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Abstract

The purpose of this study is tiovestigatehow educational use of Rwandan children’s literatumainly
fairy tales, can challenge traditional gender rdlesRwandan education. Indeed, researchers in and
authors of children’s literature argue that the nmanin which gender is represented in children’s
literature impacts children’s attitudes and pericgyst of gender-appropriate behaviour in societythis
respect, contents with gender stereotypes can ofiédren a privileged opportunity, given appropeia
educational intervention to re-examine their gerukdief and assumptions, leading them to adopt more
egalitarian attitudes. Children’s reflections omder in a fairy tale of Ndabaga, a female protagfoni
portrayed in non-traditional gender roles are asedy The plot and characters were discussed iregethd
groups of children (aged 10-12) from one rural &mg other from urban primary schools following
guiding questions. The findings show that child@nboth sexes reacted positively to the female
character, portrayed in male roles, which has Keaaitionally unacceptable. All children expressed
positive attitudes toward a change of traditionahdgr roles as the latter obstructs full realisatd
females’ rights.

Key words: children’s reflections, children’s literature, faitales, gender roles, egalitarian attitudes,
equity.

Introduction

The patriarchal structure in Rwanda, as reflectedsi oral literature, has influenced the life of
women and men in traditional society by assigniifiggient roles and identities. Most narratives
reveal that there has been gender inequality dinge immemorial whereby female characters
have played important but not prominent roles ia slociety. Girls’ education has focused on
developing skills which reinforce their socializedes in the private domain, such as home care,
economics, and general hygiene. More importantmen have been bound to staying home.
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As for boys, they have been prepared for dominalt ligh command roles that determine
societal dynamics in the public sphere. These d&lamong others, responsibilities in the army
and other leadership aspects of society-activiaien requiring intelligence, wisdom, and
strength. These roles are in alignment with thegaliscussed by Tsao (2008), who claims that
literature is a home for gender stereotypes. Thas&tives have been instrumental in promoting
and spreading a gender bias ideology.

Many researchers in and authors of children’sditae argue that the manner in which gender is
represented in children’s literature impacts cleifds attitudes and perceptions of gender-
appropriate behaviour in society (Bettelheim 19Ma@nt 1990, 1991; Geoff 1995; Zipes 1997,
Singh 1998). In this respect, contents with gerstiereotypes can offer a privileged opportunity
to children to re-examine their gender beliefs asdumptions, leading them to adopt more
egalitarian attitudes. This is in line with Betteifm’'s (1976) view that the fairy story
communicates to children an intuitive, subconscmderstanding of their own nature and what
their future may hold if they develop their posgtipotentials.

From the tale under studidabaga it stands out clearly that female participatiarpublic life

has long been culturally and socially constraifédabaga is a female character who has been
compelled to disguise herself as a boy to challeghgeraditional housewife life and carry out
manly tasks. The tale illustrates gender inequagyit obstructs girls in the realisation of their
full rights. At the same time, however, the faigyet shows the strength of a woman fighting for
change. My hope is that this gender awarenessendble children to smoothly discuss and
overcome issues of traditional gender stereotypas lhave long prevailed in the Rwandan
society.

Gender and Politics

With the advent of women’s emancipation, traditidmaliefs and conceptions of what a woman
is, should be, and should do have been contestpdsiagenocide Rwanda. As a result of these
contests, gender equality has been made one ofmtjer goals of development that the
Government of Rwanda has identified. It would irdiée illogical to forbid more than half of
the country’s entire population— females represgntb4% according to the 2002 General
Census— to participate in its development. The gouent in its gender policy ensures that
young girls receive primary, secondary, and indestiary education. Along this line, it is
committed to building a new society based on pples of democracy and equal opportunities
for all, women and men, in particular in accordawit article 187 of the Constitution (Ministry
of Justice 2003).
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Thus, a Gender Monitoring Office as well as a NaldNomen’s Council were established, and
their responsibilities include among others “to manand supervise on a permanent basis
compliance with gender indicators of the programfoe ensuring gender equality and
complementarity in the context of the vision of tairsgable development and to serve as a
reference point on matters relating to gender é@guand non discrimination for equal
opportunity and fairness” (Ministry of Justice 200Zhis situation can be compared with the
sort of liberal feminism that has been particulaisong during the 1940’s and 1950’s in USA
and Europe. The focus of this wave of feminism wasqual rights and women’s participation
in the public sphere vis-a-vis their confinementhtia household and family.

