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Executive summary

This research explores how men and women 
in rural Rwanda perceive, experience and inter-
pret the country’s gender equality agenda. It also 
shows how they try to negotiate gender practices 
and relationships when such an agenda is imple-
mented locally. The empirical material is based 

with 
263 respondents in 32 group interviews. The 

• When gender equality laws and policies that 
challenge power relations are implement-
ed, both men and women experience gender 
equality dilemmas, worries, and fears that ex-
pand and complicate existing power inequali-
ties at the household level.

• Men and women adopt the strategy of silence 
in the household as one of the means to cope 
with the newly created gender changes.

• If women’s rights continue to be promoted 
and men’s worries, complaints and fears, as 

-
dressed, gender equality might not have a sig-

lives in rural households. 
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Rwanda’s evolving gender policy context

-

-

-

Rwanda in order to rebuild the country. The promo-

and development. The 2003 constitution recognised 
-
-

tion under the law. It has also provided a platform for 
gender mainstreaming across all sectors. 

often report Rwanda as a success story in introducing 

-

-
-

-

reforms in their daily household lives and how they 
negotiate new gender practices and relationships. 
This research aims to -
ratives of women and men about their everyday social 

or is not being implemented in Rwanda. 

Challenges for domestic discussion of gender 

The narratives of men and women in rural Rwanda 
-

process of fruitful negotiation. The study suggests 

productive negotiation between spouses in household 

over household allocation of resources. 

-
gotiation with their wives because negotiating is felt 
as a loss of their customary respect and self-esteem. 

discussions with their husbands and challenge their 
-

and policies are implemented and therefore are faced 

loss of self-respect and a sense of being betrayed by 
the government). This dilemma concerns two irrecon-

-
-

ered “true men.” 

use silence as one of the best options to overcome 
the long arm of the law. They therefore use silence 
to ensure that their traditional household authority is 
unchallenged. Some men stated that this strategic si-
lence protects them from being accused and reported 
to government authorities because it leaves no trace 
of evidence that they abuse their wives. 

-

are being emotionally abused. This article suggests 
that male silence undermines discussions and negoti-

is a new strategy that they are adopting to protect them 

place between husband and wife may not succeed in 

in Rwandan society.

Moving from silence to engagement

The study mainly revealed that changing power 
relations between men and women in Rwanda is a 

-

that these norms often act more powerfully than for-



3

www.genocideresearchhub.org.rw

Recommendations
The dilemmas highlighted in the narratives of 

-

communities creates a confusing gender landscape 

agenda could worsen the relationships between 
men and women in rural households. The Govern-
ment of Rwanda should—before designing and 
adapting any strategy that aims to challenge and 

and women—work more closely with ordinary 
men to listen to their concerns in order to achieve 

anyone in the household.
take 

men’s experiences seriously
binary of men as perpetrators of violence in the 
home and women as victims will remain or could 
even worsen. By focusing on men as perpetrators 

lives and concerns surrounding gender-related is-
-

households.

-

to recognise the lived experiences of individual 
women in their various categories. Women are 
not a homogeneous group and thus face gender-re-

 -
ences of individual women as they articulate their 

about how 

The study reveals the demand for public space 
where traditional perceptions can be discussed, 

 in order to reconcile old 
-

traditional gender norms worsens gender relations 


