC is also providing capacity building for different local 

and international organizations in the domain of gender, gender-based violence, 

and Men Engage.

Considering the above mentioned findings related to the achievements of the 

Rwanda Men Resource Centre (RWAMREC), the development services that 

facilitate the household work, the family norms promoting equality and the 

current gender roles at the family level, I can say that an outstanding progress 

of gender relations between spouses of Rwandan families is noticed. 

In relation to the achievement of RWAMREC associated with its ‘Men 

Engage’ innovative approach, which educates men and changes them from 

negative masculine behaviors to positive masculine behaviors that promote 

gender equality within the household, RWAMREC promotes men’s awareness on 

women’s rights, gender-based violence laws, and change of traditional norms and 

practices that give excess power to men. Furthermore, the effectiveness of ‘Men 

Engage’ approach is also linked with its focus on youth in secondary schools 

who will become future spouses, and on local authorities who deal with many 
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family conflicts which, in the Rwandan situation, are mainly based on gender 

discriminative norms and ideologies. This approach is effective not only for 

changing men’s mentalities but also women’s in line with the suitable role for 

men and women. These ideologies of suitable and not suitable gender roles were 

used during many years in many societies and in Rwanda, and have prevented 

women from participating in activities considered as men’s activities, and have 

prevented men from helping their wives in the domestic responsibilities. Men’s 

awareness and positive behavior resolve or reduce many of the barriers to 

women leaders mentioned in Table No 14 such as the double responsibilities 

experienced by women leaders, the lack or poor support of women leaders by 

their husbands, and the family conflicts.. 

Focusing on boys in high schools constitutes an important strategy, not only 

to prevent gender based violence of the moment but also to prepare future 

families built on equality virtues that will result in reduced family conflicts and 

community sustainable peace. In relation to training local leaders, these leaders 

used to be involved in resolving family conflicts without having appropriate 

knowledge and experience so that this training will help them to be more 

effective in their role of leading the community. The ‘Men Engage’ approach is 

a good strategy that could inform other societies in promoting gender relations at 

the family level.

In addition to the RWAMREC’s contribution to promoting equal gender 

relations at the family level, changes in gender roles are also reflected through 

the respondents’ experience related to family norms/values that promote equal 

gender relations between spouses as presented on table No 18. Fundamentally, 

couples underscored the necessity of personality development and their maturity 

in order to recognize their roles in maintaining a model family promoting equal 

rights of spouses for the wellbeing and development of the family. Thus, 95% 

of couples interviewed highlighted the collaboration for family development; 80% 

of them underscored promoting a good communication between spouses on 
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family functioning and development; valuing respect, love, truth and trust 

between spouses by 75%; and flexibility and humility by 70%. Experiencing 

these norms/values reflects a high change of mentality for both men and women 

in terms of who they are as chiefs “umutware” for men and assistant 

“umufasha” for women. Collaboration reflects the consideration of the other 

(woman) as having a same value as a man, and having the right to have a time 

to relax and participate in outside activities such as community leadership. 

Linking this discussion with RWAMREC’s work, ‘Men Engage’ approach is 

promoted by and promotes these norms in favor of equal gender relations at the 

family level. With women having a say in their families and respected by their 

husbands, this develops or increases their esteem, while increasing men’s positive 

perceptions on women. Then, women may feel in right to be involved in 

community leadership and men may feel comfortable with being led by women, 

and having their wives becoming community leaders.

6.2.1.2. The Contribution of the Government and 

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to the Family 

Development

In the above described context, respondents also pointed out interesting 

development services (Table No 17) provided by the government and other 

development practitioners, and which facilitate and reduce the burden of 

household responsibilities. As noticed by Grown et al. (2005) that some of the 

strategic priorities and practical actions used by various countries and institutions 

to achieve women’s empowerment are investing in infrastructure to reduce 

women’s and girls’ time burdens, and to increase their participation in national 

parliaments and local governmental bodies, these services are positive changes 

that offer to women the opportunities to participate in activities outside the home 

like leadership responsibilities. As an example, having water near home will help 

women to get it easily and getting enough time to participate in ‘Parents’ 
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Evening Forum’ where she may contribute to resolving conflicts of other 

families as a representative of women’s councils. Similarly, self’ support groups 

promoted by the government or loans-savings programs may offer to women the 

facilities to buy basic materials that can facilitate the cooking, and in result 

offering her an opportunity to go to meetings and other community activities. 

One respondent said: “Savings services reduce unnecessary expenditures and 

allow family members to access loans for initiating projects that eradicate the 

family poverty”. Once women are facilitated in their household work, they gain 

further opportunity to participate in the community leadership. In addition, when 

women use these economic services and contribute to the family income, the 

family is able to satisfy different needs, and men become more respectful of 

women who contribute to the family development. Therefore, these services also 

reflect changes in the context of promoting gender relations. 

However, as respondents mentioned, these services need to be strengthened. For 

example the ‘Parents’ Evening Forum’ strategy needs to be supported by local 

government leaders to be more successful. Savings and loans services are 

insufficient to provide women with opportunities to initiate income generating 

projects which improve their status and secure respect for them. The government 

needs also to collaborate with other stakeholders to be able to respond to 

women leaders’ needs and provide them with motivation and incentives (Table 

No 15). In addition to promoting the wellbeing of family members, social 

services like group legal marriage prevent conflicts linked with children and 

properties.

6.2.2. Shared Domestic Responsibilities

The results of the study related to the community perceptions on shared 

domestic responsibilities, and results concerning the current division of gender 
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roles in families, show that some of the community members (58% in table No 

21) and couples (70% in Table No 19) are aware of and consider the meaning 

of gender equality principles marked by respect and collaboration of spouses in 

domestic responsibilities. However, 42% (Table No 21) and 30% (Table No 19), 

still keep the traditional conception of family gender roles of allocating domestic 

responsibilities to women, reserving the public and political life to men. Progress 

in promoting equality between spouses is notable, but there is still a high 

necessity to continue to explain the concept of gender equality and conceive 

supportive policy in relation to changing the current gender roles at the family 

level in order to facilitate women to participate in leadership and other 

responsibilities outside home. Generally, respondents coming from districts 

having strong patriarchal culture (70% of Musanze and 60% of Rubavu, Table 

No 21) and those living in the city where men are taken many hours in working 

outside home (75% in Nyarugenge, Table No 19) do not support collaboration of 

spouses in achieving their domestic responsibilities. In Musanze, the group of 

educated youth, both girls and boys said:”It is a scandal to see a man carrying a 

wife’s bag or a child. The Rwandan culture and God do not accept that”. 

Another group of Musanze said:”It is impossible to share domestic 

responsibilities because they are responsibilities appropriate to women like child 

bearing, and others for men like security and building houses. They also argue 

that men and women have different responsibilities with respect to the Rwandan 

culture. A man has to be the chief and take decisions, and a woman is an 

assistant to the man”. In Rubavu and Rwamagana, respondents also underscored 

that some responsibilities are appropriate for men and others for women; 

therefore, spouses can share some and divide other responsibilities guided by the 

Rwandan culture. In Nyarugenge, one young educated respondent said: 

“Revolution and development have not to interfere in the Rwandan culture; they 

are roles for a man and roles for a woman, each one has to fulfill his/her own 

roles. A man is man and a woman is a woman because of their roles”. These 
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statements show that even young boys and girls are indoctrinated with 

discriminative ideologies that explain the necessity of approaching all social 

groups in eradicating negative gender ideologies that interfere with equality in 

gender relations. This also justifies how the socialization of girls and boys need 

to promote complementarity through teaching all tasks to both girls and boys 

without separating them. 

In the case of Huye respondents who support collaboration between spouses 

(100% of respondents in Table No 19 and in Table No 21), they explained that 

sharing domestic responsibilities is giving a woman her value, increasing her 

status and developing women’s thinking and participation on what can advance 

their family. All these measures improve family income and prevent conflicts 

between spouses. In this context, some scholars affirm that equality in the status 

of men and women is fundamental to every society for realizing sustainable 

development outcomes (Harcourt, 2011; Parpart et al., 2000). As roles designated 

as female have been almost invariably less valued than those designated as male 

(Reeves and Baden, 2000) the experience of men in sharing domestic 

responsibilities might help them to understand how the domestic responsibilities 

are intense, and therefore respect their wives and consider their importance. In 

addition, one respondent from Huye argued that in sharing domestic 

responsibilities, parents become models for their children. He continued saying 

that one child after observing his parents collaborating in domestic work said: “I 

will love my wife as I see my parents love and help each other (“nzakunda 

umugore wanjye nkuko mbona ababyeyi banjye bakundana bagafatanya”). In 

Nyaruguru, men declared that after RWAMREC training they are together doing 

responsibilities traditionally allocated to women without frustration, such as 

cleaning, cooking and making the bed (Together Rwanda, 2015). Men also argue 

that other men and some women find funny their ways of achieving 

responsibilities traditionally allocated to women but they are committed to 

persevere in teaching them and hope that they will change with time (Together 
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Rwanda, 2015). Kanwar et al. (2003) pointed out that new evidence 

demonstrates that when women and men are relatively equal, economies tend to 

grow faster, the poor move more quickly out of the poverty, and the well-being 

of men, women and children is enhanced. 

Judging from the example of Nyaruguru District, and in consideration of the 

findings presented in Table No 21, sharing domestic responsibilities is possible 

but Rwanda development practitioners still need to make efforts to raise citizens’ 

awareness of its importance. The experience of couples in Table No 19, shows 

that changes in relation to gender roles in families are obvious but the 

government and the development practitioners need to strengthen their strategies 

to sustain those changes through laws and policies protecting these changes. As 

many feminist scholars castigate the confinement of women to the home, as both 

a means and reason for preventing women’s participation in public affairs 

(Batezat and Mwalo, 1989; Randall, 1984), men’s involvement in domestic 

responsibilities will facilitate women to participate in other social and political 

community responsibilities, and this will promote their own development, that of 

their families and their communities.

6.2.3. Women’s Participation in Family decisions

In line with these norms and values, the results presented in Table No 18 

relating to who is responsible for family decisions reflect both the progress and 

the need to strengthen sensitization and mobilization on the necessity of 

involving women in family decisions. Respondents who still think that a man is 

the chief of the family and has to decide alone on family expenditures and 

projects follow the Rwandan traditional gender division of labor, where the 

gender roles were structured around a household division of labor that allowed 

women substantial autonomy in their roles as child bearers and food producers 
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but men remained the ultimate arbiters of most family decisions (Powley, 2009). 