The Government of Rwanda (Ministry of Finance 2037jully aware that investing in girls’
education contributes to the achievement of cliscaial objectives like decreased fertility rate
and infant mortality, increased child health, ampioved productivity. However, according to
the Minister of State for Primary and Secondary dadion (Asiimwe 2008), the rate of girls
drop-out is at 11% countrywide due to many cauaegng others traditional gender roles and
parents’ preferences as to whom of their childreopeut of school in case of shortage of
resources. Among the ways devised to address is$ud-child education and school drop-out
include the setting up of thenbuto (seed) Foundation in 2004, an initiative of Mrardeette
Kagame. This initiative accords awards made ofouarischolastic equipment and gifts to girls
who perform well at primary and secondary schoavileg exams.

To conclude, in order to achieve the millennium elepgment goals, Rwanda has for the last
decade devised a gender policy that gives equabrappties to its children regardless of their
sex in all walks of national life. The policy alserves as a vigil to block any negative force from
the ancient traditions found in our literaturedslin this context that this study investigatesvho
educational use of Rwandan children’s literaturainty fairy tales, might be one means of
challenging traditional gender roles. Based on #énms, two questions will guide this study: (1)
how is gender equality expressed in a childrerssusion about a Rwandan fairy tale? (2) what
can they learn from reading and discussing faigsta

Children’s Literature

Theories pertinent to this study are found in tinections of children’s literature in general and
fairy tales in particular (see for example, Bettath 1976; Hunt 1990, 1991; Geoff 1995; Zipes
1997). Children’s literature comprises mainly miaerwritten specifically for children
readership and includes folkloristic componentshsag superstitions, games and songs, nursery
rhymes, rituals, old and new tales, fables, mylhgends, poetry and proverbs. Literary critics
acknowledge that children’s literature belongdh literary and socio-educational systems at the
same time as it is read for literary experiencéeainment, and recreation, as well as education
and socialization (Hunt 1990; Sutherland 1997).
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The importance of children’s literature lies in ttievelopment of children’s moral, intellectual,
and linguistic abilities. Most stories are amazargl, as Yitah and Komasi (2009, 244) put it,
“seek to inculcate in the child reader an appramatfor certain cultural values and
disapprobation of undesirable behaviour”. Firstbhildren’s literature is entertaining and
associated with language acquisition. It also eadsichildren’s motivation to read. Moreover,
specialists in children’s literature and educati@tieve that it helps them grow up into sociable
and virtuous future citizens (Bettelheim 1976; HUW®90; Sutherland 1997; Zipes 1997).
Oittinen (1993, 41) holds that while reading andexperiencing different emotions, children
learn how to cope with their feelings and solvebems in life. Also, Bettelheim (1976) argues
that genres encountered in children’s literature doth therapeutic and informative.
Furthermore, they convey a socializing content rhéamake children behave in the ways that
fit them into the society. Heroes or heroines angaged in a struggle to uproot the evil grass in
the society.

Secondly, children’s literature conveys an educaianessage since plots in most genres are
“dramatization of stormy conflicts of good and év{Sutherland 1997, 6). Our childhood
experiences reveal that after or while listeningitgeading an interesting or sad story, children
internalize it and act it out in play or in theiind. In most stories the emphasis is put on pasitiv
aspects of the story where goodness will triumpér @vil. At the end of the story, the dilemma
is most often resolved in an interesting, amusimgatisfactory manner- thus constituting a good
story for children. The literature serves not otdyinstruct but also to amuse and make moral
lessons and social structures more palatable tdrehi (Zipes 1997). All in all, as the Roman
poet Horace affirms, theaison d’étre of children’s literature, like adults’, is “to dght and
instruct” the child audience in a specific way (cki2001).

