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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how educational use of Rwandan children’s literature, mainly 
fairy tales, can challenge traditional gender roles in Rwandan education. Indeed, researchers in and 
authors of children’s literature argue that the manner in which gender is represented in children’s 
literature impacts children’s attitudes and perceptions of gender-appropriate behaviour in society. In this 
respect, contents with gender stereotypes can offer children a privileged opportunity, given appropriate 
educational intervention to re-examine their gender belief and assumptions, leading them to adopt more 
egalitarian attitudes. Children’s reflections on gender in a fairy tale of Ndabaga, a female protagonist 
portrayed in non-traditional gender roles are analysed. The plot and characters were discussed in gendered 
groups of children (aged 10-12) from one rural and the other from urban primary schools following 
guiding questions. The findings show that children of both sexes reacted positively to the female 
character, portrayed in male roles, which has been traditionally unacceptable. All children expressed 
positive attitudes toward a change of traditional gender roles as the latter obstructs full realisation of 
females’ rights. 
 
Key words: children’s reflections, children’s literature, fairy tales, gender roles, egalitarian attitudes, 
equity. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The patriarchal structure in Rwanda, as reflected in its oral literature, has influenced the life of 
women and men in traditional society by assigning different roles and identities. Most narratives 
reveal that there has been gender inequality since time immemorial whereby female characters 
have played important but not prominent roles in the society. Girls’ education has focused on 
developing skills which reinforce their socialized roles in the private domain, such as home care, 
economics, and general hygiene. More importantly, women have been bound to staying home.  
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As for boys, they have been prepared for dominant and high command roles that determine 
societal dynamics in the public sphere. These include, among others, responsibilities in the army 
and other leadership aspects of society-activities often requiring intelligence, wisdom, and 
strength. These roles are in alignment with the roles discussed by Tsao (2008), who claims that 
literature is a home for gender stereotypes. These narratives have been instrumental in promoting 
and spreading a gender bias ideology.  
 
Many researchers in and authors of children’s literature argue that the manner in which gender is 
represented in children’s literature impacts children’s attitudes and perceptions of gender-
appropriate behaviour in society (Bettelheim 1976; Hunt 1990, 1991; Geoff 1995; Zipes 1997; 
Singh 1998). In this respect, contents with gender stereotypes can offer a privileged opportunity 
to children to re-examine their gender beliefs and assumptions, leading them to adopt more 
egalitarian attitudes. This is in line with Bettelheim’s (1976) view that the fairy story 
communicates to children an intuitive, subconscious understanding of their own nature and what 
their future may hold if they develop their positive potentials. 
 
From the tale under study, Ndabaga, it stands out clearly that female participation in public life 
has long been culturally and socially constrained. Ndabaga is a female character who has been 
compelled to disguise herself as a boy to challenge the traditional housewife life and carry out 
manly tasks. The tale illustrates gender inequality as it obstructs girls in the realisation of their 
full rights. At the same time, however, the fairy tale shows the strength of a woman fighting for 
change. My hope is that this gender awareness will enable children to smoothly discuss and 
overcome issues of traditional gender stereotypes that have long prevailed in the Rwandan 
society. 
  
 
Gender and Politics 
 
With the advent of women’s emancipation, traditional beliefs and conceptions of what a woman 
is, should be, and should do have been contested in post-genocide Rwanda. As a result of these 
contests, gender equality has been made one of the major goals of development that the 
Government of Rwanda has identified. It would indeed be illogical to forbid more than half of 
the country’s entire population– females representing 54% according to the 2002 General 
Census– to participate in its development. The government in its gender policy ensures that 
young girls receive primary, secondary, and indeed tertiary education. Along this line, it is 
committed to building a new society based on principles of democracy and equal opportunities 
for all, women and men, in particular in accordance with article 187 of the Constitution (Ministry 
of Justice 2003).   
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Thus, a Gender Monitoring Office as well as a National Women’s Council were established, and 
their responsibilities include among others “to monitor and supervise on a permanent basis 
compliance with gender indicators of the programme for ensuring gender equality and 
complementarity in the context of the vision of sustainable development and to serve as a 
reference point on matters relating to gender equality and non discrimination for equal 
opportunity and fairness” (Ministry of Justice 2003). This situation can be compared with the 
sort of liberal feminism that has been particularly strong during the 1940’s and 1950’s in USA 
and Europe. The focus of this wave of feminism was on equal rights and women’s participation 
in the public sphere vis-à-vis their confinement in the household and family. 
 