Women were systematically subordinated in intra-household decision-making 

processes and their husbands decided most issues concerning expenditures and 

household maintenance (Csete, 1993). For the respondents who keep in mind 

that only men should decide about the family matters, they have to consider that 

preventing women from contributing to the family decision might prevent them 

from accessing certain resources, and therefore worsening their status and 

keeping them in poverty. In addition, women who work for their families also 

have the right to participate in the planning and in the distribution of the 

income. In the traditional practice, a woman benefited from the protection of a 

man, but at the same time this protection prevented the woman from possessing 

any property, thereby reducing the role she played in the management of the 

society (Easter African Community, 2009). Fundamentally, a decision made after 

the agreement between spouses will be achieved successfully due to the shared 

motivation. Deciding together also prevents conflicts and promotes collaboration 

and consideration of the other. The United Nations (1996) argues that women’s 

participation in the decision-making process and access to power, are 

fundamental for the achievement of equality, development and peace. In the 

context of development, Human Rights and the family promotion, the Rwandan 

government and all development practitioners require to initiate appropriate 

gender sensitive projects following a cultural approach that further help 

Rwandans to understand the necessity of promoting women’s participation in the 

decision-making of their families. 

Considering the patriarchal beliefs which still persist and are stronger in some 

districts like Musanze, Rubavu and Nyarugenge, further explanation on the 

gender equality concept need to be provided to all social groups. Particularly, it 

is also relevant to enhance the formal and informal education of women and 

girls in order to increase for them necessary skills to participate in family 

decisions. As noticed by Mumtaz (1982) women’s illiteracy increases their 
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feeling of not being capable to express their views on decisions to be made. 

Finally, intertwining efforts of the Ministry of gender and family promotion, the 

Ministry of local governance and the Ministry in charge of culture should review 

the Rwandan cultural values and norms which hinder the promotion of gender 

relations.

6.2.4. Strategies to promote Gender Relations at the family 
level

Considering the strategies suggested by respondents in Table No 22 in relation 

to promoting equal family gender relations, most of the strategies relate to 

educating, training, sensitization and mobilization of the community and families 

to changing mentalities in line with spouses relations. Respondents underscored 

the necessity to tackle specific groups in order to render successful this strategy. 

For example in Rubavu, respondents said that men pass their time doing nothing 

waiting for their wives who are doing business to care for them (“Abagabo 

birirwa bicaye bategereje gutungwa n’abagore bagiye mu bucuruzi”). They argue 

that non-educated men still have a low understanding on gender promotion and 

family planning and need regular sensitization”. In addition, respondents from 

Musanze and Rubavu underscored that many men are polygamous, and leaders 

don’t consider this as a problem, although it perpetuates gender-based violence 

in families and a lack of consideration of women in decision- making. 

Respondents of Nyarugenge and Huye emphasized the necessity to teach couples 

on gender equality, family confidentiality, shared domestic responsibilities and 

collaboration; trust, love and respect between spouses, and training an effective 

communication between spouses. They also underscored the necessity of 

sensitizing parents on socializing all children to all kinds of roles, and the 

change of mentality related to the value attributed to activities performed by 

girls and boys. Traditionally, Rwandan boys were taught to defend the interests 
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of the family and the nation and were initiated in combat techniques, while girls 

were groomed to help their mothers in the household chores, to learn ideal 

behavior for a woman: i.e. to be modest, reserved, silent, obedient, with a 

submissive attitude, respectful, and polite (Hamilton, 2000; Sharlach, 1999). 

Acknowledging that the expected attitudes and behaviors a society associates 

with each sex within the household or community are learned during the 

socialization of childhood and adolescence (Corat and Ruprecht, 2005), the 

traditional way of rearing children needs to be changed because the current 

Rwandan experience shows that the family development accelerates when men 

and women collaborate closely in domestic work. When one spouse falls ill or 

dies, another may easily cope with the crisis once he/she receives a non 

selective education. One respondent explained that “Some years ago, many 

Rwandan men who lost their wives and who could not find the others became 

very powerless and poor, because of not having learnt the roles considered as 

women in their childhood”. In line with this, ‘Parents’Evening programs which 

allow families to support each other, were appreciated as a relevant strategy that 

needs to be supported by the local government leaders to render it more 

effective and valued by the community.

Finally, respondents find important that policy makers should think about how 

to enact a law that legalizes equal status careers for women and their husbands 

and the consideration of women in family-decision making. As noticed by 

Harcourt (2009, p.204) “Gender and development should transform society 

through policies that challenge discrimination and inequalities, and that achieve 

social justice and equality within families, social spaces, public sectors, political 

arenas and markets”. Fundamentally, when grassroots practices are supported by 

a law or a policy, local leaders mobilize the community members and the 

practice becomes more respected by citizens.
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6.3. Appreciation of Changes related to gender relations in 

the Rwanda religious institutions

Considering the responsibilities allocated to women in the leadership of Rwandan 

religious institutions, the general picture shows that religious institutions are 

aware of gender sensitive policies, but the progress of many of them toward 

gender equality in decision-making posts still needs improvement. Judging from 

the findings presented in Table No 23, women are highly involved in 

responsibilities of religious institutions of lower level while being poorly or not 

involved in influential decision-making posts of bishop, board members, pastors 

(Protestant), priests (Catholic) or Iman (Islam). For ten religious institutions 

surveyed, women are involved in Board organs of Restoration church (34.78%); 

Methodist (30.76%); EAR (24.09%); EPR (27.7%) and Islam (16.6%). In others, 

like in God’s Assembly and AEBR women are represented at a low percentage, 

respectively 11% and 10%. For the position of pastors (Protestant), priests 

(Catholic) or Imam (Islam), only EPR, God’s Assembly, and EAR have 

respectively 40%, 14.06%, and 6.06% of women. In those Board organs, they 

often occupy the position of representative of women church members and not 

other higher leadership positions. Fundamentally, these positions where women 

are not involved are those offering opportunities to express or defend different 

needs and interests so that generally, women do not have opportunity to 

influence those organizations and voice their interests. 

Similarly, various studies revealed that when women are involved in 

governance, they are placed in the low ranks of the political structure where 

their impact on issues affecting their well-being is insignificant (Batezat. 

Bhargara et al., 1992; Batezat and Mwalo, 1989; Bishaw, 2014; Young et al., 

1984). Arguably, Kabeer (1994) points out that institutions are selective in the 

way they include or exclude people, assign them resources and responsibilities, 
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and position them in the hierarchy. This situation of women in the leadership of 

religious institutions is connected with the feminist theory which stated that 

community practices ignored and silenced women for millennia, and the 

necessity of changing the status of women in modern society (Mathews and 

Ross, 2010; Stanley and Wise, 1993). As explained by the religious leaders, the 

main reasons behind the lack or low involvement of women in the case of 

Christianity are linked with the Bible norms which do not allow women to lead; 

the church rules which limit women to specific tasks of the lower level of 

decision-making hierarchies; and their level of education. Harcourt argued that 

patriarchal cultures, evident in cultural norms and religious beliefs, customary 

teaching and practices constitute major institutional and political challenges for 

gender equality practices (Harcourt, 2011). Similarly, some Rwandan newspapers 

recognize that women’s involvement in church leadership is the most discussed 

question these days in many religious denomination of Rwanda. According to 

many religious leaders, the biblical content prevents women from taking the 

leadership responsibility and recommends them to obey men leaders and care for 

men in their homes (Kigali Today, August 11th, 2015). In Agasaro newpaper, 

Uwadata (2015) states that in different churches, women and girls are attributed 

the same responsibilities as men but some responsibilities are only reserved to 

men. Generally, many believers don’t understand how a woman can fulfill the 

responsibilities of a pastor or a priest, and others underscore the role played by 

women’s childcare responsibilities which may prevent them from working out of 

their families for a long time (Uwadata, 2015). 

Generally, religious institutions do not have the same understanding of gender 

equality in attributing leadership responsibilities to women. Some of them believe 

that women are able to lead while many others use the biblical or Koranic 

content to prevent women from being involved in higher leadership 

responsibilities. Many of those religious denominations apply gender-blind 

policies that likely exclude women and perpetuate practices, ideas and beliefs 
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that foster gender inequality between women and men (Kabeer, 1994). 

Surprisingly, although Rwandan religious institutions have more women as 

members than men, a few of women are involved in the leadership of religious 

institutions, and that at the lower level of decision-making hierarchy. In the 

Rwandan context, the church strongly influences people’s behavior and the 

family and community life. More than 90% of population belongs to different 

religious institutions and respect the church’s teaching more than the government 

laws and practices as stated by one respondent in Nyarugenge. In relation to 

women, Mukhopadhayay (1995, p.15) argued that “Religion is the basis for 

many of the cultural values which prescribe what women are and how they 

should behave, and what is permissible or impermissible for them”. Similarly, 

the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2013) points out that “Religion is one of the 

instruments which have been used in keeping women in continuous servitude, 

domination, holding the beliefs and values which are sexist and patriarchal in 

structure and character, making it difficult for women to fully participate in 

politics”.

Accordingly, the role of religious institutions in promoting equal gender 

relations has to move toward gender-redistributive policies which may transform 

the religious biased and discriminatory practices, ideas and beliefs and provide a 

supportive environment for women’s self-empowerment. Practically, some faith 

based organizations offer development opportunities to women like 

socio-economic projects: training on income generating projects, loans, education, 

healthcare, etc, but these need to be strengthened by allowing women to 

participate in decision-making to help them voice their interests in the planning 

of church development projects. 

Regarding the measures to promote equal gender relations in church 

development, 50% of religious leaders recognize the necessity to contextualize 

their biblical teaching and to establish gender sensitive rules. In this line, 

Presbyterian and Anglican leaders, as well as many believers think that it is a 
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matter of context and find it logical to involve women in the leadership of their 

church (Kigali Today, August 11th, 2015). Furthermore, 80% of religious leaders 

underscored the necessity for women to be the first to claim for their rights in 

their respective religious institutions. This was also pointed out by the United 

Nations Commission on the State of Women (2006) that it may be difficult for 

outsiders to challenge norms and customs, maintaining a balance between the 

affirmation of international human right standards and the respect of local 

cultures and practices. Women belonging to gender blind religious denominations 

should learn from Rwandan women in general to claim their rights. As a good 

example, the Ministry of Gender, women parliamentarians, and the Pro-Femmes 

women’s umbrella put together their efforts to contributing to a policy paper that 

recommended specific actions for making the constitution gender-sensitive and 

many development policies of Rwanda (Powley, 2004). 

Basically, beliefs and social norms guiding social groups need to be assessed 

in line with human rights and development. The right of founding a religion has 

not to interfere with believers’ development rights. A continuous dialogue 

between faith-based organizations and the government is needed for the benefit 

of society members. This collaboration of religious institutions may find the way 

how to reform some cultural and religious values that violate women’s rights 

and prevent them from contributing to the development of the religious 

institutions and their communities. Religious denominations need to consider that 

women are perceived to have different visions and concepts of politics owing to 

their sex and to their gender roles as mothers, to the extent that involving them 

in their leadership would bring a special caring focus and female values which 

may enrich their policies and practices (Bari, 2005; Devlin and Elgie, 2008). 

