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Beyond the Genocide: In the Wake 

of Tragedy, an Analysis of the 

Factors that have led to Multi-

faceted Gender Parity in Rwanda 

By Sabrina Gill

Content Warning:  

Discussions of genocide, 

rape, and sexual violen-

ce towards women. 

 

“The 1994 Genocide 

against the Tutsi left the 

country shattered. Wo-

men took up new roles as 

heads of households and 

engage in rebuilding the 

country along with 

others. Gender equality 

and women’s empower-

ment is a cornerstone of 

the Government of 

Rwanda’s development 

strategy and a proven 

source of development 

progress.”  

 

- Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017:02 

 

Gender parity and equity 

is a development priority 

that we globally aspire to. 

When thinking of coun-

tries that model the ideal 

socio-political-economic 

environment for this, 

Nordic and other develo-

ped countries typically 

come to mind (The 

Telegraph, 2017). How-

ever, another trailblazing 

nation in this department 

-- that is not given 

enough recognition -- is 

the Republic of Rwanda. 

 

In media and global 

studies, Rwanda is 

almost always discussed 

in the context of the 1994 

Genocide. Even through-

out the construction of 

this essay, it was difficult 

to find substantive litera-
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ture that gave light to 

other aspects of Rwandan 

society and history, such 

as its rapid progression in 

gender mainstreaming. In 

a Forbes article entitled 

“Lessons from the 

World’s Most Gender 

Equal Countries”, only 

developed countries are 

given credit for their 

strides in gender main-

streaming. There is a 

blatant lack of recogni-

tion for the contemporary 

progressions of Rwanda, 

and the impressive 

developmental advance-

ments that it has made 

despite this historical 

tragedy. 

 

Before delving further 

into this topic, it is 

important to establish the 

definition and measurem-

ents of gender parity. 

While there are several 

indicators, we will be 

using the Global Gender 

Gap Index, published by 

the World Economic 

Forum. This report exa-

mines the gender em-

powerment gap with 

regards to four specific 

categories -- economic 

opportunity, educational 

accessibility, health ser-

vices, and political 

empowerment. With ‘1’ 

being complete gender 

parity and ‘0’ being the 

absence of, Rwanda 

scores in the top 10 

countries with the lowest 

gap with a score of 0.80 

(Business Insider, 2019). 

Thus, we will be 

examining a variety of 

multi-faceted factors that 

have led to gender 

equality, such as the ones 

quantified by the Global 

Gender Gap Index. 

 

Rwanda’s gender parity 

will be discussed in 

relation to two main 

themes: the collaborative 

behaviour of Civil Socie-

ty, and Intersectionality. 
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With regards to the 

collaborative behaviour 

of Civil Society Organi-

zations (CSOs) in Rwan-

da, and drawing from 

class takeaways, many of 

these CSOs possess an 

attitude of liberal values 

and apolitical, collabo-

rative behaviors. When 

discussing Rwandan gen-

der equality in the 

context of the present and 

the future, we will be 

using the examples of the 

Rwanda Women’s Net-

work, a local CSO, and 

an international organ, 

UN Women, to further 

elaborate on this collabo-

rative behaviour. 

 

Intersectionality, the sec-

ond major concept of this 

essay, is defined as 

“visualizing differentia-

ted patterns of vulnera-

bility...recognizing hete-

rogeneity” (Kazue Taka-

mura). This is important 

to bear in mind, as 

various collaborative a-

ctors need to be mindful 

of the intersectional 

context of Rwanda. 

Giving recognition to 

vulnerability and gender 

imbalances during 

conflict is what makes 

Rwanda a unique case 

study. 

 

This essay will first 

reflect on Rwanda’s 

history, then look at 

current progress and 

initiatives, and lastly 

investigate the various 

future implications and 

limitations of gender 

parity in Rwanda. 

 

Reflecting on history, the 

need for greater empow-

erment and accessible 

opportunities across vari-

ous identities has allowed 

for the Rwandan govern-

ment to effectively colla-

borate with international 

and local Civil Society 

actors, resulting in rapid, 
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sustainable, and intersec-

tional gender parity 

across Rwanda. 