The Government of Rwanda (Ministry of Finance 2007) is fully aware that investing in girls’ 
education contributes to the achievement of critical social objectives like decreased fertility rate 
and infant mortality, increased child health, and improved productivity. However, according to 
the Minister of State for Primary and Secondary Education (Asiimwe 2008), the rate of girls 
drop-out is at 11% countrywide due to many causes, among others traditional gender roles and 
parents’ preferences as to whom of their children drop-out of school in case of shortage of 
resources. Among the ways devised to address issues of girl-child education and school drop-out 
include the setting up of the Imbuto (seed) Foundation in 2004, an initiative of Mrs Jeannette 
Kagame. This initiative accords awards made of various scholastic equipment and gifts to girls 
who perform well at primary and secondary school leaving exams. 
 
To conclude, in order to achieve the millennium development goals, Rwanda has for the last 
decade devised a gender policy that gives equal opportunities to its children regardless of their 
sex in all walks of national life. The policy also serves as a vigil to block any negative force from 
the ancient traditions found in our literatures. It is in this context that this study investigates how 
educational use of Rwandan children’s literature, mainly fairy tales, might be one means of 
challenging traditional gender roles. Based on this aim, two questions will guide this study: (1) 
how is gender equality expressed in a children’s discussion about a Rwandan fairy tale? (2) what 
can they learn from reading and discussing fairy tales?  

 
 

Children’s Literature 
 
Theories pertinent to this study are found in the functions of children’s literature in general and 
fairy tales in particular (see for example, Bettelheim 1976; Hunt 1990, 1991; Geoff 1995; Zipes 
1997). Children’s literature comprises mainly material written specifically for children 
readership and includes folkloristic components such as superstitions, games and songs, nursery 
rhymes, rituals, old and new tales, fables, myths, legends, poetry and proverbs. Literary critics 
acknowledge that children’s literature belongs to the literary and socio-educational systems at the 
same time as it is read for literary experience, entertainment, and recreation, as well as education 
and socialization (Hunt 1990; Sutherland 1997). 
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The importance of children’s literature lies in the development of children’s moral, intellectual, 
and linguistic abilities. Most stories are amazing and, as Yitah and Komasi (2009, 244) put it, 
“seek to inculcate in the child reader an appreciation for certain cultural values and 
disapprobation of undesirable behaviour”. Firstly, children’s literature is entertaining and 
associated with language acquisition. It also enhances children’s motivation to read. Moreover, 
specialists in children’s literature and education believe that it helps them grow up into sociable 
and virtuous future citizens (Bettelheim 1976; Hunt 1990; Sutherland 1997; Zipes 1997). 
Oittinen (1993, 41) holds that while reading and by experiencing different emotions, children 
learn how to cope with their feelings and solve problems in life. Also, Bettelheim (1976) argues 
that genres encountered in children’s literature are both therapeutic and informative. 
Furthermore, they convey a socializing content meant to make children behave in the ways that 
fit them into the society. Heroes or heroines are engaged in a struggle to uproot the evil grass in 
the society.  

