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ABSTRACT

This article examines Rwanda’s gender equality cpedi with the intention to
contribute to the ongoing debate in the literatomethe meaning of gender equality
initiatives in authoritarian states. The articlalkesates the transformative potential of
Rwanda’s gender equality policies with referencaléep-rooted societal norms and
practices within which gender inequalities are eddeel. To this end, the article draws
on in-depth interviews conducted in Rwanda wittaage of stakeholders, as well as
on documentary research. First, we explore theofactnforming the Rwandan
commitment to gender equality. Second, we disduspositive developments this has
brought about. We then distinguish five trends tHakeaten the transformative
potential of Rwandan gender equality policies. Wmatude that while a strong
political will and target-driven policies offer oppunities for promoting gender
equality, the transformative potential is jeopaedizby (1) the dominance of an
underlying economic rationale; (2) the neglectha tinvisible labour’ of women; (3)
the formalistic implementation of gender policiesdatheir focus on quantitative
results; (4) the limited scope for civil societyiaes to influence policy; and (5) the
lack of grassroots participation.

INTRODUCTION

The Rwandan genocide of 1994 is carved in our mEsas one of the defining tragedies of
the twentieth century. In the span of merely threenths, at least half a million Tutsis and
moderate Hutus were killed in a ‘minutely preparaad callously executed’ slaughter
organized by a ruling group of ‘Hutu Power’ extretsi(Pottier, 2002: 9: see also Des Forges,
1999).
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The Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) ended the geredayddefeating the ruling government’s
army and installing a new government. Observer® lggised the Rwandan government for
the speed at which the state was rebuilt and thgedg of basic services such as health,
education and infrastructure was resumed. TodaynBavdoasts an efficient technocratic
government, economic growth, low corruption leveded an ambitious economic
modernization agenda which aims to lift Rwanda flffow-’ to a ‘medium-income country’
(UNDP, 2007; World Bank, 2010). Other trends haeerbless encouraging, with several
authors expressing their concern about an authartastate that restricts political liberties
(Longman, 2011; Reyntjens, 2006, 2011). FreedomskEloanks Rwanda as ‘Not Free’ and
recorded ‘a downward trend’ as a result of theaased repression of ‘opposition politicians,
journalists, and civil society activists in the rup to [the] deeply flawed August 2010
presidential election’ (Freedom House, 2011: 15). Zince the elections, pressure on
opposition political parties and civil society (seengman, 2011; Reyntjens, 2011) has
continued.

On the positive side, however, the government obR¥a has created a favourable
environment for enhancing gender equality. Frontyean, it has publicly expressed a strong
commitment to expanding women'’s rights, and hasrtalumerous steps to increase women'’s
political participation (Longman, 2006). Howevelgncerns have been voiced about the
actual ‘significance of women’s high levels of repentation in parliament and other
governmental institutions given the increasinglyhautarian nature of the Rwandan state
since 1994’ (Longman, 2006: 146). The hope remtias it will ‘transform the nature of
politics in Rwanda’ (Longman, 2006: 145) and leadnbeaningful participation’ of women
in the long term (Burnet, 2008: 361). However hat $ame time, many doubts remain.

While existing literature focuses mainly on thensigance of the increased political
participation of women, this article will focus &twanda’s broader gender equality policies
and evaluate their transformative potentidlansformative potentiatefers to the policies’
capacity to address the deeply ingrained sociataha and practices within which gender
inequalities are embedded. The approach focusgemaer without dislodging women as the
central subject; it recognizes that improving wotaestatus requires an analysis of social and
power relationdetween women and men, as well as the commitmeht@operation of men

(Debusscher, 2011). A prerequisite for the ‘transfation’ of the development agenda is for
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women, who are affected by development intervestiar their organizations, to have a
voice ‘[in shaping] the objectives, priorities asttategies of development’ (Jahan, 1995:
127). Such an agenda-setting approach ‘implies ttaesformation and reorientation of
existing policy paradigms, changing decision-makpmgcesses, prioritizing gender equality
objectives and rethinking policy ends’ (Walby, 20@23). A transformative approach is
therefore different from an ‘integrationist apprbawhich addresses ‘gender issues within
existing development policy paradigms’ (Beveridged aNott, 2002: 300) and promotes
gender equality ‘as a way of more effectively aelng existing policy goals’ (Walby, 2005:
323).

An important aspect of transformative potentiala#atimproving the ‘ability on the
part of poor women to question, analyse and adherstructures of patriarchal constraint in
their lives’ (Kabeer, 2005: 15). It is ‘too simpleassume that the participation of women will
lead directly to fundamental change in itself’ aramhsform ‘the hegemonic order’ (Verloo,
2005: 348). This is because ‘under conditions efjuality, deliberative processes will tend to
serve dominant groups, and subordinated groupshailget the opportunity to properly think
through and articulate their interests’ (ibid.).dther words, the participation of women is a
necessary but not sufficient requirement for tramsftion and countering ‘ongoing
hegemonization’ (Verloo, 2005: 348). There shou®b de scope for non-elite actors to voice
and promote their agenda of gender equality. Thieréato consult with organizations
working on gender equality undermines the transé&tive potential of the gender
mainstreaming approach in two respects (Debussuitervan der Vieuten, 2012). Not only is
the lack of inclusion of non-elite voices detrimanto women’s empowerment, it also
diminishes the relevance of policies. What showasip ‘problem’ and a ‘solution’ for policy
makers is limited by their institutional culturedans predetermined goals. Clearly, this not
only restricts the scope of policy making, but aise allocation of resources (Beveridge and
Nott, 2002).

The data in this paper are drawn from face-to-facerviews with relevant
stakeholders. In a first phase, we interviewed sora@r representatives of government, civil
society and the donor community, all working on dgmnequality and frequently cited in the
literature. After gaining initial access to orgaatinns working on gender issues, snowballing
proved to be an effective way of locating additiomgerviewees. Each interview took
approximately eighty minutes and was conductedniglieh or French from 26 May-17 June
2011. Of the thirty-three interviewees, eleven wegresentatives of Rwandan civil society

working on gender equality; eleven were governnadintials working on gender equality or
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members of parliament; eight were staff membersmbassies and international donor
organizations; and three represented internatiooigdlgovernmental organizations working in
the field of gender equality. Seven of the thityee interviewees were non-Rwandan and
seven were male. All were guaranteed anonymityinAal types of interviews, the method is
vulnerable to the potential hidden agendas of wearees. We therefore collected as much
additional information as possible about our infants’ networks and past activities, to better
contextualize their narratives. The interviews wesenplemented by a review of official and
unofficial government documents on gender equaity the extensive, in-depth rural field
experience of one of the authors.