Likewise, Corat and Ruprecht (2005) noticed that gender mainstreaming should 

contribute to transforming policies, practices, ideas and beliefs that perpetuate 

discrimination and prevent women and men from realizing their rights. 

Practically, women believers need also to make efforts to feel concerned with 
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what is happening in their religious institutions as this affects their lives and 

that of their communities. Development practitioners from different civil society 

organizations could help women to become aware of the power dynamics at 

work in their life context and develop the skills and capacity to claim for their 

rights in faith-based organizations. For example, facilitating women’s and girls’ 

access to education may provide them with the courage to question unjust 

practices (Kabeer, 2005). Appreciating religious leaders who promote women’s 

empowerment programs, we encourage them to consider equality in the higher 

decision-making posts. Judging from findings and according to Uwadata from 

Agasaro newspaper (August 17th, 2015), some of the religious leaders believe 

that women are able to fulfill responsibilities fulfilled by men, and they declare 

that some women are better in teaching and leading than men. Providing women 

with basic skills, resources and decision-making opportunities will help them to 

contribute to their church and family development, and increase their status and 

confidence. The development of women’s confidence at the level of religious 

institutions could be a beginning step which may motive them to participate in 

political decision-making competition. In consideration of the Women’s 

Empowerment Framework developed by Sara Longwe, many religious institutions 

stand on the neutral level of women ’s issues or the conservative level. That is, 

they recognize women’s issues in their objectives, but women still fulfilling the 

traditional gender roles of caring for believers and children at the church level 

like in their families. 

As noticed by Powell and Graves (2003) these results show a leadership gap 

whereby women are disproportionately concentrated in lower authority leadership 

positions than men. The government needs to maintain a dialogue with religious 

institutions focusing on the necessity of valuing gender mainstreaming in their 

development plans and practices, in order to sustain human rights and 

development of their members.
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6.4. Appreciation of the Success of Feminism Movement 

in Rwanda

In the following discussion, the term feminism can encompass both an ideology 

and a movement for sociopolitical change based on a critical analysis of male 

privilege and women subordination within any given society (Offen 1988, p.151). 

It is a movement to put an end to women’s oppression with a particular focus 

on their participation in governance and decision-making posts (Saptorshi and 

Arindam, 2014, p.25).

Basing on the idea that women’s empowerment is a ‘bottom-up’ process of 

transforming gender power relations, through individuals or groups developing 

awareness of women’s subordination and building their capacity to challenge it 

(Reeves and Baden, 2000), this approach which seems to be common in many 

world societies was different in Rwanda. For example, the post- genocide 

condition which forced women to intervene in the social reconstruction and the 

application of gender quotas by the Rwandan Government to promote women’s 

inclusiveness in governance and parliament have been doors to them to enter 

public and political responsibilities traditionally reserved men. However, this 

situation prevented Rwandan women to successfully reflect on their social 

condition, and become aware of their subordination condition. In Rwamagana 

district, respondents stated that some women feel unsuitable for leading the 

community even when the 30% - policy promotes them to leadership positions. 

In Musanze district, some respondents perceived positive discrimination as a 

factor that indirectly prevents women from developing their abilities and 

encourage corruption”. 

In the same line, many women’s associations were motivated by the 

government programs not by women’s power within to challenge the gender 

biased social system. Thus, the political will for promoting democracy, together 
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with the post-genocide condition have prevented Rwandan women to pass 

through a relevant phase of reflecting on their lived oppressive experience that 

could help them to develop awareness and self-determination to play a role in 

changing it.

Consequently, many of those women involved in governance or in 

associations by the political power did not develop required kills to question 

patriarchal ideologies and practices, or to defend women’s specific interests. In 

some situations, they only wait for the government to think on behalf of them 

and give them guidance. Women leaders/legislators who internalized gender 

cultural expectations and convinced that they are not suitable for politics, are 

also challenged by feeling in rights of exercising their legal political rights. 

Ndlovu and Mutale (2013) argue that women’s low perception of themselves 

makes it difficult for them to challenge men and to actively participate in 

decision-making structures.

Practically, being involved in the governance by a political strategy like 

“gender quotas” does not necessarily remove patriarchal beliefs and perceptions, 

indoctrinated in people’s minds during many years. This was revealed by 

72.73% respondents who stated the women’s low self-esteem among barriers to 

women’s leadership; 70, 91% of respondents who mentioned the barrier of 

perceiving leadership as men’s responsibility; 54, 54% of respondents who 

referred to poor men’s support and over control of husbands; 52% of 

respondents who stated the misunderstanding of gender equality by some men; 

and 52.72% who mentioned the sexual manipulation of women leaders by men 

in top leadership.

In this condition, implicit beliefs that women are not suitable for politics 

create in women leaders the fear to express their ideas or to initiate new 

projects of development for the community. Their participation becomes 

ineffective as they cannot express women’s matters which are not necessarily 

men’s priorities. Hazardously, a lack of confidence together with a lack of 
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consciousness about their roles disempower them to challenge men leaders who 

intent to manipulate them as sexual objects, as cited by 52.72% of respondents 

(Table No 14). Hence, 60% of respondents criticized positive discrimination as 

lowering women’s confidence while competition was suggested as means to 

increase girls and women’s confidence (Table No 16). 

Considering the above discussion, the following measures could be helpful to 

improve the status quo:

1. Develop women’s power within through reflecting on their oppressive 

experience

Rwandan women should be sufficiently prepared in their minds that the success 

of their political participation could come from both a true consciousness about 

the biased gender ideologies and practices, and their explicit commitment to 

fighting against them and change their status quo. 

In this process, learning from women’s groups of other societies could be 

useful. In UK, the Second Wave Feminism began in small local female 

discussion groups aimed at raising women’s consciousness of the facts that they 

were all experiencing similar individual private problems (Saptorshi and 

Arindam, 2014: 29). The outcome of these discussions was the first annual 

conference of those groups in 1970 when the UK Women’s Movement 

demanded for equal pay for equal work; equal opportunities and education; etc.

For example, Rwandan women could empower themselves to reflect of on 

the corruption based on sex experienced as leaders or workers, to question the 

gender stereotypes in allocating leadership positions and responsibilities, to reflect 

on women’s discrimination in elite positions of religious institutions, and to 

challenge the gender based violence, still embedded in family life although the 

existence of government GBV programs, etc. Further, women’s initiative to 

pressure for change of cultural household chores may promote their participation 
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in leadership, considering that 92.73% of respondents pointed out that domestic 

responsibilities-culturally allocated to women- interfere in women’s leadership. 

Promoting these self-awareness reflections may help Rwandan women to develop 

their true feminism movement which seems to be currently disguised by the 

historical context and the political priority.

2. Women’s efforts to do research, to write, to publish their stories and to 

voice them

Learning from the experience of other women, Rwandan women could reflect on 

their lived experience through their efforts to do research and write their own 

stories, to voice them or making them known through journals. 

In America, the eighteenth century, was the turning point for black women 

slaves in America, as Protestant Evangelism combined with the anti-slavery 

movement. Black women realized that freedom from whites was not sufficient 

anymore; freedom from men too had to be attained (Saptorshi and Arindam, 

2014, p.27). In Britain, in the 1850s, Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon was the 

most influential leader of the Victorian women’s movement. She was the leader 

of four great campaigns―for married women’s legal status, for women’s right to 

work, to vote, and to be educated (idem). In 1854, Barbara wrote her first 

nation-wide publication, a brief summary of the Most Important Laws concerning 

Women, which documented for the first time the legal disabilities and 

restrictions under which women lived. The same year, she assimilated for the 

first time, a congregation of women, who called themselves feminists and 

campaigned to change laws (Saptorshi and Arindam, 2014). 

For the US, feminism raised its head in 1960s, manifesting itself through a 

radical culture that incorporated, among others, the Civil Rights and sexual 

liberation. In 1953 Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Second Sex” had appeared in 

English translation, with stupendous success, an influential book that analyzed 

the history and implications of female subjection in Western culture, followed by 
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Betty Friedan publishing: “The Feminine Mystique” in 1963, openly criticizing 

the prevailing stereotypical role of the American housewife and mother. Betty 

Friedam was also one of the founding leaders of the National Organization for 

Women (NOW) in 1966 which remains the most significant National Feminist 

Association in the USA (Haggar 2013; Saptorshi and Arindam, 2014)

Even though a Western feminism model was criticized as not fitting in other 

societies like in Third World Societies due to different cultural backgrounds 

(Dixon, 2011), there is a need for Rwandan and other African women in general 

to wonder how the best mechanisms which gave positive outcomes in promoting 

gender relations in Europe and America may be useful for them. The creation of 

a research Centre that can specifically explore women’s matters could make 

successful the above strategies. Studying women’s experiences could come up 

with practical strategies orienting to required laws that could protect women’s 

interests in private and public life. Finally, these practices may be supported by 

the creation of women’s journals which can raise public consciousness on 

women’s rights, gender biased practices and present women’s achievements in 

terms of development and sciences.

3. Women’s efforts to create programs that respond to their specific needs 

and interests

Outside of the government guidance and the political power, Rwandan women 

may also develop self- reliance and required skills to initiate appropriate actions 

to change their condition. They can initiate programs that respond to their 

specific interests, and those helping them to voice their problems and to 

mobilize men.

With a self-awareness of women’s oppressive condition, women may feel 

motivated to participate in political parties and election for defending women’s 

interests. Women may create mechanisms to support girls’education and advocate 

for women’s rights (i.e. Organization advocating for the education of girls 
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coming from poor families; organizations that build confidence and leadership 

skills for women leaders through group counselling and therapy, and those 

advocating for women victims of sexual violence at work). Group discussion and 

therapy where women leaders can share their experiences may help them to 

become more aware of the men’s dominance and resistance to their contribution, 

and to discuss potential strategies to face the situation. These mechanisms could 

respond to the suggestions of 100% of respondents in relation to strengthening 

women’s and girls’ education, as well as the suggestion related to community 

sensitization and mobilization on women’s rights suggested by 88.88% of 

respondents (table No 15). 

Particularly, the enhancement in educational opportunities for girls and 

women is of great value for increasing the number of proficient women who are 

in a position to compete with men for political power in various levels but also 

able to write, doing research and explain women’s issues in the daily discourse. 

Evidence from research, has shown that education is one of the most imperative 

paths for encouraging women to speak out, making it possible by the 

consequential acquisition of essential knowledge and improved communication 

skills useful for their political engagement (Schlozman and Verba, 2001, p.141). 