The Fairy Tale

A fairy tale is a story in which imaginary and meai creatures come to the help of human
heroes and heroines to overcome earthly misfortuaes achieve everlasting happiness.
Bettelheim (1976) states that people should askskéres if the story is a ‘love-gift to a child’
in order to classify it as a fairy talghile simultaneously aiming to convey a moral lesso
According to Hunt (1996), fairy tales are generdalhief narratives in simple language that detalil
a reversal of fortune, with a rags-to-riches phatttoften culminates in a wedding.

The importance of fairy tales is found in the shdiatellectual, and emotional growth of the
child. Fairy tales are said to play an importamction within the socialization process which
forms taste, mores, values, and habits in a giwemety. They are also vehicles for teaching
morality. This is what Dickens refers to when hdteg, “It would be hard to estimate the
amount of gentleness and mercy that has made its amaong us[through fairy tales
forbearance, courtesy, consideration for the padraged, kind treatment of animals, the love of
nature...” (Geoff 1995, 41). Indeecekach fairy tale embodies a sense of what the werlite
and how one must or should live to succeed inwuald.
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In addition, fairy tales work consciously or uncoiesisly to free and support the child.

Bettelheim (1976, 34) holds that the fairy talepsethildren to develop the desire for a higher
consciousness through what is implied in the stAs/a result, children make use of stories in
fairy tales to cope with their baffling emotionsn @p of this, a fairy tale releases children’s
anxieties in the sense that it ends most oftenpredictable way; that is, no matter how tedious
and strenuous life the hero or heroine is goingugh, he or she will come out triumphantly.

The fiction reaches its climax when the heroeshggt from their fairies and then fight until they

destroy the evil forces. Fairy tales, as Geoff @)9%tates, make good literary fiction since they
deal with a struggle between good and evil at stewel. Moreover, through the appeal the
stories make on readers’ imagination and the d@itb@outcome of events, they convince their
audience (Bettelheim 1976).

Children’s Literature and Gender

Characterization in children’s literature has ttiadially been gender-biased and stereotyped
according to research on gender issues and rotegerns in children’s literature (Scott and
Feldman-Summers 1979; Davies 1993, 2003; Singh ;198&anier-Street and Romatowski
1999; Tsao 2008). In this respect, in fairy talemencharacters have been portrayed as being
strong, potent, and powerful, with mastery themashsas cleverness and adventure, whereas
female characters were portrayed as impotent, wesdsive, naive, even sweet, with second sex
themes such as beauty, gentility, domesticity, iage; emotions, motherhood, and so on. This
corroborates findings from a study by Davies (20@38)eading fairy tales to children. She found
that children as old as 4 to 5 years can alreadpciste male and female characters with
supremacy and dependency respectively.

Stereotypic gendered characterization can be h&imthe way that it can limit both boys and
girls in the full realization of their potential drexpectations. As Tsao (2008) points out in a
study on gender issues in young children’s litagtgender stereotypes depicting girls as weak,
passive, and beautiful deprive them of a rangetming, alternative role models, which only
increases inferiority complex in girls. However, thge situation stands in this century, women
are encouraged to be independent and rely on biheins rather than beauty. Similarly, male
portrayals of lacking emotions, fear, and so oesgure in many ways boys to behave in this
way.

Prior research on gender role perception in childrditerature, examining the influence of

young children’s gender attitudes regarding ocdopat roles (Trepanier-Street and

Romatowski 1999) and assessing children’s reactmstories in which females are portrayed in
traditionally male roles (Scott and Feldman-Sumnd39) has shown that the influence of
stereotypic and non-stereotypic gender role exgotuchildren is enormous. When female main
characters are portrayed in traditionally male splgirl-readers are enthusiastic about their
performances and eager to engage in the sametiastias those performed by the main
characters.
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The exposure to female as well as male charactesepted in positive and non-traditional roles
is likely to alter children’s perceptions of thda® of males and females in society. Of course
this exposure needs support from parents, teacaedspeers as well as the political discourse
prevailing at the moment. Finally, as Mendoza aegde (2001) point out, children’s literature
provides characters and events with which childran identify with and through which they
may consider their own actions, beliefs, and enmatio