 

The Past: Reflections 

on the Rwandan 

Genocide 

 

To give greater context 

and understanding to 

modern CSO collabora-

tion and intersectional 

frameworks, we must 

first reflect on the 

Rwandan Genocide of 

1994, and the lessons 

learned that have helped 

to establish modern 

gender parity. The 

Rwandan Genocide was 

born out of long-standing 

tensions amongst varying 

groups with different 

identities. During the 

period of Belgian 

colonization, the “Belgi-

ans considered the Tutsis 

to be superior to the 

Hutus...they enjoyed 

better jobs and education-

al opportunities”. (BBC, 

2011) Tensions culmin-

ated in 1959 with riots 

from Hutu clans, killing 

several thousand Tutsi, 

and granting the Hutu 

with greater social, 

political, and economic 

advantages. As such, 

when Rwanda gained 

independence from 

Belgi-um in 1962, the 

Hutu were dominant, and 

Hutu leader President 

Juvenal Habyarimana 

was put into power. 

Tensions grew over time, 

and Tutsi refugees 

located in Uganda 

formed the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF), led 

by the current Tutsi 

leader of Rwanda, 

President Paul Kagame. 

In 1994, President 

Habyarimana’s plane was 

shot down (although the 

actors and motivations 

behind this are still not 

clearly known), which 

instigated the rapid and 
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pervasive Rwandan Ge-

nocide. Between April to 

July of 1994, over 

800,000 people were 

killed, and sexual 

violence against women 

was rampant. (Gervais, 

Ubalijoro, and Nhyiraba 

2009: 14) An estimated 

500,000 wom-en were 

raped, where “rape was 

part of the genocidal plan 

and a tactic used for the 

systemic degradation of 

girls and women; perpet-

rators deliberately set out 

to infect female victims 

with HIV”. (Gervais, 

Ubalijoro, and Nhyiraba 

2009: 14) The Genocide 

perpetrated the vulnera-

bility of women, through-

hout its duration and for 

years to come. The 

Rwandan Genocide occu-

rred out of long-standing 

divisions, killing and 

devastating thousands, 

and disproportionately 

targeting women. 

 

The end of the Genocide 

left Rwanda with the 

issue of post-conflict 

reconciliation and recon-

struction. The nation-

wide slaughter ended in 

July 1994, when the RPF 

took over Kigali. 

Instability and insecurity 

are the typical features of 

a post-conflict state such 

as Rwanda. However, 

Kagame eventually beca-

me president, and the 

“RPF mainstreamed wo-

men from the beginning, 

including them in both 

the political and armed 

wings of the Front,” 

(Burnet 2008:365), and 

gender and development 

was made a priority. The 

first reasoning for this 

was the fact that 

“immediately after the 

killings, girls and women 

formed 70% of the entire 

Rwandan population.” 
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sexual violence against 

women was rampant. 

(Gervais, Ubalijoro, and 

Nhyiraba 2009: 14). It 

became a necessity for 

women to fill positions of 

power in the post-conflict 

recovery of Rwanda. 

Secondly, there was a 

nationwide attitudal shift, 

where the “government 

undertook an ideological 

program called: ‘national 

unity and reconciliation’ 

to build a ‘New Rwanda’, 

a nation of people who 

refused the ‘genocidal 

positions of power in the 

post-conflict recovery of 

Rwanda. Secondly, there 

was a nationwide attitu-

dal shift, where the 

“government undertook 

an ideological program 

called: ‘national unity 

and reconciliation’ to 

build a ‘New Rwanda’, a 

nation of people who 

refused the ‘genocidal 

ideology’ of the past.” 

(Burnet 2008: 365) 

Ensuring equitable trea-

tment and resources 

across all identities was 

at the forefront of 

development priorities. 

Thirdly, these female 

leaders, in effective 

collaboration with CSOs, 

constructed strong insti-

tutions and equitable 

policy. Parliamentary 

quotas were introduced, 

in which women had to 

make up 30% of 

parliamentarians. Female 

political participation has 

gone above and beyond 

this, with women 

outnumbering men at 

61.3%. (World Economic 

Forum, 2017) Other 

important policy, such as 

gender-based budgeting, 

reforming land-owner-

ship rights, and paid 

maternity leave, have 

been integral to the 

empowerment of women 

in Rwanda since 1994.
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(The Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017:8) 

Reflecting on Rwandan 

history allows for us to 

analyze our key themes 

of CSO collaborative 

behaviour and intersec-

tionality. As women were 

the majority of the 

population post-Gen-

ocide, women began to 

instigate effective CSOs, 

as well as taking up 

positions of power on a 

multitude of other levels. 

