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Abstract

The building of a feminist scholarly tradition, never easy, is especially challenging in a 
traumatised, post-conflict nation like Rwanda with under-resourced young universities. 
So much about Rwandan women’s lives, past and present, has still to be learned, but 
pressing needs for economic development and poverty alleviation help determine research 
topics, as does the government’s distrust of alternative narratives of recent history. Many 
of the Centre’s students were already responsible for implementing gender policies in both 
government and NGOs, so it was essential to help them acquire skills of gender analysis 
and knowledge of feminist scholarship to facilitate coherent policymaking.

No doubt there is truth in the adage ‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing’. 
At times though, it is that ‘little knowledge’ that permits us to take on tasks that 
wiser heads shy away from.

When I went to Rwanda as a Fulbright Specialist in 2011, I had a fairly good 
knowledge of the existing scholarship on women and gender in Rwanda but 
had been to the country just once before for 10 days and had done no research 
there. I had perceived from the scholarly literature that there were many aspects 
of Rwandan women’s history and current lives that had not been studied and 
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certainly not from a feminist perspective. Since I was to be associated with 
the new Centre for Gender, Culture and Development (CGCD) at the Kigali 
Institute of Education (KIE), which hoped to become a central locus of feminist 
research in Rwanda, it made sense to me to take on as my Fulbright project the 
organising (with the aid of the staff at the Centre and the administration of KIE, 
as well as the financial and strategic support by the Provost of Old Dominion 
University (ODU) and the Chair of its Women’s Studies Department) of what 
would be the first interdisciplinary conference on gender research in Rwanda, 
to both highlight and encourage a wider range of research projects. 

‘Focus on Rwanda: A conference on gender research and activism’, which 
took place on 11–12 March 2011 in Kigali, included presentations, not only 
by those doing traditional scholarly research, but also by people who were 
working ‘on the ground’ on gender issues, whether in government ministries, 
civil society groups or nongovernmental organisations (NGOs). The hope was 
that the two camps would feed each other, providing observations and data 
for researchers on the one hand and on the other, inspiration for the gender 
activists to think about systematising their data gathering in future so as to 
produce formal research. Another somewhat unorthodox inclusion was a 
plenary session devoted to encouraging creative writing: how to free the writer 
within and find both support and publication outlets. Members of the inaugural 
class of students in the Master of Social Science (Gender and Development) 
program based at CGCD made a substantial contribution to the conference 
as presenters, moderators and volunteers. Enthusiasm was high by the end of 
‘Focus on Rwanda’ (Fellman & Randell, 2012). We anticipated that the students 
would build on this experience to participate in other conferences as published 
feminist scholars, and that the conference itself could serve as a model for an 
ongoing series of such events, emanating from CGCD.

Now, eight years later, it does not seem that these hopes have been fulfilled 
to any marked degree in Rwanda. Under current leadership the renamed Centre 
for Gender Studies no longer has a strong research profile and no other entity in 
the country seems equipped to spearhead feminist research colloquia.1  Trying 
to figure out why this is so, beyond an acknowledgment of my naivety and my 
implicit North American assumptions, leads us onto the complicated terrain of 
the challenges to doing feminist scholarship in Rwanda—and to its necessity.

Coming from a North American academic setting, I had blithely assumed 
that a gender studies centre would be feminist in perspective. Professor Shirley 
Randell, the founding director, as well as the faculty she brought in to design 
and teach the modules comprising the curriculum, were all feminists, but 
almost certainly KIE had another model in mind: that of development studies. 
Even in a centre for gender and development in a nation whose leaders had 
shown a strong commitment to gender equality, such a course of study does not 
necessarily signal a feminist perspective to those supporting its establishment 
or to those applying for admission. Indeed, at the beginning of their studies in 
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2011, very few of the master’s students identified themselves as feminists and 
some in the class believed feminism to be unRwandan, a common perception. 
(S. Randell, 2018, personal communication, 22 Nov; Warner, 2018). 