 
Secondly, children’s literature conveys an educational message since plots in most genres are 
“dramatization of stormy conflicts of good and evil” (Sutherland 1997, 6). Our childhood 
experiences reveal that after or while listening to or reading an interesting or sad story, children 
internalize it and act it out in play or in their mind. In most stories the emphasis is put on positive 
aspects of the story where goodness will triumph over evil. At the end of the story, the dilemma 
is most often resolved in an interesting, amusing, or satisfactory manner- thus constituting a good 
story for children. The literature serves not only to instruct but also to amuse and make moral 
lessons and social structures more palatable to children (Zipes 1997). All in all, as the Roman 
poet Horace affirms, the raison d’être of children’s literature, like adults’, is “to delight and 
instruct” the child audience in a specific way (Leitch 2001).  
 
The Fairy Tale 
 
A fairy tale is a story in which imaginary and magical creatures come to the help of human 
heroes and heroines to overcome earthly misfortunes and achieve everlasting happiness. 
Bettelheim (1976) states that people should ask themselves if the story is a ‘love-gift to a child’ 
in order to classify it as a fairy tale while simultaneously aiming to convey a moral lesson. 
According to Hunt (1996), fairy tales are generally brief narratives in simple language that detail 
a reversal of fortune, with a rags-to-riches plot that often culminates in a wedding. 
 
The importance of fairy tales is found in the social, intellectual, and emotional growth of the 
child. Fairy tales are said to play an important function within the socialization process which 
forms taste, mores, values, and habits in a given society. They are also vehicles for teaching 
morality. This is what Dickens refers to when he writes, “It would be hard to estimate the 
amount of gentleness and mercy that has made its way among us [through fairy tales]: 
forbearance, courtesy, consideration for the poor and aged, kind treatment of animals, the love of 
nature…” (Geoff 1995, 41). Indeed, each fairy tale embodies a sense of what the world is like 
and how one must or should live to succeed in that world.  
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In addition, fairy tales work consciously or unconsciously to free and support the child. 
Bettelheim (1976, 34) holds that the fairy tale helps children to develop the desire for a higher 
consciousness through what is implied in the story. As a result, children make use of stories in 
fairy tales to cope with their baffling emotions. On top of this, a fairy tale releases children’s 
anxieties in the sense that it ends most often in a predictable way; that is, no matter how tedious 
and strenuous life the hero or heroine is going through, he or she will come out triumphantly. 
The fiction reaches its climax when the heroes get help from their fairies and then fight until they 
destroy the evil forces. Fairy tales, as Geoff (1995) states, make good literary fiction since they 
deal with a struggle between good and evil at some level. Moreover, through the appeal the 
stories make on readers’ imagination and the attractive outcome of events, they convince their 
audience (Bettelheim 1976). 
 
 
Children’s Literature and Gender 
 
Characterization in children’s literature has traditionally been gender-biased and stereotyped 
according to research on gender issues and role perceptions in children’s literature (Scott and 
Feldman-Summers 1979; Davies 1993, 2003; Singh 1998; Trepanier-Street and Romatowski 
1999; Tsao 2008). In this respect, in fairy tales male characters have been portrayed as being 
strong, potent, and powerful, with mastery themes such as cleverness and adventure, whereas 
female characters were portrayed as impotent, weak, passive, naive, even sweet, with second sex 
themes such as beauty, gentility, domesticity, marriage, emotions, motherhood, and so on. This 
corroborates findings from a study by Davies (2003) on reading fairy tales to children. She found 
that children as old as 4 to 5 years can already associate male and female characters with 
supremacy and dependency respectively.  
 

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

 
Prior research on gender role perception in children’s literature, examining the influence of 
young children’s gender attitudes regarding occupational roles (Trepanier-Street and 
Romatowski 1999) and assessing children’s reactions to stories in which females are portrayed in 
traditionally male roles (Scott and Feldman-Summers 1979) has shown that the influence of 
stereotypic and non-stereotypic gender role exposure to children is enormous. When female main 
characters are portrayed in traditionally male roles, girl-readers are enthusiastic about their 
performances and eager to engage in the same activities as those performed by the main 
characters.  
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The exposure to female as well as male characters presented in positive and non-traditional roles 
is likely to alter children’s perceptions of the roles of males and females in society. Of course 
this exposure needs support from parents, teachers, and peers as well as the political discourse 
prevailing at the moment. Finally, as Mendoza and Reese (2001) point out, children’s literature 
provides characters and events with which children can identify with and through which they 
may consider their own actions, beliefs, and emotions. 
 