The purpose of this article is to evaluate the df@mative potential of Rwanda’s
gender equality policies given the authoritariararelsteristics displayed by the Rwandan
regime. First, we explore the factors contributindRwanda’s post-genocide commitment to
gender equality. Second, we examine the positivecesf of this commitment to policies
advancing gender equality. Third, five prominergntts are distinguished in present-day
Rwanda which hamper the transformative potentidR@findan gender equality policies. In
our conclusion we reflect upon the extent to wHistandan gender equality policies succeed
in challenging the deeply rooted societal norms@nagdtices within which gender inequalities

are embedded.

GENDER EQUALITY IN POST-CONFLICT RWANDA

In pre-colonial Rwanda men dominated much of spei@nomic and political life, although
there were some ‘limited avenues of power for wonfeangman, 2006: 134). In Rwandan
society, women’s ownership and inheritance of lands prohibited. Women were
discouraged to voice their opinions and expectatefer to men. Nevertheless, they managed
to exert substantial autonomy in their role as ragthand food producers, and could hold
powerful religious positions (Longman, 2006; Uwiaeand Pearson, 2009). During colonial
rule, even these limited avenues of power wereoffuand post-independence governments
took little interest in the situation of women (lgmman, 2006). This changed after the
genocide when gender equality became a politicaleisat the highest levels of society.
Several steps were taken to expand women'’s rigittsrerease the participation of women in
politics. Three reasons can be advanced to exgtanshift in the post-conflict period: (1)

gender roles had changed during the period of mbrEhd intense violence; (2) the women’s
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movement played a very active role in the immedpat&t-war period; (3) post-genocide elites
in leadership positions displayed a strong commitnb@ gender equality.

Changed Gender Roles

Several scholars have shown how the disruptioneoidgr relations caused by prolonged
conflict may actually offer ‘significant opportures’ for transformation in post-conflict
periods (Bauer and Britton, 2006: 11). The ‘scatterof families and the expansion of
families headed by women have created situatioresrevivomen had either to participate in
decision making or to make decisions themselvesp(R001: 23). Without downplaying the
extreme physical and psychological hardships, dsasehe dramatic demographic changes,
that mark post-conflict settings, they do seemrtmpportunity to transform social relations
as all structures and social relations need toebeilt (Burnet, 2008). As case studies on
Uganda, Chad, Sudan and Liberia demonstrate (FR2@88; Pankhurst, 2002; Turshen and
Twagiramariya, 1998)uch a context creates space for new gender ratksi@bate about
gender politics.

This seems to hold true also in the case of Rwabdaing the conflict, Tutsi and
moderate Hutu men were largely targeted for mundbile women were subjected to grave
sexual assault, torture and rape, the latter d&ading to HIV infection. After the genocide,
many women and children found were left to theimoglevices to rebuild their lives in a
shattered country. In the immediate aftermath efgbnocide, women and girls even made up
almost 70 per cent of the populatibiihe men had been killed, were in prison or had fled the
country.Women could therefore no longer rely on husband&thers for their livelihood;
‘the old way of doing things was no longer an optignterview, 2011a)Women were
forced to adopt new roles and assume ‘male’ respitities, such as building houses,
speaking in public or milking cows. While we shoutdt underestimate the extreme
challenges women faced, the experience also effemtasting and profound change in
Rwandan gender relations which has resulted immarease of women’s participation in

all spheres of public lif¢Burnet, 2008; Uwineza and Pearson, 2009).

L In the years that followed, this imbalance begardualize, as refugees and internally displaced
persons returned home. By early 1997, women coiestit53.7 per cent of the adult population
(Burnet, 2008).



The Role of the Women's Movement

Immediately after the genocide, the country wasaiters and much of the basic services,
including food, clothing and shelter were lackigomen’s organizations stepped in to fill
this ‘social void’ (Bauer and Britton, 2006: 16)daprovided much-needed basic services, as
well as support and counselling to the traumatised/ivors. Even though the women’s
movement in Rwanda predates the genocide, it grgnifisantly between 1994 and 2003 to
become ‘among the most active sector[s] of civdisty’ (Burnet, 2008: 372).

This is illustrated by the advocacy work of the wesris movement around the
‘Inheritance law’ of 1999, the ratification of tlmew constitution in 2003, the land policy of
2004 followed by the organic land law of 2005, dhd proposal on gender-based violence
which became law in 2000The women’s movement, led by the umbrella-orgaitina
PROFEMMES, has played a very active role in initigtand propelling forward gender
policies. Amongst others, it conducted researchsamdeys, hired experts to assess existing
laws and draft new laws, and organized numeroudingsewith Parliament, the Supreme
Court and the Ministry of Justice. These femaléiasis have applied various smart tactics.
They set up ‘alliances with men in government dreddarliament’, stressed the importance of
‘valuing women and mothers in traditional Rwandaiture’, and gave voice to poor rural
women at parliamentary meetings so as to ‘avoidgseen as the intellectual women of the
women’s movement who have no connection to real ilif the communities’ (Interview,
2011a). The ‘Inheritance law’ of 1999 which guaess® women equal rights to own and
inherit property, specifically, is regarded as a Kebby achievement of the women’s
movement.