Methods
Participants, Settings and Design

This qualitative study was conducted in August 200%&vo primary schools in Rwanda, one in
an urban and another one in a rural setting. Th&rurschool is a church-run school with
relatively well-to-do children while the rural omea public school with children predominantly
from a low socio-economic background. In both redeaites, | attended three classes at each
school: grades 6, 4, and 2. The time spent in eldsroom was approximately one-and-a-half
hours. The children’s ages varied between 8 angea®s. With regard to the choice of research
sites, | wanted to crosscheck urban and rural @mltd reflections and understanding of gender
issues that are indeed topical in Rwanda today.d¥ew the tale under study did not appear in
the second graders, so they are not included $rsthily.

Ethical considerations ilne with Rwandan ethical rulegere taken into account. All along the
data collection, principles of power relations misdis the adult-researcher and the child-
participant were adhered to. The participants weckiinformation regarding the researcher’s
name and affiliation, aims of the research, ang there told that what they said was only to be
used for the purpose of this research. After reecgiwritten permission from authorities in
charge of education from the districts where theosts are located, | proposed this study to
school headmasters and was granted access todhsehwols. | was then introduced to teachers
responsible for the classes | attended, who irr ten introduced me to their children and left
the class. | told the children that | was theredaesearch visit and that | was interested irr thei
storytelling, as well as what they think about gemid fairy tales. | started by chatting with them
on some gender issues in Kinyarwanda, the mothegut for all of us, as in the following
guestions: Do you know what gender equality is?e(Term gender uburinganiré€ in
Kinyarwanda is frequently used to mean equalityMeen women and men). Where does the
term apply? Is gender equality important in younifg/ our society? also asked some follow-
up questions. This warm up chat served to arousehtdren’s interest in the successive stages
of my study and to create a shared understandinghf® basis of their construction of the
meaning of gender.
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After the warm up session, | asked children to Kéflyarwanda stories or tales focusing mainly
on plots with human characters, and involving kedRkes. They narrated fairy tales, stories and
fables, and they told jokes. Discussions of theetovere held in gendered groups, that is, girls
seated alone in their rows and boys in theirs tkensaire that both girls’ and boys’ voices were
heard. | also wanted to find out whether girls &ogs discussed in different waySach child
had something unique to offer in their group camgions and understanding of gender. They
were asked to say the source of their storiesptesssirawn from stories, their reflections on
female and male characters in the stories, if thagt things to change, and to contextualise the
story with regard to today’s situation of genddatiens in Rwanda. These sessions were audio
taped for later transcription, translation into Estg and analysis. Finally, to ensure anonymity,
respondents were identified by letters B for bdgsfor girls, U for urban, R for rural plus a
number for the primary grade the respondent attefasn, | transcribed and translated verbatim
the selected fairy tale and related comments aspbreses from the children. A second translator
proofread and validateti¢ translated narrative.

Finally, the awakening and warm up questions durmg introduction may have influenced
children’s responses in one way or another. Prgbablchild would have wished to sound old-
fashioned by approving the traditional portrayagehder roles in the modern Rwandan society,
or they were probably performing being ‘good citige The children might also be conforming
to the political and education discourse they axposed to in their homes and schools.
Discussions were held in gendered groups, and thasea finaimise en commuall together to
hear and learn from each other. All in all, thegmiss can well have long term effect and
sensitise both men and women to gender relatedtiogs. However, it is imperative for adults
to live up to these young children’s ideals of eisty free from gender bias.

