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Introduction 

Displacement is one of the most widespread and tangible consequences of conflict.1 Yet although it  
is a trademark of many of today’s wars and their aftermath, legislation and mechanisms that deal with 
the legacies of displacement lag far behind. This deficit is nowhere more apparent than in the Great 
Lakes region of Africa, where Uganda, Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi, Kenya, and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (DRC) have all experienced massive levels of war-induced displacement. While the 
region is now host to a dizzying number of ongoing and proposed experiments with the tools of 
transitional justice—international and hybrid tribunals, truth and reconciliation commissions, gacaca, 
special courts, and International Criminal Court (ICC) investigations—none have effectively and 
explicitly dealt with identifying individual criminal responsibility for forced displacement and its  
consequences,2 although the ICC has charged numerous individuals in Sudan and Kenya with crimes 
against humanity that include forcible transfer or deportation.3

Displacement by definition represents a fundamental rupture between individuals and their homeland; 
it is a profound demonstration of a government’s failure to protect—or, worse still, of its role as the 
perpetrator of abuses against its citizens. Whether as refugees who have fled across a border or as 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) who have remained within the geographical borders of their state, 
displacement often represents a chronic failure on the part of the government to ensure the safety of 
its citizens. The need to deal with the fallout from displacement, therefore, is critical to the future 
reconstruction of the state in the aftermath of conflict—and to the rebuilding of the crucial bond of 
citizenship. Relevant to this process are the key goals of transitional justice as recently outlined by 
Pablo de Greiff—namely, to provide recognition to victims, foster civic trust, and contribute to  
reconciliation and democratization.4 Transitional justice mechanisms, therefore, cannot afford to 
overlook this area of injustice: they are vital tools not only for creating the conditions for return, but 
also for ensuring the durability of that return.

The challenge, of course, is determining what it might look like in practice for transitional justice 
to address the legacies of displacement, and in order to do this there is a need to unwrap some of the 
dynamics surrounding the concept of displacement itself. Displacement is not a homogenous term: 
inevitably, it takes multiple forms and incorporates a plethora of different experiences along cultural, 
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ethnic, religious, generational, political, and economic lines. For instance, not only are there significant 
legal distinctions between refugees and IDPs, but within these two categories there is massive  
discrepancy with regard to the experience of displacement. Of specific interest to this paper is the  
extent to which a common trajectory of displacement—flight, exile, and return—affects men and 
women, and boys and girls differently.5 It is crucial to ensure a specifically gendered understanding of 
displacement and the mechanisms that are needed not only to reabsorb those who return, but also 
to address the issues that generated their flight in the first place and the additional challenges they 
might have encountered in exile. It is argued, therefore, that while transitional justice mechanisms 
must engage with the impact of displacement in general, any discussion regarding the causes and 
impacts of displacement and its aftermath needs to be mindful of a number of gender-specific  
dynamics that can all too easily be obscured by the sheer scale and devastation of the problem.

This paper focuses on Africa’s Great Lakes region, where levels of displacement have been chronically 
high by any standard. It considers briefly three salient gender-specific dynamics of conflict and  
displacement that need to be incorporated within any post-conflict reconstruction or transitional 
justice effort. These three areas are by no means the only gender-specific dynamics that could be 
discussed, but they represent specific concerns highlighted by recent research conducted by the author 
in the Great Lakes region.6 They also point to the fact that gender-specific understandings of conflict 
and displacement are critical more generally to any post-conflict reconstruction. First, the paper 
considers the implications of sexual and gender-based violence against women and men at all stages 
of displacement (prior to, during, and post displacement) and the implications for transitional justice 
mechanisms. Second, it looks at some of the gender-specific economic consequences of displacement 
and the subsequent search for durable solutions, focusing specifically on the challenges faced by 
women at the point of return and the relevance of gender specificities for any reparations or restitution 
programs. Finally, it considers the vulnerability of young men and their association with conflict, 
which affects their ability to safely repatriate within certain contexts. 

