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Gacaca Courts in Rwanda Observed from the Gender Sensitive Perspective
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The Republic of Rwanda, “Country of thousands of hills” located in East Africa, experienced a
tragic genocide in 1994. After that, the new political power introduced “Gacaca courts”, a
community-based people’s justice system.The system was established as a part of judicial system,
therefore, all of Rwandan citizens must fulfill their duties to participate in it.

It is said that this unique Gacaca courts system was one of the methods of transitional justice.
However, there are only a few gender sensitive studies of Gacaca courts. This study aims to

understand and analyze Gacaca courts from the gender sensitive perspective. My data are based



on fieldwork conducted in Kigali and Huye, the two main cities of Rwanda.

The following questions are examined. How were gender based violence (GBV) cases handled
in community-based Gacaca courts and what were the advantages or disadvantages of it? How did
Gacaca courts affect women?

After the genocide, the Rwandan government regarded GBV as a severe genocidal crime.
Accordingly, GBV cases were within the jurisdiction of International Criminal Tribunal for
Rwanda (ICTR) and Rwandan ordinary courts. However, due to the revision of the law, GBV cases
became to be handled in Gacaca courts in 2008.

Two remarkable points were found. First, women played various roles such as witnesses and
judges in Gacaca courts. Second, for GBV cases Gacaca courts adopted closed sessions hence
altering its popular character.

This study concludes that the use of closed sessions made possible speedy trials, however, it did
not help resolving victims’ fear of stigma. Although participating Gacaca courts promoted
women’s new roles in the society, further study is necessary to confirm the relationship between

Gacaca courts and gender mainstreaming in Rwanda.
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