In addition, education is crucial for unlocking other opportunities such as 

accessing high income jobs that provide the resources and contacts for political 

activity, and access to non-political associations such as charitable organizations 

or religious establishments that can be advocated for supporting women’s issues 

(ibid).

In the above context, the low self-confidence of women leaders is also 

reinforced by the treatment and lack of consideration by their male fellow 

leaders. In some situations, women are accepted as “outsider within” the political 

system where they obviously seem to be members of the parliament or 

governance body while men try to ignore or oppose their ideas, perceiving 

illogical to build on women’s perspectives. For some men, politics and 
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governance remain men’s space although the development policies, Human rights 

and democracy principles are forcing shared political role. In some communities, 

conservative men publically oppose meeting led by women, not for bringing a 

best way of doing but just to discourage women leaders. Bari (2005) argues that 

the patriarchal ideology in which public space is associated with men constitutes 

another factor that complicates women in politics. This also reflects the necessity 

of programs tackling men leaders to help them change their mentality for 

considering women as copartners in the development process. Men’s seminars 

and training need to be strengthened for mentality change and mobilization, 

relevant to promote effective outcome of women’s integration in leadership and 

parliament. Fundamentally, the sustainability of these practices could be 

supported by a holistic integration of positive teaching on masculinity and 

femininity to young generation from the family, school, religious teaching and 

the community rule. In the same line, developing self-esteem of women leaders 

needs to go together with confronting the cultural femininity which defines 

women’s words, voice, behavior, groups, places, etc. that constitute limitations to 

women’s freedom of expression, actions and social contacts. 

Particularly, the change of mentalities concerns women themselves who need 

to feel more concerned by how they can play a key role in satisfying their own 

interests and needs, taking the lead to initiate programs to answer them. For 

example, women’s initiative to pressure for change of family division of labor, 

as mentioned above, may promote their participation in leadership. This gender 

division of labor in the household which forces women to take primary 

responsibility for housework and childcare even if they are also in full-time 

employment was described by Syvia Walby (1990) -in her book “Theorising 

Patriarchy”- as one of the six key patriarchal structures which restrict women 

and help to maintain male domination. 

Finally, reflecting on the success of feminism movement in Rwanda brings 

me to question about the success of women’s movement in most African 



CHAPTER 6. DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS

- 209 -

countries where the quota system has generated commitments to women’s 

amplified representation, and has been a strategic tactic for pressing forward 

women’s political representation (Bhatla et al, 2102; Ndlova and Mutale, 2013). 

In Africa, the enhanced political representation and participation of women has 

been determined by the political willpower above any other factor. Procedures 

such as party quotas and reserved seats, have accounted for the higher female 

representation in Uganda, Tanzania, Mozambique, South Africa, and a number of 

other African countries (Ndlova and Mutale, 2013). However, women’s 

increasing presence in governance institutions has generally not had much 

transformative impact on the subtle patriarchal cultures and practices in Africa 

(ibid). One of the causes of this failure could be that women were involved in 

politics by the pressure of democratization processes, while still having a low 

awareness about their oppressive state and self-commitment to press for a social 

change related. These experiences show that the success of feminism movement 

depends more on the change of women themselves in their perceptions and 

practices, than to the big number of women involved in politics.

As pointed out above, the patriarchal value system which characterizes the 

political space limits the influence of women in many African countries (Ndlova 

and Mutale, 2013, p.78). Women leaders integrated in governance and parliament 

by the quota system need to be aware of the evolving current conflict between 

equality and patriarchal values in their countries. Unconsciously or consciously, 

men holding their political rights from the tradition are challenged by sharing 

that power with women legally involved in leadership by equality principles. 

They therefore oppose women’s political rights and in consequence some women 

leaders seem to accept that they are not suitable for politics and play a passive 

role. Moreover, women leaders/legislators who internalized gender cultural 

expectations and convinced that they are not suitable for politics, are also 

challenged by feeling in rights of exercising their legal political rights. Cultural 

norms and values regarding what should do a boy or a girl, a man or a woman, 
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deeply embedded during socialization and community rule continue to influence 

men and women’s thoughts and behavior. Lerner (1986, p.226) states that “even 

those of us already defined ourselves as feminist thinkers and engaged in the 

process of critiquing traditional systems of ideas are still held back by 

unacknowledged restraints embedded deeply within our psyches”. In addition, 

this situation is worsened by conservative mothers who strongly hold cultural 

ideals of a good woman who, in case of Rwanda, has to be silent, reserved and 

submissive in presence of men.

Even though democratization processes are highlighted in many developing 

countries, a respect of human rights, which provides development opportunities 

to the historically discriminated groups without empowering them to become 

aware of the causes of their oppression, will partially achieve its efforts in 

promoting equality. I find relevant that the oppressed groups such as women 

who internalized discriminative norms and values need first to pass through a 

process of awareness-raising in order to understand unfair gender practices they 

live in, and to develop self-determination to playing a role in changing their 

condition. Gender equality quotas should be accompanied by mechanisms that 

develop women’s self-reliance in thoughts and actions. Community images and 

stereotypes about women will not be changed by women who blindly imitate 

men’s behavior or who only implement government priorities, but may be 

changed by seeing women taking the lead of changing their realities using their 

differences and their own ways of seeing things.

Conclusion to the chapter

This chapter discussed the results related to the change of gender relations at the 

local level of Rwanda that go together with the high participation in parliament 

and top leadership of Rwanda. Fundamentally, interesting changes were noticed 
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in the administration of districts, sectors, cells and the family division of labor, 

and the decision-making of the family. However, different obstacles linked with 

gender-based prejudices and stereotypes, and those related to practical facilities 

continue to interfere in women’s leadership and the progress of gender relations 

at the grassroots level. Rwandan women involved in politics through gender 

quotas should reflect of how to develop their self-reliance in thoughts and 

actions for becoming more effective in their responsibilities. 
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CHAPTER 7. GENERAL CONCLUSION

7.1. Introduction

The study focused on “Women’s Status and Gender Relations in 

Post-Genocide Rwanda: Focusing on the Local and Everyday Life Level”. 

In order to reduce gender –based inequalities and poverty, the government of 

Rwanda introduced gender equality programs in its development priorities with 

respect of the female quota of “at least 30% of women” in parliamentary seats 

and leadership positions. Today, Rwanda tops the list as the country with the 

highest proportion of women in parliament worldwide, with nearly 64 percent of 

seats held by women. Fundamentally, focusing on gender relations that define 

rights, responsibilities, and the identities of men and women in relation to one 

another, is of great value for identifying potential biases that need corrective 

measures.

However, as some scholars notice a lack of balance between gender equality 

policy and its translation into practice (Bryan and Varat, 2008; Miranda, 2005), 

the cultural practices and beliefs embedded in the rule of social institutions and 

in the community life, still influence many men and women, and render them 

resistant to women in positions of power. Thus, gender biased beliefs and 

practices contradict with the constitutional guarantee of the equality between 

women and men (Sjoberg, 2010). It was also underscored that there are little 

literature on the impact of greater women’s representation in the Rwandan 

Chamber of Deputies, and what is there provides contrasting pictures of the 

impact of increased women’s representation (Devlin and Elgie, 2008). For this 
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reason, the main question of this study relates to “what changes in gender 

relations at the local level are going together with the high number of women’s 

political participation in parliament and the government of Rwanda”? The 

sub-questions linked to this central question are the following:

What are the responsibilities given to women in the local government, the 

church leadership and the family decisions?

How do community members perceive women’s suitability to decision-making 

positions?

What are the obstacles faced by women in their leadership responsibilities at 

the local level?

What are strategies needed to transform gender relations towards a more 

supportive environment to women’s leadership responsibilities at the local level 

of Rwanda?

Therefore, the study intended to assess changes of gender relations at the 

local and to appraise the responsibilities allocated to women in the local 

government, religious institutions and the family decisions. Very often, these 

institutions use to hold rules and norms that legitimatized men in 

decision-making positions, while considering women as not suitable for those 

positions. Likewise, the study intended to appreciate the change related to 

community perceptions on the suitability of women for governance and political 

matters. The study also identified obstacles encountered by women leaders in 

their leadership responsibilities, as well as the needed strategies to create and 

sustain a more supportive environment for women leaders in Rwanda.

In the following discussion, I will focus on the synthesis of empirical finding 

as answers to research questions and hypotheses, the theoretical and policy 

implications, direction for future research and the study limitations
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7.2. Empirical Findings

As the main empirical findings were summarized in chapter six, this section 

synthesizes the empirical findings in relation to the above research questions.

7.2.1. What are the responsibilities given to women in the 
local government, the church leadership and the family 
decisions?

In the governance of districts, sectors and cells, women are involved in the 

leadership, respectively with the rate of 40%, 42.7% and 60.5% in average 

(Table No 8). These percentage are higher than the “at least 30% of women in 

decision making posts” targeted by the Rwandan government for women. In 

comparison with the pre-genocide where they were not involved in leadership, 

these results show notable changes in gender relations of local governance. 

However, findings reveals that women are limited to some positions and are not 

involved in the elite positions that offer them the opportunities to defend their 

interests and influence change of gender biased practices. 

The main causes are linked with the patriarchal value system still influencing 

the perceptions of those who have the right of personal management and also of 

the candidates applying for those posts, as well as the traditional education 

practice which restricted women on certain sectors (Birori, 2015). Another 

relevant factor was that women were involved in parliament and governance by 

the pressure of democracy, while still having a low awareness about their 

oppression and a weak self-commitment to influence the social change. Through 

the study, women’s low self-esteem and their self-determination to defend their 

interests was also pointed out by respondents. The need for strengthening 

education and training for girls, as well as sustaining men and community 
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sensitization and mobilization are some of the suggestions made to improve the 

status quo. Fundamentally, women need to be aware of their oppressive lived 

experience, to develop skills to fight against it, and create programs that increase 

their confidence and promote their consideration by men and the community.

In relation to religious institutions, the results presented in Table No 23 show 

that women remain highly involved in lower level of leadership responsibilities; 

and they are only poorly or not involved at all in the influential decision-making 

posts of bishop, board members, pastors (Protestant), priests (Catholic) or Iman 

(Islam). Thus, women are offered fewer opportunities to express or defend 

different needs and interests so that their influence in the religious organizations 

and voice of their interests remain very low. 