Overall, it can be said that the involvement of veonin Rwandan civil society paved
the way for greater gender equality in the polltiaeena in at least two ways. First, the
significant role women played in service provisiafter 1994 created a ‘positive image of

women’ (Interview 2011a). This has helped to uncienes the legitimacy of women’s political

%2 These important laws have significantly improvethder equality in the official policy framework.
The 1999 inheritance law has established gendealigqin land inheritance and ownership within
formal marriages (for a critical reflection, seesdms and Holvoet (2008)). The 2003 Constitution
reinforces the principle of gender equality andvjites quotas of at least 30 per cent for women in
decision-making organs. The land policy of 2004 #red2005 organic land law contain provisions on
gender equality in land rights (concerning regtgtraand access rights). The 2009 GBV law sets out
clear definitions of gender-based violence andiuced serious penalties.



participation and the importance of creating gerssitive policies. In the aftermath of the
genocide, this ‘credit’ has given the women’s moeaingreater room to manoeuvre and
influence policy compared to other civil societyganizations, such as human rights or
indigenous rights organizations (Burnet, 2008). dBe¢ the professional experience that
women gained in the civil society sector offeregbad foundation in preparation for entering

politics and government administration (LongmarQ&0

Commitment to Gender Issues of Leading Post-geno@dPolitical Elites

The ruling RPF’'s commitment to women’s empowernmerat third factor that has contributed
to increased attention to gender equality. The d¢eaeership of the RPF was in exile in
Uganda for a long period of time. During this titey were exposed to Ugandan policies,
including policies on women’s rights and inclusiicongman, 2006). During exile, Paul
Kagame and several of his associates were officerMuseveni’'s National Resistance
Movement (NRM) and they have adopted many of itida and policies. Mirroring the
Ugandan NRM, the RPF has mainstreamed women fraoly 8390, in both its political and
armed wings. In this way, it clearly distinguishiskelf from the ruling MRND National
Republican Movement for Democracy and Developmeatty and opposition parties in
Rwanda (Burnet, 2008). Since 1994, RPF-led goventsnéave appointed women to
important political and juridical positions, maireamed women within the party, and
reserved a fixed number of seats for women in #tmnal legislature (Burnet, 2008).

Apart from the RPF leaders, many more refugeesmetuto Rwanda from exile in
Uganda, Zaire, Tanzania and Burundi in the pastrdeen years, bringing experiences with
them from outside the country. Especially for ardoy like Rwanda which traditionalllgas
been rather closed off from outside influences Has had a tremendous impact. Many of the
returned exiles now occupy positions in civil stgiethe ministries or in international
organizations where their daily work is influendey the ideas and perspectives they had

been exposed to in neighbouring countries or thkeakthe world (Interview, 2011b).

ACHIEVEMENTS IN TERMS OF GENDER EQUALITY POLICIES



Over the last two decades, a lot has been achieitath a relatively short pace of time. It
seems that the top-down regime with a strong galitwill to promote gender equality has
offered opportunities for promoting gender equalithe integration of gender equality in
national policy is ‘a fundamental principle withthe Constitution’ and is underpinned by
President Kagame’s statement that gender equadigverybody’s business’ and is ‘critical to
sustainable socio-economic development’ (GovernneérRwanda, 2009a: 6—7%ince the
installation of the new government after the 200&:tens, about two-thirds of the cabinet
has been female, demonstrating a genuine politieaimitment to placing women in high-
level political positions. Furthermore, the 2003 &wan Constitution, around which the
women’s movement efficiently mobilized, guarantdest ‘women are granted at least thirty
per cent of posts in decision making organs’ (Goremnt of Rwanda, 2003). Accordingly,
women took 48.8 per cent of the seats in the Idweise in 2003, and about 40 per cent of the
entire parliament (Chamber of Deputies and Senhtdhe parliamentary elections of 2008,
this increased to 56.3 per cent in the lower housgking Rwanda the first country in the
world with a female majority in a national legisl@ chamber. Combined with the gender
distribution within the Senate, this translateg$oper cent female representation in the entire

parliament (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2011).

In the aftermath of the genocide, the RPF reorgahithe executive branch and
created the Ministry of Gender, Family and Socitibis which later became the Ministry of
Gender and Family Promotion (MIGEPROF). For thstfiime in history, Rwanda had a
ministry of gender equality and not just for wonreepbolicies alone (Burnet, 2008). In 1998,
the Ministry organized elections in Rwanda to ageatsystem that is representational at all
levels of government: in the cellules and sectansl at district, provincial and national level.
The so-called ‘Women’s Councils’ were conceived @ssultative bodies to promote
women’s interests, and have functioned as a steprtis reserving 30 per cent of seats for
women in parliament. More recently, the Ministry@énder and Family Promotion has been
placed within the Prime Minister's office ‘to ensurstrategic coordination of policy
implementation’, again indicating the appreciatafirgender equality at the highest political

level (Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, 201

Furthermore, gender equality occupies a centra molthe Rwandan government’s
commitment and pursuit of an ambitious modernizapolicy. The government adopted a

national gender policy in 2004, which is regulanjydated and made concrete by three-year
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strategic implementation plans. These plans inctietailed gender performance indicators to
achieve certain strategic objectives and clearlgicete the responsible ministries. For
example, in the ongoing public sector reform, thieisry of Economic Planning and Finance
has adopted a gender budgeting programme and isgnefforts to institutionalize it.

The Rwandan government displays a strong desiredtsform Rwanda into a target-
driven society from the highest to the lowest IeyAhsoms, 2009: 292), as well as to be
accountable to donors (Renard and Molenaers, 20@3$eems that this has offered
opportunities to develop gender policies. Mechasissuich as ‘performance contracts’
facilitate accountability on the part of policy nesk and implementers in the area of gender
equality. To collect and monitor data for targetiredn and evidence-based policy making, a
‘Gender Monitoring Office’ was established in th@3 Constitution and made operational in
2009. Its main task is to monitor gender indicatwith reference to the country’s national
policies, programmes and projects. Notable in teigard is that the Gender Monitoring
Office is not only conducting ‘gender auditing’ ihe public sector, but also in the private
sector, NGOs and religious organizations (Gendenitdddng Office, 2011).

Overall, it seems that the newly adopted roles ofmen in the post-conflict setting,
combined with a government committed to gender kgudave translated in improved
representation of women in governance and in thebkshment of several national
mechanisms to promote gender equality. At the dames the meaning of these initiatives in
an authoritarian state like Rwanda is unclear (Byr@008; Longman, 2006). Is increased
female political participation and gender-streamdirpolicy making adequate to overcome

deep-rooted societal gender norms, structures eautiges?