Data Description

In total 24 stories including fairy tales, jokeables, and a song were recorded. For the sake of
the scope, purpose and focus of this study, joleddes and the song were left out. Only one
fairy tale among seventeen tales was selecldugani wa Ndabaga(The tale of Ndabaga)
known by most people in Rwanda. In addition, thiecten of quotes used in this study was
based on relevance and consistence of statemeuis Inyathe children regardless of their sex,
grade level, and environment. In this respect,gh&muneven use of quotes from girls and boys,
rural and urban, and grade levels.
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Why the Choice of the Tale of Ndabaga?

The selection of the tale of Ndabaga was made ondmunds. Firstly, this fairy tale is among
the very few antithetical tales to the dominantyales circulating in the Rwandan literature
with a female hero. Secondly, it is the most naddgle in both schools (4 times i.e. in both 4
and " grades). Thirdly, the name Ndabaga is used torithesa desperate situation which calls
for unusual means. There is a myth in the Rwandahliterature built around a girl by the name
of Ndabaga who, some time immemorial went intolbathen men in her community had been
brought to their knees. She is said to have extatlere than any other warrior at the battlefield.
She is credited with extraordinary courage and idafvle fighting skills and assets that led to
the victory of her side. Finally, there exists ami\ee association named after Ndabaga made of
former female soldiers who participated in theéi®n war (1990-1994) in Rwanda. Its mission
includes among others to sensitize women to corhefdbeir shells and shine.

Summary of the Fairy Tale

Here | will present a summary of a version of thle narrated by a grade 6 girl from the rural
area (GR®6) as it was complete and clear.

The story of Ndabaga is a fairy tale built on agetthat gave birth to an only child — a girl. The
tradition was such that every man had to go tkkihg's camp where he would only be replaced
by his son or die there. The man left for the kingervice. The woman stayed with her daughter
and never told her where her father lived despteificessant questions simply because she was
a girl. With her own investigation, Ndabaga knewtther father had been kept captive at the
king’'s camp because he had not any son who copldae him. So, she decided to learn skills
and practices that were usually meant for boys. &fe@ went further to squeeze her breasts to
look physically like boys. Thanks to her fairiebgsvas successful, even performing better than
anyone else.

When Ndabaga felt confident enough, she headeldetdking’'s camp. She met her father who

was bewildered by his daughter’s proposal to replam. She revealed him everything she did

to come over to him. On his turn, he introduced toethe king, disguised as a boy. But other

men were quick to say that this man had signedftbadid not have any replacement, thus he
was doomed to die in the camp. No sooner had thekes than Ndabaga roared and made the
crowd shut up. Her father was freed the followiay.d

In the camp, Ndabaga did wonders and miraclesesbelled in whatever she was asked to do
and was always the best: shooting, high jump, andrs The king was impressed by her
extraordinary performance and promoted her to lpzat of the men in the camp. After some
time however, she was uncovered by men who hadestesp her and kept vigil on her. They
reported to the king that Ndabaga was a girl, whieltid not approve on the spot.
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He planned to find out by himself, wrestled withr fier many days and never threw her to the
ground. At last, the king asked her to sincerelyhien the truth on what he had heard about her.
She confessed that she was really a girl, and attd#dshe acted as a boy to replace her father
and restore her mother’'s image which had beenstaedi because she had given birth to a girl.
The king acknowledged extraordinary deeds of Ndapagd married her. From then on, the
king discharged all the men who had been kept wa@ti his camp. He lived happily ever after
with his wife and children.

Findings

Findings concern the participants’ comments on whay can learn from the fairy tale, their
reflections on characters, possible change in sgcaad the context of the tale with regard to
Rwanda’s gender situation today.

Chat About Gender

As stated above in the data collection procedurstrted by chatting with children on various

issues related to gender in the country to awakemtto the effects of gender. | learnt that they
have some knowledge about gender as this notimelisded in the school curriculum as early as
in the second grade in the subject of civic edocatiFor example, to the question on the
importance of gender, both girls and boys wereaddsdoquent as in the following statements:

We girls should forget the traditional ways of #ing that certain activities were meant for boys
and others for girls. We were all born with equapacities and we can compete equally in any
activity (GR®6).

Gender awareness in Rwanda has made it that ifamilies, parents have come to understand
that their sons are not anymore more important thain daughters (BU6).