The understanding of 

equitable rights and 

female needs was felt 

across all aspects of 

society, allowing for 

greater collaborations 

amongst CSOs and the 

state. Development prio-

rities were aligned, where 

actors had an attitude of 

liberal values and 

apolitical, collaborative 

behaviours. Tangentially, 

intersectionality was at 

the forefront of these 

inclusive institutions and 

policies. Rwandan wom-

en underwent a very 

unique conflict, resulting 

in unique patterns of 

vulnerability which need-

ed to be addressed in 

Rwandan reconstruction. 

Rwandan institutions 

needed to account for 

war crimes, a majority 

female demographic, and 

the shifting labour force.  

The gendered impacts of 

the Genocide, as well as 

the context of post-

conflict reconstruction, 

highlight the importance 

of collaboration and 

intersectionality when 

looking towards the 

current state of gender 

parity in Rwanda.  

 

The Present: Current 

Initiatives and Actors 

Rwanda’s current advan-

cements in gender parity 

are largely thanks to 

effective cooperation and 
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implementation by vari-

ous actors. Locally, one 

of the major CSOs 

promoting gender equa-

lity is the Rwanda 

Women’s Network (R-

WN). Their primary 

mission in Rwanda is to 

“work towards improve-

ment of the socio-

economic welfare of 

women in Rwanda 

through enhancing their 

efforts to meet their basic 

needs”. (RWN, 2019) 

They have spearheaded a 

multiplicity of programs 

and projects, with 

various goals such as 

accessible physical and 

mental health care, 

quality education, 

economic empowerment, 

and protec-tion from 

sexual violence. Another 

part of their mandate is 

“community mobilization 

spaces for women, 

including facili-tating 

women through these 

community spaces to 

connect with other 

women on key issues and 

support each other for 

collective change.” 

(RWN, 2019) In this 

way, they effectively 

work on tangible projects 

to improve the 

accessibility of resources, 

and additionally foster 

solidarity and support 

amongst Rwandan 

women. RWN has been 

an effective grassroots 

organization in promo-

ting collaborative beha-

viour. It is just one of the 

CSOs operating towards 

gender equality in 

Rwanda, of which “are 

primarily concerned by 

the implementation of the 

National Gender Policy”. 

(Rwanda Ministry of 

Gender and Family 

Promotion, 2019) This is 

because “Rwanda is a 

difficult operational 

context for civil society 

and NGOs... [the] arran-

gements through which 
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civil society-state relati-

onships can be negotiated 

remain...state-determi-

ned”. (Gready 2010: 656) 

Interestingly enough, 

Rwandan gender empo-

werment reforms can be 

argued to have been 

carried out through a top-

down approach. In many 

cases, a top-down 

approach can go awry, 

but within Rwanda, as 

the state is run by predo-

minantly women, this 

results in a ‘trickle-down 

effect’, where female 

decision makers imple-

ment equitable changes 

to the benefit of women 

across Rwanda. In this 

sense, there is greater 

shared empathy and 

openness to collaboration 

with local CSOs who can 

more effectively imple-

ment the measures 

detailed by sustainable 

national policies.  

International CSOs, acto-

rs, and related initiatives 

have been largely helpful 

in gender mainstreaming 

in Rwanda. A major 

challenge to feminism 

that exists universally is 

the participation and 

support of men in the 

fight for gender equity. 

In Rwanda, “women’s 

awareness changed once 

and for all since all 

generations of women 

were affected by the 

experience of Genocide. 

However, for men, this 

meant confronting a new 

world order in terms of 

gender politics, someth-

ing that older men find 

harder to accept.” 

(Wallace, Haerpfer, Abb-

ott 2008: 119) To remedy 

this, the Rwandan 

Government has welco-

med the support of UN 

Women, particularly with 

their “HeForShe” 

solidarity campaign. The 

mandate of HeForShe 
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details that it acts as “an 

invitation for men and 

people of all genders to 

stand in solidarity with 

women to create a bold, 

visible and united force 

for gender equality.” 

(HeForShe, 2019) In 

Rwanda, participation in 

this campaign is 

incredibly high, with 

206,454 commitments to 

solidarity. In 2014, the 

Rwandan President Paul 

Kagame was selected as 

the HeForShe Global 

Champion, and stated 

that “as Rwandans, as a 

global community, we 

need every member of 

our society too use his or 

her talents to the full if 

we are ever to reach our 

development goals. I 

urge all men and boys to 

join me as HeForShe 

Champi-ons in support of 

our women and girls...” 