 
Methods 
Participants, Settings and Design 
 
This qualitative study was conducted in August 2007 in two primary schools in Rwanda, one in 
an urban and another one in a rural setting. The urban school is a church-run school with 
relatively well-to-do children while the rural one is a public school with children predominantly 
from a low socio-economic background. In both research sites, I attended three classes at each 
school: grades 6, 4, and 2. The time spent in each classroom was approximately one-and-a-half 
hours. The children’s ages varied between 8 and 12 years. With regard to the choice of research 
sites, I wanted to crosscheck urban and rural children’s reflections and understanding of gender 
issues that are indeed topical in Rwanda today. However, the tale under study did not appear in 
the second graders, so they are not included in this study. 
 
Ethical considerations in line with Rwandan ethical rules were taken into account.  All along the 
data collection, principles of power relations vis-à-vis the adult-researcher and the child-
participant were adhered to. The participants received information regarding the researcher’s 
name and affiliation, aims of the research, and they were told that what they said was only to be 
used for the purpose of this research. After receiving written permission from authorities in 
charge of education from the districts where the schools are located, I proposed this study to 
school headmasters and was granted access to the two schools. I was then introduced to teachers 
responsible for the classes I attended, who in their turn introduced me to their children and left 
the class. I told the children that I was there for a research visit and that I was interested in their 
storytelling, as well as what they think about gender in fairy tales. I started by chatting with them 
on some gender issues in Kinyarwanda, the mother tongue for all of us, as in the following 
questions: Do you know what gender equality is? (The term gender “uburinganire” in 
Kinyarwanda is frequently used to mean equality between women and men). Where does the 
term apply? Is gender equality important in your family/ our society? I also asked some follow-
up questions. This warm up chat served to arouse the children’s interest in the successive stages 
of my study and to create a shared understanding for the basis of their construction of the 
meaning of gender.  
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After the warm up session, I asked children to tell Kinyarwanda stories or tales focusing mainly 
on plots with human characters, and involving both sexes. They narrated fairy tales, stories and 
fables, and they told jokes. Discussions of the stories were held in gendered groups, that is, girls 
seated alone in their rows and boys in theirs to make sure that both girls’ and boys’ voices were 
heard. I also wanted to find out whether girls and boys discussed in different ways. Each child 
had something unique to offer in their group constructions and understanding of gender. They 
were asked to say the source of their stories, lessons drawn from stories, their reflections on 
female and male characters in the stories, if they want things to change, and to contextualise the 
story with regard to today’s situation of gender relations in Rwanda. These sessions were audio 
taped for later transcription, translation into English, and analysis. Finally, to ensure anonymity, 
respondents were identified by letters B for boys, G for girls, U for urban, R for rural plus a 
number for the primary grade the respondent attends. Then, I transcribed and translated verbatim 
the selected fairy tale and related comments and responses from the children. A second translator 
proofread and validated the translated narrative. 
 
Finally, the awakening and warm up questions during my introduction may have influenced 
children’s responses in one way or another. Probably no child would have wished to sound old-
fashioned by approving the traditional portrayal of gender roles in the modern Rwandan society, 
or they were probably performing being ‘good citizens’. The children might also be conforming 
to the political and education discourse they are exposed to in their homes and schools. 
Discussions were held in gendered groups, and there was a final mise en commun all together to 
hear and learn from each other. All in all, these stories can well have long term effect and 
sensitise both men and women to gender related injustices. However, it is imperative for adults 
to live up to these young children’s ideals of a society free from gender bias.  