Education has been accorded an important role in Rwanda. Vision 2020, 
the development plan of the Government of Rwanda (GoR) launched in 
2000, proposed to propel the country from poverty to a knowledge-based 
middle-income country in twenty years. The government is forthright in its 
determination to ‘transform the Rwandan citizens into skilled human capital 
for the socio-economic development of the country’ (Republic of Rwanda, 
2016, p. 1). That clearly requires a rapid increase in general literacy and a 
larger body of university educated citizens. Toward that end, the government 
has eliminated tuition fees for schooling up to the level of upper secondary 
(save for the ‘hidden’ expenses of school uniforms and school supplies) and 
has succeeded in seeing the enrolment of girls surpass that of boys at all levels 
from primary to upper secondary. President Paul Kagame has proved to be 
an enthusiastic proponent as well of investment in tertiary education, albeit 
especially in science and technology. University attendance in Rwanda has had 
especially large gaps to overcome; by the mid 1980s, the National University 
had graduated only 2000 students (Mellow & Katopes, 2009, p. 55). In 2016, 
total enrolment in tertiary education in the nation was 90,803, divided between 
public universities (39,208) and private degree and diploma granting schools 
(51,595)(Republic of Rwanda, 2016, Table 7.1, p. 54).

Almost certainly from the government’s perspective, the MSocSciGD, fits 
right into the plans to use an educated citizenry to help propel the nation’s 
economic growth. Given the considerable gender policy apparatus that had 
been established in Rwanda by 2010, a program to train the administrators 
of those government ministries, agencies and organisations in gender analysis 
must have seemed timely. Unlike the outcomes in primary and secondary 
schooling—substantial drop-off rates so that 64 per cent of 15–24 year-olds 
have not completed primary education—(Rwanda National Education Profile 
2014 Update), and university education—assessment of student learning 
showing disappointing levels of critical thinking abilities—(Schendel, 2015, 
2016; Niyibizi et al., 2018), the government may be getting more than it had 
hoped for with this master’s degree. Although no one had requested that the 
master’s students be taught feminist analysis and research methods by means of 
feminist pedagogy, nonetheless that is what characterised this cohort’s graduate 
education at CGCD. Is the government (or the global banks or NGOs) prepared 
to use any critiques of development policies the graduates may have evolved as 
well as their expertise in implementing them?

One might ask, so what if the government is indifferent at best to the  
feminist education of this cohort? Look at what has been accomplished for 
women and by women in Rwanda without a feminist orientation but with 
gender equality as a cross-cutting theme in Rwanda’s long-and medium term 
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strategies. Why then is such a perspective needed? Is this not imposing 
Western assumptions on African contexts? Not according to African feminists 
who bristle at the idea that they have had to be tutored to perceive patriarchal 
institutions and policies and to fight against them. (Ali, 2018; Tripp, 2017; 
African Feminism (AF)). The Nigerian-British feminist scholar, Amina Mama 
(2003, p. 105) has written and spoken often about the necessity of gender 
activism to be embedded in:

gender-competent theory, research, and analysis that are fully cognizant 
of African realities, extend across the disciplines, and offer resources 
for addressing the challenge of supporting the pursuit of equitable 
development, from the micro-politics of individual identities to the 
macro-politics of global economic policies and strategic interests. 

To which she adds, ‘We women are in no position to deprive ourselves of the 
intellectual tools that can assist us in pursuit of gender justice. The arena of the 
intellect has been used to suppress us’ (2001, p. 63). Ten years later she revisited 
this topic with a sobering assessment of the challenges facing feminist research 
in African contexts. She identifies the systemic challenges, most especially 
the neoliberal discourses that dominate global policy, privileging the role of 
the market in development, and notes the challenges to academic freedom 
from unstable or undemocratic regimes, describing ‘sustained climates of 
intimidation and threat that lead many scholars to censor themselves’. Gender 
and women’s studies’ units she characterises as isolated and under-resourced: 
‘The occasional international grants come in, with well-intentioned expatriate 
experts attached’. (Mama, 2011, pp. e4–6; Barnes, 2007). Ouch! So is there any 
purpose then in burdening students emerging from one of these centres with 
an intellectual perspective that is likely to be viewed with scepticism in the 
actual settings in which most of them work? I would argue, emphatically yes.