(The Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017: 11) 

The state and internati-

onal organisations, such 

as UN Women, have 

committed to three new 

commitments to be made 

by 2020 in Rwanda. This 

includes bridging the 

gender digital divide, 

triple STEM opportu-

nities and education for 

women, and eradicating 

gender-based violence. In 

this way, international 

initiatives, and the 

willingness of strong 

institutions, have helped 

to not only provide 

accessible resources, but 

have also pledged to a 

commitment of changing 

culture. Shifting the 

culture of ingrained 

sexism makes for a more 

sustainable and long-

term impact in the fight 

for gender equality in 

Rwanda and across the 

globe.   

Presently, there are a 

variety of actors that 

engage in women’s em-
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powerment in Rwanda, 

and together, they 

succeed in its successful 

implementation. The 

state acts as a strong, 

female majority institu-

tion, implementing suc-

cessful equity poli-cies. 

Local CSOs, such as 

RWN, help to provide 

the services and support 

detailed by these laws 

and bring women 

together to foster a 

greater sense of solida-

rity. International actors 

and initiatives, such as 

UN Women and the 

HeForShe movement, are 

helping to improve 

gender parity in the very-

long term, by eradicating 

the inherent culture of 

gender discrimination. 

Efforts towards gender 

parity demonstrate the 

collaborative behaviour 

of CSOs, and the attitude 

of liberal values and 

apolitical, collaborative 

behaviours. Intersection-

ality has been at the 

forefront of these initia-

tives, as demonstrated by 

Kagame’s three priori-

ties, where Rwanda has 

identified unique patterns 

of vulnerability for 

Rwandan women and 

have made commitments 

to institutionalise these 

initiatives. Thanks to 

collaborative behaviour 

and prioritising intersec-

tionality, there have been 

vast tangible improve-

ments in the quality of 

life for women. Some 

examples include the fact 

that at present, female 

labour participation in 

Rwanda is at 86%, 

women are guaranteed 

three months of paid 

maternity leave, (World 

Economic Forum, 2017), 

and there is overall 

increased political and 

educational participation. 

Through collaborative 

behaviours and bearing 

in mind an intersectional 
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framework, various ac-

tors have been able to 

successfully promote ho-

listic female empower-

ment.  

The Future: Positive 

and Negative 

Implications  

Collaborative CSO beha-

viour and intersectional 

initiatives possess a 

variety of possibilities for 

the future. Optimisti-

cally, Rwanda has cons-

tantly updated and imple-

mented national strategic 

frameworks towards gen-

der equity. From 2010-

2017, the “7 Year 

Government Program-

me” was introduced, 

which pushed for greater 

attention to gender-based 

violence and female 

equity concerns (The 

Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017: 7). 

From 2013-2018, the 

“Economic Development 

and Poverty Reduction 

Strategy” was introdu-

ced, particularly because 

“Rwanda has lifted 

people out of extreme 

poverty, paying particu-

lar attention to women, 

who form the majority of 

the poor.” (The Republic 

of Rwanda Government, 

2017: 8) In this sense, we 

can again see the 

significant attention to 

intersectionality, with 

particular accommodati-

on for poor women post-

Genocide. This focus 

cuts across other impor-

tant sectors, such us 

health care, whereby 

“linking efforts to streng-

then [the] health system 

with a preferential option 

for the poor - a cross-

cutting agenda known as 

the Economic Develop-

ment and Poverty 

Reduction Strategy - 

Rwanda has amplified 

the impact of its health 

system investments.” 
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(Drobac, Naughton 2014: 

60). Furthermore, the 

most recent development 

framework of Rwanda is 

Vision 2020, where there 

is a major push for 

efforts “against poverty 

and practice a positive 

discrimination policy in 

favour of women.” (The 

Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017: 7). 

Rwanda continues to 

prioritise gender in its 

long-term development 

goals, reviewing and 

reinstating new initia-

tives to create sustainable 

spaces and opportunities 

for the empowerment of 

women. With these 

commitments in mind, 

paired with the afore-

mentioned implement-

tation on the part of 

multiple actors, it is 

foreseeable that Rwanda 

will continue its positive 

trajectory of gender 

empowerment with its 

updated and long-term 

development plans.  

Despite these achieve-

ments, there are still 

major challenges to 

female empowerment in 

the foreseeable future of 

Rwanda. For example, 

one limitation is that 

Rwanda may experience 

is that of limited 

technical skills for 

vocational advancement. 