 
  

Data Description 
 
In total 24 stories including fairy tales, jokes, fables, and a song were recorded. For the sake of 
the scope, purpose and focus of this study, jokes, fables and the song were left out. Only one 
fairy tale among seventeen tales was selected, “Umugani wa Ndabaga” (The tale of Ndabaga) 
known by most people in Rwanda. In addition, the selection of quotes used in this study was 
based on relevance and consistence of statements made by the children regardless of their sex, 
grade level, and environment. In this respect, there is uneven 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 on four grounds. Firstly, this fairy tale is among 
the very few antithetical tales to the dominant fairytales circulating in the Rwandan literature 
with a female hero. Secondly, it is the most narrated tale in both schools (4 times i.e. in both 4th 
and 6th grades). Thirdly, the name Ndabaga is used to describe a desperate situation which calls 
for unusual means. There is a myth in the Rwandan oral literature built around a girl by the name 
of Ndabaga who, some time immemorial went into battle when men in her community had been 
brought to their knees. She is said to have excelled more than any other warrior at the battlefield. 
She is credited with extraordinary courage and formidable fighting skills and assets that led to 
the victory of her side. Finally, there exists an active association named after Ndabaga made of 
former female soldiers who participated in the liberation war (1990-1994) in Rwanda. Its mission 
includes among others to sensitize women to come out of their shells and shine.  
 
Summary of the Fairy Tale 
 
Here I will present a summary of a version of the tale narrated by a grade 6 girl from the rural 
area (GR6) as it was complete and clear. 
 
The story of Ndabaga is a fairy tale built on a couple that gave birth to an only child – a girl. The 
tradition was such that every man had to go to the king’s camp where he would only be replaced 
by his son or die there. The man left for the king’s service. The woman stayed with her daughter 
and never told her where her father lived despite her incessant questions simply because she was 
a girl. With her own investigation, Ndabaga knew that her father had been kept captive at the 
king’s camp because he had not any son who could replace him. So, she decided to learn skills 
and practices that were usually meant for boys. She even went further to squeeze her breasts to 
look physically like boys. Thanks to her fairies, she was successful, even performing better than 
anyone else.  
 
When Ndabaga felt confident enough, she headed to the king’s camp. She met her father who 
was bewildered by his daughter’s proposal to replace him. She revealed him everything she did 
to come over to him. On his turn, he introduced her to the king, disguised as a boy. But other 
men were quick to say that this man had signed that he did not have any replacement, thus he 
was doomed to die in the camp. No sooner had they spoken than Ndabaga roared and made the 
crowd shut up. Her father was freed the following day. 
 
In the camp, Ndabaga did wonders and miracles: she excelled in whatever she was asked to do 
and was always the best: shooting, high jump, and so on. The king was impressed by her 
extraordinary performance and promoted her to head part of the men in the camp. After some 
time however, she was uncovered by men who had suspected her and kept vigil on her. They 
reported to the king that Ndabaga was a girl, which he did not approve on the spot.  
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He planned to find out by himself, wrestled with her for many days and never threw her to the 
ground. At last, the king asked her to sincerely tell him the truth on what he had heard about her. 
She confessed that she was really a girl, and added that she acted as a boy to replace her father 
and restore her mother’s image which had been tarnished because she had given birth to a girl. 
The king acknowledged extraordinary deeds of Ndabaga, and married her. From then on, the 
king discharged all the men who had been kept captive at his camp. He lived happily ever after 
with his wife and children.  
 
 
Findings 
 
Findings concern the participants’ comments on what they can learn from the fairy tale, their 
reflections on characters, possible change in society, and the context of the tale with regard to 
Rwanda’s gender situation today.  
 
Chat About Gender 
 
As stated above in the data collection procedures, I started by chatting with children on various 
issues related to gender in the country to awaken them to the effects of gender. I learnt that they 
have some knowledge about gender as this notion is included in the school curriculum as early as 
in the second grade in the subject of civic education. For example, to the question on the 
importance of gender, both girls and boys were indeed eloquent as in the following statements: 

 
 
We girls should forget the traditional ways of thinking that certain activities were meant for boys 
and others for girls. We were all born with equal capacities and we can compete equally in any 
activity (GR6). 
 