THREATS TO THE TRANSFORMATIVE POTENTIAL OF GENDER E QUALITY
POLICIES

This section critically assesses the transformapweéential of Rwandan gender equality
policies. Our approach to gender equality is th& an end in itself, instead of being ‘a way
of more effectively achieving existing policy gdaler that it needs to fit ‘within existing
development policy paradigms’ (Beveridge and N&@)2: 300). Furthermore, policy with
transformative potential goes beyond an ‘agend@ngedpproach’ that includes women or
their organizations in the shaping of developmdnjedives and strategies (Jahan, 1995:

127). It should also provide scope for less powgehfiton-hegemonic’ civil society groups to
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‘think through and [publicly] articulate’ their ietests and gender equality agenda (Verloo,
2005: 348). Below, we discuss five trends thatdtee a transformative Rwandan gender
equality policy: (1) the dominance of an underlyiegonomic rationale; (2) the neglect of
‘invisible labour’ in subsistence agriculture arare work; (3) a formalistic implementation
of gender policies and their focus on quantitatesults; (4) the limited space for civil society

voices to influence policy; and (5) a lack of grasss participation.

The Dominance of an Underlying Economic Rationale

According to the government’s long-term developmstrategy ‘Vision 2020, the ‘new
Rwandan society’ involves the ‘full developmentafman resources and emergence of a
prosperous knowledge-based society’, including‘tagid development of entrepreneurship
and a modern competitive private sector’, ‘a prasecand high-value market-oriented
agriculture’ and ‘a lower demographic growth ra&overnment of Rwanda, 2004: 4-5).
Although gender equality is one of five crosscuytthemes in Rwanda’s long- and medium-
term strategies, the actual integration of gensismas seems to be instrumental to the overall
objective of economic development and societal mudation.

For ‘Rwanda to compete effectively in the globabmamy’ (Government of Rwanda,
2007: 59), the Rwandan government aims to credeaavledge based and technological led
(sic) economy’(Government of Rwanda, 2009b: 10). It is a stratsfygngly focused on
producing a ‘workforce capable of meeting labourkeademand nationally, regionally and
internationally’ (ibid.: 7). This implies a signitnt growth in student numbers, both male and
female, in relevant higher education institutio@, as the Economic Development and
Poverty Reduction Strate@igDPRS) states, ‘the specific aims of higher edoaath achieve
these priorities include achieving enrolment growetid gender equity’ (Government of
Rwanda, 2007: 59). According to the Ministry of &mce and Economic Planning, the
promotion of gender equality ‘facilitates econongmowth and fast trackssif) poverty
reduction’ (Ministry of Finance and Economic Plamyi 2011). Several gender equality
programmes linked to the National Gender Policy directly linked to economic growth
objectives, notably programmes on ‘Economic Empaovesit for Employment, Growth and
Markets’, ‘Skills for Knowledge-based Society’ aod ‘Private Sector’. The National Gender
Policy serves ‘as a tool to facilitate’ the implartaion of various short- and long-term

government programmes, as well as achieving ‘ttiema goal for sustainable development’

10



(Government of Rwanda 2009a: 13, 21). PresidentaKegclearly understands that from a
‘cost-benefit framework’, it would be unwise to w@asmore than half of [Rwanda’s] capital
investment [referring to the female labour forqg}ivineza and Pearson, 2009: 16).

One of our informants stated that, in the view ofiqy makers, gender equality is
‘about how much women can actually produce to doute to the development of the
country’. She cynically added that ‘as long as ymoduce, you are a target of things
[referring to policies], but what about other agpeof inequality?’ (Interview, 2011c).
Another member of the donor community confirmed ttiaim, stating that gender equality
‘is not a policy priority for Rwanda. They have etfpriorities: “Vision 2020 (Interview,
2011d). Indeed, when gender equality concerns ctamywéh economic development and
societal modernization objectives, as framed bygthernment, priority is given to the latter.
We could cite three examples.

First, the Rwandan government’s efforts to credtesiness-friendly environment and
to attract large-scale, capital-intensive projedtave discouraged small-scale, often rural-
based, informal sector initiatives. The governmestrategy to formalize the informal sector
has not only negatively affected local-level lielods (see Ansoms and Murison, 2012), it is
likely to have widened social divisions in an athe@olarized system where there is a big gap
between well-paid formal jobs and more generic fmad jobs, such as care work and labour-
intensive informal work. Given the gendered diuwsi@f labour, where women are
overrepresented in care and people-related woik, likely that this approach has not only
widened class divisions, but also deepened gendisiahs (Perrons, 2005).

Even within the formal sector, the government’s mébcus is on market-based
criteria, while social policies seem to be an addfor example in 2009, paid maternity leave
for women working in the formal private sector veas from twelve weeks to six weeks. This
measure, which conflicts with ILO standards, wasotuced in an effort to attract foreign
investment and reduce costs for the private sécttve women’s movement unsuccessfully
tried to prevent this law from being passed, arguimat it contradicts the commitment to
equality in the Constitution and the National Genelicy (Interview, 2011e). One activist
stated that ‘this is an aggressive law for a gowemt that says it is gender sensitive’
(Interview, 2011f), while several activists expreslisbelief at how this law could be passed

in a country where women comprise over 45 per ceparliament.

% For a critical analysis, see Gokgir (2012).
* Rwanda has not ratified the ILO convention 183raiernity leave protection.
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A final example of gender issues being subordintdedodernization objectives is the
way in which the villagization policy is currentheing framed. The villagization approach
(or imidugudu policy) was originally part of a pd€Q94 policy package to deal with the
resettlement of former refugees. However, it soanated into a top-down reorganization of
the rural landscape, particularly in the eastemt pathe country. Families were forced to
move from scattered homesteads spread over tlsethitirouped settlements, while housing
in these new settlements was often of inferior itpiabeveral authors have pointed to the
negative impact of such ‘modernization’ initiativesn the local quality of life (van
Hoyweghen, 1999; Human Rights Watch, 200degwater, 2011; Newbury, 2011). The more
recent version of the villagization policy is lestsict: only newly established households are
obliged to build their houses on specified commuitals. However, the price of land in those
‘centres’ and construction standards pose an desiapeople who want to build a house and
start ‘adult live’ (Sommers and Uvin, 2011). Thdipphas had a significant impact on young
women in that it has made it difficult for themfind a suitable partner to start a family with.
As a result, there is an increasing incidence ahamied young mothers, a status often
leading to social exclusion and marginalization ¢&ms and Murison, 2012). For men this
has implied ‘a failed transition to manhood’ (Soms&012) and self-perceived failure. This
example illustrates that gender issues do not coigern women but also men.