Mama’s reference to development policies, most often based on free-
market, neoliberal premises, is key here in regard to the importance of feminist 
perspectives. These policies, imposed by lending organisations and donors upon 
virtually all developing economies and adopted by many wealthy countries as 
well, have nowhere succeeded in bringing entire populations out of poverty, and 
in fact, have contributed to growing disparities of wealth within countries and 
between men and women—an ever-growing feminisation of poverty. In some 
countries the decimation of public health and education systems, a resurgence 
of child poverty and the removal of social and environmental protections have 
been its by-products and have affected women disproportionately. (Chepyator-
Thomson, 2005). 

It has been postcolonial feminist activists and scholars, paying close 
attention to how women have fared under development policies, including those 
intended to bring women into legal adulthood and full economic participation, 
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who have served among its most trenchant analysts and critics (Kelleher, 2017). 
They have concluded that ‘legal rights alone are insufficient to fundamentally 
transform gendered power systems’ (Berry, 2015, p. 4) and that women’s power 
‘cannot be defined by access to resources or rights; instead it is a question of 
control over these things’ (Mason, 1986; Malhotra & Mather, 1997, quoted in 
Berry, 2015, p. 5). Many feminists in the Global South, in countries heavily 
dependent on development assistance, suggest that the prevailing policies have 
goals exactly reversed; instead of chasing economic growth on the presumption 
that people in poor nations will ultimately benefit, the policy should be to put 
resources into human development, and only then will sustainable economic 
growth follow (Aguinaga et al., 2013).

Some of the same negative development outcomes for women are present in 
Rwanda too, regardless of the ‘strong political will to promote gender equality’, 
which co-exists with a strong dependence (albeit state influenced) on private 
sector-led growth (Debusscher & Ansoms, 2013, p. 1117; Thomas, 2018, p. 56). 
Wealth inequality, made possible by robust economic growth, has markedly 
increased in recent years, but wealth concentrated within a very small segment 
of the population, with limited trickle-down potential, does not bode well for 
sustained development (Sindayigaya, 2012; Ansoms & Rostagno, 2012). Marie 
E Berry (2015, p. 2-3) describes, in regard to ‘ordinary’ Rwandan women: 

a depressing paradox: despite the world’s highest percentage of women 
in parliament, some of the strongest state-led efforts to promote women, 
and an entire government apparatus designed with gender equality in 
mind, profound impediments to women’s equality are deeply entrenched 
and appear unlikely to dissipate any time soon.

These impediments include strongly embedded patriarchal family structures, 
with women’s worth, social adulthood and legal rights dependent upon 
marriage (not always easy with women 50.9 per cent of the population and men 
often too poor to marry), troubling levels of gender-based violence, including 
intimate partner violence (among all social classes) despite laws against it and 
mechanisms for reporting it (Abari, 2017), and conventional gender-instilling 
ideas in the schooling that increasing numbers of girls are accessing. Women 
dependent on male earnings cannot afford to report beatings at the hands 
of their partners (Berry, 2015). Their recently won legal right to inherit land 
means little when the holdings increasingly are too small to provide a living 
or when customary land rights favouring male land tenure persist. Giving a 
cow to poor women in the ‘one cow per family’ program offers scant help to a 
woman on her own in a community in which milking cows is culturally coded 
as a male activity (Kubai & Ahlberg, 2013).2  

