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Abstract  

 

Nine years after the genocide in Rwanda, women won 48 per cent of the seats in the 

parliament. In the next election of 2008 they became the most gender equal parliament in the 

world. But does this mean that women have received an extensive influence in decision-

making in the Rwandan society? The aim with this study is to develop a deeper understanding 

of what role women have in decision-making at local political assemblies and in households. 

A field study with an ethnographical approach including interviews and observations in 

Rwanda was conducted in November-December 2011. Interviews with female and male 

farmers and urbanites were performed in order to understand their roles and responsibilities in 

their home. This thesis also contains a brief analysis of Rwandan women’s role in the pre-

genocide society. Through a Neo-institutional approach, this thesis outlines what has 

contributed to women’s role today. Neo-institutionalism looks at societal changes with a 

holistic view and from three different aspects: the normative, cultural-cognitive and the 

regulative aspect. These three components of the theory are vital ingredients for a societal 

change to occur. My findings show that women participate in decision-making, not only on 

the central level, but also in local political assemblies. It also indicates that women of today 

partake in decision-making at the household level, earlier left to men alone. Women have also 

since 1999 gained equal rights by several legal regulations. My analysis shows that women’s 

influence in decision-making on central, local and on household level is a collateral 

consequence of the genocide.  

 

 

 

Keywords: Rwanda, genocide, gender equality, parliament, political participation, gender 
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1. 0  Introduction 

1.  1 Research Problem  

According to feministic political theory, the man stands as a norm in the political sphere, as 

well as in the political theory that is used to interpret this reality (Höjer et al, 2007). One of 

the more remarkable changes since the mid-1990s in many African countries is the rise of 

female political leaders. But many authors suggest that women’s representation is limited to 

the national level and that local political assemblies still lack women (Tripp et al, 2009) 

 In 2003, just nine years after the genocide, women in Rwanda won 48 per cent of the 

seats in the parliament and female representation continued to increase in the next election of 

2008 where they seized 56 per cent of the seats. This has placed Rwanda as the country with 

highest female representation in the world (Kayumba, 2010, p.1, Powley, 2006, p.2). But 

what we do not know is if there is equally high representation also in local political 

assemblies. Neither do we know if women and men participate equally in decision-making on 

the household level. It is therefore unclear to what extent the role of women in a broad 

definition of decision-making has changed, and to what factors to attribute the changes.  

1.  2 Relevance  

During the late 20
th

 century the issue of gender equality was brought up on the global agenda. 

The decade from 1976 to1985 was declared by the UN as the “Decade for Women”, and the 

integration of women into development was initiated. This in turn triggered the formation of 

thousands of women’s organizations and networks across the world. The trend did not stop in 

the 1985; it rather accelerated during the following decade with the Vienna World Conference 

that proclaimed women’s rights as human rights. Women’s empowerment and health were 

placed at the center of sustainable development programs by the Cairo International 

Conference on Population and Development. The World Bank has announced gender equality 

as topic of World Development Report in 2012. Despite the attention great disparities still 

persist.. The topics of gender, political participation and democracy are within the scope of 

Peace and Development studies and are highly relevant to a contemporary discussion in the 

work for increased equal rights.  
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1. 3 Aim 

It is widely known that women became visible in the Rwandan national parliament in 2003 

and that they today are holding a majority of the seats there. But does this mean that women 

have received an extensive influence on decision-making in the Rwandan society? The 

purpose of this thesis is to develop a deeper understanding of what role women have in 

decision-making at lower levels such as local political assemblies and in households. In short, 

is the high female participation in the parliament also visible in decision-making (according to 

the definition further down) in local political assemblies and in households?  Furthermore the 

purpose is also to understand what have contributed to women’s role today in decision-

making at all these three levels.  

1. 4  Research questions 

Based on the purpose, the research question is: 

 

 According to Burns and Schlozman’s definition of political participation, what role do 

women have vis-à-vis men, in decision-making at central, local and household level?  

Since the answer of this research question will be descriptive and not analytical I will 

continue on by analyzing my findings through Neo-institutional theory and answer the 

question:  

 What have contributed to women’s role in decision-making today?  

1.  5  Definitions 

For the research to be clear and easily comprehensible I will clarify my definitions and their 

origin. First, I will use Burns and Schlozman’s definition of political participation, which 

suggests that politics is not just an ongoing activity between members of parties and 

parliamentarians; it also involves all decision makings in municipalities and around the 

kitchen table. Burns and Scholzman divide political participation into three categories; 

political participation, voluntary activity and activity. This broad definition covers 

participation in the “traditional” participation in the public sector, private relationship 

between family members or fellow workers where power is exercised, non-paid activities, and 

activities that show how much knowledge and concern men and women have (Burns et al, 
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2001).  

Since I apply Richard Scott’s Neo-institutional theory to parts of the thesis, I will also use his 

definition of institutions from “Institutions and Organization” (2001): “institutions are 

multifaceted, durable social structures made up of symbolic elements, social activities and 

material resources” (Scott, 2001, p.48) According to Scott, institutions are also relatively 

resistant to change and tend to be transmitted across generations in order to be maintained or 

reproduced (ibid). 

 Furthermore I will use UNESCO’s definition of sex, gender, gender equality and 

gender equity. Sex refers to biological differences between men and women, which is 

universal and determined at birth. Gender on the other hand refers to the roles and 

responsibilities of men and women that are created in our societies, families and in our 

cultures. Gender also refers to the expectations held about women and men and their attitudes 

and behavior (femininity and masculinity). Gender roles and expectations vary within and 

between cultures. Social differentiation such as political status, class, ethnicity etc. modify 

gender roles. These roles are not biologically predetermined nor fix, hence can they change 

over time. The concept of gender is crucial since when it is applied to social analysis it reveals 

how women’s subordination or men’s domination is socially constructed (UNESCO, 2003).  

 The concept of gender equity refers to the process of treating men and women. Gender 

equity, which is a numerical concept, should not be mistaken for gender equality. Equity is 

the means while equality is the result. In my thesis I will focus on gender equality, which is 

the means that women and men have equal conditions and rights to benefit from economic, 

social, cultural and political development. Women and men’s differences and similarities 
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should be equally valued by the society and based on women and men being equal partners in 

the society, in the community and at home (UNESCO, 2003).  

1. 6  Point of departure 

The “Beijing Platform for Action” was adopted in 1995 and binds United Nations’ member 

countries to work for women’s participation in all spheres of life (Beijing Platform for Action, 

1995). UN calls on its member states to adopt this approach through inter alia quotas or 

reserved seats for women in the political arena (Dalerup, 2006). Therefore I take a point of 

departure that assembly seats and executive political posts, such as ministers, demonstrate 

political influence. 

 I also presuppose that 50 per cent +/- 10 per cent is gender equal. For example, in 

Sweden the amount of women represented in the parliament is 44 per cent and in Rwanda 56 

per cent.  Both these parliaments are seen as gender equal.  

1. 7  Delimitations and limitations 

During the civil war and genocide in Rwanda 1994 the previously issued identity cards were 

used to target Tutsi inhabitants and in the aftermath it was used to target Hutu for their 

identity. Today it is not allowed to divide people subsequent to ethnicity. Therefore this study 

will not take women’s and men’s “former” ethnic-group belonging into consideration. This in 

respect to the Rwandan population and the interviewees, and because it is irrelevant to the 

purpose of the study.  

 When does a society became gender equal? In Sweden the amount of women 

represented in the parliament is 44 per cent and in Rwanda 56 per cent. What can be 

questioned and discussed is why Rwanda acquires the highest place as gender equal 

parliament when Sweden has an equivalent gender distribution in the parliament only that 

Sweden has 6 percent more men while Rwanda has 6 per cent more women represented. The 

discussion of when a society, institution etc. become gender equal is an important discussion, 

but for another study. I have chosen to not concentrate on this question.  

 During my field study in Rwanda I ran into some practical and logistic limitations. 

Firstly, I had the possibility to join the Swedish organization “Vi Skogen”’s field trips. Vi 

Skogen has its main office in Kigali, but works in large parts of the Rwandan countryside. I 
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visited two districts outside Kigali City, where they arranged gatherings of women and men 

for me to interview. This opportunity gave me the possibility to conduct interviews with both 

women and men living in the countryside as well as in the city. This would probably not have 

been possible for me to do without the help from Vi Skogen, Since the organization focuses 

on agricultural questions and not on gender issues, the approached men and women were not 

well-aware of the questions I raised as they might had been if they were gather by an 

organization working with gender related questions. In one of the sectors I visited, the women 

and men were not even working with Vi Skogen, nut farmers approached to participate in a 

group interview by one of Vi Skogen’s field officers. In my view, the collaboration with Vi 

Skogen facilitated my field study practically, but did not influence its results.  

 I was not able to perform any individual interviews with the farmers, only group 

interviews. But the group interviews were performed separately with both women and men 

and helped me interview a total amount of 15 women and 12 men. All women and men had 

their say during the interviews and answered individually. I experienced the answers from the 

interviewees as spontaneous, honest and reliable. Employees from Vi Skogen were not 

present during the interviews and the farmers that participated did not receive any payment or 

other rewards from Vi Skogen or myself 

 Since many farmers did not speak much English and I do not speak French or 

Kinyarwanda, I worked with an interpreter. The interpreter was a student and did not belong 

to any organization or institution. The interpreter did not live in the area where the 

interviewees were conducted and did not have any relationship to the interviewees. .  

Therefore the interpreter can be seen as less biased than if she had work for an organization or 

institution. I chose a young girl as an interpreter to decrease the risk of women and men 

feeling threatened by the interpreter. To decrease the risk for information being lost in 

translation, several similar questions were asked in the same field. Working with an 

interpreter can also contribute to the interview becoming less personal and more informal. 

And by so, the interviewees can experience the situation less comfortable. Although working 

with an interpreter might limit a study, I experience the collaboration with the interpreter as 

positive and as a contribution to my study. I experience a positive attitude from the 

interviewees towards the interpreter. The conversations went well although a third part was 

involved.    
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 Another limitation during my field study was that I was not allowed or able to 

receive a research permit from the Rwandan government since my study was not performed 

on higher level than Bachelor. Therefore I was not able to gather all information I needed 

from institutions as local assemblies. Although, some institution (The Rwandan Women 

Parliamentary Forum and Gender Monitoring Office) was able to help me anyway and 

together with academic articles and previously conducted studies in Rwanda, I succeeded in 

gather most of the information and statistics in I intended to do. A greater collection of 

material from local assemblies would have resulted in an extended result about women’s 

positions in local political assemblies though. Therefore, the result is limited to a general 

information and not to specific districts as the intension was. The collected data together with 

secondary sources is still shows a general view of how women and men’s representation is 

divided in local level around the country.  
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2. 0 Methodology  

2. 1 Minor Field Study  

In order to be able to answer my research questions I performed a qualitative field study in 

Rwanda. The methodological framework in this thesis is built on triangulation, which is a 

method used to view the subject from different points of view or from multiple strategies. At 

least five types of triangulation are commonly referred to, and I have used “Methodological 

triangulation”, which involves “between-method” triangulation, and implies using different 

methods in relation to the same object of study (Mikkelsen, 2005). I carried out semi-

structured interviews and observations during my field study in Rwanda. I have also used 

secondary sources as quantitative data such as statistics on demographical changes etc. as a 

complement to my collected material. The methodology is generated through an 

ethnographical departure, which enables a description and interpreting the patterns and the 

function of and within a culture-sharing group (Creswell, 2007). The methods within 

ethnography I have used are observations and interviews. How the interviews and observation 

were conducted and how the interviewees were selected will be presented further on in this 

chapter.  

 

2. 2  Material 

The material for the thesis has been collected through interviews, observations and usage of 

secondary sources. Both semi-structured group interviews and individual interviews were 

performed during my field study in Rwanda. Group interviews provide access to a larger body 
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of knowledge (Mikkelsen, 2005, p. 172) and were useful in the search for general community 

information, while individual interviews with a number of different people on the same topic 

quickly revealed a pattern of attitudes and behavior but also showed a range of different 

opinions among men and women. Resource-rich and poor people represent different 

experiences as well as women and men tend to do. Therefore both women and men from 

different social groups were included in the interviews.  

2. 3  Group interviews  

In order to study women and men’s roles in the community as well as in the family, I used 

“Gender Analysis for Sustainable Livelihoods” (Pasteur, 2002) as an guide in the family 

interviews with men and women. This framework includes women and men’s access to 

education, health care, land, income etc. I also used Friedman’s “The Whole-Economy 

Model” in order to understand how women and men distribute their time in different sectors 

and I chose to focus on the following sectors: political community, domestic/communal work 

and formal/informal work. Using this model we can trace changes in the decisions of 

households as well as the time distribution of women and men (Friedman, 1992, pp. 48-49). 

These two frameworks created a guide for the way I formulated the questions.  

  I conducted semi-structured interviews in two different provinces; Kigali and the 

Northern Province. The two provinces were chosen according to availability. My group 

interviews with farmers were conducted during Vi Skogen’s field trips that I had the 

possibility to join. By the time I was performing my field study, the organization work 

frequently in these two provinces. I also wanted to include both the capital and areas outside 

the Kigali Province in my field study in order to extend the geographical area of study. In the 

Northern Province I performed group interviews with five women and five men in one district 

namely Rulindo. In Kigali Province I performed group interviews with ten women and seven 

men in one district, Gasabo but in two different sectors. I was not able to perform interviews 

in all sectors or administrative cells and therefore my result will not be possible to generalize 

to other provinces, districts or sectors in Rwanda. I also limited my study to 10-20 men and 

women in this two district, which does not represent all households, or women and men in 

Rwanda.  
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2. 4  Individual Interviews 

In addition to group interviews I also conducted individual interviews with women and men 

on household level. Individual interviews was also conducted with informants such as 

political professionals or experts in order to gain information about the subject and to 

understand the answers I  received and observations performed on household level. Eight 

individual interviews with women and men on household level in Kigali City were conducted 

in order to understand women and men’s responsibilities, tasks and time distribution in 

households with a higher income than average.  

 Interviews with three informants were also accomplished in order to gain 

understanding and information about female representation in the parliament as well as in 

local assemblies but also of the impacts of the new Land Reform and the new Organic Law.  

The three informants was the Executive Secretary of The Rwandan Women Parliamentary 

Forum (FFRP), Executive Secretary of Gender Monitoring office and the Logistic officer of 

Vi Skogen. The informants were chosen according to their experience, titles and sex. The 

Monitoring Office and FFRP have a clear monitoring view of female representation in 

Rwanda. The Logister officer at Vi Skogen was chosen due to her experience and daily work 

with farmers.  

 The Gender Monitoring office is an independent public institution with responsibility 

to monitor and supervise on a permanent basis compliance with gender indicators of the 

program for ensuring gender equality. They should also function as a reference point in 

matters relating to gender equality and discrimination. The institution shall also submit to 

various organs recommendations relating gender equality for national development. Every 

year the Gender Monitoring Office submits a program and an activity report to the Cabinet 

and copies to other State organs (Consitution of Republic of Rwanda, chap.9 art.185). Before 

the establishment of the Gender Monitoring Office, every organ had their own function of 

monitoring. But to rationalize the process and reduce the risk of corruption, the Gender 

Monitoring Office was established as the only monitoring organ. 