These three examples illustrate that gender isasesuch are not a policy priority.
Gender equality is promoted as long as it coincmleadvances the main objectives of the
government which focus on economic developmenthil is not the case, it is ignored.
Rwandan policy makers’ obsession with economic ldgveent targets can be explained by
the fact that this is their major strength. Whengast-1994 achievements in terms of political
governance are limited to non-existent, Rwandast-fi094 track-record in terms of macro-
economic stability and growth has been impressie.ensure the continuity of aid flow,
maintaining this record it is of crucial importanethe Rwandan government (Ansoms and
Rostagno, 2012). The transformation of deeply maggnder inequalities is secondary to this
objective.

Neglecting ‘Invisible Labour’: Subsistence Agriculure and Care Issues

A second factor that hampers gender equality is gbaernment policies do not take into

account the importance and challenges of partieadaupations which are less visible in the
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public sphere, but which are of crucial importaficen the perspective of local livelihoods
and overall well-being. In this regard, two occugas in particular where women play a
major role can be cited: subsistence agricultutecame work.

One of the aims of ‘Vision 2020’ is to move beyommhst delusions of viable
subsistence-based agriculture’ towards ‘productivigh value and market oriented
agriculture’ (Government of Rwanda, 2000: 18). Agliural policies aim to achieve
agricultural modernization, intensification, prafemalization and enterprise development
through strategies that promote monocropping angiomal crop specialization, land
registration and the consolidation of plots, aslwasla market-orientation in all production
activities (Ansoms and Rostagno, 2012). Ansomsdmadysed elsewhere that these policy
objectives are not in the interest of smallholdeagants. In fact, modernization objectives
expose smallholders to excessive risks that arérargnto their priority to minimize risk
(Ansoms, 2010).

These policies also have important gender dimessigiven that subsistence
production is largely the domain of female farm@nmaditionally, women have always been
very active in the production of staple foods tle¢d the family, whereas cash crop
production and marketization is generally considdoebe men’s business (De Lame, 2005).
De Lame explains how, in the pre-genocide contéhe, increasing monetization of the
economy affected peasant women on two counts: ‘these losers at home, but gained
nothing in the outside world’ (ibid.: 76).

Contemporary agrarian modernization policies riakihg a similar effect as they fail
to fully take account of ‘the gendered structurdadiour and time allocation’ in agricultural
activities (Ansoms and Holvoet, 2008). As notedAmgoms and Holvoet (2008: ), ‘given the
enormous time and work burden that women face rimdeof reproductive activities, it is
obvious that they do not compete on equal termbh wien in the productive arena’. As a
result, policies that push farmers into a marké&trded maximum-productivity logic —
without paying particular attention to gender disiens — will most likely have a negative
impact on the position of women in the contextnafa-household relations.

Another invisible occupation in which women are wepresented — which is again
largely ignored by the Rwandan government — is eawek (household tasks and care for
family and community members). The Rwandan goventdees not question the unequal
division of care work in Rwandan society, nor igecavork explicitly valued. Although
unpaid and informal care workers are subsidizirgdbonomy, this contribution is excluded

from the definition of work in national accountsdaits implications for inequality are not
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discussed. As put by a Rwandan gender activist:si@uld capture this work in the GDP.
Household chores are part of the system [and] artegb development’ (Interview, 2011g). A

Rwandan policy maker commented on this, sayingtti@idea was ‘discussed, but that it is
too complicated’ (Interview, 2011h).

In Rwanda, care work also has a distinctive clasgedsion. Many families of the
upper and middle classes have one or more ‘houte (gr boys)’ to perform household
chores. These labourers are often young and unealicehey work without a contract which
implies they often receive a very low safaand endure bad working conditions. Most gender
activists in government and civil society intervevwere not critical of this system — and
were even making use of it — but other gender mstswvere highly critical. One activist
described the situation as ‘exploitation’ and urgjeglgovernment to ‘look for ways to protect
them [referring to household personnel]’ (Intervje2011g).

Another problematic aspect is that the governmerelying heavily on civil society to
deliver services in care work. The organizations selveral of the local civil society
representatives interviewed were frequently invdlv@ projects delivering basic care
services. One of our interviewees explained thai@one has to do it...you cannot leave
these poor women to their misery (Interview, 2011Examples include medical and
psychological care for rape victims, seeking shelfer victims of domestic violence, or
setting up home-based care systems for bedriddgentsmin the local community. Local
NGOs mostly work with volunteers (mostly female)onthey organize and train in delivering
care. Government support for such activities watenofnon-existent. Some of our
interviewees were very critical about the governtisefailure to accept responsibility.

The neglect of these ‘invisible’ labour occupatioms which women are
overrepresented is surprising given their contrdsuto local livelihoods and the overall well-
being of the population. The silence on these ss¢ only legitimizes the unequal division
of labour between men and women, it also devaluek work and overlooks its connection
to development in general. The fact that subsigteggiculture and care work are not part of
the urbanized life world of policy makers could kxp their relative blindness to the interests
of these ‘invisible labourers’. This clearly illuates how class differences intersect with
gender inequalities. The ambitions and perspedivthe elite — men and women — are

oriented towards a modern ‘knowledge-based’ sociBtyir reality is therefore far removed

®> Domestic workers are not entitled to a minimum evag to some time off because they are not
protected by Rwandan labour law. Interviewees tiegothat house boys or girls earn around a tenth
of the average salary of a civil servant workingiiministry. Sometimes this is even less.

® For example, Interview (2011i).
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from the on-the-ground realities of the majoritytbé Rwandan population (Ansoms, 2009)
— and of the majority of Rwandan women engagedibsistence agriculture and care work

in particular.

A Formalistic Implementation of Gender Policies andhe Focus on Quantitative Results

A third aspect jeopardizing the transformative ptté of policies on gender equality is their
rather formalistic and macro-level operationali@aatiSeveral interviewees were cynical about
Rwanda’s commitment to gender equality stating ttiet government needs to go beyond
good laws and women in parliament’ (Interview, 201 our interviews, Rwandan activists
pointed out that despite the establishment of geselesitive structures, the resources to make
them function were lacking. A good example of tisighe Ministry of Gender and Family
Promotion. At the time of our research (2011), MRROF had a staff of about thirty. Of
those, only four were responsible for gender isq@éswhich two were not paid by the
government but directly by the United Nations), whthe remaining twenty-six were
focusing on children’s rights and family policy.