What accounts for these ‘depressing paradoxes’? Feminist scholars of 
Rwanda, most often those living and writing outside the country, have 
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pointed out that GoR attention to gender equality is instrumental rather than 
foundational, and as Debusscher and Ansoms put it, ‘when gender equality 
concerns compete with economic development and societal modernisation 
objectives, as framed by the government, priority is given to the latter’ (2013, 
p. 1120). As one example, they contrast the government’s ‘efforts to create a 
business-friendly environment and to attract large-scale capital-intensive 
projects’ with their discouragement of ‘small-scale, often rural-based informal 
sector initiatives’, where women would have a better chance of participating 
and from which they would likely benefit more (Debusscher & Ansoms, 2013, 
p. 1120; Bigler et al., 2017; Ochieng, Ouma & Birachi, 2014). In its efforts to 
market itself to international lending agencies, donors and investors, the GoR 
portrays the nation as the upcoming ‘Singapore of East Africa’ with clean streets 
and tidily dressed citizens in modern garb. The prohibition of informal work—
dirty, hard to monitor and control—is part of this picture. However, facing 
a serious lack of formal jobs outside the dominant agricultural sector, from 
necessity women gravitate to the informal sector, hawking small amounts of 
merchandise, doing casual domestic work or laundry or sex work, all prohibited 
and subject to strictly enforced restrictions resulting in arrests and jail time, 
thereby assuring that such women remain mired in poverty. As it happens, the 
low-skill industries in which men cluster, driving the ubiquitous moto taxis, 
selling phone credit, doing construction work, etc. are less often deemed illegal 
(Berry, 2015, pp. 18–19). 

If we care about Rwanda’s future and are to gain a clear-headed under-
standing of what is happening there, then we need to pay attention to those who 
are willing to probe behind the usual emphasis on economic development plans, 
societal modernisation and the impressive statistics on women in governance, 
and to look at the condition of the vast majority of Rwandan women so as to 
understand the rising levels of economic inequality and potential discontent. It 
is these scholars who have drawn our attention to the GoR’s neglect of ‘invisible 
labour’ performed by women in subsistence agriculture and care work. Their 
traditional responsibility for producing staple crops, combined with labour-
intensive reproductive work, puts women at a disadvantage to men who are 
more able to participate in government-promoted agricultural modernisation 
and marketisation ventures, seen as one of the engines of growth. Similarly, 
these multiple responsibilities make them more vulnerable to exploitation as 
casual on-field agricultural workers in wealthier farmers’ fields (Debusscher & 
Ansoms, 2013, p. 1122; Bigler et al., p. 25; Mutandwa & Wibabara, 2016). 

Care work (household tasks and care for family and community) is 
similarly allowed to remain invisible. The work of maintaining a rural household 
in Rwanda is formidable. Only 10 per cent of households nationwide have 
running water, and in rural areas 55 per cent of households require travel of 
30 minutes or longer to obtain water. Household electricity, while spreading in 
urban areas, is only to be found in 23 per cent of households overall and in only 
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12 per cent of rural households. Virtually no one uses electricity for cooking. 
Wood is the most common cooking fuel, especially in rural households (77 per 
cent), with another 14 per cent using some combination of straw/shrubs/grass. 
The labour of either women or children is required to provide these materials 
(NISR, 2015, pp. 21, 23–4, 25). The substantial number of women with male 
relatives in prison or labour camps have yet additional burdens; not only have 
they lost male labour, ‘but have the added responsibility of trekking to prisons, 
bringing their husbands, brothers or fathers food and other basic necessities’ 
(Purdekovå, 2011, p. 491). Debusscher and Ansoms (2013, p. 1122) conclude 
that ‘the Rwandan government does not question the unequal division of care 
work in Rwandan society, nor is care work explicitly valued. Although unpaid 
and informal care workers are subsidising the economy, this contribution is 
excluded from the definition of work in national accounts and its implications 
for inequality are not discussed’. When asked about including domestic labour 
in the GDP, one of their interviewees (2011g), a male member of Parliament, 
responded that the idea was ‘“discussed”, but that it is too complicated”’ (2013, 
p. 1122).