The main reason of this low participation of women in the top leadership of 

the religious institutions lies in the interpretation of the Bible where many 

leaders think that there is a need of contextualizing their teaching. Other reasons 

are the patriarchal institutional rules which also need to be reflected on for 

promoting equality of believers. Although changes of institutional rules and 

practices in relation to regulating equal rights and opportunities for both women 

and men in the leadership of religious institutions are in progress, religious 

institutions do not have the same understanding in attributing leadership 

responsibilities to women because, some of them remain rigid the Bible 

principles of keeping men as leaders, while others include women in their 

leadership stating perceiving them even better in leadership than men. There is a 

necessity to strengthen the mobilization of religious institutions on considering 

the gender equality policy in their practices for integrating women in the tactical 

positions that allow them to defend their needs and interests. 

At the family level, women are involved in decision making for 45% of couples 

(Table No 20). This also reflect a certain progress toward equal gender relations 

at the family level although continuous sensitization is still necessary to help 

many other families, where a man decides alone. Again, the reason behind this 



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 216 -

is the patriarchal value system and beliefs which need to be replaced by gender 

sensitive laws that encourage family members to collaborate in household 

responsibilities. Community members need to change their mentality related to 

which roles are suitable for men and women, because circumstances can change, 

and a man or a woman might be in need of fulfilling the roles culturally 

attributed to the opposite sex. Regarding women, illiteracy increases their feeling 

of not being capable to express their views on decisions to be made (Roth, 

2011; Mumtaz, 1982) so that strengthening their education is necessary.

Linked the above discussion with the first hypothesis which assumed that the 

involvement of Rwandan women in parliament and governance should be 

accompanied by institutional rules and social norms that regulate equal rights 

and opportunities for both women and men in their roles and relations and 

promote the consideration of women’s needs and interests in the development of 

social institutions, this assumption is partially confirmed as we noticed some 

changes. However, the main gap relates to limiting women in certain 

responsibilities of lower leadership positions which do not provide them 

opportunities to influence decisions. Furthermore, respondents identified many 

obstacles linked with the patriarchal value system still dominant and the 

women’s low esteem which prevent them to influence changes in the mentioned 

social institutions. Mechanisms that may help women to play a more active role 

are of necessity.

7.2.2. How do community members perceive women’s 
suitability to decision-making positions?

In relation to the appreciation of women’s suitability to leadership position, the 

results of our study revealed different views where 50% of respondents selected 

men as better leaders (Table No 10), basing on the fact that they have a high 

self-confidence which facilitates them to quickly take decision about problems; 
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and on their availability, their physical strength and their protection of security 

(Table No 11). Women as better leaders were appreciated by 33.8% of 

respondents (Table No 10), basing on the fact that they are less corrupted than 

men, very sensitive to community problems, provide quality service and give 

more value to community interests while men give priority to their own interests 

(Table No 12). Notably, women’s leadership has an added value in comparison 

with the men’s leadership, i.e. providing a non-violent quality service as 

presented in Table No 12. Respondents who supported that both male and 

female may be good leaders depending on their knowledge and skills count 

16.19 %. 

These results show that progress in appreciating women as suitable for 

leadership is notable. However, the cultural distribution of labor and the negative 

gender-based ideologies toward women leaders are some of the factors that keep 

the community perceiving women as not suitable for leadership. At the local 

level, resistance to change based on the dominance of traditional laws and 

values which are entrenched in the everyday social practices of women and men, 

limit the transformative potential of the gender equality policy. A cultural 

reform, together with laws and policies that balance women’s work and home 

responsibilities, and promote the persistent sensitization of the community are of 

necessity.

The above mentioned changes related to the community appreciation of 

women’s suitability confirm our second hypothesis which stated that the 

involvement of women in parliament and government should be accompanied by 

the change of the society’s perceptions related to women’s suitability for politics 

and facilitate women leaders to enjoy their political right.
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7.2.3. What are the obstacles faced by women in their 
leadership responsibilities at the local level?

The study also identified different obstacles to women’s leadership which are 

mainly women’s domestic responsibilities and family problems, their health 

conditions and their low self-esteem, the perception of leadership as a male 

responsibility, poor community and partner’s support, sexual manipulation by 

men leaders, and the practical facilities required for going to the field work and 

for intervening in the night (Table No 14). Factors behind these obstacles are 

also linked with the patriarchal value system and its gender division of labor, 

the involvement of women in governance which was mainly influenced by the 

post-genocide condition and the need to promote democratic values. Due to those 

factors, women did not get sufficient time to think about their specific needs 

and interests of the group they represent, and to develop required skills to 

defend them. Legal measures, community education, and women’s training and 

sensitization are still needed. 

7.2.4. What are strategies needed to transform gender 
relations towards a more supportive environment to 
women’s leadership responsibilities at the local level of 
Rwanda?

The potential strategies that can resolve the mentioned obstacles are 

strengthening girls’ and women’s education stated by 100% of respondents, 

increasing opportunities of women’s economic programs (stated by 90.9%), 

community sensitization/mobilization (pointed out by 85.45% of respondents); 

fighting against corruption based on sex (stated by 70.9%); educating men and 

couples on women’s rights and domestic responsibilities (stated by 67.3%); and 

transport facilities and incentives suggested by 60%. 
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Essentially, the government and its partners, women leaders and their 

husbands, and the community members need to collaborate for eradicating the 

patriarchal value system its different forms, and motivate women to create 

programs that may both help them become more aware of their lived oppressive 

experience, and respond to their needs and interests.

Concerning the third hypothesis stating that the involvement of Rwandan 

women in parliament and governance should increase the men’s awareness about 

sharing domestic roles and considering women in family decisions in order to 

increase their status and freedom to participate in political and public life; the 

achievements of Rwanda Men Resource center(RWAMREC) through its strategy 

of ‘Men Engage approach’ are remarkable. The Men Engage strategy educates 

men and challenges them about negative masculine behaviors contributing to 

perpetrating gender-based violence, encourages positive masculine behaviors that 

promote gender equality within the household. It also reflect well that some 

Rwandan men became aware of the necessity to collaborating and helping their 

wives in the domestic responsibilities. However, there is a need of maintaining 

men’s sensitization and mobilization as well as promoting programs that teach 

virtues of positive masculinity and femininity from family, schools, religious 

institutions and governance services.

7.3. Theoretical Implication

As it has been pointed out by many other scholars, the findings of this study 

reflect that women’ involvement in the leadership of social institutions (local 

governance and religious institutions) does not necessarily respect equal 

opportunities for both men and women in all leadership levels. Women are 

mainly involved in the low level of leadership positions where they do not have 

much influence on decisions. Eyben and Fontana (2011) point out that the main 
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barriers to women in enjoying their rights are social norms and values, social 

and cultural practices. Generally, Mertens (2005) points out that inequality based 

on gender is embedded in the major institutions and other shapers of societal 

norms such as schools, religion, media, pop culture, government, and 

corporations. While Mukhopadhayay (1995, p.15) notices that most religious 

institutions still keep faith traditions that exclude women from leadership 

positions, McGuire (2002) specifies that all religions have accorded women 

inferior status and relegated them to a secondary position. 

As noticed that the Social Relations Approach analyzes existing gender 

inequalities in the distribution of resources, responsibilities, and power; 

understanding “who does what” within the society is important for supporting 

women’s strategic needs, including leadership, decision-making and empowerment 

(March et al., 1999). Gender sensitive laws and policies, the women’s awareness 

and self-determination are needed to change gender biased practices that 

discriminate women to access the elite positions in local leadership of 

governance and religious institutions.

At the family level, the progress related to the participation of women in 

decision making reflected by the study results goes in line with the idea of 

Rashid and Islam (2011). According to these authors, with the changing outlook 

of the society towards women and her role in various activities, both inside and 

outside the family system, the traditional male role of the father as one to 

possess the best decision-making ability in the family has also undergone drastic 

transformation. In addition, considering the notable achievements of the ‘Men 

Engage approach’ on positive masculinity, education becomes a factor that 

increases men’s participation in doing household chores and women’s 

participation in family decisions, and changes the pattern of division of 

household chores, the pattern of family decisions and adjusts the structure of 

patriarchal power pyramid (Kiania, 2012: 10). A good communication promotes 

gender positive practices in families.
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However, like the complementarity model, a notable number of respondents 

supports idea that husbands and wives cannot be treated the same because they 

perform different roles in family life that lead to different duties and 

entitlements (Facio and Morgan, 2009).Community education needs to be 

sustained for increasing the number of gender sensitive couples.

7.4. Policy implication

Basically, the three theoretical frameworks which informed this study were 

empowerment framework, social relation Approach and the Harvard framework. 

The social relations approach and women’s empowerment framework underscore 

the role played by institutional rules, practices in facilitating women to be 

involved in leadership positions or not, and to be able to influence decisions. 

These responsibilities were assessed in the governance of districts, sectors and 

cells; in religious institutions and in family for decision-making. In local 

governance, one particular policy strategy considered was the effectiveness of 

gender quotas to promote women’s participation in local leadership. 

However, results of this study match the idea of Ndlova and Mutale (2013) 

which reflect that women involved in governance through gender quotas and 

reserved seats are not necessarily active participants to defend and advocate for 

gender concerns. Although this gender quota system increases the representation 

of women as mentioned by other scholars, our findings underscored that it 

doesn’t necessary have much impact on changing the patriarchal value system 

and beliefs that still remain a main barrier to women leaders in Rwanda. The 

main reason is that women involved in governance through gender quotas are 

not necessarily aware of the gender biased practices, or do not have required 

skills to change it. Although a political support to women’s initiatives may be 

useful, political opportunities provided through gender quotas or reserved seats 



Women’s Status and Gender Relations in Post-Genocide Rwanda

- 222 -

do not necessarily bring skilled women who will challenge the patriarchal value 

and advocate for gender concerns.

This study has used empirical findings to show that the involvement of 

women through gender quotas would be more effective if applied on women 

aware of their oppressive experience and having developed self-determination to 

stand for and defend women’s concerns. Many respondents suggest reviewing the 

policy of positive discrimination and its application with respect of competition 

in place of positive discrimination. In addition, women’s movements in Rwanda 

should take the lead to teach and motivate women and girls to be involved in 

the analysis of their problems, and develop required qualities and skills that may 

facilitate them to defend women’s issues once involved in governance.

At the family level, the problem of balance between leadership and household 

responsibilities was hugely mentioned by research respondents. These results also 

match with the ideas of many scholars such as radical feminists who argue that 

women will be oppressed as long as traditional gender roles are maintained by 

society (Elsie, 2011, p.365). The dominance of this gender division of labor 

which does not take into consideration the involvement of women in other 

public or political responsibilities also reflect a strong patriarchal value system 

still evolving in Rwanda. The Harvard framework focuses on how social 

customs, cultural practices and other factors are influencing women to access 

opportunities or to participate in the development process. As much of the 

factors which negatively prevent women to be effective in leadership are mainly 

linked with patriarch, their esteem and practical facilities, I conclude that the 

effectiveness of women’s leadership could be achieved in three main strategies:

Awareness-raising: In this way, women and girls need to be encouraged to have 

interests of knowing, sharing, and analyzing the gender biased practices they live 

in. This could be done through promoting women’s discussions on their status, 

research on women’s issues, and networking with other women.