 The Rwandan Women Parliamentary Forum was established in 1996 and is a 

consultative mechanism for facilitating gender integration in the parliament. The mission of 

the forum is to contribute actively to the realization of the mission of the Parliament while 

supervising the integration of gender at all levels. The forum has today 48 member and has 
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been credited for successfully advocating for greater participation of women and for 

advocating for the constitutional regulation that was established in 2003 and granted women 

at least 30 per cent of all seats in all decision-making organs at all levels (UNDP, 2012 A)  

 Vi Skogen is a Swedish NGO that works with education of small-holder farmers to 

improve cultivation techniques in East Africa. In Rwanda they are present in large parts of the 

country and work with thousands of farmers (Vi Skogen, 2012).    

 

2. 5  Selection of interviewees 

I conducted my interviews in two different provinces; Kigali and the Northern Province. I was 

not able to conduct interviews in all sectors or cells. Since I had the opportunity to join Vi 

Skogen on their field trips outside Kigali to meet farmers I chose to do group interviews, with 

women and men separately. Women and men were selected according to availability among 

the farmers, with which the field officer at Vi Skogen had contact, and according to the 

farmer’s willingness to participate. Besides selecting according to availability, they selection 

was also concentrated to women and men in the age of 30 years or older who lived together 

with a partner. I wanted the interviewees be able to account for possible differences among 

the distribution of roles and responsibilities today and before, and therefore the importance of 

their age. The importance of selecting women and men living together with a partner is due to 

the fact that I am interested in the distribution of tasks between the man and the woman.  

 I wanted to understand if it the distribution of tasks and responsibilities was the same 

in the capital among households with higher educated and wealthier women and men, and 

therefore I performed individual interviews with educated women and men who had a 

cleaning lady, gardener and a chef, a common standard for those who are wealthier in 

Rwanda. These persons were also selected according to same requirement as the farmers; the 

age 30+ and living together with a partner. 

 We already know how high the female representation is on central level but for an 

over picture of decision-making and female representation in Rwanda I interviewed a women 

in the parliament. This was also in order to understand what responsibilities women are 

assigned and how women in politics on central level experience their influence. Therefore I 

chose to interview a woman at the Gender Monitoring Office. It is the central organ for 



Cathérine Söderberg 

 

Rwandan women’s role in decision-making on central, local and household level 11 

 

monitoring all governmental and political organs to achieve a gender equal representation and 

for the laws to be followed. I also chose to interview a woman at FFRP to receive the overall 

picture of decision-making and female representation. To learn more about the new Land 

Organic Law I interview one woman at Vi Skogen working with this issue.   

2. 6  Observations  

Observations is valuable in order to understand how life is like for an “insider” by observing 

as an “outsider”. There are two kinds of observations: participatory observations and 

observations (Mack et al, 2005, p. 10). The method also allows insight into contexts, 

relationships and behavior, which can provide information that is unknown to the researcher, 

but that can be crucial for the interpretation of the answerers received by the interviewees 

(Mikkelsen, 2005, p. 88). It also allows verbal- and physical behavior to be interpreted in the 

research (Mack et al, 2005, 21). During my field study observations became vital as a 

complement during my visits to the countryside and during the group interviews with farmers 

since women and men’s answers to the same questions differed. Verbal- and physical 

behavior became interesting during the interviews in order to evaluate the answers. Was the 

asked questions in need for further explanations or attendant question? Were the interviewees 

comfortable in answering the question? Participatory observations were not applicable since I 

was not allowed to enter any political meetings on local level or central level without 

permission. The result of the observations performed during my field study is presented in the 

chapter of findings.   

 

2. 7  The usage of secondary sources 

The phenomenon of Rwanda having the highest female parliament representation in the world 

has been highly debated and questioned, and many scientific articles have been written about 

the subject. But since the high female representation on both local and central level has 

emerged the last decade and new laws protecting women have been established during the last 

five to ten years I found a limited amount of articles being up-dated to women’s role on 

household level. Many are written before the new protection of women and the high female 

representation emerging in local assemblies. Therefore the articles cited in this thesis do not 

touch upon women’s role on household level in contemporary Rwanda. Having that said, up-
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dated articles concerning women’s political situation in Rwanda is available in a wider 

variety. I found Dr. Kayumba’s publication to be most concerning women’s political situation 

in Rwanda. For up-to date statistics I have used public governmental documents from the 

Gender Monitoring Office, the from FFRP as well as from the Ministry of Local Government, 

showing female and male representation on central and local level. I have also used statistics 

from the National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda showing school enrollment, a 

demographical change etc. as a complement to the information I was given during interviews 

and from my informants. International organizations such as United Nations and World Bank 

also use these statistics. But I have had no possibility to assess the accuracy of the statistics 

myself.  

 I have used material written by Rwandans as well as material from the international 

community and where possible I have compared independent sources against one another. In 

general I have tried not to rely too heavily on a single secondary source. The selection of the 

material has been chosen in a critical manner. 
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3. 0  Theory     

 

Rwanda’s high female representation in the parliament indicates that a societal change has 

occurred the last decade and resulted in women’s role today.  Scholars of the Neo-institutional 

theory look at how a societal change occurs and is therefore a suitable theoretical framework 

for my thesis. The theory is applicable to understand and explain what has contributed to 

women having the role they have in decision-making in the parliament, in local assemblies 

and on household level. I have chosen Neo-institutional theory due to its holistic view of a 

society since it does not only focus on solely one aspect when understanding a societal 

change, but three: the norms and the culture of a society and the establishment and impact of 

regulative initiatives.  

3. 1  Neo-institutional theory  

Scholars of Neo-institutional theory try to gain a better understanding on how changes occur 

in a society. The theory assumes that individuals act according to visible institutions that they 

are socialized into. Institutions operate in an “institutional environment” that is built by three 

pillars that form structure and provide stability and meaning of social life: the regulative, 

normative and cultural/cognitive. There is a difference between the abstract institution and the 

concrete organization but there is a close causal connection in the way they interact and are 

dependent on one another. The institution is partly dependent on organizations to exist and 

conserve the institutional manner, while the organizations are dependent on institution for 

their activities and legitimacy. Since human action is ruled by invisible institutions that people 

are socialized into, dramatic change in the surrounding institutions like laws, norms or 

cultural expression, are required for a change to occur in an organization as for example a 

university (Scott, 2008). The three pillars have been identified as vital ingredients of an 

institution but there is disagreement on the importance of the different pillars and which is the 

most important. In order to find what institutions might have contributed to a societal change 

in Rwanda and resulted in the high female representation/participation, all three pillars will be 

taken into account. 
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3. 1.1  The Regulative Pillar 

The regulative pillar puts focus on the regulatory process and capacity to establish laws and 

rules but also on monitoring conformity to them  and establish rewards or punishments in an 

attempt to influence future behavior. Since law and order are essential components in the 

regulative pillar, the role of the state is of interest when looking into this aspect of a case. The 

political structure is important since it provides the framework of regulations and plays a great 

role as rule make and enforcer (Scott, 2008, pp. 52-54).    

3. 1. 2  The Normative Pillar 

The normative pillar consists of normative rules that prescribe and evaluate behavior in social 

life. The focus is on how norms and values influence or make the foundation of an institution. 

The normative pillar includes both values and norms. Values are ideas of what is preferred or 

desirable in a society while norms specify how thing should be done. Norms also gives rise to 

roles and expectations of how specified individuals are supposed to behave and what social 

position they should seek. These roles can in different degree be formally constructed where 

particular positions are defined to carry specified rights and responsibilities as well as having 

a varying access to material resources. But roles can also emerge informally over time by 

different expectations, in order to guide behavior.The rules of behavior function as a powerful 

and highly rationalized myths that are supported by  the society and due to the strong societal 

acceptance of the norms they must be taken for granted as legitimate (Scott, 2008, pp.54-55).        

3. 1. 3  The Cultural-Cognitive Pillar 

The third pillar concentrates on the impact of an individual’s surrounding cultural 

environment. Individuals act according to their internal view of their environment, which 

arise through interaction with others and through education. According to the theory, symbols 

such as words, signs and gestures, shape the way we attribute meaning to objects and 

activities. This indicates that to understand people’s action and change it, we must separate 

what people know (knowledge through education), from their interpretation they make 

themselves based on their knowledge. Culture is also kept alive through interaction between 

people who change their values and thus keep them alive. But beliefs are held by some and 

not by others, which purport that people in the same society can perceive the situation 

differently. Beliefs are also frequently contested and particularly in times of social 

disorganization and social change (Scott, 2008, pp. 56-58).  
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4. 0  Analytical Framework 

 

Through Neo institutionalism’s three pillars I will analyze what has contributed to women’s 

role in decision-making in Rwanda today. The three pillars are correlated and dependent on 

each other. I will look at a variety of possible components within each pillar that has 

contributed to women’s role today. Through the normative aspect I will discuss the impact of 

the commonly called phenomenon “missing men” and how the norm of a woman was in the 

Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) who overthrew the current regime in 1994. The cultural-

cognitive perspective includes violent conflicts’ impact on gender roles and the divergent 

probability of modernist and patriarchal movement to incorporate women in positions of 

power. This pillar also includes the culture in RPF and in the Rwandan diaspora and how it 

has influenced the societal change that today’s high female representation in the parliament 

indicates. These components viewed from the three perspectives will contribute to an 

understanding of women’s role in decision-making at all levels according to the definition 

presented earlier in this chapter. Table below shows the structure of the analytical framework 

that will be used in the analysis later on in this thesis.   
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5. 0  Background 

 

This chapter will give a brief introduction to Rwanda and its history. I will start with a short 

introduction and continue with the history of Rwanda’s three ethnic groups before as well as 

during the colonial rule up to the civil war in 1990. Since this chapter includes the history of 

Rwanda during the colonial time, I will not have a separate chapter for this era. I will then 

continue with the Pre-Colonial history and end with Rwanda’s Post-Colonial history. 

5. 1  Rwanda 

Rwanda is a small country located in Eastern Africa with borders to The Democratic Republic 

of Congo, Uganda, Tanzania and Burundi. Although Rwanda is small to its surface area it is 

the most densely populated African country with its 10,5 million inhabitants (only mainland 

counted). It is also the least urbanized country in Africa with around 80 per cent of its citizens 

living in rural areas (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011) 

 Rwanda’s official language is Kinyarwanda, English and French. Recently the 

education language was changed to English from French , which results in newly educated 

people know English while older people have less knowledge in English and more in French 

(Nationalencyklopedin, 2010). In order to be able to interpret and understand the historical 

event’s impact of contemporarily Rwanda there is a need for a historical review.   

5. 2  Hutu, Tutsi and Twa 

Before the genocide in 1994 in which around one million Tutsi and moderate Hutus were 

killed, the country consisted of 84 per cent Hutus, 15 per cent Tutsi and 1 per cent Twa. 

Although ethnic registration it is after the genocide prohibited, the numbers are estimated to 

probably be the same today. The national census done in 2002 was the first not to register 

ethnic group belonging (Landguiden, 2012). But who are the Tutsi, Hutu and Twa? All three 

groups speak the same language, Kinyarwanda, and practice the same religion as well as 

culture (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011). According to Christopher Kayumba, a Rwandan 

doctoral student in the same subject, it exist different theories of what differ the three ethnic 

groups that can be related to political power and movements (Kayumba, 2010, p.160). But the 

general view is that Twa is the original population while Hutu descend from the Batu- people 
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that arrived in Rwanda and Burundi in the years around 700 and Tutsi from Ethiopia and 

immigrated to the region during the 15
th

 century and onward. There seems to have been more 

of a difference between the two groups’ social class rather than ethnicity, where the Tutsi has 

traditionally been herdsmen while the Hutu has been farmers (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 

2011). During centuries the two groups lived peacefully together and intermarriage merged 

the two groups. It was not until Colonial rule the Rwandan population was introduced to a 

diversification among the groups. It is necessary to have in mind that the German rule (1899-

1916) and the Belgian trusteeship (1916-1961) were shaped by racist ideologies prevailing in 

Europe at that time. In 1933 the Belgian colonial regime introduced identity cards to identify 

Rwandans by ethnic belongings, and was one example of how the “Hamitic theory” was used 

to divide people according to racially superior and inferior. These identity cards maintained 

until 1994 and were a great contribution to planning and execution of the Tutsi genocide in 

1994  (Ewald, Nilsson et al, 2004, p.103) 

 The post-genocide government enacted a new constitution that not only prohibits 

discrimination on the basis of ethnicity or other classifications but also radically redefines 

citizenship away from an abstract of citizen to a man and women (Kayumba, 2010, p.210). In 

general Tutsis were seen as an alien minority, racially and intellectually “superior” to Hutu. 

The colonial rule did later on favored the Tutsi population and the colonial government made 

a hierarchy of Rwandans with Tutsi as the most favorable and then Hutu and and at last Twa. 

And of course, on the top were the colonizing race. During the colonial rule, Tutsis where 

given preferential treatment as citizenship rights, access to school among other and was 

recruited as chiefs through whom the colonial government administered the colony. The 

Hutus and Twas were excluded from this kind of privileges and were instead forced to work 

on colonial projects (Kayumba, 2010, p.156).   

 In the late 1950s the Tutsi demanded immediate independence while Hutus, which was 

seen as the less-intelligent, demanded democratization before independence. Suddenly the 

colonial government switched favor from Tutsi to Hutu and when Rwanda was declared 

independent in 1961, Hutu came to rule the country and hundreds of Tutsi both elite and 

peasant were forced into exile and were not allowed to return (Kayumba, 2010, p.157). 

Monarchy was abolished in a referendum in 1961 at the same time as the parliament election 

were held in the presence of declaration of independence. The Hutu liberation party won the 

election and their leader Grégoire Kayibanda became the first president of Rwanda in 1962 

(Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011). Tutsis who remained in Rwanda were excluded from 
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political participation and a marginalization started and continued to the 1990s and ended 

with the genocide in 1994 (Kayumba, 2010, p.157). 

5. 3  Pre-Colonial history  

What today is Rwanda was build up by years of migration of people over the African 

continent. The native people of the area are assuming to be the Batwa pygmies that were 

mostly hunters and collectors (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011). Later on came the Bantu 

people who are defined as Bahutu and thereafter the Batutsi (Ba means people, for example 

means Batusi “the people of Tutsi”. Later on shorten to only, Tutsi, Hutu and Twa). Tutsi is 

generally understood as a name for cattle owner and also the ruling class , which accords with 

the occupation of the Tutsi people (Nationalencyklopedin, 2010).  