These statements were made during the warm up ttizt served to create a shared
understanding from their construction of the megroh gender, its roles and importance in the
Rwandan society. Children from both urban and racilools stressed the fact that the beliefs
that there exist activities exclusively meant ofdy girls or only for boys do not have room
anymore. They are equally competitive. In addititrey report that their parents now do not
discriminate them on the grounds of their sex. Thiat reflects the modern liberal feminism of
the 1960’s where women were fighting for a placeatitical and public life. They also claimed
for equal conditions on the labour market and eqakdry for same work.
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Lessons from the Fairy Tale

Both girls and boys understood the plot and expeksdmost similar feelings as to lessons to
learn from the fairy tale. They unanimously condeatirgender-based discrimination. They also
agree that they can do the same activities andethext girls can do some activities better than
boys as in the following statement by girls andsmspectively:

Girls can also do tasks boys do (GU4).
Girls can perform better than boys and men (GU®6).

Females can do better on jobs and tasks than ifizRey.
There is no task for only boys and only girls (BU6)

The above statements demonstrate two levels ofeggamberstanding as constructed by both
girls and boys. The first level is that of the aégailan view of gender. Children emphasized that
there should not be any distinction as to whatsdichn) do and what boys do. They state that
girls’ potentialities should not be underestimatadunderrated. The second level is that of
outstanding performance of females. For them, nasstrange that females outperform males.
However, in their statements, “the male” seemsetnain the norm which the children relate

themselves to.

Another lesson drawn from the fairy tale concelhms parents’ consideration of their children.
Children vehemently articulated that parents shaaldsider children in the same way. There
should not be any discrimination based on the thddx.

Reflections on Female and Male Characters in the kg Tale
With respect to the characters in the fairy tatghkpirls and boys reflected on Ndabaga and the

men in the camp.

Ndabaga is very courageous: she squeezed herdrieasht to do things no girl was allowed to
do, she went to the camp to replace her fatheresbelled and beat records in all she was asked
to do, and thanks to her, a lot of men who had eade captive because they did not have sons
to replace them were discharged after the king kiieitvshe was really a girl (GR6).

Ndabaga is a heroine in Rwandan history: She was &girl but struggled to liberate her father
by disguising herself into a boy (BR6).
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They both agreed that females can also do highedsdand even outdistance males in some
tasks traditionally reserved for men such as wresthnd shooting. They also praised the
courage and heroism of Ndabaga, saying she foughdamly to free the female nature and make
it possible for males to recognise the strengthtewfales but also to free some men who had
been held captive for lack of male replacement. Bitngs even laud her for her heroism as she
went against the then prevailing rules of conduct.

Girls alone reflected on Ndabaga’'s mother’s delteiconcealment of the whereabouts of her
father, which they criticize.

Ndabaga’'s mother did not tell her where her fatias simply because she was a girl, why is
that? (GUG6)

Ndabaga has several times asked about her fatheheb mother showed great reluctance to
reveal his whereabouts. The only response she get“W only you were a boy”. Through
guestions, girls also criticized the society thescdminated against females or did not honour
women who had given birth to girls as in the foliogy statements. The same criticism of the
society is also voiced by boys.

Only men were to fight for the country. Were thegrepatriot than women? (GU4).
Women who give birth to girls are desperate ancelegs (GUB6).

Men too who did not have any son were also discr@teid: Ndabaga's father was not considered
as a man in the society and he was even goingetandihe camp because he was not a man
(BUB).

The consequences of this imbroglio were felt on llaeks of both women and men. Some
women were not proud of their female offspring fear of being rejected by the husband’s
family while a man without a son was disrespectedeshe would not have an heir once he died.

Finally, both girls and boys acknowledge the kiretnef the king as he did not punish Ndabaga.
Instead, he married her as a reward.