Also in other ministries, several of the structutieat have been put in place existed
only in name. For example, several of the firstagation ‘gender focal pointswere not
aware that they had been appointed to these ratsry(iew, 2011b). Theoretically, the
second-generation gender focal points were the S#yis Directors of Planning, but in
practice the role was frequently passed on to @fjumember of staff with no previous
experience in gender issues. Staff trainings orgeresponsive budgeting, arranged by the
Ministry of Economic Planning and Finance, did me¢an that participants were actually
capable of implementing gender budgeting in practic

Another example — also relevant in the rural sgttir+ concerns the Women'’s
Councils (see above), whose ‘significance has hewlermined by the fact that all but the
highest level positions are voluntary’ (Women foromen International, 2004: 34). As
MIGEPROF does not have a budget to assist Woments€ils materially or financially, the

representatives work as unpaid volunteers whoeéapected to spend a considerable amount

" The main responsibility of a focal point ‘is toseme that gender is mainstreamed in policies,
programs and projects of their respective institutind to ensure that budget allocation considhers t
concerns of men and women in all sectors. They lsds@ to advocate for disaggregation of data by
sex within their respective sectors and assessapacity needs in gender mainstreaming within their
respective institutions’ (Ministry of Gender andiily Promotion, 2010: 9-10).
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of time, and sometimes even their own resourceorniéh for Women International, 2004:
34). Activists questioned the sincerity of the Rdam government’s commitment to gender
equality, explaining that ‘it [referring to the @gization of Women’s Councils] is an issue of
resources. Showing that you are committed meaasadihg resources’ (Interview, 2011f). In
addition, although the Women’s Councils should sexs channel through which information
from the grassroots level is communicated to togsiten-making bodies and vice versa, in
practice it seems to be ‘more a top-down instrur@nterview, 2011g), useful ‘when you
need a message to be transmitted ... to the local Igmterview, 2011j) as ‘the central levels
are not listening to the local levels’ (Intervied11c).

Another illustration of the formalistic operatiormdtion of gender equality policies is
the obsession of policy makers with statistics.oAe donor interviewee commented: ‘There
is a lot of marketing. They have to sell Rwandaj anorder to sell something you have to
make a nice picture. Gender equality is part o§.tfBut they only want the numbers’
(Interview, 2011c). This statement was echoed bytreer activist who remarked, ‘many
people would say: we have achieved gender equaliyy people think it is about numbers.
But that is not gender equality. Not for me’ (Iiew, 2011f). Another interviewee remarked
that the gender discourse is embraced because rgesntie fashion’ and it ‘attracts donor
money’ (Interview, 2011b). As Rwanda depends hgawil donor funding for its government
budget, it is argued that ‘the power of the pur@eterview, 2011b) is the most important
motivation for adopting gender equality policies.

Whilst these statements appear rather cynica,tiuie that donors strongly encourage
target-oriented development policies (not onlyhe domain of gender) that explicitly link
policy objectives to strategies to outcomes — pedfly measured quantitatively. This leads
to the blind implementation of policies focused tangets while neglecting the processes
through which results are achieved (Ansoms, 20B8).example, one of the ‘achievements’
regularly cited during interviews at the ministrigas the decrease in the rate of gender-based
violence (GBV) in the wake of the adoption of a npulicy on Gender-based Violence.
Several observers have however been highly critidalnterpreting the numbers as an
‘achievement’. Some claimed that policy makers taxe easily satisfied, suggesting that a
good GBV policy would result in ancreasein the rate of reports.

Donor encouragement of target-oriented developnpeicies also explains why
Rwandan policy makers focus largely on quantitéiv@easurable policies with a high
‘public relations’ potential. For example, nexttke proportion of women in parliament (56.3

per cent), statistics that are often cited to destrate achievements in the area of gender
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equality include the relatively low maternal moitiatatio (540 versus 619 per 100,000 births
in sub-Saharan Africa, 2008); an extremely highceetage of pregnant women paying at
least one visit to a prenatal care unit (96 pet teRwanda versus 74 per cent in sub-Saharan
Africa, 2005—-2009); and a relatively high numbeiboths attended to by skilled health care
personnel (52 per cent versus 48 per cent in shbf8a Africa, 2005-2009) (World Bank,
2011). Interestingly, these indicators are cerizahe newly defined gender inequality index
of the UNDP’s2011 Human Development Rep@uNDP, 2011).

These appraisable achievements are at least plaetisesult of a strictly implemented
policy that obliges all Rwandans to take out mdditsurance for pregnancy or illness under
the mutuellesystem — which has led to an increase in the tibeath facilities (Saksena et
al., 2001). However, no attention at all is paidtihe significant financial burden of the
mutuelle’sfees on households’ limited resources. Moreover fée, generally 1000 Rwandan
Francs per household member for ordinary smallldigieners, has recently (in June 2011)
been raised to 3000 Rwandan Francs per persoreperkhis compulsory fee competes with
many other financial obligations (land registratimosts for meeting government-defined
building standards, costs for cooperative membpysic.) that weigh heavily upon people’s
resources (Ansoms and Murison, 2031).

Thus, although a number of mechanisms are in @adegender seems to have been
mainstreamed to a certain extent at the variougldewf policy making, the actual
implementation of gender equality policies is folistec. Progress is defined mainly in terms
of quantitative gender statistics; a target origotawhich lacks the deeper content to tackle

deeply ingrained societal gender norms, structanespractices.
Limited Space for Civil Society to Influence Policy
A fourth factor diminishing the transformative poti@al of Rwanda’s gender equality policies

is the limited scope for civil society participation policy making. The Rwandan government

employs a wide range of strategies to manage amtatdhe functioning of civil societyFor

® Results from this research on rural livelihoodd té published in the near future.