 During pre-colonial times Rwanda was a centralized Kingdom ruled by kings of the 

Tutsi people. The kingdom was ruled by the king through three categories of chiefs: cattle 

chiefs, land chiefs and military chiefs , which all were predominantly, but not exclusively 

Tutsi. Although the relationship between the King and the people was unequal, the relations 

between the main groups of the population remained good (Government of the Republic of 

Rwanda, 2009). The kingdom that was during the 15
th

 century build up, controlled during the 

19
th

 century the main parts of Rwanda (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011) 

 The Rwandan colonial period commenced in 1989 when the European great power 

divided Africa at the Berlin conference in 1884-1885 and Rwanda became a colony under 

Germany (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011, Nationalencyklepedin, 2010). Germany ruled the 

country indirectly through the Tutsi Kingdom , which might have contributed to the 

antagonism between the groups (Baines, 2005, p. 222).  

 

5. 4  Post-Colonial history  

Grégoire Kayibanda was the first president of post-colonial Rwanda and ruled the country 

through a continuation of the system upheld by Belgian colonial rule , which resulted in a 

continued ethnic polarization and refugee flow to neighboring countries (Government of the 

Republic of Rwanda,2009). In 1972 President Kaybanda was replaced by Major Juvénal 

Habyarimana as a result of a coup and the period of 1970-1980 was relatively calm and 

Rwanda experienced some socio-economic development but due to a decline in the price of 

coffee and tea, the economic situation changed in the end of the 1980s (Govier, 2006, p. 261). 
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 During the same period the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) was founded in Uganda by 

Rwandan refugees who were not allowed to return (a policy implemented by the 

Habyarimana government), with a mission to liberate Rwanda from President Habyarimana 

(Burnet, 2008, p. 364). The RPF and dispossessed Tutsi tried for centuries to take back their 

lost influence but the Hutu power were determined to not let go of their power and the 

attempts resulted in no greater success. It was not until 1990 the RPF succeeded in invading 

Rwanda and a civil war followed between the RPF and force of the Government. With help 

from Belgian, French and Congolese forces the RPF was hindered outside Kigali but the civil 

war continued and due to domestic political pressure President Habyarimana was in 1991 

forced to establish a multi-party system. By the same time, the planning of a final solution of 

Tutsis was ongoing among extreme Hutu extremists and with help of the ID-cards, 

clarification of the Tutsi population started (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011). A peace 

protocol was signed by the both parties in Arusha, Tanzania in 1993 , which stated the 

establishment of a transition government where RPF was to be included, fusion of the two 

armies and deployment of the UN Assistence Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) 

demilitarization of Kigali (Destexhe, 1995, p. 81). But President Habyarimana continued to 

delay the establishment of the coalition government that was supposed to include RPF and the 

planning of the final solution was escalated and Hutu extremists called for murder on those 

who wanted to implement the agreement. Death-rolls were put together, axes and machetes 

were distributed and young men were recruited for militias as Interhamwe and the 

Presidential Guard were upgraded. The Hutu extremists controlled mass media and 

propaganda were spread where Tutsis were called cockroach and Hutus were urged to help 

with the final solution of Tutsis (Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2011).   

 The President of Rwanda continued to delay the collation government and riots broke 

out in Kigali. At a regional summit on the 6
th

 of April President Habyarimana promised to 

follow through the agreement. But on their way back, the airplane with the Rwandan 

President and Burundis’ President were shot down over Kigali and everyone on the airplane 

died. Until today it has not been cleared of who was responsible for the action but theories 

and speculations have resulted in investigations but with no known response. This was the 

starting shot of the following 100 days long genocide where at least 800 000 Tutsis and 

moderate Hutus were slaughtered. The genocide ended when RPF succeeded in taking 

military control over the main parts of Rwanda and drove the Hutu-extremist movement, 
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militias and army into exile to neighboring countries as Congo.  Along with them came nearly 

two millions of civilians (Burnet, 2008, 364).   

6. 0  Women in Rwanda 

 

To be able to describe and understand Rwandan women’s contemporary role,  

it is necessary to first explain their historical role. Therefore this part of the thesis includes a 

brief history of women’s position during the pre-colonial-, colonial- and post-colonial era as 

well as women’s role during the civil war, the genocide and in its aftermath.  

6. 1  Women’s position in the pre-colonial and colonial 

Rwandan society  

Very little has been written about gender relations and the role of women during the pre-

colonial and colonial time in Rwanda. According to Christopher Kayumba, those who have 

included women in their research have a tendency to romanticize women’s role and their 

influence. Authors for example claim that the revolt against colonist in the beginning of 20
th

 

century that was led by a woman (a former wife to King Mwami) indicates that women had 

power and political influence during the pre-colonial period. Such authors also claim that 

male-centered authors often ignore these examples and the role of women in pre-colonial 

Rwanda (Kayumba, 2010,pp.152-153).  

 Kayumba agrees that Queen Mother was important in the Rwandan kingdom and played 

a vital political role as the key manager of the royal household and of all court intrigue. Queen 

Mother’s role became even more pronounced after the coup d’état of Rucunchu in the end of 

19
th

 century when the queen became the most powerful person in Rwanda. But since the 

position of Queen Mother was always held by a Tutsi woman from only two different clans, 

the influence cannot be generalized among all women in Rwanda. Hence, women experienced 

marginality and exclusion at multiple intersections of their multiple identities. Other than 

Queen Mother’s crucial role in pre-colonial Rwanda, Kayumba argues that women can be 

said to have been marginalized in the political system in the pre-colonial period. As I 

mentioned in the history-chapter, the king during this time was assisted by three chiefs, one 

for the army, one for the cattle and one for the land. None of these chiefs were women and 
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none of the king’s advisors and kingmakers was ever a woman. Rwanda’s kingdom was never 

ruled by a queen, only by kings (Kayumba, 2010,pp.153-154).   

 Later on when the first political electoral were organized as a result of the 1952 

Constitution, there are no indications whether women were nominated or elected to the new 

established councils or not (Kayumba, 2010,pp.154). But Gérard Prunier writes that during 

this time the Tutsi elite was working under rule of the monarchy and Belgian rule and 

therefore the members that were elected were nominated by Tutsi (male) chiefs and sub-

chiefs. This resulted in that the elected members belonged to the not only the Tutsi elite, but 

the “high-caste Tutsi” and no known women were selected to these councils.  In fact, women 

were not selected for parliamentary office or as Members of the Parliament until 1965 

(Prunier, 1997, p. 43, Powley, 2003). Women’s weak presence in politics in pre-colonial 

Rwanda continued through the colonial period as well as after and it was not until after the 

genocide 1994 the high presence of women in politics became visible and the turning point 

was after the parliamentary election in 2003 (Kayumba, 2010,pp.154-155).  

 The Rwandan culture of a strong patrimony is also historically visible in households. 

Women were not only oppressed in the public sphere but also within the family with a role to 

obey the rules of the husband who was the head of the household. Regardless of ethnicity, 

women were relegated to the private sphere and experienced few spaces in the public territory 

(Baines, 2008, p 222). Customary laws that were built upon religion, morality and popular 

beliefs among other forms of social control, has historically been forming the Rwandan 

society and the role of women (Fukamusenge, no year).   

 

6. 2  Women’s role during the 1994-genocide and after 

6. 2. 1  Women as victims 

As in all violent conflicts, women during the genocide in Rwanda were attacked not merely 

by the fact that they belonged to the targeted group but also because they were women. 

Women were affected differently by the war and genocide than men, but Tutsi women were 

also portrayed by the extremist Hutu propaganda before the genocide as temptresses to be 

avoided. One of the most circulated propaganda before the genocide was the “Hutu ten 

commandments” where the first three commandments were the following: 
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 Each Hutu man must know that the Tutsi woman, no matter whom, works in solidarity 

with her Tutsi ethnicity. In consequence, every Hutu man is a traitor:  

 who marries a Tutsi women 

 who makes a Tutsi women his concubine 

  who makes a Tutsi women his secretary or protégé 

 Every Hutu man must know that our Hutu girls are more dignified and more 

conscientious in their roles as women, wife and mother. Aren’t they pretty good 

secretaries and more honest! 

 Hutu women, be vigilant bring your husband, brothers, and sons to reason! 

(Hamilton, 2003,p. 3) This document worked as a doctrine that was read aloud at public 

meetings. Hutus were exhorted to take up the “Hutu ideology” as well as to exclude Tutsi 

from all public life including business, politics, education and the military. All Tutsis was 

portrayed as “a common enemy” These commandments were translated into a program of 

systematic rape of Tutsi women and girls during the genocide. Many were abducted and kept 

as sexual slaves for weeks. Others were raped and impregnated by the vey men, often 

neighbors or other familiar men, who had just slaughtered their entire families in front of 

them. Systematic rape was used as a tool of genocide against Tutsi women, against their 

family, their community and their honor. Many times the rape had its intended effect: women 

were too humiliated and degraded by the acts that they commit suicide (Hamilton, 2003,p. 4). 

The exact number of women and girls subjected to rape and mutilation is not known, but it is 

estimated to be around 250 000 to 500 000. But the acts did not stop there, many women were 

raped in the Hutu refugee camps in Tanzania and Congo and returnees from 1996-1997 share 

many of the same problems and traumas as survived Tutsi women (Hamilton, 2003,p. 5). 

 Sexual violence was not the only way in which women were affected by the war and 

genocide. Rose Rwabuhihi, a Rwandan woman working with the UN, means that even those 

women who were not exposed to these kinds of acts, had to deal with the consequences of 

HIV/AIDS, loss of shelter, loss of family support and life became extremely hard. She points 

out that it has been easier for men to re-construct their lives as they can for example re-marry. 

But women who had been victims of rape and/or sexually mutilation, are no longer desirable 

in marriage (Hamilton, 2004,p 6).  

 One of Rwanda’s most pressing social problems after 1994 was the increased number of 

single-headed (almost always by a woman) households. In 2000, six years after the genocide, 
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34 per cent of all households were women-headed, which was an increase of 50 per cent 

from1991.The vast majority of these households are headed by widows who often find 

themselves along trying to provide not only for their families but for multiple war orphans as 

well. The high amount of female-headed households are still current and studies shows the 

same percentage as in year 2000 (Hamilton, 2004, p.6). A World Bank study on poverty in 

Rwanda indicates that female headed households are more likely to be poor than male-headed 

households (World Bank, 1998).  

6. 2. 2  Women as perpetrators  

African Rights published a book in 1995 called Not so Innocent: When Women Become 

Killers, documenting the participation of women in Rwanda’s genocide. The book claims that 

women were not only victims of the genocide but  through moral support, public exhortations 

to finish the genocide , turning over Tutsi in-hiding to the militias, and actively participated in 

the mass murder. Many times women were forced to participate under death threats, but some 

also participate willingly. In 1997 there were 5500 women held in prison, which is around 5 

per cent of the total amount of prisoners, which shows that convicted female perpetrators are 

still a minority compared to the 95 percentage of men (African Rights, 1995). Another study 

shows that in 2002 only about 3000 out of more than 100 000 suspects of genocide held in 

different prisons in Rwanda were women, that is about 3 per cent. Since far from all who 

participated have been held responsible, it is hard to determine how many women that 

participated, but the numbers can still be interpreted as a sign of more male perpetrator than 

female.  

  Estimations of the number of participated in the genocide differ, but the Gacaca (the 

traditional justice system instituted to handle the problem of overcrowding jails and courts) 

estimated that the number of participants was 818 000 individuals while others believes it to 

be between 40-66 per cent of all male Hutu cultivators or farmers, about 60-80 per cent of all 

Hutus in high professions (such as lawyers, judges etc) and nearly 100 per cent of all civil 

servants. And out of total 90 government ministers, military officers, local government and 

business leaders indicted by the ICTR, only one is female (Kayumba, 2010, pp.101-102). But 

at the same time, many of these occupations were not held by women.  

 Equally important, as to recognize that not all women are innocent, is the recognition to 

the fact that not all Hutu are guilty to the genocide. Many Hutu women and men performed 

heroic efforts to save lives and to oppose the genocide.  
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 The fact that women participated in the massacre and the civil war can be seen as an 

indicator of that when women are given room to enter areas that are generally entered by men, 

they are more than able to perform in the same manner as men. This phenomenon is also 

visible in the aftermath when women entered many fields that was usually seen as male and 

performed tasks that was usually done by men.  

6. 2. 3  Women’s role in the aftermath 

The war and genocide in 1994 resulted in huge demographic changes and shortly after the 

genocide, the Rwandan government estimated that 70 per cent of Rwanda’s population was 

female. The reason for this was that more men had been killed, were in prison and still 

fighting in the jungles of Congo to overthrow the new government (Women Commission, 

1997, p. 6). The genocide was a turning point in Rwanda both historically, socio-economic, 

and socio-political. Many compared the Rwandan genocide with the Holocaust against Jews,  

but the Rwandan situation was different in that the new leadership had to find a way to govern 

a population, which only recently have subjected each other to genocide. Besides that, they 

did also have to form a society that would now be consisted by a population dominated by 

women. This phenomenon is commonly called “missing men” (Kayumba, 2010, p. 99). 

Previously studies as well as mine, shows that women were forced to take up roles that were 

traditionally done by men, such as building houses, milking cows, heading households and 

enter the political sphere (Powley, 2007, p.3) Today, women in Rwanda make up more than 

50 per cent of the population and contribute significantly to the productive capacity of the 

nation. Only 35 per cent of all households are headed by adults who are responsible for 

raising the next generation but also to produce the majority of the countries agricultural 

output. Rwandan women play a crucial role not only in physical reconstruction but also in the 

vital tasks of social healing, reconciliation and governance on all levels (Powley, 2007, p. 3). 

 Other than building houses, taking care of cultivation and households, women also 

gathered to create new NGO’s thereby continuing the work of already existing organizations 

to fill the vacuum and provide much-needed services to the traumatized population. Among 

other things, women gathered on a multi-ethnic basis to reconstitute the umbrella organization 

Pro-Femmes , which had been established in 1992 and coordinated activities for 13 women’s 

organization before the genocide. Today Pro-Femmes consists of 52 member organizations 

and is seen as one of the most vibrant civil society organizations and has succeeded in taking 

an effective public advocacy role (Powley, 2003,p.157). 
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 Women’s role in conflicts and in the reconstruction has been discussed in conflict 

research literature. It has been noted that expansion of women’s role in the public sphere 

become greater during the conflict but is often followed by a decrease in women’s 

opportunities and a retraction of female space in the public sphere in the stage of 

reconstruction in the post-conflict society (Hamilton, 2004, p.1). The Rwandan case does not 

fit into this typical pattern, which I will elaborate on further in my results.  Women’s new 

roles after 1994 are still current and women’s opportunities or space in the public sphere has 

not been reconstructed. In fact, my study shows that Rwandan women have not ever before 

experienced as much political influence as they do today. Also traditional gender roles in 

households have transformed since before 1994 and women experience more influence and 

enhanced civil rights today than ever before. This will be further elaborated in the result part 

of this thesis.  