The unpaid appropriation of care work extends to civil society groups as 
well. In common with less progressive countries elsewhere in the Global South, 
the Rwandan government has allowed civil society groups—often but not 
exclusively composed of women volunteers—to provide basic care services for 
the elderly, bedridden and for victims of rape, domestic violence, etc. without 
any recognition or support. This puts the groups in a bind: ‘although service 
delivery is critically needed in a country with so many people lacking basic 
services, this practice is taking civil society’s energy and attention away from 
its research and advocacy role’ (Debusscher & Ansoms, 2013, p. 1126). The 
government’s tolerance for the continued existence of these groups sometimes 
depends upon the alignment of their goals with government programs, thereby 
discouraging autonomous actions (Ryan, 2011). This may be one of the reasons 
that a feminist social movement has not arisen. Women are encouraged to think 
about the service they can provide their country, rather than their own rights. 

There are also other challenges to creating a homogeneous women’s 
movement in a nation still struggling with forgiveness and reconciliation. In 
the years immediately following the genocide of 1994, Tutsi and Hutu women 
came together to do the basic work of cleaning up a devastated country 
without a functioning government. In those years ‘women’s organisations 
were some of the only cross-ethnic entities in the country, and they took the 
lead caring for orphans, rebuilding communities, and creating care groups 
for psycho-social support’ (Burnet, 2012, quoted in Berry, 2017, p. 839).3  At 
the same time, however, organisations created to provide support and care for 
victims were often specific in their categorisation, and since only Tutsi were 
considered officially to be victims, this allowed the groups to become ethnically 
homogenous. Tutsi-led organisations were better able to access international 
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funds and to create lasting structures, accomplishments much harder for 
Hutu women, given the lack of funding and distrust of Hutu organising in 
public spaces. (Pottier, 1996, quoted in Berry, 2017). Berry, inferring from her 
interview subjects their ethnicity (now illegal to discuss in Rwanda), concluded 
that the dozens of Hutu women she interviewed ‘had little social space in 
which to mobilize around their interests’ (Berry, 2017, p. 838). Berry also draws 
attention to another difficult-to-discuss divide between women: that between 
Tutsi ‘survivors’ (present during the genocide) and ‘returnees’ (those who grew 
up in exile and returned to the country after 1994), with the returnees better 
positioned to flourish from the policies of an administration led by returnees. 
When combined, she concludes, ‘with the regime’s tight control over civil 
society, these hierarchies have limited women’s ability to sustain cross-ethnic 
and cross-class collective action around shared interests, such as access to 
financial capital or protection against gender-based violence’ (Berry, 2017, p. 
839). This is in contrast to the situation elsewhere in the Global South where 
‘feminist praxis lays emphasis on developing counter-publics or the space 
of civil society. Women’s groups have emerged as vital counterforces to free 
market programs’, whether as formal organisations or spontaneously formed 
groups (Simon-Kumar, 2004, p. 498).

Many women’s and human rights groups across the world submitted 
critiques of the UN’s proposed 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(SDGs) that were to replace the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
set to expire in 2015. One major global women’s coalition argued that the 
report establishing the framework for the new goals did not go far enough 
in ‘identifying how women and girls face unequal and unfair burdens in 
sustaining the well-being of their societies and economies in both the wage 
and the care economy’ or their ‘deeper experiences of poverty, deprivation 
and social marginalization’ (AWID, 2013; Abelenda, 2015). Rwandan women’s 
voices are missing from critiques like these, which resulted in some changes to 
the SDG’s final form.4 