° For example, some members of civil society conmgldi about the ‘Joint Action Development
Forum’ (JADF). This is a ‘semi-autonomous instibuii under tutelage of the Ministry of Local

Government that monitors and coordinates the workival society on the district level to achieve
‘improved service delivery and economic developrngxithough this seems to differ from district to

district, several respondents mentioned they hagohtoa significant fee to participate in the JADF.
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NGOs or civil society representatives ‘who step oltine’, and are classified as a threat,
‘there is a price to pay’ (Gready, 2010: 642). Fstance, in 2003 and 2004, the ‘government
cracked down on, suspended and expelled NGOs or dtadf’ (Gready, 2010: 642). The
government further uses co-opted umbrella strusttwekeep control over the activities of
smaller-scale organizations (Gready, 2010).

As mentioned by Gready (2010: 641), ‘the curregime’s preferrednodus operandior
civil society remains service delivery and gaprfdl (see also Longman, 2011). The ‘civil
society development’ section under the ‘GovernmBmgramme 2010-2017' seems to
confirm this, stating that ‘Government will contmto support civil society for tb work for
the public interestand that civil society will be encouraged ‘to dwction plans for national
development basingi) upon Government programmé&overnment of Rwanda, 2010: 21,
emphasis in originalf{owever, several of the representatives of the wosneovement we
interviewed see their role differently, stating ttHaur objectives are not those of the
government’ (Interview, 2011a). They want to beeata ‘critically analyse what is being
done and how things should be done’ (Interview,1201

Indeed, although service delivery is critically ded in a country with so many people
lacking basic services, such practice is draining society’s energy from their research and
advocacy role. Donors too are playing their parthis worrying trend. For example, civil
society projects, funded by important donors sushUSAID, are distributed through the
Ministry of Local Government. As a result, civil@ety organizations must be on good terms
with the ministry and work on topics related to gmwment goals in order to receive funding.
One of our interviewees mentioned: ‘But we don’trkvéor local government, this should be
separate’ (Interview, 2011l).

When the government is not used as an intermedatween donors and civil society
recipients, similar problems arise. The majorityRsrandan civil society organizations rely
on small, short-term grants (e.g. six months) fiotarnational NGOs, received after replying
to a call for applying for projects on a designatedme (for example HIV/AIDS). The
problem is that such projects have short time fsaared do not allow organizations to engage

in serious policy monitoring or advocacy. As onglcociety representative put it: ‘a lot of

This prevents smaller NGOs from working in sevaliatricts. Or as put by a gender activist: ‘we are
bringing in ideas and money. We should not be mayioa work there! (Interview, 2011k).
Furthermore one respondent stated that she feheeavauld not get the yearly permit for her NGO
from the Ministry of Local Government if she didtrjoin the JADF in every district (Interview,
2011l). See also National Decentralization Impletagon Secretariat (n.d.) ‘Developing Capacity for
Joint Action Development Forums in Rwanda’.
http://www.impactalliance.org/ev_en.php?ID=4945412D2=DO_TOPIC
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organizations are submitting project proposals,doatnot involved in research. That is where
the funding is. [As for] advocacy and research), fo one is willing to fund that’ (Interview,
2011g). In addition, the financial conditions dasanpose for projects are often very strict.
Although this is understandable from the donorgiaficial management perspective, in
practice this means that an organization’s runeiogfs are not or insufficiently included. ‘It
is tricky. How can we implement a project if we nahpay administration, salaries, rent,
paper, coffee, water...?” (Interview, 2011g). Saleinterviewees cited difficulties in
accessing funds (strict conditions, complex prooesitand high costs linked to proposal
writing), and many were expressing their desire fonding that is ‘accessible and
predictable’ (Interview, 2011g).

It seems from the interviews that the lack of pceable and accessible funding, the
emphasis on service delivery, combined with theegoment's management and control
strategies, is gradually limiting the scope forilcdociety’s involvement in policy monitoring,
lobbying and advocacy. One gender activist stdtatl‘tve [the women’s movement] are not
as dynamic as we used to be with the inheritaneé(laterview, 2011i). Another confirmed
this, saying that ‘civil society was much more @etjin research, advocacy and lobbying] ten
years ago than it is now’ (Interview, 2011b). Theotrecent unsuccessful lobbying and
advocacy campaigns (on maternity leave and on awgragef seem to illustrate this.

Our interviews revealed that some organizationdi@ee direct access to government
officials and seem to have easier access to fundieghanisms. This confirms Gready’'s
findings that spaces for civil society arad' hocand personalized, rather than based on
institutional relationships between society and dtae in which individuals and groups can
demand access to rights as citizens’ (Gready, 262Q2). However, for gender equality
policies to be transformative, such ad-hoc govemimwmvil society interactions are not
sufficient. Indeed, ‘transformation (of the hegeneoorder) will not occur through the mere
participation of women, as this participation undenditions of inequality will be readily
absorbed. Instead, what is needed to make gendalfitggoolicies truly transformative is ‘a
strategy of empowerment by organizing space formegemonic actors to struggle about the

(promotion of the) agenda of gender equality’ (\@erl2005: 348).

%10 2011 a legislative proposal was launched tcelothie legal age of marriage from twenty-one to
eighteen. Rwandan women’s organizations were diy@gainst this, calling it a ‘regressive law’ &s i
‘discourages girls from staying in school'. Sevenamen’s organizations tried to influence policy
making by issuing a joint statement and appeanmghe media. Policy makers however did not
respond to their arguments and rejected their stqaeconsult with the women’s movement.
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Lack of Grassroots Consultation

The argument above is closely linked to the firgdext that undermines the transformative
potential of gender equality policies: the scopedi@ssroots participation in the formulation
of gender policy is extremely limited. Or as onsp@ndent put it, the ‘Grassroots population
must also play an active role in gender promotfidns is what we have to try to achieve. On
the higher level it is good, but we need a bottgrkind of approach, where people are aware
of their rights, attitudes and understanding’ (mew, 2011g).Other respondents confirmed
the need for more local-level ‘civic participaticand stressed that leaders should ‘listen more
to the demands of the people’ (Interview, 2011fhéds said that gender equality policies are
elite driven. In their view, the lack of meaningfabnsultation with the grassroots was
hampering the effectiveness of policies, and evarmful to achieving equality goals.
Someone mentioned: ‘The elite wants to go very +y ve fast, but without consulting with
the population, this can have an adverse effeatekample the GBV law, | have a feeling
that in the communities — because the law is sarmd not explained enough — this can
cause troubles’ (Interview, 2011kpne activist remarked that although there is aonati
gender policy and some macro-level statistics mm@aving, the situation of the majority of
rural women has not improved: ‘On the local levet, don’t see any of this. Rural women are
literally working day and night. What is happenitogease their burden? Nothing. Why are
there so many poor women? Politics needs to be foethe people’ (Interview, 2011e).