Although women partici-

pate greatly in the labour 

force, there is still much 

to be done about creating 

employment opportuni-

ties and adequate training 

outside of the agricultural 

sector. Although from 

2002-2012, Rwanda saw 

an increase from 12% to 

27% in agricultural to 

non-agricultural employ-

ment for women. (The 

Republic of Rwanda 

Government, 2017: 7) 

This number could 

potentially be much 



 

36 

higher and be conducive 

to overall development. 

Another hindrance is the 

“insufficient skills for 

gender analysis [that] 

make it difficult to 

identify key gender 

priorities and to propose 

appropriate interven-

tions” (The Republic of 

Rwanda Government, 

2017: 25). The aforemen-

tioned national frame-

works for gender 

empowerment can only 

be developed with 

accurate and sufficient 

understanding of various 

problems and intersec-

tional conditions. With-

out proper analysis, there 

could be important 

communities excluded 

from development disc-

ourse. Finally, another 

major challenge is the 

nuances of changing 

patriarchal culture. Alth-

ough HeForShe is 

dominant in Rwanda, 

“studies within sociology 

of gender further 

elaborate... [that] the 

granting of new rights to 

women on the basis of 

their gender marks the 

category of ‘woman’ as 

distinct... this further 

reinforces the idea that 

brings about the subordi-

nation of women in the 

first place -- that men and 

women are fundamen-

tally different.” (Berry 

2015: 4) A change in 

sexist culture has begun 

but will take several 

years before nuances in 

bias are explored and 

eradicated. There are 

potential future barriers 

to collaboration and 

intersectionality in Rw-

anda, such as its lack of 

technical opportunities 

for women, its gaps in 

gender analysis, and the 

nuances of discrimina-

tory patriarchal culture.  

The future of Rwandan 

gender parity holds a 
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variety of positive and 

negative outlooks, of 

which collaborative be-

haviour and intersection-

nality should be at the 

forefront. With regards to 

aggregate long-term de-

velopment frameworks, 

there must be greater 

attention to intersectiona-

lity amongst women -- 

particularly with women 

who have children from 

Genocidal acts of rape, 

female sex workers, and 

very young women who 

are the heads of 

households. Collabora-

tive behaviour could be 

better establi-shed, where 

CSOs and joint state 

policy help to address 

these unique patterns of 

vulnerability. When 

analysing potential future 

limitations, these challe-

nges can again be 

addressed by bearing in 

mind the importance of 

collaboration and inter-

sectionality. CSOs have 

the potential to create 

spaces for women to 

build up their technical 

skills, and potentially 

create more jobs to better 

gather national data and 

statistics. The culture of 

discrimination against 

women impacts the 

vulnerability of women 

altogether and taking the 

time to recognise the 

intersectional nature of 

discrimination allows for 

a better understanding of 

the diversity of gendered 

issues.  

Conclusion  

From the 1994 Genocide 

and looking towards the 

future, Rwanda has effec-

tively taken steps to 

collaborate with CSOs, 

give recognition to inter-

sectional needs, and mai-

nstream gender equity. 
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In the past, the impacts 

of the Rwandan Geno-

cide disproportionately 

impacted women. As 

women were the majority 

of survivors, they grew 

to occupy positions of 

power and promote 

strong institutions and 

have created sustainable 

policy and programs to 

further development 

initiatives.  

 

Presently, a combination 

of local CSOs, the state, 

and international UN 

organs have helped to 

implement effective ac-

tions towards gender 

parity. CSOs help 

provide resources as 

dictated by the state, the 

state propagates inclusive 

policy, and welcomes the 

support of HeForShe in 

shifting discriminatory 

culture. In the future, 

collaboration amongst 

these actors and a greater 

recognition of intersec-

tionality needs to be at 

the front of long-term 

plans. This is to over-

come potential cha-

llenges, such as a greater 

need for technical capa-

city and training, a lack 

of coherent analysis, and 

a better understanding of 

the nuances of vulnera-

bility in societal discri-

mination. Reflecting on 

history, the need for 

greater empowerment 

and accessible oppor-

tunities across various 

identities has allowed for 

the Rwandan government 

to effectively collaborate 

with international and 

local Civil Society ac-

tors, resulting in rapid, 

sustainable, and intersec-

tional gender parity 

across Rwanda.      .     
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