Gender awareness in Rwanda has made it that in our families, parents have come to understand 
that their sons are not anymore more important than their daughters (BU6). 
 
 

These statements were made during the warm up chat that served to create a shared 
understanding from their construction of the meaning of gender, its roles and importance in the 
Rwandan society. Children from both urban and rural schools stressed the fact that the beliefs 
that there exist activities exclusively meant only for girls or only for boys do not have room 
anymore. They are equally competitive. In addition, they report that their parents now do not 
discriminate them on the grounds of their sex. This chat reflects the modern liberal feminism of 
the 1960’s where women were fighting for a place in political and public life. They also claimed 
for equal conditions on the labour market and equal salary for same work.  
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Lessons from the Fairy Tale  
 
Both girls and boys understood the plot and expressed almost similar feelings as to lessons to 
learn from the fairy tale. They unanimously condemn all gender-based discrimination. They also 
agree that they can do the same activities and that even girls can do some activities better than 
boys as in the following statement by girls and boys respectively:  
 
 

Girls can also do tasks boys do (GU4).  
Girls can perform better than boys and men (GU6).  

 
Females can do better on jobs and tasks than males (BR4). 
There is no task for only boys and only girls (BU6). 

 
 
The above statements demonstrate two levels of gender understanding as constructed by both 
girls and boys. The first level is that of the egalitarian view of gender. Children emphasized that 
there should not be any distinction as to what girls (can) do and what boys do. They state that 
girls’ potentialities should not be underestimated or underrated. The second level is that of 
outstanding performance of females. For them, it is not strange that females outperform males. 
However, in their statements, “the male” seems to remain the norm which the children relate 
themselves to. 
 
Another lesson drawn from the fairy tale concerns the parents’ consideration of their children. 
Children vehemently articulated that parents should consider children in the same way. There 
should not be any discrimination based on the child’s sex.  

 
Reflections on Female and Male Characters in the Fairy Tale  
 
With respect to the characters in the fairy tale, both girls and boys reflected on Ndabaga and the 
men in the camp. 
 
 

Ndabaga is very courageous: she squeezed her breasts, learnt to do things no girl was allowed to 
do, she went to the camp to replace her father, she excelled and beat records in all she was asked 
to do, and thanks to her, a lot of men who had been made captive because they did not have sons 
to replace them were discharged after the king knew that she was really a girl (GR6). 
 
Ndabaga is a heroine in Rwandan history: She was born a 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 higher deeds and even outdistance males in some 
tasks traditionally reserved for men such as wrestling and shooting. They also praised the 
courage and heroism of Ndabaga, saying she fought not only to free the female nature and make 
it possible for males to recognise the strengths of females but also to free some men who had 
been held captive for lack of male replacement. The boys even laud her for her heroism as she 
went against the then prevailing rules of conduct.  
 
Girls alone reflected on Ndabaga’s mother’s deliberate concealment of the whereabouts of her 
father, which they criticize.  

 
 
Ndabaga’s mother did not tell her where her father was simply because she was a girl, why is 
that? (GU6). 
 
 

Ndabaga has several times asked about her father, but her mother showed great reluctance to 
reveal his whereabouts. The only response she got was “if only you were a boy”. Through 
questions, girls also criticized the society that discriminated against females or did not honour 
women who had given birth to girls as in the following statements. The same criticism of the 
society is also voiced by boys.  
 
 

Only men were to fight for the country. Were they more patriot than women? (GU4). 
Women who give birth to girls are desperate and hopeless (GU6). 
 
Men too who did not have any son were also discriminated: Ndabaga’s father was not considered 
as a man in the society and he was even going to die in the camp because he was not a man 
(BU6). 

 
 
The consequences of this imbroglio were felt on the backs of both women and men. Some 
women were not proud of their female offspring for fear of being rejected by the husband’s 
family while a man without a son was disrespected since he would not have an heir once he died. 
 
Finally, both girls and boys acknowledge the kindness of the king as he did not punish Ndabaga. 
Instead, he married her as a reward.  