Limited grassroots participation in policy makirggnot specific to the development of
the gender agenda. In other policy areas, grasspawticipation often takes the form of mere
information sharing — or rather the passing onrgbimation without the possibility for
bottom-up reflection. This may be explained by thet that urban-based elites, often born
and raised in a neighbouring country, have fewdimkth rural peasants born and raised in
Rwanda. Their detachment from the rural settingwparticular from the constraints faced by
female smallholder farmers (as mentioned above) as- ¢enerally resulted in a negative
perception of farmers’ knowledge and know-how (Ansp2009).

Indeed, several gender activists criticized the eonm parliament for ‘not being close
to the population’ (Interview, 2011l). While somespondents were saying that women
parliamentarians are not active nowadays becahsg have gotten too comfortable in their
positions’ (Interview, 2011m), others blamed thecgbn system where candidates are more

accountable to the party [referring to the RPFhtha voters (Interview, 2011f). The same
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argument applies to the mostly urban-based cividiedp organizations: they are often
managed by the same kinds of urban elite. Even iooed-level intermediary structures such
as the Women’s Councils cannot bridge the gap leetwidecision makers and the grassroots.
Respondents observed that, apart from a lack otlifign the Women’s Councils are

‘government-made’, thus ‘not self-made, and theeefwt sustainable’ (Interview, 2011i).

CONCLUSION

The aim of this article was to contribute to thgoing debate in the literature on the meaning
of gender equality initiatives in an ‘authoritari@mgle-party state’ (Burnet, 2008: 361).
Whilst existing literature tends to focus on thgndicance of the increased participation of
women in governance, this article has examined Re&/argender equality commitments and
evaluated the transformative potential of Rwandaisder equality policies. For policies to be
transformative the process should be inclusive must allow marginalized voices to name
and challenge existing power relations. In this i@ynerly disempowered women or their
organizations participate by questioning, analysind acting upon patriarchal constraints in
their lives. Such an ‘agenda-setting approach’qdath995: 127), where women have a voice
in shaping development objectives differs from eategrationist approach’ which addresses
gender equality within dominant development panadig‘as a way of more effectively
achieving existing policy goals’ (Walby, 2005: 323 fulfil its transformative potential,
scope has to be created for participation, not oflghe established order, but also of ‘non-
hegemonic actors’ so as to give them the oppostunitvoice their opinion and take part in
determining the gender equality agenda (Verloo523@8).

Our analysis has led us to conclude that the toamsftive potential of Rwandan
gender equality policies is limited. It is undernelbhat the political will of the Rwandan
government to promote certain aspects of gendealiégus strong. Target-driven policies
enable the monitoring and control of concrete tesudnd accountability of those who
implement policy. But at least five dynamics hamplee transformative potential and
sustainability of Rwanda’s gender equality policies

First, it seems that the role of gender equaliticps is instrumental, serving ‘as a
way of effectively achieving existing policy goalgiat are related to economic growth and
modernization. Women are integrated into educasind employment policies ‘in order to

match industrial requirements with relevant skdlgoply’ (Government of Rwanda, 2009b:
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34), and are used strategically as ‘an untappedures [that] can provide an economic
contribution to development’ (Moser, 1993: 2). Mwrer, when gender equality objectives
enter into competition with development and modetion goals, they are ignored. Such an
instrumental approach to gender equality standspposition to a transformative paradigm
which views gender equality is a good in itselbapproached holistically.

Second, the neglect of subsistence agriculturecanel work — occupations in which
women are overrepresented — indicates that poliagars prefer to leave certain ‘existing
gender and power relations’ intact, thus ignorioge of the big causes of gender inequality’
(Interview, 2011n). Whether the neglect of ‘hiddabour’ is for strategic reasons or not, it
illustrates that not all (gender equality) objeesivare prioritized equally. That fact that the
visions and ambitions of the elite do not matchdhehe-ground needs of the majority of the
Rwandan population, illustrates how class diffeesninitersect with gender inequalities. This
too hampers the transformative potential of gerdgiality policies.

Third, a number of policies and structures thatehbeen set up seem to be rather
formalistic. Observers have stated that policies iar place to please donors and attract
funding. As structures seem to have been set tgppear democratic’ (Longman, 2006: 148)
without significant investments to fully realizeeth potential, their contribution to the
transformation of gender relations will be limitéd.addition, policy makers’ obsession with
guantitative targets leads to the blind implemeataof results-oriented policies that fail to
address deeply ingrained societal norms, practoespower structures within which gender
inequalities are embedded.

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the scope dml society advocacy or
participation through bottom-up feedback structusdanited. While in theory some scope is
provided for grassroots feedback through the Wom@auncils, in practice the structure is a
top-down instrument. Although some forms @& hoc participation does occur through
personalized networks, there is no opportunityrfon-hegemonic actors whose ‘objectives
are not those of the government’ (Interview, 201ttarhallenge the form and content of
gender equality policies.

Overall, we may conclude that Rwanda’s gender éguadlicies have been more than
a public relations exercise. The authoritarian goaece structure — in combination with a
strong political will to adopt gender equality miéis — has resulted in the rapid, swift and
thorough implementation of certain gender equaldiicies. This has had positive results, for
example in terms of women’s political participatiagender mainstreaming of the overall

policy framework, and in terms of maternal healtowever, a true transformation of the
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deeply rooted societal norms and practices withiiclwgender inequalities are embedded has
not yet been realized. In our view, it is highlyegtionable whether this can be achieved
within the context of an authoritarian governanoadel characterized by extremely limited
scope for bottom-up participation, combined withrafound gap between the life worlds of
the elite and the majority of women. Taking int@@ant dimensions such as class, location
and ethnicity therefore seems to be of crucial irtgpe to further refine the understanding
of the meaning of gender, and the policies thatragpired to realize gender equality in

Rwanda.
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