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence

Rape and other forms of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) are increasingly being recognized 
within the context of gross violations of human rights and as war crimes.7 This recognition is critical, 
given that SGBV has been used extensively as a weapon of war within the Great Lakes region. Several 
factors have led not only to high levels of sexual violence in the region, but also to a chronic deficit in 
dealing with both the survivors and perpetrators of such violence. The prevalence of conflict in the 
region is perhaps the most palpable factor—conflicts in which civilians are not only unprotected but 
also often primary targets of violence. For instance, over the course of 15 years of conflict in the DRC, 
extraordinarily high numbers of civilians have become victims of rape, with rebels and government 
forces alike accused of perpetrating sexual crimes.8 Likewise, in Sudan, in both the civil war between 
North and South Sudan and the ongoing conflict in Darfur, parties to the conflicts have used sexual 
violence as a weapon of war. This sexual violence “is not sporadic or random, but is inexorably linked 
to the systematic destruction of their communities”9 and, therefore, is itself a cause of displacement. 
Conflict, in turn, has inevitably led to high levels of displacement in which refugees and IDPs remain 
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particularly vulnerable to sexual abuse, both during flight and in a context of displacement. In the 
IDP camps in northern Uganda, for instance, research has shown that the environment of the camps, 
created deliberately as part of the government’s counterinsurgency campaign, was a major cause of 
SGBV. Not only were community structures broken down as a result of displacement, and further 
disrupted by the reorganizing constraints of humanitarian response, but the structures of the camps 
were themselves seen as having exacerbated—or at least provided the context for—incidents of SGBV.10 

High levels of SGBV were specifically linked to men not fulfilling their domestic obligations with 
regard to providing for their families and contributing to school fees, due to the loss of their power as 
a result of the conditions in the camps and the resultant change in their identity.11 Likewise, in IDP 
camps in Sudan, women and children have remained vulnerable to sexual violence,12 particularly 
when forced to collect firewood in areas where they are commonly targeted by groups of armed men 
who rape them. Domestic violence within the IDP camps is also reportedly high.13

Within this context, access to justice has too often been appallingly deficient, and perpetrators  
are held accountable neither while the conflict is ongoing nor, even less excusably, in post-conflict 
environments.14 Access to justice within refugee and IDP camps is lacking or nonexistent. Camps are 
too often run and perceived as isolated islands outside of national jurisdiction, particularly in cases 
where UNHCR or other international actors effectively run the camps in a context of limited national 
capacity. Linked to this is the somewhat xenophobic notion that what goes on inside a camp is irrelevant 
to wider national processes unless it has a direct bearing on the “outside.”15 At the same time, those 
living outside of the camps as self-settled refugees often have ambiguous legal status and are therefore 
a) less likely to report crimes committed against them and b) less likely to be taken seriously if they 
do. As a result, women and girls are vulnerable to suffering double marginalization in exile. 

While this situation often reflects a wider culture of impunity, sexual violence is a particularly hidden 
crime as victims are reluctant—or unable—to report attacks: survivors of sexual violence frequently 
encounter severe prejudice from members of their families and communities and are therefore  
reluctant to publicize any attacks. In an enclosed context such as a refugee camp, the impact of stigma 
is only more powerful—and, worse, the violence is seen as somehow “normal” or at least inevitable. And 
sexual violence has far-reaching effects beyond its immediate physical and psychological trauma. 
Both within the context of displacement and at the point of return, survivors are often rejected by 
their spouses and families and shunned by their communities; the stigma prevents many from ever 
being able to lead a “normal” life. 