6. 3  The Rwandan Patriotic Front and the role of women 

The Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) was created in 1987 by Tutsi refugee diaspora in Uganda, 

but exiles in Tanzania, Burundi, today’s Democratic Republic of Congo and from inside the 

country soon joined the, by then, Tutsi guerilla. The Tutsi diaspora consisted of refugees that 

fled from ethnic purges in the beginning of 1959 and lived in refugee camps in neighboring 

countries. They were refused a right to return by the Hutu government. RPF established its 

headquarters in Uganda since many members of the guerilla had fought in the five-year war 

that brought the new government (NRM/A) to power in 1986 and thus gained military 

education and combat experience. The new president Milton Obote was sympathetic to the 

RPF and since many soldiers in the RPF had fought together with soldiers in the new 

Ugandan army, it facilitated RPF’s invasion into Rwanda in 1990. Uganda offered a 

geographical strategic position as a neighboring country in the north.(Kayumba, 2010, Ewald, 

Nilsson et alm 2004, pp. 109-114). RPF was not only known for their military education but 

also for their high civilian educational level among the soldiers and officers. It is said that 

RPF is still today counted as the militia with the highest educated men and women with the 

greatest military training and experience that has ever existed. The high educational level can 

be seen as one of the explanations for their gender equal politics.  

 On the 1
st
 of October 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Army (RPD) that was the armed 

wing of the RPF, invaded Rwanda with the mission to overthrow the current Habyarimana 

regime. But with help from French and Congolese troops, the Habyarimana regime succeeded 
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in forcing the RPA to retreat. In July 1994 the RPF succeeded in overthrowing the 

government and Rwanda has since then been governed by a coalition government with RPF 

as the main influence. In 2000 the RPF leader Paul Kagame was elected as the President of 

Rwanda and re-elected in 2010. The next presidential election will be held in 2017 in which 

President Kagame will not allowed to enter due to restrictions to the number of presidential 

terms (Burnet,2008, Kayumba, 2010).  

 It is stated that RPF has been the main incentive for the inclusion of women in politics 

after 1994. RPF argues that women are as important as men in politics and that 50 per cent of 

the population cannot be left out. I will come back to this later in this chapter but will start 

with why this is argued.  

 It is argued that the reason why RPF has been the main incentive for inclusion of 

women in politics is due to that women play a great role during the war but also in the 

subsequent political and financial mobilization that helped RPF to succeed. Women were 

already included and therefore continued to be when taking power. When the war broke out in 

1990, most male RPF members that were responsible for managing political cells in charge of 

mobilization and fundraising left and joined the combat. Those tasks were then left to women 

who are said to have performed their tasks with distinction. It is estimated that the financial 

and political mobilization of RPF was carried out by 70-80 per cent women, which shows that 

RPF’s leaders had confidence in women. Many women have also been officially recognized 

as heroes in  post-war Rwanda, including the first female prime minister in Rwanda, Agathe 

Uwilingiyima, who was among the first leaders to be killed in the very first days of the 

genocide. But, in the aftermath female military officers are more infrequent. This can be a 

negative sign of gender equality, but at the same it is argued that the military is not the only 

way of participating.Some claim that women’s direct participation in the war that brought the 

RPF to power has given women the opportunity to enter politics in the aftermath. While the 

RPF/A had few female combatants, Rwanda’s governmental military force had no known 

female combatants.  This indicates that unlike the RPF, the Habyarimana regime held a 

strongly traditional view of the roles of women and men (Kayumba, 2010, pp.108-110). 

 So why were women included in the first place? Longman, among others, argues that 

RPF’s origins in Uganda have deeply influenced its policies. President Paul Kagame and 

other senior RPF officials had earlier been officers in Museveni’s National Resistance 

Movements (NRM) in Uganda, whose policies are said to have influenced the organization 
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and tactics of the RPF even during the post-genocide period (Burnet, 2008, pp. 366-367). 

Elisabeth Powley describes the RPF’s inclusion of women in their program for post-genocide 

recovery and reconstruction as based on a numbers of factors. One of those factors is, as 

Longman also states, their origin in Ugandan politics, which used and still uses a quota 

system to guarantee women’s participation in the parliament. RPF’s men and women were 

familiar with this system as they were with the contribution and successes of women in the 

South African party African National Congress (ANC) (Powley, 2006, p.5).  

 According to Powley women’s involvement in the war provided them with a platform to 

advocate for women’s inclusion during the transitional phase as well as to consolidate their 

role in the aftermath and in the new constitution. The first Minister of Women’s Affairs in the 

aftermath was held by Aloisea Inyumba, who had been the Commision of Finance for the 

RPF before the war and is by many seen as the “founding mother” of gender issues in 

Rwanda after 1994 (Powley, 2006, p.5). Powley quotes in her report the highest-ranking 

women in the Rwandan army, Lieutenant Colonel Rose Kabuye, when she explains the 

involvement of women 

“It started in Uganda, with the beginning of the [RPF’s] struggle[…]men did not start alone. 

Because women were part of what was going on, the men started cooperating[…]It spread 

like that[…]women took [on] very big responsibilities. After the struggle, men realized 

women are hardworking, they can do anything” (Powley, 2006, p.5). 

But there is also another factor to why women were included in RPF. Many who participated 

in RPF grew up in exile and knew the experience of discrimination of being excluded. 

Therefore one of RPF’s main policies was not to exclude a group in the society and contribute 

to a social divides. This did not only concern women, but also moderate Hutus willing to 

change sides and fight for RPF were welcomed (Powley, 2006, p.5).   

 RPF has since the genocide taken numerous steps to increase female participation on 

governance. When RPF prevailed, women were appointed to high profile positions in the new 

government such as ministers, secretaries of state, Supreme Court Justices and 

parliamentarians. They also created the first ministry dedicated to women and gender. It was 

reorganized in 1999 and renamed to the Ministry of Gender and Women in Development 

(MIGEPROF) and still exists today (Burnet, 2008, p.367). During the transitional period, 

before quotas were established, women were appointed to nearly 50 per cent of the seats in 

parliament under RPF’s control. The other political parties in the coalition government lagged 
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behind in their addition of women, and therefore women never constituted more than 25,7 per 

cent of parliament after 1994 and until the new Constitution in 2003 (Powley, 2006, p.5).  
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7. 0  The Rwandan political system 

 

7. 1  The Parliament  

Rwanda is based on a multi-party political system with the President as the head of state and 

commander in chief of the armed forces. The President has the power not only to appoint 8 

out of 26 members of the Senate but also to dissolve the Parliament. The President is also 

mandated to form a cabinet by appointing individuals from all political parties in proportion 

to the seats each party holds in Parliament. Political parties gaining 5 per cent of the votes in 

the national election are guaranteed seats in Parliament, and are also entitled to seats on the 

cabinet in proportion to the seats it has in Parliament.  However, article 116 states that the 

party with the majority in the Parliament can nevertheless have more than 50 per cent of the 

positions in the cabinet.  Also, the President of the Republic and the speaker of the chamber 

of deputies are not allowed to come from the same political party. This in order to further 

power-sharing and limit the possible dominance of one party in the Parliament. Although the 

President is the head of the state and the winner-takes-all rules is present, the cabinet is 

formed according to “consensual power-sharing” rules.  

The Constitution emphasizes power-sharing: 

“We, the people of Rwanda…resolve to build a state governed by the rule of law, based on 

pluralstic democracy, equitable power-sharing, tolerance and resolution of issues through 

dialog and consensus” 

(The Constitution of the Republic of Rwanda, 2003) 

To achieve power-sharing, the President of the Republic and the speaker of parliament are not 

allowed to come from the same political party. Elements of power-sharing are also built into 

the executive branch, since ministers in the cabinet are recruited proportionally from all 

parties in the parliament. The party with the majority in the Parliament can nevertheless have 

more than 50 per cent of the positions in the cabinet.    

The system combines two electoral rules; majoritarian for the election of the President and 

proportional representation in the lower house of Parliament. In addition, the elected president 

is head of the government. The Parliament has two chambers with equal stature: the Senate 
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and the lower house of Parliament. 53 out of its total 80 members in the lower house of 

Parliament are elected through universal suffrage and the rest are elected through electoral 

collages for interest groups, such as women, youth and disabled. In appointing senators the 

constitution provides two guiding principles: “take into account national unity and equal 

representation of both sexes”.  

7. 2  Local assemblies  

Since 2006 Rwanda consists of 5 Provinces: Southern, Northern, Western, Eastern and Kigali 

Province. The provinces are since 2006 further divided into 30 districts (before reducing, the 

number of districts was106). A district is then divided into sectors , which are divided into 

cells. In these cells, there are villages or imudugudu as it is called in Kinyarwanda. The size of 

an imudugudu differs from 15 houses to 100 depending on city or district (minaloc.gov.rw).  

  The province serves mainly as an advisor to the decentralized entities and coordinates 

development activities. But it also serves as a coordinating organ to ensure the efficiency and 

effectiveness of Central Government planning, execution and supervision of the decentralized 

services. The provincial organization is based on 5 pillars:  

- The governor of the province, who is the custodian of the authority of the State and 

the Government’s delegate in the Province.  

- The Provisional Coordination Committee (PCC) , which is composed by the 

Governor, the Permanent Secretary, The Chairpersons of Councils of District, the 

Coordinators of Departments in Province and the Heads of decentralized services at 

province. 

- The Provincial Permanent Secretary. 

- The Province organizational structure.  

All the 30 districts are ruled by a Mayor and have the same administrative structure as the 

sector and cell. The all three has a council and executive committee. The imudugudu is the 

smallest politico-administrative entity of the country and hence closest to the people. Leaders 

of the imudugudu are volunteers who are elected and serve their country through a direct and 

universal suffrage by all the village’s residents above the age of 18 (Ministry of local 

governments, 2012)  
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8. 0  Findings 

 

The aim of this thesis is to generate an understanding of women and men’s role in decision-

making at all levels of the Rwandan society, through the use of individual interviews, group 

interviews, observations and secondary sources. These findings will help me answer my first 

research questions as well as make an analysis possible in next chapter.  

  This chapter is divided into two main parts: a first formal part where I analyze the 

formal structure, including the laws and extended rights for women, and a second “reality 

part” where women’s representation and participation will be presented. The first part is 

solely based on secondary sources while the second part is based on secondary sources in 

combination with interviews and observations, thus all three units (interviews, observations 

and secondary sources) of the methodological triangulation is embedded in this findings-

chapter.    

The second part is in turn divided according to the “political participation-pyramid” presented 

in the part of definitions in the introduction chapter: parliament, local assemblies and 

household level. In the first part, I will present how high the female presentation is in the 

parliament and in the second how the representation is distributed in local assemblies. In the 

third part I will answer the question of what roles women and men have on household level as 

well as how decisions are taken.  

 I will end this chapter with a conclusion of my results in order to answer to my research 

question:  

 According to Burns and Schlozman’s definition of political participation, what role do 

women have vis-à-vis to men, in decision-making at all levels?  

 

8. 1  Formal Part 

8. 1. 1  Extended laws and rights 

The Rwandan Government’s commitment to promote and mainstream gender in its legislation 

is evident by the ratification of International instrument, extended rights in the Constitution of 

2003 and by newly established national laws. The most noteworthy will be presented further 
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down. Also worth mentioning is Rwanda’s increasing school enrollment that shows that the 

country is heading towards a more gender equal society concerning equal rights. The UN:s 

“MDG Monitor”, which is tracking the Millennium Development Goals, states in their report 

that Rwanda is on track to achieve several of the goals by 2015 and among them is goal 

number three: gender equality and empowerment of women. In primary education the gender 

gap reached its goal of zero in 2005 and the gap in literacy is today close to zero 

(mdgmonitor.org).  

8. 1. 1. 1 Gender Based Violence 

The physical integrity of women in Rwanda was earlier not sufficiently protected. Violence 

against women was common and not prohibited by the law. Nor did the Rwandan law prohibit 

rape. Today law number 59/2008 of prevention and punishment of gender based violence 

prohibits violence against women as well as rape and marital rape. Law number 27/2001 

protects children’s rights and protects them against violence. Gender based violence is 

defined as “any act that results in a bodily, psychological, sexual and economic harm to 

somebody just because they are female or male. Such as resuls in the deprivation of freedom 

and negative consequences. This violence may be exercised within or outside households” 

(Official Gazette of the Republic of Rwanda, 2008).  

8. 1. 1. 2  Family Code 

The Family Code contains laws and rights of women, men and children such as inheritance 

law, legal age of civil marriage, parental authority etc. The family code states among many 

things that women and men have the same right to petition for divorce and equal rights and 

responsibility in regard to any children (SIGI, 2012) . 

8. 1. 1. 3  Inheritance and Marital Property Law  

In 1999 the Inheritance and Marital Property Law was established to guarantee equal right for 

women and men and children to inherit property. According to the law, a surviving spouse 

married under the community of the property marriage regime inherits all property. If the 

spouse remarries they keep the half of the original inherited property with the other half 

shared equally among the deceased’s children. This law established for the first time women’s 

right to inherit land and gave women full legal rights to enter into contracts, seek paid 

employment and own property in their own names and open bank account without 

authorization from their husband or father.  It also gave equal rights to girls and boys 

(children) in matter of inheritance. Before the law was established it was common that 
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widows of the genocide cultivated a piece of land that they were not allowed to inherit from 

their deceased husband, and therefore anyone was able to take their land at any time. The law 

applies only to registered marriages and therefore excludes polygamous marriages (SIGI, 

2012) 

8. 1. 1. 4  Land Reform 

"The National Land policy” and the “Land Reform” that has been ongoing the last few years 

implies among other, things a registration of all land in Rwanda. Every household that possess 

a piece of land has been demanded to register it together with their partner. This has resulted 

in that women today have the same right to own land as men and due to the registration 

women also have the right to inherit the land in cause of death or divorce. Before this land 

reform women cultivated the greatest part of the land in Rwanda but only owned a very low 

percentage of all the land. The registration is not accepted without both partners’ presence 

(National Land Policy, 2004) 

8. 1. 1. 5  Constitution 

The Rwandan Government’s commitment to promote and mainstream gender in its legislation 

is evidenced by the Rwandan Constitution of 2003 where women and men’s equal rights are 

mentioned in a plurality of articles. The most well-known is article 9,where the Rwandan 

constitution establishes that women are granted to at least thirty per cent of posts in decision-

making organs. But there are also other articles ensuring equal rights. Article 10 ensures equal 

rights between Rwandans and between women and men without “prejudice to the principle of 

gender equality and complementarity in national development” (The Government of the 

Republic of Rwanda). Article 11 establishes that all Rwandans are born and remain free and 

equal in rights and duties and that discrimination due to sex among other things is prohibited 

and punishable by law. Article 26 grants that only civil monogamous marriages are 

recognized and that no person are to be forced to a marriage without his or her free consent. 

Both the man and the woman have equal rights and duties upon and during the subsistence of 

a marriage and at the time of divorce (the Government of the Republic of Rwanda).  

8. 1. 2  Rwanda Vision 2020 

“The Vision 2020 is a reflection of our aspiration and determination as Rwandans, to 

construct a united, democratic and inclusive Rwandan identity, after so many years of 

authoritarian and exclusivist dispensation. We aim, through this Vision, to transform our 

country into a middle -income nation in which Rwandans are healthier, educated and 
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generally more prosperous. The Rwanda we seek is one that is united and competitive both 

regionally and globally”  

Paul Kagame, President of Rwanda (Rwanda Vision 2020) 

Rwanda has made significant progress from the devastated nation that emerged from the 

genocide 1994, but it still remains a severely under-developed, agrarian based economy with 

a population of more than 10 million where 60 per cent are living under the poverty line 

(Rwanda vision 2020, p. 2). The Vision 2020 is a result of a national consultative process that 

took place in 1998-1999 where there was a broad consensus on the necessity for Rwandans to 

clearly define the future of their country, and the Vision with goals to achieve in year 2020 

was created (Rwanda Vision 2020, p.4).   