 
 
The King was good towards Ndabaga: he did not punish her because of what she did which was 
unacceptable in the culture. But he married her because 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 been treated as a social outcast. But, the king 
married her as a reward for her extraordinary deeds which brought radical changes in the palace 
and in the whole society. She wrote a new chapter in the construction of what women are capable 
of as opposed to what the society had constructed of them.  
 
Changes to Occur in the Society 
 
Children were asked to say if they wanted to see things change. Both girls and boys want radical 
changes in the society. They agreed that females should stop thinking of themselves as a weaker 
sex, and that they are unable to do some activities males do, and so forth. Additionally, they said 
that attitudes of girls who underestimate their abilities by being fearful to take strong decisions 
are to be discouraged:  
 
 

Females should stop thinking of themselves as weak; unable to do some things males do because 
Ndabaga and many other women have proven they could, and she performed even better than 
men (GR4). 
 
Girls should stop underestimating themselves, being fearful to take decision (GR6). 
 
 

From experience, after the genocide, many widows realised that there were no men to care for 
them and decided to take the lead in restoring their communities. This led them to discard 
cultural taboos like ‘women cannot build a house, climb a tree, or talk in public,’ and drastically 
helped them awaken to their new challenges. Women were enrolled in non-traditional 
professions such as construction, the police and security forces, justice, and they held highly 
visible positions. As a consequence of the disaster, they have overcome traditions and 
stereotypes that previously relegated them solely to low status professions.  
 
All children also agreed that there should not be any discrimination from parents and the society 
based on the sex of their children as no sex is more important than the other. They should have 
the same education and opportunities offered by the society which needs their forces altogether 
for its development.  
 
 

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

 
There should not be discrimination from parents or society based on the sex of their children 
anymore: boys and girls are all children, they should be considered and treated in the same way. 
To have the same education in the society; to have the same opportunities offered by the society 
(GU6).  
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As one can observe from the discourse above, children from urban as well as rural areas are 
convinced that both boys and girls have the same potentialities, and no one should undermine 
them on the basis of gender. This is indeed due to current political discourses on gender issues in 
Rwanda through different media, radio and television programs, civic education text books, and 
from their teachers which emphasize gender equality. In this regard, there are messages to ban 
traditional practices that used to subjugate and limit women.  
 
Context of the Tale with Regard to Today’s Situation 
 
Both girls and boys acknowledge that females and males today have the same duties and similar 
responsibilities in the society. They are both engaged in daily social, political, economic and 
sports activities of the country, and females are as competent as males. 
 
 

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

 
There are many females in the decision making organs, parliament, ministries, government 
institutions and they are not reported for poor performance (BU6). 
 
Girls practice all sorts of sports in the open air (GU4). 

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

There are also heroines we celebrate on the National Heroes’ 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 changed in the country during the last decade. From the 
grassroots to the national level, gender awareness has been a focal point to smoothly uproot the 
stereotyped conceptions. This has created confidence in women and empowered them to realize 
their dreams. Besides, it has acted on the psyche of many men, who thought women perform less 
than men and are a weaker sex bound to subjugation. From the history of the country, we know 
that women could not go in public with men; they were not supposed to talk in the presence of 
men. In short, men were to talk and think for them. But today, women stand as representatives of 
the people. They have been given a platform to showcase their ability, a move that has worked as 
a stepping stone towards the economic development, and social welfare of the nation. This has 
made them acquire confidence of leadership.   
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Discussion 
 
The present study sought to illustrate and analyse children’s reflections on traditional gender 
roles in a fairy tale vis-à-vis modern gender roles within the context of post-genocide Rwanda. 
The narrative of the fairy tale of Ndabaga reflects a number of features that characterize familiar 
cultural patterns as pointed out by Davies (1993). These include men who “do not welcome or 
value daughters particularly when their heart is set on a son capable of heroism”, and mothers 
who “are also silent and do nothing to question or reverse the plight of their daughters”. From the 
children’s reflections in the present study, it became clear that both girls and boys understood the 
fairy tale very well and reacted positively to the plot. They formulated critiques towards the 
traditional stereotyped gender roles and advocated for a society that ensures equal rights and 
opportunities to women and men. Generally, the children interpreted the story as a narrative of 
liberation. The discussion below will mainly focus on the critique levelled against traditional 
gender bias and stereotypes with regard to labour division, public and political life of women as 
reflected in the fairy tale from the grassroots level to the King’s palace. 
  