Capacity building: this strategy could strengthen formal and informal education 
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for women and girls to help them develop abilities to compete with men and to 

defend women’s issues, and to be able to contribute to family decisions.

Commitment to social change: women develop their motivation to write and 

publish about their realities; to influence the establishment of gender sensitive 

laws, the creation of programs that support women’s leadership responsibilities, 

as well as to play a meaningful role in responding to women’s specific 

problems. i.e. specific laws regulating household matters and programs of 

economic projects, center for counselling and cares, etc.

For many religious institutions, results of this study are similar to the ideas 

of many scholars, reflecting that the biblical teaching and their internal rules 

remain biased against women and their participation in leadership. Although this 

situation prevails in many societies, the government of Rwanda could take the 

lead to motivate religious leaders to contextualize their teaching. Many of them 

are aware of the biases so that an active partnership between them and the 

government gender agencies could be encouraged. This partnership can promote 

regular reflections and follow up of gender equality processes in religious 

institutions. Regular meetings of religious leaders which merely focus on gender 

equality practices could be opportunities of increasing awareness of those who 

are still far in promoting equality. Experiences and willingness of those who 

already include women in their leadership posts could inform and motivate 

others to progress toward equality practices.

7.5. Recommendation for future research

The scale of this debate is therefore extensive and multifaceted even at the local 

level. To generate achievable policy strategies and development targets with 

regards to gender relations, there is need for more case studies at the local level 

to allow further assessment of local dimensions of the subject. Exploring the 
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following mentioned obstacles as future research strategies can facilitate the 

attainment of this goal: 

7.5.1. The impact of poverty on the success of women’s 
political participation

Poverty in its different forms (intellectual, economic, spiritual) can 
interfere in the achievement of women’s political responsibilities

7.5.2. The role of gender relations in family development

Hierarchies and discrimination interfere with family development while 
cooperation and collaboration increase communication and 
commitment for spouses

7.5.3. The effect of sexual violence on women’s political 
participation

Many women are afraid to be involved in politics for not being treated as 
sexual objects by men leaders. 

7.5.4. Gender activism in Rwanda 

Does the social, economic and political system facilitate gender activism 
in Rwanda?

7.5.5. Perceptions of women believers on leadership:

Do women believers find logical to participate in top leadership of their 
religious institutions?
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7.6. Limitation of the study

Although this research was carefully prepared, I am still aware of its limitations 

and shortcomings.

The study used various methods and observation of meetings led by women 

was one of them. However, matching the period of focus group discussion and 

interview with those meetings was difficult. In Rubavu and Nyarugenge districts, 

I finished interview and focus discussion and had to go back another time when 

the community meeting was organized. Using different methods in many places 

requires a careful preparation.

In addition, although I made mixed group with women and men, or boys and 

girls to observe the gender relations while facilitating focus group discussions, I 

realize that it took me too much time to motivate and integrate women and girls 

in the discussion especially in non-educated groups. Obviously, ideologies of 

femininity (appropriate behavior of a woman and a girl) were very strong for 

those non educated respondents, because the ideal woman or girl has to keep 

silent in presence of men and boys. In those groups, I had to use many efforts 

to stimulate women and girls to give their views. Future research should 

consider the influence of masculinity/femininity dimensions in mixed focus group 

discussions.

Finally, the study has offered an evaluative perspective on an important 

national development policy program, and was conducted through purposefully 

sampling which identified research respondents with different backgrounds and of 

different areas to capture diverse views. As a direct consequence of this 

methodology, the study was expensive in terms of cost of living and transport 

so that future researcher could think about reasonable expenses and feasibility.
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7.7. Conclusion

In spite of what is often reported about the high implication of women in the 

politics of Rwanda, the results of this study revealed that many social 

institutions are still influenced by norms that limits women to certain roles and 

responsibilities. Cultural beliefs and practices still prevent women to freely enjoy 

their political rights. The effectiveness of gender quotas in promoting equal 

gender relations is limited and need to be accompanied with programs that 

increase women’s awareness about gender biases and their commitment to 

changing them. 

The Rwandan historical background, together with the political willpower to 

establish democracy and gender equality have been both opportunities and 

problems that affect the success of feminism movement in Rwanda. There is a 

need for Rwandan women to develop their self-reliance in thinking and actions 

in order to be effective on the gender biased practices, still existing in social 

institutions and community gender relations.
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APPENDICES

Appendix one: Map of Rwanda with areas of study highlighted

= Area of research
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Appendix two: Request for Informed Consent

Researcher identity:

Researcher: Josephine MUKABERA

Lecturer at Protestant Institute of Arts and Social sciences 

Supervisor of the Research: Professor Hahn Jeong-Sook

Phone number: +250783428317

Email: josepha1200@yahoo.fr

Title of the Research Project: Women’s Status and Gender Relations in 

Post-Genocide Rwanda: Focusing on the Local and Everyday Life Level

Purpose and Use of the Research: Valuing the necessity of a clear 

connection between gender equality efforts and a change that is meant to occur 

on the ground, this study intends to appraise changes in community gender 

relations going together with the greater women’s representation in the Rwanda 

parliament and governance. Therefore, this study aims at providing information 

about the needs and priorities in relation to making a balance between high 

number of women in parliament and governance, and change of potential cultural 

traditions which in some cases may hinder or interfere in the success of gender 

equality practices.

Voluntary participation: please tick in box as appropriate to confirm your 

choice:
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1. I have read and understood the information about the project, as 

provided above
□

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the 

project and my participation.
□

3. I voluntarily agree to participate in the project. □

4. I understand I can withdraw at any time without giving reasons 

and that I will not be penalised for withdrawing nor will I be 

questioned on why I have withdrawn.

□

5. The procedures regarding confidentiality have been clearly 

explained (e.g. use of names, anonymization of data, etc.) to me.
□

6. The use of the data in research, publications, sharing and 

archiving has been explained to me.
□

7. Select only one of the following:

I would like my name used and understand what I have said or 

written as part of this study will be used in reports, publications 

and other research outputs so that anything I have contributed to 

this project can be recognized. 

I do not want my name used in this project. 

□

□

8 I, along with the Researcher, agree to sign and date this informed 

consent form. 
□

Participant: 

__________________ ____________ ________

   Name of Participant    Signature   Date

Researcher:

__________________ ____________ ________

   Name of Participant    Signature   Date
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Appendix three: Guide for Interview and Focus Group 
Discussion

I. Identification of respondents

 1. Place of residence/or Service

a. Cellule:

b. Sector:

c. District:

d. Service:

2. Ages:

3. Sex:

a. Male

b. Female 

4. Marital status

a. Single

b. Married

c. Divorced

d. Separated

e. Widow (er)

5. Level of education:

a. Illiteracy

b. Primary level

c. Secondary level

d. University Level

e. Others………………..
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II. Research Questionnaire

1. Questionnaire for District staff

Survey: Statistics on the gender distribution of administrative responsibilities 

(cells, sectors, district)

Interview with the gender representative and executive secretaries of cells 

1.1. What are the factors that facilitate women leaders to effectively achieve 

their responsibilities?

1.2. What are the factors which interfere with the women’s leadership?

1.3. What are the needed strategies that may facilitate women leaders to 

enjoy freely their political right?

Observation in community meetings led by women leaders: 

1.4. How men and women cooperate with and support women leaders in 

community meeting?

1.5. How females and male relate each other in focus group discussion?

2. Focus group discussion with community members (men and women; 

boys and girls)

2.1. What are the strengths and weaknesses of men leaders?

2.2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of women leaders? 

2.3. Who are best leaders? Men or women? Why?

2.4. What factors that facilitate women leaders to effectively achieve their 

responsibilities?

2.5. What factors which interfere with women’s leadership in your 

community?

2.6. What are the needed strategies that may facilitate women leaders to 

enjoy freely their political right?
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2.7. Do you find logical that men and women should share domestic 

responsibilities? 

2.8. What are the needed strategies that could promote equal gender 

opportunities in community decision-making?

3. Interview with married couples

3.1. What is your current allocation of responsibilities between spouses?

3.2. Who is responsible of the family decision-making in relation to 

expenditure and family projects?

3.3. What are the norms or values in favor of gender equality in your 

family?

3.4. What development services that reduces the household work?

4. Interview with RWAMREC (Men’s Association) staff

4.1. What are the strategies do you use to promote equality in gender 

relations at the family level?

4.2. What are your achievements in relation to promoting equal gender 

relations at the family level?

4.3. What are the needed strategies that could transform family gender 

relations in egalitarian relations?

5. Questionnaire for Church leaders

Survey: Statistics on the gender distribution of administrative responsibilities 

in the church

Interview with Church Authorities 

5.1. What are the programs that empower women in your development 

programs?



APPENDICES

- 257 -

5.2. What factors that can prevent women to participate in the leadership of 

your church?

5.3. What could be done to promote the more participation of women in the 

leadership of your church?

5.4. Comparing men and women leaders, who are best leaders according to 

you? 
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Appendix four: Associations members of Pro-Femmes Twese 
Hamwe

Some of the associations members of PFTH are the following: AFCF: 

Rwandan Association of Women Heads of Families; AFER: Rwandan 

Association of Women Entrepreneurs; AGR: Association of Guides of Rwanda; 

AMARIZA Theater Group; AMIZERO AHO UMWAGA UTALI: Where There 

is Non Dissention; ARBEF: Rwandan Association for Family Welfare; ARDS 

ARFEM: Rwandan Association of Women of Media; ARTEC-F: Rwandan 

Association of Christian Workers Women Group; ARTC RUHUKA: Rwandan 

Association of Trauma counselors; ASOFERWA: Association of Rwandese 

Women Solidarity; AVEGA-AGAHOZO: Association of Widows of Genocide; 

BENIMPUHWE: With Generous Hearts; BENISHYAKA CARITAS UMUHOZA: 

The Consoler CLUB MAMANS SPORTIVES: Mother’s Sports Club CCOIB: 

Consultation Council of Supporting Organizations on Basic Initiatives; 

COR-UNAM DUKANGUKE: Association of Economic Empowerment of a 

Woman; DUTERIMBERE FAWE FOUNDATION TUMURERE: Decided to 

Educate a Child; GIRANEZA: Promotion of the culture of helping others and 

solidarity; GIRIBAMBE: May You Be Compassionate HAGURUKA: Association 

of Defense of a Woman and Child’s Rights ICYUZUZO: Association for the 

Protection and Promotion of Widows and Orphans ISANGANO-OPEC JOCF: 

Christian Workers Youth-Women Section; RWANDA WOMEN NETWORK 

RWANDA RWIZA R.W.H.O. RESEAUDES FEMMES OEUVRANT POUR LE 

DEVELOPMENT RURAL: Women’s Network for Rural Development; 

SERUKA: Association for the Promotion of Women Like Sunrise; SOLIDAIRES 

BENURUGWIRO: Those who have Solidarity; S.O.S. RAMIRA: Save Our 

Souls, Rescue the Valuable S.W.A.A.; IHUMURE: Society of Women Against 

AIDS in Africa; UMUSHUMBA MWIZA: The Good Shepherd; URUMURI 

RW'URUKUNDO: Light of Love URUSARO (Gruber Foundation, 2011). 
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Appendix five: Recommendations

The outcomes of the study reflect that promoting and sustaining equal gender 

relations at the local level of Rwanda requires intertwining efforts of law 

makers, policy makers, development practitioners, and of the community 

members.