 One of the major aspirations of the Vision is to transform Rwanda’s economy to a 

middle income country with a per capita income of about 900 USD per year going from 220 

USD in 2000. Since the Rwandan population is expected to double to around 16 million by 

year 2020, this requires an annual economic growth rate of at least 7 per cent. For this to be 

achievable the goal is to transform the Rwandan society from a subsistence agriculture 

economy to a knowledge-based society with high levels of savings and private investment and 

thereby reduce the country’s dependence on external aid. But economic growth alone will not 

raise the standard of living of the population and therefore the Vision’s program is based upon 

the following 6 pillars:  

 Reconstruction of the nation and its social capital anchored on good governance, 

underpinned by a capable state; 

 Transformation of agriculture into a productive, high value, market oriented sector, 

with forward linkages to other sectors;  

 Development of an efficient private sector spearheaded by competitiveness and 

entrepreneurship;  

 Comprehensive human resources development, encompassing education, health, and 

ICT skills aimed at public sector, private sector and civil society. To be integrated 

with demographic, health and gender issues; 

  Infrastructural development, entailing improved transport links, energy and water 

supplies and ICT networks;  

 Promotion of regional economic integration and cooperation. 
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These pillars will at all-time be affected by a number of cross-cutting issues including gender 

equality, protection of the environment and sustainable natural resource management and 

science and technology. I will focus on what is written about gender equality.  

  According to the Vision, women make up to 53 per cent of the population and 

participate in subsistence agriculture more than men. They also usually feed and provide care 

for the children and ensure their fundamental education. In addition, until recently girls were 

the minority in secondary schools and women had little access to the opportunities available 

for men and were also poorly represented in decision-making positions. Therefore, in order to 

achieve gender equality and equity, Rwanda’s vision is to continuously update and adapt its 

laws on gender. The vision is to support education for all, fight against poverty, eradicate all 

forms of discrimination and practice a positive discrimination policy in favor of women. This 

will be accomplished by integrating gender as a cross-cutting issue in all development 

policies and strategies (Rwanda Vision 2020, p.18).  

As can be seen, extended laws and rights for women have been established and gender 

equality is present in their Vision 2020 which is the result of a translation of international 

development commitments such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) into a 

comprehensive national development plan. It is important to take into account that The Vision 

2020 is the Rwandan government’s description of the situation. Hence, it is supported by the 

international community and functions as guidance for UNDP’s development program in 

Rwanda (UNDP, 2008, B). And according to SIDA (Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency), a national study conducted in 2011 shows that Rwanda has succeeded 

in achieving its goal of poverty reduction and that their development is in line with their 

vision (.sida.se).  

 Women’s are then highly present in today’s legislation and in Rwanda’s most 

comprehensive strategic development plan. But why is this important? Mahmood Mamdani 

claims that if the law defines you as a member of a group, eg, ethnic group or as man/woman, 

not only will institutions recognize you as such, but you can also claim entitlements and rights 

as defined by the law (Mamdani, 2001, p. 19).  

 These laws that protects women and extend their rights, show that women during the 

past 15 years have gained a greater role in the society founded on the rule of Law and is today 

of same importance, at least theoretically, as men in Rwanda’s future development. But, the 
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laws or rights do not have their full effect if they are unknown or not complied. Therefore 

women and men’s awareness of their rights is of importance and an answer of this question 

will be presented in the following part.  

 

8.2 What does the reality look like? 

This part includes three sections: female representation in the parliament, female 

representation in local political assemblies and interviews with female and male farmers and 

urbanites. The first section is based on secondary sources and material and information 

received from one of my three informants; Nyiraneza Speciose, Executive Secretary of FFRP. 

Most of the material and information received from her is presented in the following part.  

  The second section is also based on secondary sources and material but also on 

information received from my second informant, Mrs. Acqueline, Excecutive Secretary of 

Gender Monitoring Office. The third part presents both individual and group interviews with 

farmers and urbanites on household level and observations. 

 

8. 2. 1  Female representation in the Rwandan parliament 

In this section women’s representation in the parliament will be presented, but I also attempt 

to outline what responsibilities that are given to women in the parliament as well as in local 

assemblies, in order to see if representation also implies responsibilities and participation.   

  In the first election in 1961, at the time of Rwanda’s independence from Belgium, 

women in Rwanda had for the first time the right to vote. 1965 the first female 

parliamentarian began to serve but women never held more than 18 per cent of the seats 

before the civil war in 1990. It was not until after the war, during the post-genocide period, 

that women received a greater influence in the parliament. From 1994 to 2003 women’s 

representation reached 26 per cent. During this transitional period, RPF appointed 50 per cent 

of its seats to women, but since other political parties lagged behind in their addition of 

women, the female representation never reached more than 26 per cent (Powley, 2006, p.4-5). 

In 2003 a new gender-sensitive constitution was adopted and women were granted 30 per cent 

of all seats in decision-making organs. The same year the first post-genocide parliamentary 

election was held and female representation increased in dramatic numbers.    
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Table: Trend of women in Parliament, The Republic of Rwanda (2011) 

As the table above shows, the number of women in the parliament has increased from 1994 

until the last parliamentary election in 2008. In 1994 there were only 9 per cent women and in 

the first parliamentary term 2003-2008 it increased to 48 per cent of women. What is 

remarkable is that not only was the new constitutional mandate of 30 per cent respected, but 

also that female candidates exceeded the minimum target in the election held just a few 

months after the new constitution was adopted (Powley, 2006, p.2). In other countries with 

the similar legislation, women have not reached more than the granted amount of seats. In 

Uganda for example, quotas for women have been in place for more than 20 years but women 

have never surpassed 30 per cent in the parliament (Tripp et al, 2009). In the current 

parliamentary term (2008-2013) women occupy 56 per cent of all seats.  

 We do know that 56 per cent of all seats in the parliament are held by women. But what 

responsibilities are assigned to them? Firstly, I will present all minister posts.  

Of all minister posts 36 per cent are held by women. The following key posts, among others, 

are held by women: 

 Minister of Agriculture & Animal Resources 

 Minister of Health 

 Minister of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation 

 Minister of Gender and Family Promotion in the Prime Minister’s Office 

 Minister of State in charge of Energy and Water 

 Minister of East African Community 
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 Minister of State in the Ministry of Local Government in Charge of Social Affairs. 

 Minister in the Office of the President. (Ministry of local governments, 2012).  

Tripp et al (2009) talks about a trend in African parliaments which implies that women are 

becoming visible also on cabinet level and are heading up key ministers and are no longer 

only relegated to ministries of gender, health, education etc. (Tripp et al, 2009, pp. 140-

141).This trend fits into the case of Rwanda. Rwandan women do not only hold posts that 

have been traditionally related only to education, health and community development. In 

Rwanda, the minister of for example foreign affairs and minister in charge of energy and 

water are women (Government of Rwanda). Furthermore, as we already know 56 per cent of 

all MP’s are (Members of Parliament) women. But how many women are represented at other 

decision-making positions? The table below shows how women are represented in the Senate, 

in district and city courts, public prosecutor etc. As it shows, women often represent more 

than the 30 per cent they are granted. Women are only under-represented in the Cell executive 

committees. The Kigali City executive committee is consisted by a female majority as well as 

the court clerks, where 66 per cent are women (Republic of Rwanda, 2011). 

 The table below shows women’s representation in the Parliamentary Committees and 

the size of the responsibilities assigned to them during the years of 1994-2011. As it shows, 

women have not only gained higher presence in the permanent organs, but have also gained 

greater responsibilities through the years. Women have gone from being Vice President in 

only one of the 12 committee in 1994-1997 to Secretary in one committee, Vice President in 

one and President in two committees in the years 2000-2003. And today, in the second term, 

women are present in 11 committees out of 12 and holds 7 Presidential posts, and 6 Vice 

Presidential posts. In some Committees both the President and Vice President are women ( 

Republic of Rwanda, 2011l). 
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P  President, V/P Vice President, S Secretary  

Table: the Republic of Rwanda (2011) 

According to my informant Nyiaraneza Speciose, women’s high political representation in the 

parliament also means high political influence. She also believes the female representation 

will grow in the next election in 2013 (Informant: Nyiraneza Speciose, Executive Secretary of 

FFRP). 

8. 2. 2  Female representation in local assemblies  

Women in Rwanda have not only gained substantial presence in the parliament, but also in 

local assemblies. Today women occupy 40 per cent of all positions in local administration, 26 

per cent in district executive councils and 40 per cent of the judges. Women can also be found 

in prominent positions and as heads of institutions.  The table below shows male and female 

representation in decision-making positions.  
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Position Women (%) Men (%) Total (%) 

Members of  

Parliament (MPs) 

 

56.25 

 

43.75 

 

100 

Senate 34.6 65.4 100 

Ministers 36 64 100 

Governors and the 

Mayor of Kigali 

 

40 

 

60 

 

100 

Court clerks 66 34 100 

District and city 

courts 

 

35 

 

65 

 

100 

Public prosecutor’s  

department 

 

43 

 

57 

 

100 

Provincial 

prosecutors  

 

42 

 

58 

 

100 

Judges at provincial 

level 

 

31 

 

69 

 

100 

Judges at district 

level 

 

36.6 

 

63.4 

 

100 

Kigali City 

executive committee 

 

66.7 

 

33.3 

 

100 

Kigali City advisory 

council 

 

48.4 

 

51.6 

 

100 

Kigali City advisory 

council bureaus 

 

33 

 

67 

 
100 

District executive 

committees 

 

36.7 

 

63.3 

 
100 

District advisory 

council bureaus 

 

38.9 

 

61.1 

 
100 

District advisory 

council 

 

45.9 

 

54.1 

 
100 

Sector advisory 

councils 

 

44.3 

 

55.7 

 
100 

Sector advisory 

councils bureaus 

 

35.3 

 

64.7 

 

100 
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Cell executive 

committees 

 

25.6 

 

74.4 

 

100 

 

Table: Women and men in political decision-making position (Kayumba, 2010, pp. 249.250) 

The table shows that women hold 40 per cent of the governor posts and the mayor posts of 

Kigali. Since I have performed my interviews in Kigali Province and the Northern Province, I 

have also chosen to look closer to how women are represented in local assemblies of these 

two provinces. In Kigali city, women are represented to 67 per cent of executive committee 

and 48 per cent of the Kigali City advisory council. In Gasabo district, one of three in Kigali 

Province, the Mayor is male, but the two Vice Mayor for economic affairs and social affairs 

are female. In the Northern Province, the governor is male as well as the Mayor of Rulindo 

district. The district also has one male Vice Mayor of economic affairs and one female Vice 

Mayor of Social affairs. The former example shows a female representation of 66 per cent of 

the highest positions and the latter a female representation of 33 per cent. In the other four 

district of the Northern Province the female representation is 33 per cent with no female 

Mayor (Ministry of local government, 2012)  

 The data shows that women’s high political representation is not only visible on central 

level but also on local level and that women hold influential posts also on in local political 

assemblies Hence, women’s representation is not limited to central level. But as the table 

shows, female representation is not yet as high on local level as on the central but some posts 

are nevertheless held by a majority of women. For example, two thirds of all court clerks are 

female and 67 per cent of Kigali City executive committee is held by women.  

  Kayumba (2010) also claims that the Parliament is not the only institutions where 

women have gained substantial presence and argues that women are in charge of powerful 

commissions and bodies with the country’s most important policies such as reconciliation, 

justice, law and other. He also argues that within the political system as a whole, the presence 

of women is higher than it has ever been (Kayumba, 2010, p. 249-251). 

  According to the Gender Monitoring Office’s reports, women are represented to at least 

30 per cent in all decision-making organs, and the law of guaranteeing women 30 per cent of 

all seats has been respected. But according to them women are in many local assemblies 

represented to a higher extent than 30 per cent. My informant Mrs. Aqueline also claims that 

the high representation also means high influence and although men have traditionally 

controlled the political sphere, they do not rule it alone anymore. She also believes the public 
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opinion of a politician has changed and today people do not vote on a politician on the basis 

of their sex, but according to their education and qualifications (Informant: Mrs. Acqueline, 

Excecutive Secretary of Gender Monitoring Office).      

8. 2. 3  Interviews with farmers and urbanites 

For this part to be as explicit as possible it is divided according to field and interviewees. The 

first four fields include the answers from both the farmers and the answers of those living in 

the capital separately, and the answers of the last four fields are composed. This part will end 

with an interview with the Logistic officer at Vi Skogen. But I will start with presenting who 

the interviewees are.  

8. 2. 3. 1  Who are the farmers? 

The interviewees are women and men in the age of 30-60. All women and men had attended 

primary school. They could all read and write. No one was higher educated. They are all 

married and have between 1-3 children, some also take care of their grandchildren or orphans 

from the 1994-genocide. Their partner did not belong to the other group of interviewees. 

Since guaranteeing anonymity of the interviewed women and men, I will refer to FF and MF 

when quoting the interviewees; FF for female farmer and MF for male farmer. The reference 

will also end with either Gasabo or Rulindo, the two districts where the interviews where 

performed.  

8. 2. 3. 2  Who are the urbanites? 

The interviewees where women and men living in the capital Kigali. They were all in the age 

of 35-50 and had higher education (University education). They were all married and had 

between 1-3 children. None of them took care of any other children for the moment. Their 

partner were also well educated and did not belong to the other group of interviewees. They 

all lived in houses in Kigali and had housekeepers. Some of them only had a part time 

housekeeper while other full time. A standard that is common in Kigali when earning higher 

than the average income. They belong to the Rwandan middle class. Since these women and 

men also were guaranteed anonymity I will refer to FU and MU when quoting the 

interviewees. FU for female urbanites and MU for male urbanites. They lived in two different 

districts in Kigali: Gasabo and Nyarungenge. Therefore the reference will end with either of 

these.   
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8. 2. 3. 3  Household work and time distribution  

Farmers’ answers  

According to themself, both men and women worked from 6 am to 6 pm everyday but 

Sundays, when most went to church. The families seemed to have a rather clear distribution 

of tasks where even the children had their given responsibilities. Children had responsible for 

the cleaning and dishes while the women cooked food for the whole family every day (around 

2 h/day) and washed the family’s clothes once a week (around 6 h). When asking the women 

if men took part of any household work as cleaning, cooking, washing and doing the dishes, 

and if so how many hours a day or week, they gave me the answer that it happened very 

rarely or never. The men did not give me the same answer. According to them, they both cook 

food and washed their clothes sometimes. But it was proved to be when their wife were not 

home, which happened few times a year. “We cook our food and wash our clothes, but only 

when our wives are not home.” (interview MF Gasabo) 

 

Urbanites’ answers 

The educated women and men started their work at their office around 8am and finished 

around 5pm. A workday of approximately eight hours five days a week. Occasionally they 

worked during the weekends or took part in a conference or a training a few times a year. 