The King was good towards Ndabaga: he did not punés because of what she did which was
unacceptable in the culture. But he married heabse she had proven the opposite of what the
society believed was only correct (BR4).
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In the eyes of the society, Ndabaga would have bested as a social outcast. But, the king
married her as a reward for her extraordinary deddsh brought radical changes in the palace
and in the whole society. She wrote a new chaptdra construction of what women are capable
of as opposed to what the society had construdtdtem.

Changes to Occur in the Society

Children were asked to say if they wanted to se®shchange. Both girls and boys want radical
changes in the society. They agreed that femalasiéistop thinking of themselves as a weaker
sex, and that they are unable to do some activiti@es do, and so forth. Additionally, they said
that attitudes of girls who underestimate theilitds by being fearful to take strong decisions
are to be discouraged:

Females should stop thinking of themselves as waakble to do some things males do because
Ndabaga and many other women have proven they caotil she performed even better than
men (GR4).

Girls should stop underestimating themselves, biagul to take decision (GR6).

From experience, after the genocide, many widowssed that there were no men to care for
them and decided to take the lead in restoringr tb@mmunities. This led them to discard
cultural taboos like ‘women cannot build a houdiele a tree, or talk in public,” and drastically
helped them awaken to their new challenges. Womene wenrolled in non-traditional
professions such as construction, the police aedrgg forces, justice, and they held highly
visible positions. As a consequence of the disadteey have overcome traditions and
stereotypes that previously relegated them sotelgw status professions.

All children also agreed that there should not g @discrimination from parents and the society
based on the sex of their children as no sex imoportant than the other. They should have
the same education and opportunities offered bystiwgety which needs their forces altogether
for its development.

Boys have for a long time thought of themselvethasmost important people in the society, but
it should be stopped (BU6).

There should not be discrimination from parentsaciety based on the sex of their children
anymore: boys and girls are all children, they #thdne considered and treated in the same way.

To have the same education in the society; to tizvesame opportunities offered by the society
(GU®6).
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As one can observe from the discourse above, enilhiom urban as well as rural areas are
convinced that both boys and girls have the santengialities, and no one should undermine

them on the basis of gender. This is indeed dwatent political discourses on gender issues in
Rwanda through different media, radio and televiggoograms, civic education text books, and

from their teachers which emphasize gender equalityhis regard, there are messages to ban
traditional practices that used to subjugate and lvomen.

Context of the Tale with Regard to Today’s Situatio

Both girls and boys acknowledge that females anksrtaday have the same duties and similar
responsibilities in the society. They are both geghin daily social, political, economic and
sports activities of the country, and females areampetent as males.

There are women soldiers and policewomen in thematarmy and police, and they are as
competent as males (GU6).

There are many females in the decision making argaarliament, ministries, government
institutions and they are not reported for poofqrenance (BUG).

Girls practice all sorts of sports in the open(&it)4).

Girls are contented about their representativadational Heroines who are remembered every
year. They also laud efforts of authorities to amkiedge the importance of women’s force in
the development of the country in their speeches.

There are also heroines we celebrate on the Natitaraes’ Day. For example Agatha, Felicita (GU6).

To give birth to girls is not a shame today (BR6).

It is true that the discourse on gender has chamgtek country during the last decade. From the
grassroots to the national level, gender awarenas$een a focal point to smoothly uproot the
stereotyped conceptions. This has created confedenwomen and empowered them to realize
their dreams. Besides, it has acted on the psycimaoy men, who thought women perform less
than men and are a weaker sex bound to subjugd&itom the history of the country, we know
that women could not go in public with men; theyrevaot supposed to talk in the presence of
men. In short, men were to talk and think for th&ut today, women stand as representatives of
the people. They have been given a platform to shee/their ability, a move that has worked as
a stepping stone towards the economic developraedtsocial welfare of the nation. This has
made them acquire confidence of leadership.
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Discussion