Although less attention is given to sexual violence against men, this particular category of SGBV 
is a serious issue that also demands careful consideration in situations of conflict, in the context of 
displacement, and in any subsequent transitional justice mechanisms.16 Reports of sexual violence 
against men and boys have come from across the Great Lakes countries, including Burundi, Central 
African Republic, DRC, Rwanda, Sudan, and Uganda.17 Both during conflicts and in displacement, 
there is growing awareness of the extent to which men and boys have been victims of SGBV.18 The true 
scale of the situation remains unknown, as it is difficult to obtain reliable statistics for male victims, 
just as with female victims, for a number of reasons, including a fear of reporting the problem due to 
the particular stigmatization associated with sexual violence against men.  
While many of those who have not fled might still have been victims of SGBV, the displaced are 
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particularly vulnerable at the point of return. In many instances, the perpetrators are from within, or 
are known to, the victims’ communities, and returning to the place where the crime took place can 
be not only psychologically painful but also dangerous. In addition, the enormous ramifications for an 
individual’s health and the potential for pregnancy resulting from rape are long-term consequences 
that have to be carefully dealt with. Too often, acts of SGBV are effectively a death sentence for the 
victims—physically and psychologically. Recent research in the DRC’s North Kivu province points to 
chronically high levels of mental breakdown following SGBV: extreme levels of brutality, in particular 
SGBV, were frequently referred to with regard to the destruction of communities and the fear of 
return. One woman talked of how she had been abandoned by her husband after being raped while 
pregnant,19 while a young man told of how his wife became mentally ill as a result of the trauma  
of rape.20 Furthermore, displacement has reinforced the impact of the war, as, in addition to being 
forced from their homes, the majority of displaced people have been forced to live in chronically 
unstable conditions amid ongoing insecurity. Many feared that returning home would lead to a 
resurgence of the brutality that forced them to flee. Mechanisms for dealing with these atrocities are 
critical to the rebuilding of lives; otherwise, personal vendettas will continue to haunt communities 
and generate the conditions for future violence.21 

The need for transitional justice mechanisms to be mindful of the realities of SGBV that might have 
taken place before flight and during displacement is critical. In order for a country to meaningfully 
deal with legacies of violence, this particularly pernicious and hidden crime needs to come to light 
and be dealt with—but in ways that do not reinforce the stigma and the consequences associated 
with such crimes. Within this context, the question of how to pursue justice is extremely fraught 
and will likely be highly context specific. For instance, how such crimes can be incorporated into a 
truth-telling process in such a way as to not further exacerbate trauma and vulnerability is critical, as 
is the need to protect survivors in criminal prosecutions. Institutional reform, particularly within the 
security sector, is a key area for generating both justice and the longer-term conditions of security. 
The issue of reparations is also vital—indeed, for many, this might be a priority, as women are left 
looking after children born as a result of rape or are living with the massive economic, physical, and 
psychological consequences of contracting sexually transmitted diseases. Yet, once again, pursuing 
appropriate justice in this context—one in which resources are minimal and justice mechanisms are 
already overstretched—is highly problematic and has yet to be adequately grappled with in a context 
such as the Great Lakes. 

That said, it is encouraging that the policy context is increasingly recognizing the scope of the problem 
of SGBV as well as its linkages with conflict and the general failure to protect human rights in the 
region. For instance, the International Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR), a regional 
grouping of 11 states22 mandated to develop laws, policies, and programs to combat the interrelated 
problems of peace, security, development, and good governance in the region, adopted a Protocol on 
the Prevention and Suppression of Sexual Violence against Women and Children (the “Sexual Violence 
Protocol”) in 2006. This protocol was one of 10 adopted under the framework of the Pact on Security, 
Stability and Development in the Great Lakes Region, addressing a wide ambit of issues from good 
governance to nonaggression. The inclusion of the Sexual Violence Protocol signals an understanding 
by states that tackling SGBV is an essential element of building peace and security in the region and 
is thus a regional responsibility. The protocol explicitly recognizes the destructive impact of SGBV 
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on the “lives, health, physical, psychological, social and economic wellbeing of women and children,” 
and its contribution to the perpetuation of conflict—“spill over”—and the creation of impediments 
to the right to development in the region.23