Since they had a housekeeper, they did not perform any domestic work other than sometimes 

cooking food during the weekends. In these occasions, it was the woman who had 

responsibility for cooking the food. Their children were free of performing domestic work. 

These women did not spend more than one hour a week on domestic work, but had the main 

responsibility for the work to be accomplished by the hired help. The men not even spend one 

hour/week. One woman explained that they have housekeepers since they do not have 

machines for washing clothes or cleaning their house. Therefore they do not have time to both 

work and perform domestic work. “You in western world you have machines for everything, 

we have people doing it for us by their own hands.” (Interview FU, Gasabo).  

The answers show an obvious difference between the farmers and urbanites time distribution 

where the urbanites does not spend any time on domestic work while farmer does not have the 

opportunity to hire help for domestic work. But a similar trend is seen among the female 

urbanites and farmers; they are the ones responsible for the domestic work to be accomplished 

with help or without. Men’s role in domestic work is also similar although they belong to two 
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different social groups of the society. It indicates that women have the main responsibility for 

the home and for the domestic work, regardless of their social status.  

8. 2. 3. 4  Women and men’s main responsibilities and roles today 

Farmers’ answers 

There were different perceptions or opinions among the women and men about what main 

responsibility or task women and men have. Both men and women agreed on that one of 

women’s main responsibility or task was to take care of the children and the family and the 

man’s was shopping for the family. But both women and men argued that it was their main 

task to cultivate and the other did only help occasionally. Observations and deeper research 

shows that in most cases women do the daily work of cultivating while men help in times of 

harvesting. If the family owns animals, it is according to the women their responsibility to 

feed them. When the house needed reparation, it is the man who fixes it. In summary, 

woman’s main task is to take care of the family and cultivate while the main task of the man 

is to shop for the family. Some of the men were also keen to emphasis that one of their main 

tasks was to give their children word of wisdom. “One of our most important tasks is to give 

our children words of wisdom” (Interview, MF Gasabo). 

 They all agreed that both the women and men could perform the other’s task, except 

one. Men cannot give birth to children. Half of the women said that they did not feel 

subordinated to their husband while the other half said that the husband is the head of the 

house, but they are still equal. “Our husband is the head of the house, but we are still equal’ 

(Interview, FF, Rulindo). Both women and men felt respected by their partner, family and 

community. The women felt respected in their community due to that they were mothers and 

the man due to their reputation. “Our reputation only depends upon our self and our acts, not 

on our families” (Interview MF, Rulindo). But they explained that women without children 

could also be respected.  

Urbanites’ answers 

Since the women and men living in the capital all had housekeepers their roles and 

responsibilities were today rather similar. Both the women and men had as a main 

responsibility to earn money for the family, although the men seemed to take their roles as a 

provider more seriously than the women. They all agreed that women’s main role is also to 

take care of the children. Even though they shared the responsibility, women had a slightly 

stronger role as a parent. They agreed that both women and men could perform the other’s 
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task but they were unsure of the result would be as good. “My husband can of course provide 

our children with food if I am not home on the weekend, but they will probably go to a 

restaurant” (Interview FU Gasabo). “My wife knows better what our children should wear to 

school or when it is best for them to go to sleep” (Interview, MU Gasabo). 

This indicate that women regardless of social status, have a greater role in the household as 

taking care of the family and the household while men’s role differ due to their living 

conditions. Male urbanites’ main responsibility is to provide the family with money although 

they might share that responsibility with their wife, while the male farmer had an important 

role more occasionally: in times of harvesting, when the house was in need for reparations 

and when something was needed to buy.    

8. 2. 3. 5 Women and men’s main responsibilities before 

Farmers’ answers 

The same questions concerning roles and responsibilities were asked in this part but with 

focus on their younger years before marriage. This in order to be able to analyze if a change 

has occurred. The distribution of responsibilities and tasks within the home seems to have 

been the same when they were children. A rather clear distribution where the children were 

responsible for cleaning and doing the dishes, the women for cultivation, cooking, washing 

and taking care of the children while the man’s task was to shop for the family. As children 

the distribution of tasks and responsibilities was the same as in their family today. ”When I 

was a child, I did the same…[task] as my children are doing today” (Interview FF, Gasabo). 

Urbanites’ answers 

Some of the women and men had grown up in similar conditions as they lived today as 

children, some in Rwanda but others in Burundi and Uganda, while other had grown up 

similar to the farmers. Those who lived as farmer when they were children and youths 

explained the distribution of roles and responsibilities as the farmer did. Those who had 

grown up with in similar conditions as they live today expressed that their father was the head 

of the house and the one who earned money while their mother was home and had 

responsibility for the children. Some of the them told me that they see as difference between 

their childhood and their own children’s, they grew up with very small contact with her father 

and saw him more as a chief over the house while today their children see themselves (in case 

of men) or their husband as their father and not a chief. “I live in a more equal relationship to 
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my husband than my mother did to my father” (Interview, FU Gasabo). Parents with both 

daughters and sons claim that their children’s relationship is more equal than between 

themselves and their sister and brothers. “One of my responsibilities was to look after my 

sister and I used to tell her to sometimes to do my chores so I could be with my friends 

instead, but if my son would do the same to his sister, she would refuse” (Interview, MU, 

Nyarungenge).  

According to both the farmers and the urbanites the responsibilities of them and their parents 

as women and men are similar today. But a clear difference is that women and men can today 

share the role as family provider. They also express that they are today living in a more equal 

relationship to their partner than their parents did. Both the urbanites and the farmers also 

express that their children’s relationship as sister and brothers are more equal as well. The 

boys are no longer superiors to their sisters. A change seems to have occurred in family 

relationships regardless of their wealth, occupation and social status.  

8. 2. 3. 6  Community voluntary work and political engage 

Farmers’ answers 

Of those women and men I interviewed, three women and one man were political engaged on 

the cell-level. All of the women and men perform voluntary work once in a while by helping 

and teaching other farmers in the village. They all participate in community work such as 

building common buildings or schools, cleaning up the streets or other activities that benefits 

the village. 

Urbanites’ answers 

One woman and one man among the urbanites were politically active at the cell-level. All 

women volunteered in different charity organizations where some had a more central role than 

others. The men were not active in any organizations, but saw themselves as volunteers since 

they sometimes took part of their wives’ voluntary work and some of them were also active in 

their children school.    

In the groups of female and male farmers more women were political engaged but in the 

group of urbanites the same amount of women (1) and men (1) was political active. The 

political level did not change among the farmers and urbanites. This part also shows that both 

female and male farmers and urbanites see themselves as active in community work although 
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it indicates that male farmers see themselves as more active than the male urbanites. The 

voluntary work differs among the two social groups where urbanites seems to participate in 

voluntary work organized by organizations on national level while farmers participate in 

grass-root community work related to their village where the work is necessary for the 

infrastructure and for the farmer’s survival. 

The answers of the four next fields will be presented together and not separately, since the 

same questions were asked to both the farmers and the urbanites and are not dependent on 

their living conditions. 

8. 2. 3. 7  Women and men’s access 

The third part of my interview included questions about access to different necessities such as 

health care and education, in order to understand if women and men had equal access. I asked 

about access to health care, education, land, social networks, income and bank account. I also 

asked the farmers if they had registered their land together with their husband/wife. 

Registration of land is one important pieces of the new Land reform that contributes to an 

equal right to the land between a husband and wife.  

 I found that women and men have equal access to these necessities, although the 

farmers might not have a stable or everyday access to for example money. They all had access 

to health care and education. But due to both income and geographical differences among the 

farmers and the urbanites, their access to health care and education was not same. All of the 

farmers had gone to primary school when they were young and their children had access to all 

levels of education except university education today. They all had access to land, either by 

owning it or by renting; many times they did both. The piece of land they owned was 

registered by the man and wife together.  The urbanites had all entered university and their 

children will probably have access to the same education. 

Decision-making today 

The fourth part included questions concerning decisions-making in the household between the 

husband and wife. Decisions concerning their economy, children, what to buy, banking 

transaction, cultivation and their home. They all agreed on taking these decisions together. In 

one of the group interview, the female farmers saw themselves as being the one who decided 

what to cultivate, every other decisions was taken together.  
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Decision-making earlier 

To be able to analyze if a change has occurred in decision-making between the husband and 

wife, the fifth part dealt with how decisions were taken in their family when they were 

children/youths.  Questions about who took decisions concerning the families’ economy, 

children and what to cultivate, were asked as well as  if they as children/youths experienced 

that their brothers/sisters, if any, where superior/subordinated to themselves. To the first 

questions the answers where the same in all groups; it was their father who toke all decisions 

in their home but the mother had the main responsibility for the children. Both all women and 

men who had a brother/sister also claimed that the relationship between them was not equal. 

The girls were supposed to obey their brother, even when he was younger.  

This indicates that all interviewees experience a change in their relationships to the women 

and men in their families and that woman today have a more equal role in decision-making on 

household level.  

8. 2. 3. 8  Laws and rights 

Although Rwanda today has a legislation protecting women as well as giving women and men 

equal rights, the laws or rights do not have their full effect if they are unknown. In order to 

ensure that laws are followed, is the dissemination of the knowledge. Therefore the last part 

of the group interviews dealt with five questions concerning laws and rights. These five 

questions that was asked:  

 Do women have the right inherit if her husband dies? 

 Who has the right to your assets if you divorce? 

 Do you have the right to own or rent a piece of land? 

 Is it allowed for a man to abuse his wife or any other women?  

  Is it allowed for a man to rape his wife or any other women? 

 All women and men were aware of their right to inherit in a divorce. The woman has 

right to inherit both in case of divorce and in case of death. Many times the children inherit 50 

per cent, and the man and the women 25 per cent each, or did the parent who took care of the 

children inherit the main share. 

 The awareness of today’s right for both women and men to own a piece of land was 

between the interviewees complete. They were also aware of the new Organic Land Law 
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which guarantee equal owning of the mutual piece of land. Both women and men were very 

sure of that a man does not have the right to abuse or rape his wife or another woman and that 

the punishment for the crime is high.  

I interviewed Rose Umutesi, Logister Officer at Vi Skogen in order to receive a less biased 

opinion on farmer’s roles and responsibilities concerning cultivation. Since both the male and 

female farmers claimed themselves as being the one who had the main responsibility of 

cultivation, I asked her who met farmers weekly and also trained them who she believed had 

the main responsibility. According to her, women perform the daily work of cultivation and 

men helps in times of harvesting around 3 times a year. Her opinion confirms my 

observations.  

 All farmers I interviewed had registered their land together with their partner according 

to the new Land Reform. But to be sure if the registration is done properly all around the 

country I asked my informant Rose Umutesi. She or anyone at Vi Skogen had never met a 

farmer who had not registered their land together with their partner. She has great faith in the 

new law and in the process of register all land in Rwanda (Informant: Rose Umutesi, 

Logistics Officer, Vi Skogen). 

8. 2. 4  Observations 

During the interviews with the farmers I received different answers as to who had the main 

responsibility of cultivation. While the women claim cultivation to be one of their main task 

and men only helped occasionally, the men claimed the opposite. Therefore observations in 

the field became vital. Who was the one standing on the fields every day? The woman. The 

men seemed to help in times of harvesting, a few times a year but did not take part in the daily 

work. This was also confirmed by my informant Rose at Vi Skogen who works with farmers 

every day.  

8. 2. 5  Demographical change 

The civil war followed by the genocide in 1994 resulted in a gendered demographic 

imbalance in Rwanda where women were estimated to represent 70 per cent of the total 

population in the immediate aftermath. This phenomenon is commonly called “missing men” 

(Kayumba, 2010, pp. 99-100). Previous studies as well as mine, show that women were 

forced to take up roles that were traditionally done by men, such as building houses, milking 

cows, heading households and enter the political arena. But this is also often explained as the 
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reason why women became visible in politics. But after the return of refugees in 1996 the 

demographic imbalance was no longer appreciable, with a female population of 53,7 per cent. 

Only 2,6 per cent more women than in 1994, before the genocide (when the female 

population was counted to 51,2 per cent). By the time women had gained a remarkable 

influence in the parliament in the beginning of the 21
st
 century, the demographic imbalance 

was even lower with only one per cent more women than before 1994.The only visible gender 

demographic gap today is in the age group of 65-80+, where women are roughly twice as 

many as men, but this is a very small portion of the population, around three per cent. 

8. 3  Conclusion 

The findings chapter began  with an introduction of what legal rights and protection women 

and men have in today’s Rwanda and the questions of how high the awareness of these rights 

are, were raised. Equal access to necessities as education, health care, income etc. and that 

women and men are equal to the law indicates a more gender equal society. Women today are 

protected by the law in ways they were not before the 21
st
 century. Domestic violence such as 

gender based violence is today illegal by the law and so is rape. Not only are women better 

protected by the law today, during the last decade they have also received extended rights. 

Today they have the right to inherit in case of divorce, the right to own land and they have a 

greater access to contraceptive device since it is today a part of the new health insurance that 

covers a large part of the Rwandan population. Women are also according to the constitution 

guaranteed at least 30 per cent of all seats in decision-making organs. But as stated earlier, the 

laws and rights do not have their full effect if they are unknown and therefore one important 

question during the interview was: how great is the awareness among women and men about 

the laws and their rights? All men and women interviewed for this study were fully aware of 

the laws that protect women as well as their right to inherit, own land and the right to decide 

over their body through contraceptive device. Statistics shows that the use of contraceptive 

device has increased and we can also see a decrease in the amount of children born by the 

same women. This indicates that the awareness was not only present among the interviewed 

women but can be generalized among all women in Rwanda. 

 Among the interviewed women and men, their educational level did not differ according 

to their sex. All male and female farmers had only finished primary school, but do to an age 

difference among all participants, the years of primary school differed. The female and male 

urbanites had all entered University; their educational level did neither differ according to 
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their sex. Nor did the educational level differ among the interviewee’s children due to their 

sex. Statistics shows that the same amount of girls as boys are today attending primary and 

secondary school. This indicates that boys and girls approach a more equal access to 

education today than before.  

 Although the development of women’s extended rights, access and protection by the 

law during the past two decades, does not answer my research questions of women’s role in 

decision-making at all levels, it indicates that women have received a greater role in the 

Rwandan society, a more equal role. I will continue by summarizing my findings concerning 

women and men’s role in decision-making and answer my two first research questions.  

As my chapter of findings shows, women represent today 56 per cent of all seats in the 

Parliament and 40 per cent of positions in local administration. My findings at household 

level shows that women and men interviewed for this study, take decisions together 

concerning their economy, children, home, what to buy and cultivation. Decisions are taken 

together but they still have different responsibilities. This is visible both in families on the 

countryside as well in the city. For the farmers, the woman seemed to have more 

responsibility than the man and played a greater role in the family since both providing care 

for her family as well as taking the main responsibility for cultivation and the home. The 

responsibilities were not as unequal distributed among women and men in the city, but this 

can be explained by their help concerning all domestic work. The domestic work was not in 

need for distribution among the woman and the man. All interviewed also emphasized that a 

change had occur since the mid-90s and women and men are today living in more equal 

relationships and families.  