The present study sought to illustrate and anatysklren’s reflections on traditional gender
roles in a fairy tale vis-a-vis modern gender rodéthin the context of post-genocide Rwanda.
The narrative of the fairy tale of Ndabaga reflextsumber of features that characterize familiar
cultural patterns as pointed out by Davies (1998gse include men who “do not welcome or
value daughters particularly when their heart isogea son capable of heroism”, and mothers
who “are also silent and do nothing to questioneserse the plight of their daughters”. From the
children’s reflections in the present study, itd®e clear that both girls and boys understood the
fairy tale very well and reacted positively to thit. They formulated critiques towards the
traditional stereotyped gender roles and advoctie@ society that ensures equal rights and
opportunities to women and men. Generally, thedcéil interpreted the story as a narrative of
liberation. The discussion below will mainly focos the critique levelled against traditional
gender bias and stereotypes with regard to labmisiah, public and political life of women as
reflected in the fairy tale from the grassrootsldw the King's palace.

Traditional Stereotyped Gender Roles Versus ModeriRoles

Gender bias is by far set in the minds of everybodyhe tales. As found in thedabaga
narrative, at the Palace, the King and his merténcamp did not believe their ears when they
were told that Ndabaga was a girl. They doubtedoherery that could only be of a boy. Indeed,
traditionally, women did not speak publicly, espdlgi in the presence of men. In addition, a
woman who dared to challenge men in public was idensd insolent. But Ndabaga roared
“who’s that who has just said that my father doeshave a replacement?” to the men who were
claiming that her father had signed that he did mmte any replacement, therefore he was
doomed to die in the camp. The king said, “You $thdear this person, someone who is
introduced this way and dares to speak on thedagt. Even Ndabaga’s mother was desperate,
hopeless, and thought she was worthless for hagingn birth to a girl. From this social
mindset, biased gender education of children ajréimdits females to full realization of their
potential. Girls are stuck by social interdictsaatted to their education. Nonetheless, all the
children were unanimous to condemn these traditigeader depictions qualifying them as
outdated and old fashioned. They all disassociaEmselves from the traditions which
undermine the realization of females’ rights angtdminate against them.

Although the female character Ndabaga is portragesdisguised male character, she wins the
sympathy of all the children from the beginningtb@® end. This is so thanks to the therapy
encountered in fairy tales. The patients, as in wloeds of Bettelheim (1976) referring to
children listeners or readers, are induced to ¥olko pattern of behaviour set by the hero. For
example, Ndabaga’s actions, in the eyes of tod@wandan child readers, are commendable so
long as they free the community.
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To use Hourihan’s (1997) words, she is an emblefrallchumanity confronting the absurdities
of existence - and doing remarkably well withoghting or killing anyone”. Both boys and girls
would do the same as they unanimously approvedtheggle. So, female characters presented
in non-traditional roles inspire other females asl\ws males to engage themselves in the same
activities as the main characters (Trepanier-S&eBamatowski 1999). However, it should be
noted that just as is experienced by many womeavait the world, to become visible and have
a voice, Ndabaga had to do gender (West and Zimareri987) on male conditions and even
outperform them. Moreover, in contrast to the aofrrdesire to empower women to rights,
obligations and possibilities, Ndabaga seems tpd#aendent on her husband, the king.

Last but not least, the children’s revolt resuliseissence from the political and ideological
discourse at all levels in present day Rwanda. Timysnes with Hunt (1991) who notes that
children’s literature cannot live away from polgi@and ideology. Right from grassroots to
national levels, children are exposed to a diseothrat vehicles the political agenda with regard
to gender. Gender issues and women empowermeatemeg heated debates held in families, in
schools, in interpersonal relations, and throughioeithation. They are taking a lot of attention as
the slogan merely goes that ‘to educate a womam éslucate a nation’. In this regard, parents,
community leaders, and the general public are seedi on the importance of girl-child
education. Rwandan women politicians and leaderd, ciher female role models embark on
country-wide tours, visiting and addressing ginsthe schools who look up to them for
inspiration. Undoubtedly, the fairy tale under stihs worked consciously or unconsciously to
free as well as support the children (Geoff 19983es both rural and urban children, regardless
of their sex, yell, “Yes, girls can”. This is anettopportunity, for example, towards encouraging
and motivating girls to take on scientific and teslogical subjects in schools.
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