 
Traditional Stereotyped Gender Roles Versus Modern Roles 
 
Gender bias is by far set in the minds of everybody in the tales. As found in the Ndabaga 
narrative, at the Palace, the King and his men in the camp did not believe their ears when they 
were told that Ndabaga was a girl. They doubted her bravery that could only be of a boy. Indeed, 
traditionally, women did not speak publicly, especially in the presence of men. In addition, a 
woman who dared to challenge men in public was considered insolent. But Ndabaga roared 
“who’s that who has just said that my father does not have a replacement?” to the men who were 
claiming that her father had signed that he did not have any replacement, therefore he was 
doomed to die in the camp. The king said, “You should fear this person, someone who is 
introduced this way and dares to speak on the first day”. Even Ndabaga’s mother was desperate, 
hopeless, and thought she was worthless for having given birth to a girl. From this social 
mindset, biased gender education of children already limits females to full realization of their 
potential. Girls are stuck by social interdicts attached to their education. Nonetheless, all the 
children were unanimous to condemn these traditional gender depictions qualifying them as 
outdated and old fashioned. They all disassociate themselves from the traditions which 
undermine the realization of females’ rights and discriminate against them.  
 
Although the female character Ndabaga is portrayed in a disguised male character, she wins the 
sympathy of all the children from the beginning to the end. This is so thanks to the therapy 
encountered in fairy tales. The patients, as in the words of Bettelheim (1976) referring to 
children listeners or readers, are induced to follow a pattern of behaviour set by the hero. For 
example, Ndabaga’s actions, in the eyes of today’s Rwandan child readers, are commendable so 
long as they free the community.  
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To use Hourihan’s (1997) words, she is an emblem “of all humanity confronting the absurdities 
of existence - and doing remarkably well without fighting or killing anyone”. Both boys and girls 
would do the same as they unanimously approved her struggle. So, female characters presented 
in non-traditional roles inspire other females as well as males to engage themselves in the same 
activities as the main characters (Trepanier-Street & Ramatowski 1999). However, it should be 
noted that just as is experienced by many women all over the world, to become visible and have 
a voice, Ndabaga had to do gender (West and Zimmermann 1987) on male conditions and even 
outperform them. Moreover, in contrast to the current desire to empower women to rights, 
obligations and possibilities, Ndabaga seems to stay dependent on her husband, the king. 

 
Last but not least, the children’s revolt results in essence from the political and ideological 
discourse at all levels in present day Rwanda. This rhymes with Hunt (1991) who notes that 
children’s literature cannot live away from politics and ideology.  Right from grassroots to 
national levels, children are exposed to a discourse that vehicles the political agenda with regard 
to gender. Gender issues and women empowerment are among heated debates held in families, in 
schools, in interpersonal relations, and throughout the nation. They are taking a lot of attention as 
the slogan merely goes that ‘to educate a woman is to educate a nation’. In this regard, parents, 
community leaders, and the general public are sensitized on the importance of girl-child 
education. Rwandan women politicians and leaders, and other female role models embark on 
country-wide tours, visiting  and addressing girls in the schools who look up to them for 
inspiration. Undoubtedly, the fairy tale under study has worked consciously or unconsciously to 
free as well as support the children (Geoff 1995) since both rural and urban children, regardless 
of their sex, yell, “Yes, girls can”. This is another opportunity, for example, towards encouraging 
and motivating girls to take on scientific and technological subjects in schools.  
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