1. Recommendations to the government lawmakers and policymakers

Given different obstacles identified by the study hampering women’s 

participation in leadership of Rwanda (Table 14), the low level of women’s 

integration in leadership for religious institutions, as well as the decision making 

only reserved to men for some families, more research and regularly monitoring 

and evaluation of progress related to gender equality practices could help 

improve gender relations in Rwanda. This requires a close collaboration between 

ministries and the Rwandan civil society organizations. For example, the 

Ministry of gender and family promotion or the Transparence International 

Rwanda in charge of fighting against corruption could make a research on 

corruption based on sex pointed out by 91% of respondents as a main barrier to 

women leaders in achieving their responsibilities (Table No 14). In the same 

perspective, the Ministry of gender and family promotion may collaborate with 

the Ministry of education and higher learning institutions which could encourage 

professors and students to orient their research on the identified obstacles to 

women leaders (Table No 14) for suggesting appropriate measures that could 

promote and protect a supportive environment to their participation in leadership. 

In the context of monitoring and evaluation, many respondents emphasized on 

the lack of follow up and technical support from women’s units of the top level 

to local level which render women’s council ineffective at the local level. Thus, 

the association of Rwandan women parliamentarians, and all women in top 
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leadership of Rwanda, could maintain regular contact with women leaders at 

local level for building their capabilities, exploring their realities and advocate 

for their support from donors and development practitioners. At the cell level, 

women’s councils are often called for spousal conflicts and it is hard for them 

to get such time once they are poor and have to work for their survival. In this 

line, advocacy and collaboration with bank managers promoted by the Ministry 

of gender and family promotion may provide economic opportunities that 

empower women leaders who are constrained by family low income to achieve 

their leadership responsibilities through providing them with services of loans. 

According to many women leaders, once a man realizes that a woman initiates 

an income generating project, he doesn’t oppose her going to achieve community 

responsibilities. When there are many problems linked with low income, women 

are discouraged from going for community responsibilities. Similarly, a 

collaboration of the ministry of gender with other Civil society organizations can 

promote the creation of development projects that facilitate women leaders in 

their domestic responsibilities and those related to women’s specific interests 

need to be encouraged (childcare centers for example).In the same line, practical 

difficulties related to material, facilities in transportation for women leaders 

going to field work far from their offices. and other incentives for women 

council working voluntarily in the whole country could be negotiated i.e medical 

insurances, educational opportunities for their children, etc..

As I noticed that the lack of awareness related to women’s lived oppressive 

experience hinder change of the patriarchal value system still influencing gender 

relations, a periodical newspaper which can be established by the Gender 

Monitoring Office may inform about progress, achievements, obstacles and 

perspectives linked with gender equality programs in Rwanda. Therefore, this can 

not only keep women informed about their realities, but also could orient on 

priorities for improving gender relations in practice. 

Moreover, focusing on obstacles experienced by women leaders at the family 
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level, there is a need to reflect on the necessity of enacting laws and to 

conceive policies that balance women’s family and leadership responsibilities; 

policies that promote the awareness of men about the shared responsibility to 

raise children; and laws that sustain women’s rights to contribute to the family 

decisions. In the same line laws or rule considering women’s specific interests, 

especially once they give birth, or while placing them in governance 

responsibilities are needed. Respondents emphasized on lengthening the period of 

maternity leave, currently six weeks, which they criticized that it goes against 

the child right of being breast-fed during 1000 days once a working mother is 

placed far from her home without appropriate infrastructure that helps her to 

bring her baby to work. It also violates the right of mothers relating to having 

good health once they go back to their work before a full healthy recovery. In 

addition, placing women far from their homes creates conflicts in families and 

influence their low achievements in their leadership as stated by many of our 

respondents. This becomes obvious when their managers do not consider that the 

leadership responsibilities require many hours, and the household responsibilities 

are still women’s responsibilities in the current Rwandan society. For this end, 

collaboration between the Ministry of gender and family promotion, the 

association of women Parliamentarians, the Ministry of local governance, the 

Ministry of labor, and Women’s organizations could be helpful. Opening up a 

dialogue on structural questions related to the gender division of work in 

Rwanda and equal opportunities in attaining influential leadership positions could 

be one way to enter that process.

To prevent family conflicts and health problems of women leaders caused by 

overwhelming responsibilities or security issues linked with their intervention 

later in the night, a good cooperation between the Ministry of gender and family 

promotion, the Ministry of local governance and the National Police could help.

Considering that illiteracy prevents women to express their views 

on decisions to be made at the community and family levels, policies 
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that strengthen formal and informal women’s and girls’education need 

to be strengthened

In addition, considering that gender quotas practices were criticized by 

respondents of not providing women with skills to defend their specific interests 

and to change the gender biased practices, a collaboration between ministries and 

women parliamentarians could review the practice of positive discrimination in 

relation with women’s abilities and skills for achieving an effective outcome of 

women’s leadership and to eradicate the prejudice that women are suitable for 

some leadership positions and not for others. 

Focusing on the problems of limiting women to social affairs in the district 

leadership, mainly linked with the gender biased stereotypes which perceive 

some roles as suitable for women, and others suitable for men, one possible 

strategy to resolve it is that the Ministry of local governance could consider the 

“at least 30% of women” for all key administrative posts in districts without 

selection. Practically, this policy needs also to be respected for the posts of 

Mayor, district executive secretary, and that of Vice- Mayor of economic affairs. 

In this context, the selection of women in line with the at least 30%, can be 

participatory and involving women’s organizations with an emphasis on women’ 

skills and knowledge than on sex. Therefore, women selected on the basis of 

their skills and knowledge could achieve remarkable outcomes in their leadership 

responsibilities, which consequently may persuade men to change their negative 

perceptions toward women’s abilities for leadership. Once women are skilled and 

well-educated, they may make wise decisions, and this can reduce the 

non-consideration of women’s decision by high level leadership. 

As we noticed that many religious institutions are aware of the necessity of 

women’s rights to participate in leadership but do not fully consider it in 

practice, it can be useful to promote a genuine dialogue with them, and 

encourage them to reform some religious norms and values that violate women’s 

rights, preventing them from contributing to the development process. Women in 
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top leadership of the country could initiate such discussion in their respective 

religious institutions to stimulate change.

Considering findings which reflect a poor understanding of gender equality 

concept, as well as the men and community reluctance to women’s leadership, 

strengthening men’s and community mobilization on the respect of human and 

women’s rights in the speeches of government top leaders is a necessity. This 

could support the sensitization and mobilization done by local leaders. In 

addition to clarifying more the concept of gender equality, the Ministry of 

gender can give more explanation on the necessity of the current positive 

discrimination and its time-span, because many respondents reflected that its lack 

of clarity develops conflict of ideas that could evolve into social conflicts, if 

appropriate measures are not taken in time.

In the same context, the Ministry of labor in collaboration with institutional 

managers may monitor that professional norms and values linked with respect of 

human rights, avoiding corruption and nepotism, and integrity in behavior are 

respected. The application of punishment laws for those who violate those norms 

may improve the current situation in many districts of Rwanda.

2. Recommendations to the government leaders of district, sectors, and 

cells 

Given the nessity to increase knowledge and motivation to support gender 

equality practices suggested by respondents in this study, government leaders 

working at the community levels need to closely collaborate with other 

development actors that work with them for the promotion of community 

participation. For example, parents’ evening program is accompanied with 

notable achievements in line with spouses’ peaceful cohabitation and community 

cohesion, but women councils noticed that in some situations, they are not 

supported by local leaders and sometimes local leaders ignore their decisions and 

this destroys their image and power in front of the community. In addition, in 
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the community meetings, women responsible for women’s councils living there, 

and who are aware of their problems, are not taken into consideration or not 

given opportunities by local leaders to contribute to the discussion and resolution 

of community conflicts. Local leaders of sectors and cells may recognize the 

presence of women’s council units, and promote a positive collaboration with 

them. 

Considering the role played by a lack of shared domestic responsibilities in 

preventing women to enjoy their political right, local leaders should also feel 

more responsible for sensitizing and mobilizing the community and families in 

relation to promoting equal opportunities and respect of others in family 

decisions and responsibilities. A focus on promoting a peaceful dialogue between 

spouses, information related to family laws, human rights and women’s rights 

may reduce men’s violation of and resistance to women’s rights. In the same 

context, Rwandan leaders may promote discussion on the Rwandan culture, and 

encourage people to identify and take actions against oppressive practices. Best 

practices experienced at the community level which promote gender equal 

relations such us Parents’ Evening Forum and Men Engage approach need to be 

supported.

3. Recommendations to the Rwandan Civil Society Organizations and 

other development practitioners

As have seen that women are still partially integrated in social institutions, 

and sometimes are limited to certain roles, development practitioners are 

recommended to promote a Human Rights Approach and become the model for 

the community in eradicating the patriarchal ideologies which hinder progress in 

line with equal gender relations. This requires to focus more on changing 

mentalities of both men and women, youth and married couples, children and 

parents for overcoming negative gender biased ideologies which interfere with 

women’s involvement in the leadership at the grassroots of Rwanda. 
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Given the observation of many respondents that women leaders are hampered 

by a low self-esteem and skills in their leadership responsibilities, development 

practitioners and the government may encourage the support groups for women 

leaders and their participation in political parties. This participation could 

strengthen their leadership skills and help them overcome their low -esteem and 

fear, consequently gaining power to guide the community towards the respect of 

gender equality values. In the perspective, development practitioners and other 

CSOs may train and teach women about their rights, and the right to claim 

them once they are violated. In order to eradicate gender stereotypes ideologies, 

programs focusing on building positive masculinity and masculinity that 

recognize women’s rights may be encouraged. 

In order to promote a human right based approach and gender equality 

practices, religions institutions may reflect on how to contextualize the Bible 

interpretation and to consider gender sensitive rules in their practices. 