 My result indicates 1) women have gain a greater role in decision-making at both 

central, local and household level 2)  have gained greater opportunities in education and in 

traditional male occupations 3) have received an extended legal safety net and rights. Based 

on  these findings it appears that we can draw the conclusion that women have  gained a 

greater and more equal role in the Rwandan society. But it also indicates that although women 

have gained greater opportunities, they still have their traditional tasks. A one-way change has 

occurred in the distribution of tasks or responsibilities; women are today taking upon 

traditional male tasks and responsibilities while men are not given traditional female 

responsibilities. One option to ease the burden for women is to hire help, but since 60 per cent 

of the population is living under the poverty line, this is not an option for many. While 
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making a career, which still is very uncommon for the main part of the population, the woman 

also has to take responsibility for the children and the home. A phenomenon visible in not 

only Rwanda, but in many countries where women are now receiving a more equal role. 

 Although my focus is on women’s role in decision-making in Rwanda, it is also 

important to look on what impact this change has had on men’s role. My findings suggests 

that men have gone from being the head of the family but the head of the society with their 

role as the primary decision-maker at all levels of the society, to today sharing their decision-

making-role with women both at central-, local and household level. A difference between the 

role of an educated man with an employment and a male farmer is obvious; while the 

employed man has a main role and responsibility as a family provider, maybe shared with his 

wife but still an important role, the male farmer’s only main responsibility is to shop for the 

family and according to some, give words of wisdom to their children. The male farmer’s role 

has become less important for the family or at least it has changed from being the primary 

decision-taker and leader to sharing that role with the woman. In summary, the Rwandan 

women are today experiencing a more equal role at all levels of decision-making than before 

the civil war. Domestic work is still performed by women and women are still not 

representing 50 per cent of all positions in local assemblies. Maybe they will become even 

more visible during the next election.  
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9. 0  Analysis  

 

As my findings show, women’s political participation is not only visible on central level, but 

also in local political assemblies and on the household level. This analysis will answer the 

question of how women’s high influence in decision-making at all levels can be explained.  

A variety of explanations for the high female representation in the Rwandan parliament has 

been presented by many researchers. I think these theories are not solely sufficient 

explanations for the high female representation and political participation at all levels in the 

Rwandan society. I will therefore explain the Rwandan case through the Neo-institutional 

theory, which does not only include one component for a societal change, but three: 

regulations, norms and culture in a society. I will begin with presenting explanations by other 

researchers and thereafter present a potential explanation through Neo-institutionalism.  

9. 1  Missing men? 

A common explanation for the high female representation in the parliament is the 

demographical change that occurred after the civil war followed by the genocide in 1994 

where women were estimated to represent 70 per cent of the total population in the immediate 

aftermath. As stated earlier, this phenomenon is commonly called “missing men”. (Kayumba, 

2010, pp. 99-100). But after the return of refugees in 1996 the demographic imbalance 

disappeared, with a female population of 54 per cent of the total population (Brunet, 2008, 

p.383). By the time women had gained a remarkable influence in the parliament in the 

beginning of the 21
st
 century, the demographic imbalance was even lower and the only visible 

gender demographic gap today is in the age group of 65-80+, where there only exist 0.9 per 

cent men and the double of women. But this generation is however not expected to govern the 

Rwandan society.  Therefore this hypothesis is not by itself sufficient to explain why women 

partake to such a high degree in politics today. Rather it explains why women were taking on 

roles in the immediate aftermath of the conflict, when Rwanda was “missing men".  

  Today women make up to 52 per cent of the total population of over 10 million. 

Although there exist no great demographic gender imbalance there is another gap. Only 9 per 

cent of the total population is over 50 years old. Thus, 91 per cent of the population is under 

50 years old. 17 per cent are younger than 4 years old and 73 per cent are under 25. This 
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indicates that the generation who is expected to govern a society is a minority and the 

majority of the population is not yet grown up. This demographic change is a result of the 

civil war and genocide. But, if the demographic change that took place due to the genocide 

would be the solely reason for who are today holding seats in the parliament or other local 

assemblies, the Rwandan society would be governed by children and youths under 25. That is 

not the case in Rwanda. Hence, my findings show that the demographical change that 

occurred is of importance for women’s role after the 1994 but not as a solely explanation for 

their high political participation and is therefore embedded in one of the three components of 

the Neo-institutional theory. 

9. 2  Violent conflicts and societal change 

Pamela Paxton and Melanie M. Huges claim that armed conflicts that lead to defeat and 

overthrow of a central government tend to lead to a societal change that implies inclusion of 

earlier excluded groups. Such wars dislodge the current government with the possibility of 

changing societies’ norms and culture as well as the constitution (Paxton & Hughes, 2007, pp. 

167-172). They also argue that violent conflicts may create opportunities for women to enter 

the political sphere or extend their existing role (ibid, p. 168).  Haleh Afshar and Heather B. 

Hamilton agrees that in times of war, gender barriers are diluted, but he claims that women 

often in the post-war era find it hard to maintain their positions. This can partly depend upon 

that women’s participation always has been seen as marginal; they were not frontline 

combatants or policy makers, they were “helpers” (Afshar, 2010, p. 108, Hamilton, 2000, p. 

1).  According to Afshar the change of women’s role from being a housewife to a combatant 

can take different trajectories in different contexts; it can provide a path towards equality or 

cause a further decline in women’s status or role (Afshar, 2010,  p. 180). 

  Due to Rwanda’s history of war and genocide in the 90s, the theory presented by Paxton 

and Hughes (2007) can be used as an explanation for women’s high political representation 

and participation. At the same time, Afshar and Hamilton’s theory can be used as a 

foundation to argue that the Rwandan women’s presence in decision-making is only 

temporarily, but is that really the case?  

 My findings show that women’s political representation at central and local level has 

increased since the overthrow of the central government in 1994 and continued after the new 

more “women-friendly” constitution was established in 2003. Hence, my findings conform to 

Paxton and Huges’ theory of violent conflict’s contribution to social change. But not as a 
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solely explanation for women’s role today. Therefore the societal change that occurred as a 

result of the civil war and genocide should be embedded in one of the three components of the 

chosen theory for this thesis: the Neo-institutional theory.  

 Regarding Afshar and Hamilton’s theory, other research as well as mine, indicate that 

the theory is not applicable on Rwanda since women today, after 18 years, continue to 

enhance their role in decision-making at all levels. Women’s strengthened role after the 

genocide was not only limited to a short period of time as “helpers”, as Afshar’s theory 

suggests is the most common phenomenon (Afshar, 2010). My findings, as well as others, 

show that women’s political representation at central and local level as well as political 

participation on household level has increased since 1994 and continues to do so. Afshar does 

mention that women’s changing role in wars and in the aftermath can take different 

trajectories in different contexts, but the path of a further decline in women’s status is the one 

he emphasizes. Therefore, this theory is not useful when explaining the reason for the societal 

change that has occurred in Rwanda since 1994 that has resulted in women entering new 

spheres, and staying there  

9. 3  The constitution’s contribution to the societal change 

As stated earlier, in 1994 women in Rwanda only held 9 per cent of the seats in the 

Parliament and were almost invisible in local politics. After the genocide and before the new 

constitution was established they reached 26 per cent. This is a substantial difference in less 

than a decade, even more so when considering that the country was empty and was standing 

in ruins after the civil, with no election held until 2003. The same year a new “women-

friendly” constitution was established, granting women 30 per cent of all seats in all decision-

making organs and just a few months after the establishment of the constitution women 

gained 48 per cent of all seats in the parliamentary election. The next election in 2008 they 

gained 56 per cent. The largest increase of female representation happened just within a few 

months in 2003 after the new constitution was established. But it is also important to 

emphasize the increase of women in the parliament during 1994 and 2003 when no law yet 

granted women any space in the political arena, nor had election been held that could have 

been a possible incentive for women to become politically active. It is also important to 

emphasize that during the transitional period RPF appointed 50 per cent of its seats to women, 

but since other political parties lagged behind in their addition of women, the female 

representation never reached more than 26 per cent. This indicates that RPF had an inclusive 
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political line at least since 1994 and contributed to a more women-friendly political arena. I 

will continue elaborate on RPF’s role later on in this chapter. But women’s suddenly increase 

in politics after 1994 and before 2003 also shows that the legislation is not in itself 

responsible for the inclusion of women in politics and is therefore not applicable as a single 

explanation, but as one contributing factor. It also indicates that a societal- and cultural 

change emerged after 1994 that resulted in women suddenly becoming included in politics. 

Therefore I have chosen to embed RPF’s role, the impact of the constitution and the emerging 

culture, in the three components of the Neo-institutional theory. I will continue elaborate 

these components in that section.  

9. 4  Modernization’s impact on cultural attitudes 

Inglehart and Norris (2003) discuss in their book Rising Tide, how human development 

changes cultural attitudes toward gender equality. They claim that modernization linked to 

economic development brings systematic and predictable changes to gender roles and that it 

operates in two phases: Industrialization and post-industrialization. Industrialization brings 

women into paid workforce and by doing so, reduces fertility rates. Women also gain greater 

educational opportunities and illiteracy rate among women decreases. Women are granted 

voting rights and enter the political sphere, but still have far less power than men.  When a 

country enters the post-industrial phase a shift toward greater gender equality emerges as 

women rise in management and professions as well as gaining political influence within 

elected and appointed bodies. Relatively few countries in the world have entered this phase; 

only the more advanced industrial societies are currently moving on this trajectory. Inglehart 

and Norris state that these two phases correlate with two major dimensions of cross-cultural 

variation: a transition from traditional to secular-rational beliefs and values and a transition 

from survival to self-expression values (Inlehart &Norris, 2003, pp. 10-11).  

 This modernization theory suggests that economic, cultural and political changes follow 

each other in coherent ways. Rwanda has not yet experienced industrialization and is even 

further away from those few advanced industrial countries. This theory then suggests that 

Rwanda has not yet experienced a cultural change toward gender equality or a transition in 

gender roles, and that they will not do so until they enter the industrialization phase. But in 

Rwanda women are given equal opportunities to education, the fertility rate has decreased, 

they are enfranchised, they have entered the political sphere and risen in management and 

professions, they have gain greater political influence on all levels and they gained seats 
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within elected and appointed bodies. Since Rwanda has achieved all the “criteria” stated by 

this modernization theory, but is nonetheless still a developing country, Inglehart and Norris’ 

theory cannot explain the Rwandan case.  

Four theories have now been presented as possible explanations for Rwanda’s high female 

influence in decision-making. I will continue with presenting what I claim to be the reason for 

women’s role in today’s Rwanda through Neo-institutional theory. The next section is divided 

into three parts according to the three pillars: the normative, the cultural-cognitive and the 

regulative pillar. The order of precedence is not chosen according to the three pillar’s 

importance, but rather due to how the pillars influence each other. The pillar’s influence on 

each other can be seen as a circle where they all are correlated, but I believe the regulative 

measurements would not have occurred without a normative- and cultural change. Therefore 

the regulative pillar is presented in the end.  

9. 5 Neo-institutional theory 

Scholars of Neo-institutional theory try to find a better understanding on how changes occur 

in a society. As stated earlier, humans are acting according to visible institutions that they are 

socialized into. These institutions operate in an “institutional environment” that is built by the 

regulative, normative and the cultural-cognitive pillar. Together they form structure and 

provide stability and meaning of social life. There is a difference between the abstract 

institution and the concrete organization, but there is a close causal connection through the 

way they interact and depend on one another. The organizations influenced by the three pillars 

are in this case the parliament, local political assemblies and households. The three pillars 

represent three aspects of how institutions influences and shape the structure of the society as 

well as influences and limits human’s actions. Since human action is ruled by invisible 

institutions that people are socialized into, dramatic change in the surrounding institutions like 

laws, norms or cultural expression, is needed for a change to occur in an organization.  

  The three pillars have been identified as vital ingredients of an institution, but there is a 

disagreement on the importance of the different pillars and where the main focus should. 

When applying the theory on the Rwandan case I claim that the regulative pillar is to a higher 

extent dependent on the other two, although equally important. I argue that the regulative 

pillar, which in this case is the constitution and the extended laws that today protects women 

and give them equal rights as men, would not have emerged without a cultural and normative 

change in the society.  
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9. 5. 1  The Normative Pillar 

With the help of the normative pillar I would like to emphasizes the normative rules existing 

in the Rwandan society that influences both the society and how humans act. The normative 

pillar includes both values and norms. Values are ideas of what is preferred or desirable in a 

society while norms specify how thing should be done. Norms also give rise to roles and 

expectations of how individuals, in this case women, are supposed to behave and what social 

position they should seek. These roles can to a different degree be formally constructed where 

women’s position can be defined to carry out specific tasks, as well as given specific rights 

and responsibilities and access to material resources. The rules of behavior function as 

powerful and highly rationalized myths that are supported by the society and due to the strong 

societal acceptance of the norms they must be taken for granted and seen as legitimate (Scott, 

2008, pp.54-55). In Rwanda’s case, women’s expected behavior and roles before and during 

the colonial period and during the civil war and genocide was according to Kayumba (2010) 

to obey their husband and stay in private sphere. Women were not expected to enter the 

public sphere nor the political arena. As stated in the background-chapter, women’s weak 

presence in politics in pre-colonial Rwanda continued through the colonial rule and until 

1994. Women were not only oppressed in the public sphere but also within the family where 

the husband was the head of the household (Kayumba, 2010, p. 154-155). My findings also 

show that the man had the role as a decision-maker in the family, while the women in the 

family were expected to obey (same relationship between sisters and brothers). The man and 

the woman did not share responsibility concerning economy, cultivation, what to buy or 

concerning their children if they had any. My findings also show that today, the interviewed 

men and women share their responsibilities and take decisions together. Today women are 

also found in a various traditionally male occupations as politicians, construction workers, 

doctors and managers. Women are equally political represented at the central level and almost 

equal at the local level. So what happened between 1994 and today that changed the expected 

behavior of women?  

 The earlier described phenomenon “missing men” resulted in women entering new 

spheres and taking upon roles that were before the civil war traditionally done by men such as 

building houses, milking cows and heading households. In 1996, when the demographical 

imbalance had largely disappeared, women did not leave their newly entered posts, but 

continued to head households, build houses and be politically active. And since women are 

still visible in the public and political sphere, it indicates that the expected behavior of women 
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changed in the aftermath. Since the support from the society is essential for the rules of 

behavior to function, the Rwandan society’s acceptance of women’s new roles and 

responsibilities is and was essential for women’s continued role. Also due to the strong 

societal acceptance of the new norm, it must be accepted and granted as legitimate, and this is 

where the cultural-cognitive and the regulative pillar come in. 

 The norm of women’s behavior and social position changed due to missing men and 

thereby also their specified rights, responsibilities and access to material resources. This will 

be further elaborated in the “The Regulative Pillar”-section.  