Linked to the constrained role for independent civil society groups in 
Rwanda is the very limited scope for ordinary women to participate in creating 
gender policy (Debusscher & Ansoms, 2013, p. 1128). Not only control but 
even information flows downward more often than it moves up from the 
grassroots. Mechanisms of accountability, such as imihigo (public pledges of 
performance) are used to extract compliance with government policies at all 
levels rather than to offer officials realistic appraisals of the population’s needs 
and responses (Purdeková). This means that even well-meaning government 
policy may not be understood or accepted by the majority of the population 
who live in rural settings. It also means that rural people’s concerns and 
dissatisfactions (potentially regime-destabilising), not to mention their possibly 
helpful observations and ideas, are not solicited. 
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The most easily accessible far-reaching critiques of the current administration 
in regard to the disconnect between formal gender policies and the actual 
situations of poor and marginalised women, have come from feminist scholars 
living and writing outside the country. Even with the scholarly domination of 
Western feminists, not all such researchers are able to get research permits. 
This is partly because the GoR is rightly determined that outsiders should 
not build their careers on Rwandan data with no benefits to the nation, and 
instead encourages Western scholars to find Rwandan research partners and 
co-author publications with them, thereby helping Rwandans get regional and 
international exposure (Motlafi, 2018, pp. 15–16). At other times, if a proposed 
topic has the potential to contradict the government’s dominant narrative about 
Rwanda, the foreigner may be refused a research permit or have it withdrawn 
midway through the research project. (Motlafi, 2018, pp. 17–18; Thomson, 
2010). 

Might this happen to Rwandan researchers too? It is hard to know whether 
scholars in Rwanda self-censor themselves in response to an authoritarian 
regime that prefers to set its own parameters for permitted criticism. It is no 
secret that there is intolerance of dissent within the country (and even from 
Rwandans in diaspora) as well as a curtailing of civil liberties. Regardless, the 
domination of feminist scholarship on Rwanda by Westerners is not healthy 
or desirable. Clearly, Rwandan ownership of scholarly discourses would be 
preferable, both because of the ethical and practical problems of ‘speaking for 
others’ and because wide-ranging and free-wheeling research by Rwandans 
on all aspects of their society and history could lead to better policy and to 
bringing the marginalised out of the shadows. There is still so much to learn 
about Rwandan society, past and present, from feminist perspectives; the 
research should not be left solely to the handful of Western scholars able to 
attain research permits.

Let’s return now to those graduates from that inaugural cohort of master’s 
students. Might they be the ones to spearhead a robust tradition of feminist 
scholarship on Rwanda? To be of the most use to their country, shouldn’t they 
be allowed to turn their feminist gazes upon it? Just one of them has become a 
university lecturer or full-time researcher thus far, but at least one other of that 
first cohort will have completed a PhD by the time this book is published, and 
others are either enrolled in PhD programs or hope to be shortly. Many of the 
group, while not employed in academic settings, are fully engaged in feminist 
praxis in Rwanda, throughout Africa and beyond. By their own reckoning, 
they have been marked by what they learned about the social construction of 
gender in the Gender and Development curriculum, as well as by the gender 
analysis frameworks, the transitional justice module, as well as the feminist 
research and ethnographic methodologies, especially the art of respectful and 
ethical listening to their subjects. A few of the graduates sought the master’s 
degree for credentialing purposes, having discerned from work that they had 
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done for international NGOs, that gender was a criterion of interest to these 
organisations. More, however, entered the program because they already had a 
passion for human rights work and for correcting gender inequities that they 
had experienced or observed. Some had lived through the genocide of 1994 
and others had been spared that only to experience the violence of 1996 in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Almost all of them have lived or worked 
outside Rwanda at some point in their lives, thus have had access to broader 
perspectives. Their master’s theses, virtually all focusing on development 
issues, reflect what they learned in the program and what interested them, 
modified, of course, by what was possible to do given time and mobility 
constraints. These show them to be well-attuned to the poverty experienced 
by their countrywomen, since almost a quarter of the students chose to write 
on some aspect of poverty or on women’s self-help efforts. Another quarter 
of them focused on gender-based violence, HIV/AIDS or sexuality concerns. 
Others focused on schooling, reproductive health, and on male socialisation 
and male–female household dynamics, among other topics.