4. Recommendations to Rwandan women and girls

Given the obstacles to women leaders mainly linked with a patriarchal value 

system still prevailing in social institutions of Rwanda, Rwandan women in 

association may highlight the necessity of understanding their history no starting 

from the genocide crisis but from their before genocide experience of normal 

life. This will help them to see that solution of their oppression is not only 

being involved in governance but more on developing consciousness on their 

current live experiences and its causes, therefore develop a self-determination to 

eradicate patriarchal values and practices still embedded in social institutions.

As most of women’s achievements were mostly led by the government, 

Rwandan women need to establish their own bottom up channel (organizations) 

that advocates for women’s specific problems and initiate programs that resolve 

women’s practical problems. For example, Rwandan women in associations may 

create services responding to their specifics interests such as child cares centers, 
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centers for women’s counselling, group counselling for women leaders, 

counselling of violated women, train girls and women in gender activism 

matters, etc. This will in one way be a solution to their specific needs but also 

reality of their experience.

Considering that a lack of knowledge and awareness of women’s issues may 

hinder the success of women’s movement, women’s councils which regularly are 

in contact with women at the local level, together with other social organizations 

proponents of equality values may give priority to educating women on their 

rights and responsibilities to be agent of their own liberation and development. 

In order, to play an active role in promoting a feminist movement in 

Rwanda, Rwandan women may create a research center to analyze and assess 

gender biased practices against them in order to find reliable facts to pressure 

for change. Writing about their stories and express their opposition against 

gender biased practices that oppress them could be a starting point. 

Women believers of less gender sensitive institutions could make efforts to 

claim for their rights to contribute to the leadership of their institutions in order 

to defend their needs and interests. 

Finally, networking with worldwide women’s groups could facilitate to learn 

from their experiences.

5. Recommendations to Rwandan Men and boys

Considering that many obstacles to women’s leadership mentioned by 

research respondents (table 14) are related to men’s reluctance, Rwandan men 

and boys may be develop their flexibility and become open-minded to support 

the new values of gender equality.

Rwandan men may consider that women have different perceptions and 

perspectives, which may help them to defend well their own interests and needs 

than men. Thus, men may recognize that involving women in leadership 
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constitutes a way of promoting a true, inclusive and sustainable development of 

all society members.

As we live in a changing world which is accompanied by a change of 

lifestyle that needs that both men and women should share domestic 

responsibilities for the wellbeing of the family, Rwandan men may feel more 

concerned domestic responsibilities and consider their wives in family decisions.

6. Recommendations to Rwandan community members

As we notice that many men and women still find illogical gender equality 

practices i.e. involving women in leadership and decisions, sharing domestic 

responsibilities, etc; community members need to make efforts to collaborate 

with the government leaders and development practitioners, becoming open to 

development values that promote equality in gender relations.
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논문초록

르완다 제노사이드 이후 여성의 지위와 젠더관계:

지역사회와 일상생활을 중심으로

Josephine MUKABERA

서울대학교 협동과 여성학 전공

서울대 대학원

1994년 르완다 투치족이 학살당한 제노사이드가 발생했을 당시 집단강간과 같은 

여성들에 대한 극악한 만행이 저질러졌다. 이에 르완다 정부는 성(性)에 기반한 불

평등과 가난을 극복하기 위해서 개발정책 안에 양성평등의 개념을 도입하였다. 

오늘날 르완다는 여성이 국회의석 64%를 차지하여 세계에서 가장 높은 여성국회

의원 비율을 자랑한다. 

사람들은 르완다의 정치계에서 경이로울 정도로 높은 여성 참여 비율을 보면서 

그로 인해 르완다의 양성관계와 성차별적인 사회규범과 관행이 얼마나 변화했는지 

궁금해 한다.

르완다 관련 문헌들은 여성의 정치참여가 증가함에 따라 어떤 영향을 미치게 되

었는가에 대한 관점이 상호 엇갈리고 있다. 본 연구는 높은 여성참정율을 보이는 

르완다 국회와 중앙정부, 그리고 5개 지역(province)에서 각각 하나씩 5개 군

(district)을 선정하여 여성의 지위와 양성간 관계의 변화를 측정하고자 한다. 

그러므로, 이 연구의 주된 질문은 ‘르완다 국회와 중앙정부 내 높은 여성 참여율

이 지역사회에서는 양성 관계에 대해 어떤 변화가 일어났는가’ 하는 것이다. 부차
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적인 질문들은 아래와 같다. 

지방자치단체, 종교단체, 가족 내에서 여성의 역할과 책임은 무엇인가?

지역주민들은 여성들이 의사결정권자가 되기에 적합하다고 여기는가? 

여성들이 리더십을 발휘하는 과정에 겪는 장애물에는 어떤 것들이 있는가?

르완다 지역사회에서는 여성들이 리더십을 발휘하기에 보다 좋은 환경을 조성하

기 위해서는 어떤 전략이 필요한가? 

설문조사, 일대일 면담, 포커스 그룹, 여성이 주관한 회의를 직접 관찰, 신문, 문

헌조사 등을 통하여 사회 기층의 양성 관계의 변화에 대한 증거들을 수집하였다. 

5개 군(district), 면(sector), 동(cell)의 행정직에서 여성의 비율은 각각 60.5%, 

42.7%, 40%에 이르고 있다(119쪽, 표8). 

마지막으로 종교단체 내에서도 여성은 만족하리만큼 리더십의 자리를 차지하는 

비율이 높다. 높은 곳은 감리교단으로 67.44% 반면 낮은 곳은 이슬람이다(150쪽, 

표 23). 

정량분석을 통해서 지방자치단체와 종교단체의 경우 군(district) 간에 상호가 전

혀 차이가 없는 것으로 나타났다. 그러나, 르완다 정부의 ‘여성은 모든 의사결정직

의 최소한 30% 이상’이라는 목표를 초과달성하고 있음에도 불구하고 정성분석을 

통해서 여성들은 군(district)에서 사회복지 분야(60%)에 종사하며 경제분야(0%)에

서는 전혀 진출하지 못하고 있다. 이는 여성을 남성에 비해 주요 리더십 지위에 오

르기에는 자질이 부족하다는 성에 대한 고정관념에 기인하는 것이다. 

성적 불균형을 피하기 위해서는 행정 직위의 최소 30%를 여성에게 할당되어야 

한다. 

종교단체에서는 성경이나 코란의 해석에 의거하여 여성은 비교적 리더십 중 낮은 

지위에 있고 주교, 이사, 목사(개신교), 사제(카톨릭), Imam(이슬람) 등의 주요한 지

위에 오르는 일은 매우 제한적이다. 종교단체들은 신도들의 발전과 평등을 고양시

키기 위해 그들의 가르침을 상황에 맞게 고칠 필요가 있다. 

가족 관계에서는 70%의 가정에서 부부는 가사노동을 분담하고 있다고 응답했으

며(143쪽, 표19) 또한 가정의 발전과 기능을 위한 효과적인 의사소통을 하고 있다

고 한다(142쪽, 표18). 설문에 응한 기혼부부의 45%는 여성이 가족의 주요의사결
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정에 참여하고 있다고 응답했다(145쪽, 표20). 

마을에서는 ‘Men Engage’ 와 ‘Evening Forum’ 을 통하여 여성의 지도자적 역할

이 실제로 많이 수행되고 있다.

또한 본 연구를 통해 드러나 여성이 지도적 직위에서 활동하기에 제약사항으로서

는 가정 내 문제와 직장과 가사의 이중부담(92%). 여성의 취약한 심신의 상태

(76.36%), 여성으로서 스스로 약한 자기존중(72.73%), 지도자의 지위라는 남성의 

것이라는 사회통념(70.91%), 실제적인 시설의 부족(60%), 상관의 지원부족

(52.72%), 남편의 지원부족(54.54%)을 꼽았다(131쪽, 표14). 

근본적으로, 르완다에서 제노사이드 이후의 상황이 민주화 압력과 함께 여성운동

의 과정에 심대한 영향을 끼쳤다. 여성 할당제에 의해 정부와 국회에 참여하고 있

는 많은 여성들은 르완다 여성에 대한 억압과 그 원인에 대해서 깊이 이해하지 못

하고 있다. 

그러므로, 그들은 마을에서 양성 관계에서 사회의 기관들에 깊이 침착한 가부장

적 제도에 대해 질문을 던지고 변화시키기 위한 기술을 개발하지 못했다. 결과적으

로 여성의 권익과 필요를 대변하기 위해 효과적으로 대변하지 못하고 있는 것이다. 

게다가 르완다의 현 여성단체들은 성적 차별의 관행과 연구와 저술 활동에 있어서

의 여성의 현실에 대해서도 전혀 이렇다 할 영향력을 갖고 있지 못하다. 르완다 여

성들은 자신들의 역할을 성불평등의 관행을 제거하고 현상을 타개하기 위한 의지와 

자조성을 개발하는 것으로 볼 수 있다. 

입법권자, 정책결정자, 개발실무자, 여성지도자, 사회구성원들이 합심하여 여성지

도자들이 겪는 현실적인 어려움에 적절히 대응할 수 있도록 함께 노력해야 한다. 

특별히 가사노동과 책임을 남성과 균형 있게 나누며 여성들의 구체적인 필요와 

관심에 더욱 주위를 기울일 필요가 있다. 

개발실무자와 지역사회 지도자들은 인권에 기반한 접근을 할 수 있으며 여성의 

자신감을 심어주며 남성들의 성에 대한 편견과 행동을 바꾸는 프로그램을 시작할 

수 있다. 

국회와 상위 공무직에 있는 여성들은 사회 기층에 일하는 여성지도자와 단체들과

의 긴밀한 연대에 노력해야 한다. 
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제도적으로 여성차별을 방지하기 위한 입법화도 중요하기는 하지만 그것만으로 

충분하지 않다. 

매일 일상에 있어서 여성의 지위를 향상시키기 위한 다각도의 노력이 필요하다. 

종교지도자들은 여성의 권리와 평등의 가치에 입각한 상황에 맞는 가르침을 전달

할 수 있다. 

여성의 억압적인 경험을 반영하는 스스로의 자조정신을 개발하고 여성의 구제척

인 필요와 이익을 구현하는 프로그램을 만들어내는 것이 필수적인 일이다. 

‘Men Engage’ 접근법과 ‘Evening Forum’은 긍정적인 남성상과 여성상을 진작시

키기 위한 좋은 프로그램이며 양성평등을 위한 좋은 사례로 다른 나라에도 소개할 

만하다. 

주요어: 性(gender), 양성관계(gender relations), 성평등(gender equality), 사회제도

(social institutions), 여성 정치 참여(women’s political participation) 
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