 Another view of women’s behavior that was different among the former and current 

regime, and which contributed to the changing norm of women’s non-existence in the 

political arena, was RPF’s open minded political view against all former excluded groups, 

among them the Rwandan women. The man was not necessarily standing as a norm in RPF 

and they brought a new norm of the woman to Rwanda’s politics when crossing the border 

from Uganda. According to Neo-institutionalism, RPF functioned as an organization that is 

influenced by norms, culture and regulations. But where did the “inclusive culture” of RPF 

came from? 

9. 5. 2   The Cultural-Cognitive Pillar 

The third pillar concentrates on the impact of an individual’s surrounding cultural 

environment. Individuals act according to their internal view of their environment which arise 

through interaction with others and education. But why does culture matters? According to 

Pippa Norris, culture is of critical importance since women and men adopt the division of 

gender roles that is predominated within a society. They also claim that cultural change is a 

necessary component for gender equality, but not sufficient by itself (Inglehart & Norris, 

2003, pp. 8-9).  

 As described above Paxton and Huges claim that armed conflicts that lead to defeat and 

overthrow of a central government tend to lead to a societal change that implies inclusion of 

earlier excluded groups (Paxton & Hughes, 2007, pp.167-172). In the Rwandan case the 

excluded group until 1994, besides the Tutsi population since the independence were the 

women. According to the authors, such wars dislodge the current government with the 

possibility to change the societies’ norms and culture but also the constitution (ibid.). This is 

what happened in Rwanda, the genocide brought down a regime that was for 40 years build 
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on ethnic exclusion with a new regime based on inclusion, entering the arena. Not only was 

the new regime’s politics based on including the formally ethnic excluded group Tutsi, but it 

was based in inclusiveness involving everyone. The former and the new regime’s 

inclusive/exclusive view and politics can be explained by Valentine M. Moghadam’s (1997) 

theory of nationalist movements. According to her, there are two types of nationalist 

movements: the patriarchal and the modernist. The patriarchal movement promotes traditional 

roles, which implies in the case of women that they should be mothers of a nation, be 

housewives and stick to the private sphere. The modernist movement, on the other hand, 

promotes women as revolutionaries. The former is claimed to be less likely to incorporate 

women in positions of power than the latter (Moghadam, 1997). When applying this theory on 

the two Rwandan regimes, the former party can be described as a patriarchal movement due 

to their “people as power”- discourse that they promoted, which implied traditional roles of 

women among other things. Hence, this party did not include women in any way. Since RPF 

included women during their war preparations, during the war and after and promoted 

equality between women men, they can be seen as a modernist movement. But what impact 

did the modernist movement have on Rwanda?  

 When men were missing and women stepped in to take upon roles that were 

traditionally not theirs, a new culture that included women was born; a new norm of women 

emerged. But, according to Afshar (2010) the change of women’s role can take different 

trajectories after the war; it can provide a path towards equality or cause a further decline 

(Afshar, 2010, p. 108). In the aftermath something happened that contributed to the Rwandan 

women succeeding to maintain their positions. This is where RPF’s influence becomes 

important.  Since RPF was consisted of Rwandan refugees living in exile in a country where 

they were not welcomed, they developed a political line that was against discrimination and 

exclusion. Another reason for the women-friendly culture that was visible among Rwandan 

refugees and in the RPF was the age difference of the new generation compared to the 

Habryimana regime. Kayumba claims that the modernist movement RPF consisted of a young 

and women-friendly generation of leaders compared to the older regime. Many RPF leaders 

had also been educated alongside women both in Africa and in Western countries. They 

fought with women in the war against the Habryimana regime (Kayumba, 2010, p. 

124).Whether women were excluded or included after the war depended on the ideology of 

the movement. RPF overthrew the patriarchal regime and came to rule Rwanda after 1994 and 
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contributed through policies including formerly excluded group, to women continuing in 

politics after the civil war was over.  

 The new regime established less than a decade later a new constitution granting women 

at least 30 per cent of all seats in all decision-making organs and showed an act of acceptance 

and faith towards 50 per cent of the population, the women. By this, women’s new role was 

legitimized by regulative measures.   

9. 5. 3  The Regulative Pillar 

The regulative pillar puts focus on the regulatory process and capacity to establish laws and 

rules but also on monitoring others ‘conformity to them  and establish reward or punishments 

in an attempt to influence future behavior. Therefore the role of the state is of interest when 

looking into this aspect of a case. Also the political structure becomes important since it 

provides the framework of regulations and play a great role as rule maker and enforcer.  

  In the case of Rwanda, the regulative measurements established since 1994 that has 

contributed to women and men’s equal rights and to women taking up traditionally male 

roles, is the new established laws and constitution as well as the Rwandan political system. 

According to Kayumba the political system was based on consensual power sharing and on 

the principle of inclusiveness, but the political culture that was in function before 1994 was 

based on political exclusion, and therefore people were marginalized in the former regime 

(Kayumba, 2010, p. 245). 

 The largest increase of female representation in the Rwandan parliament happened just 

within a few months in 2003 after the new constitution was established when women gained 

22 per cent more seats than before. Female representation increased substantially also in local 

political assemblies after 2003. Granting women 30 per cent of all seats in all decision-

making organs contributed to a high female representation on both central and local level, but 

could not in itself explain why women entered politics in the first place. Why did they? As 

described earlier, when being defined by the law you belong to a group and not only will 

institutions (eg. norms and culture) recognize you, but you can also claim your right and 

entitlements as defined by the law (Mamdani, 2001, p. 19). After the new constitution was 

established in 2003, women had the right to enter the political arena. But by granting women 

30 per cent of all the seats they were also given responsibilities and faith that they had never 

been given before. The high female representation that emerged after Article 9 in the 

constitution was established indicates that the regulative measurement contributed to the high 
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female representation that is still visible today. The regulative measures did not only 

contribute to political influence on central and local level, but also by recognizing women in 

the constitution as equal members of the society  and giving them equal protection to men, 

women were given political (according to Burns and Scholzman definition of political 

participation)  influence on personal and household level as well. The inheritance law gave 

women not only the right to inherit, but also equal opportunities to enter into contracts, seek 

paid employment and open a bank account, which gave them opportunity to be self-

supported. That woman did not have these opportunities before, but have today, clearly 

indicate that women were not seen as equal members of the society during the former regime 

and that they are equal today.  
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9. 6  Summary 

In the previous chapter common explanations for women’s high political representation in the 

parliament were presented. I claim that neither of these explanations by itself is sufficient to 

explain women’s representation and participation in decision-making at all levels in Rwanda. 

Therefore the Rwandan case is analyzed through Neo-institutional theory with its three 

pillars. According to the Neo-institutional scholar there exist disagreement on the importance 

of the different three pillars but in this thesis they are all vital ingredients. In this chapter I 

will present a concluding course of event that contributed to women’s role in today’s Rwanda.  

I will also explain how the three pillars are correlated.    

 

After the genocide in 1994 two important consequences occurred: The demographical change 

resulted in the phenomenon “missing men” and the overthrow of the regime. According to 

Paxton and Hughes’s (2007) theory, armed conflicts that lead to the defeat and overthrow of 

the old regime results in a possible societal change that implies inclusion of earlier excluded 

groups and with the possibility to change the societies’ norms, culture and constitution.  
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The new regime can be seen as a modernist movement, more likely to incorporate women in 

positions of power than the former patriarchal movement, and it consisted of a young and 

women friendly generation of leaders compared to the older regime. Women already played 

an important role in RPF and continued to do so after the civil war was over. A new regime 

crossed the border with new values, believes and culture.  

 At the same time, men were missing in Rwanda and women took up roles that were 

traditional male. They were forced to step out of the private sphere and perform tasks they 

had not been trusted to perform before. Since a great amount of men were missing, the 

changed behavior of women had to be accepted among the remaining population. A new 

norm of a woman emerged which implied new roles, responsibilities and also later came to 

imply new rights.  

 

 As stated earlier in this chapter the change of women’s role can take different trajectories 

after a war; it can provide a path towards equality or cause a further decline (Afshar, 2010, p. 

108). In the Rwandan case, women succeeded in maintaining their positions due to the new 

women-friendly culture that became present in the Rwandan society. This is where RPF’s 

influence becomes important .When they took over they brought a new culture to the political 

arena and women were suddenly accepted to enter a sphere they had never entered before. 

Since RPF consisted of Rwandan refugees living in exile in a country where they were not 
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welcomed, their political line was based on prohibiting discrimination and exclusion. After 

the genocide, women played a key role in both the social, political and material reconstruction 

of the society and continued to do so after the gendered imbalance had vanished after 1996. 

Since women were given the possibility to show the whole society that they had the same 

capabilities as men, the culture did not only change in the political arena, but also in the 

public and private sphere. The culture that emerged after the genocide was a result of the 

overthrow of the old regime and “missing men”.   

   

Later on the cultural and normative components contributed to the establishment of the 

regulative measures. According to Scott (2008) norms do not only give rise to roles and 

expectations, they also give specified rights and responsibilities as well as access to material 

resources (Scott, 2008, pp.54-55).  According to Inglehart and Norris, a climate of de jure 

legal rights is more likely to be translated into de facto in a culture where gender equalities are 

predominated.  It also provides a climate where institutional reforms are more likely to be 

implemented in public spheres and where women will be offered expanded opportunities of 

education and employment and where traditional gender roles will be transformed within the 
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household and family (Inglehart & Norris, 2003, pp. 8-9). But at the same time, for the 

women friendly culture to be legitimized, regulative measures is needed. And by so, the all 

three components are dependent on each other.  

 

Women in Rwanda are today equally protected by the law. They have the same right to rent 

and own land, inherit and are no longer socially or economically dependent on their husband 

or father. Women are protected against gender based violence and rape within and outside 

marriage. Women are today defined by the law as equal citizens.  
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 Women are represent 56 per cent of all seats in the parliament and hold 40 per cent 

of positions in local administrations, are represented to 26 per cent in district executive 

councils and 40 per cent of the judges are female.  

 Although I interviewed women from different geographical and economic groups, 

the answers cannot be generalized to all Rwandan households. Therefore it is only possible to 

say that the interviewed women and men for this study make decisions together on the 

household level. They all agreed that a change in decision-making and roles among women 

and men had occurred since 1994 and they were all aware of their and their partners’ rights. 

The figure below explains the dependent interconnection of the three pillars. As the 

illustration shows, all three components depend on each other to occur or survive. As I argued 

earlier, the regulative pillar is most dependent on the other two to occur, while the normative 

pillar is dependent on the cultural to survive (the changed norm had not survived in a 

patriarchal culture) as well as the cultural is dependent on the regulative pillar to legitimize 

women’s new role.    
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10. 0  Conclusion 
 

Rwanda has a history of a strong patriarchal society where women were valued in relation to a 

man and had their position within the household. Women’s access to income and land was 

limited since they were not allowed to rent/own land, enter into contracts, open bank account 

or seek paid employment without permission from their husband or father. Women had 

limited opportunities to be self-supported and to take a step outside the private sphere. In the 

home, the man was the head of the household and took all decisions. When the genocide in 

1994 resulted in a gendered imbalance in the Rwandan population, women was forced to 

enter spheres they had never been allowed to enter before. And the new leadership supported 

women’s sudden presence outside the private sphere. Women and men interviewed for this 

study emphasize a change in the gender roles in the Rwandan society. Women are not only 

represented in the parliament but also on local level. Women and men interviewed on 

household level claim that they today take decisions together that was earlier taken by the 

men. A societal change has occurred since 1994 and contributed to women’s role in today’s 

Rwanda. Women’s role in the Rwandan society today is a collateral implication of the 

genocide.  

The material collected during a field study in Rwanda, as well before and after, is analyzed 

through a Neo-institutional approach. The theory looks at a societal change through a 

normative, cultural and regulative aspect. In the Rwandan case they are of same importance 

for the women having the role they have today. They have together created a society where 

women are not limited to the private sphere and where women are not valued in relation to 

their husband. A society where women can be found in traditional male occupations and were 

women are according to the law seen as equal citizens. The government went from being 

consisted by a majority of old men with patriarchal believes to a generation of young women 

and men with the goal to introduce a more inclusive political approach. Compared to other 

post-conflict countries, the Rwandan women succeeded in maintaining their role. The 

genocide was a breaking point for the patriarchal society and a beginning of a modernistic and 

inclusive Rwanda. 

For further research it would be interesting to conduct a field study in Rwanda of a greater 

extent, to be able to generalize women and men’s roles in decision-making on household 
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level. As mentioning in the chapter of introduction, the discussion of when a society becomes 

gender equal is of importance and also a subject of further research.  

 Perhaps further research of how come women’s role in Rwanda expands while male 

farmer’s (which is the majority among all Rwandan men) role seems to decrease, would 

elaborate a further understanding of how women and men’s participation and influence can be 

developed. It is not gender equal just because women’s role and influence is expanded. Let us 

not forget the man in the discussion of gender equality.   
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12. 0  Interviews 

12. 1  Group interviews  

FF = Female Farmers 

MF = Male farmers 

Northern Province. District: Rulindo. 

1. Rulindo, FF November 17, 2011 

2. Rulindo, FF November 17, 2011 

3. Rulindo, FF November 17, 2011 

4. Rulindo, FF November 17, 2011 

5. Rulindo, FF November 17, 2011 

6. Rulindo, MF November 17, 2011 

7. Rulindo, MF November 17, 2011 

8.  Rulindo, MF November 17, 2011 

9. Rulindo, MF November 17, 2011 

10. Rulindo, MF November 17, 2011 

Kigali Province: District: Gasabo 

1. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

2. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

3. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

4. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

5. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

6. Gasabo, FF November 22, 2011 

7. Gasabo, FF December 1, 2011 

8. Gasabo, FF December 1, 2011 

9. Gasabo, FF December 1, 2011 

10. Gasabo, FF December 1, 2011 

11. Gasabo, MF November 22, 2011 

12. Gasabo, MF November 22, 2011 

13. Gasabo, MF November 22, 2011 
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14. Gasabo, MF November 22, 2011 

15. Gasabo, MF December 1, 2011 

16. Gasabo, MF December 1, 2011 

17. Gasabo, MF December 1, 2011 

 

12. 2  Individual interviews household 

FU =Female Urbanite 

MU = Male Urbanites 

Kigali Province: Kigali City 

1. Kigali City, FU December 7, 2011 

2. Kigali City, FU December 7, 2011 

3. Kigali City, FU December 8, 2011 

4. Kigali City, FU December 11, 2011 

5. Kigali City, FU December 13, 2011 

6. Kigali City, MU December 5, 2011 

7. Kigali City, MU December 13, 2011 

8. Kigali City, MU December 8, 2011 

11. 3  Individual interviews informants.  

Kigali Province, Kigali City  

1. Mrs. Aqueline, Executive Secretary, Gender Monitoring Office,  November 25,2011 

at Gener Monitoring Office, Kigali.  

2. Nyiraneza Speciose, Executive Secretary, The Rwandan Women Parliamentary 

Forum,  December 5, 2011at the Parliament, Kigali.  

3. Rose Umutesi, Logister Officer, Vi Skogen, December 12, 2011at Vi Skogen’s head 

office, Kigali.  

 

 



Cathérine Söderberg 

 

Rwandan women’s role in decision-making on central, local and household level 77 

 

 