These concerns are reflected in their work lives too, as described in their 
essays in this book. Some of them are frank in acknowledging that the few in 
Rwanda have been helped while the poorest are neglected, or that in order for 
development to be sustainable, it must include vulnerable children and single 
mothers, or that civil society in Rwanda needs to grow and strengthen. Many of 
the program’s first graduates have been working persistently to deal as best they 
can with various facets of the gender inequities and human rights violations 
they see. These efforts are taking place, not only in Rwanda, but more broadly 
around Africa. There are some from the cohort who work or have worked for 
the government, but many more have taken the NGO or INGO path, either as 
employees or consultants, moving from organisation to organisation, sometimes 
elsewhere in Africa in senior positions with many people working under them. 
They have faced daunting situations, dealing with refugees in conflict areas or 
combatting Female Genital Mutilation in male dominant societies or working 
with traumatised survivors of atrocities. Often their self-described mode of 
leadership is participative and empowering—one might even say feminist. 

Some have made presentations based on their work at international 
meetings. A few of the cohort have started their own NGOs and some of the 
deeply transformative projects in which these organisations have been involved 
have led to scholarly publications for class members (Doyle et al., 2014; 2018). 
Many of the gender practitioners among the cohort have fallen in love with 
research, seeing it as the essential complement to the practical focus of gender 
organisations and as a powerful tool of effective advocacy. Just one of the 
class—a male—has expressed a desire to be an academic. That more of them do 
not seem interested, at least at this time, is understandable. The women may be 
aware of the special challenges for female academics as highlighted in a recent 
article on the University of Rwanda website (UR, 2018). Perhaps they all have 
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some inkling of how hard it is to do research as overworked lecturers in African 
universities starved for research funds.5 Most of the cohort are married and 
they all have children. It is hard to imagine their giving up their relatively well-
paid jobs as gender administrators, consultants and trainers for the poorer pay 
of academia.

In fact, whether or not more of them go on to study for their PhDs, if they are 
able to build probing feminist research into their lives as gender practitioners, 
then they will become what Rwanda needs most: scholar-activists.6 

Notes

1 � In November 2017, the International Monetary Fund, the Rwandan Ministry 
of Gender and Family Promotion, UN Women and the Uogonzi Institute 
convened a peer-learning event, ‘Gender equality from theory to practice’, 
in Kigali. This was not devoted to feminist scholarship but to ‘spreading 
best practices in promoting gender equality beyond the dissemination of 
theoretical approaches’. (IMF, 2017).

2 � Mann and Berry characterise programs such as the ‘one cow per family’, 
rural land reform, free primary education and the Mutuelles de Sante 
health care system as ‘wealth sharing mechanisms’ designed to defuse 
dissatisfaction and unrest among a peasantry that is otherwise not 
benefiting from development policies under which the urban elites have 
prospered (Mann & Berry, 2016).

3 � It should also be pointed out that the women’s movement, however 
broadly or narrowly based, strongly advocated for the pioneering gender 
legislation in Rwanda: ‘the ‘inheritance law’ of 1999, the ratification of the 
new constitution in 2003, the land policy of 2004, followed by the organic 
land law of 2005, and the proposal on gender-based violence (GBV) which 
became law in 2009’. (Debusscher & Ansoms, 2013, 1115).

4 � There appears to be nothing written in Rwanda comparable to the South 
African Master’s thesis, ‘A Postcolonial Feminist Critique of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development: A South African Application’. (Struckmann, 
2017), which is reprinted in an issue of the South African journal Agenda: 
Empowering women for gender equity, devoted to feminist examinations of 
the SDGs. At least one Rwandan feminist, Dinah Musindarwezo, actively 
participated as a critic of the proposed SDGs and published an essay in 
that same issue of Agenda. At the time she was Director of FEMNET (the 
African Women’s Development and Communication Network) and was 
living in Kenya. (Musindarwezo, 2018).

5 � It has been estimated recently that ‘sub-Saharan Africa accounts for 13.5% 
of the global population but less than 1% of global research output’ (Fonn 
et al., 2018, p. 1163).
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