Reflecting this holistic conception of the phenomenon, the Sexual Violence Protocol deals with  
the criminal law dimensions of SGBV, significantly expanding the range of acts proscribed under 
international and national law, while also addressing how to prevent sexual violence, support and 
compensate survivors, and treat offenders. A detailed overview of the protocol is beyond the scope 
of this paper, but among its critical—and in some respects extremely progressive—elements from 
a transitional justice perspective are an expanded definition of SGBV, the abolition of statutes of 
limitations for SGBV crimes, requirements for compensation, and the creation of special procedures 
to ensure that the vulnerability of victims of SGBV is not an obstacle to the lodging of complaints. 
While the protocol refers to SGBV in multiple contexts, all of these facets are relevant in any situation 
of displacement. Its major shortcoming, however, is that it does not recognize the prevalence of SGBV 
against men (although it does mention SGBV against boys under 18)—but there is recognition  
of this flaw by civil society.24

Finally, and as something of an antidote to the levels of victimization that inevitably result from 
widespread SGBV, it is also important to emphasize that women can play a key—and often  
unrecognized—role in ending conflict.25 For example, during Uganda’s West Nile conflicts, which 
took place in the aftermath of President Yoweri Museveni’s rise to power, women refused to sleep 
with their husbands unless the men renounced rebellion and turned themselves in to the army under 
an amnesty.26 The empowerment that this represents should be recognized and capitalized upon in 
transitional justice processes. The psychological and physical scars of SGBV are likely to never fully 
heal, but empowering those who have been its victims to retake control of their lives is a powerful 
antidote to the dehumanizing nature of such abuse. Therefore, to the extent possible, transitional 
justice should try to play a crucial empowering role by acknowledging and making known the  
positive contribution made by women and other groups typically seen only as “victims” in order to 
help restore a sense of identity, and for those who not only suffered SGBV but have also been  
displaced, to help to redress the multiple layers of violation that they have experienced.

Return, Access to Land, and the Economic Context

A second gender-specific issue that needs to be incorporated into transitional justice efforts relates 
to the economic well-being of families in the aftermath of displacement. In particular, the needs of 
women who do not have the active support of a male relative suggest that reparations or restitution 
programs are critical and urgent at the point of return, with access to land being one of the key issues 
in this regard. While humanitarian aid might alleviate some of the struggles for returning refugees 
and IDPs, evidence shows that it is too often inadequate and, inevitably, only palliative; too often it 
fails to deal with root causes of inequality. Longer-term solutions need to be sought, and transitional 
justice mechanisms can play a role in ensuring that the approaches used not only are equitable but 
also deliberately take into consideration gender concerns. In addition, humanitarian aid is too often 
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driven by political agendas that determine who is helped where. For instance, in the case of refugees, 
UNHCR, which acts as the primary coordinator of aid, will generally not assist refugees who were 
living outside of designated settlements during exile or who do not conform to the agency’s model 
of repatriation. The way in which repatriation exercises are typically carried out can often undermine 
refugees’ coping mechanisms—for instance, they might be forced to move just before their crops are 
ready for harvest, forcing them to leave all their food behind, or to leave in the middle of the academic 
year, which negatively impacts children at school. 

The current return process in Burundi following the signing of the Arusha Agreement provides an 
example of some of the issues that are typically raised at the point of return from exile and some of 
the pressure points that have arisen as a result of inadequate transitional mechanisms being in place. 
Burundi is feeling its way through a fragile transition toward sustainable peace after decades of 
conflict: its economy is in tatters; it is demobilizing thousands of former rebels; and it is trying to 
reconstruct governance and judicial institutions that are critical to the running of the country.27

It is in this context of transition that Burundi has witnessed the return of almost half a million refugees 
since 2002. Their return has been motivated, at least in part, by push factors in countries of exile, in 
particular Tanzania, which has put pressure on Burundian refugees to leave.28 The process of return 
—which has been carried out with serious limitations on resources and a chronic deficit in available 
land for livelihoods within Burundi—has placed huge demands on families as they seek to reconstruct 
their lives in their homeland. Burundian land law, which would generally exclude many of the 
returnees from (re)accessing land due to the length of time they have been out of the country (many 
since 1972), is being balanced against the requirements of the country’s transitional arrangements and 
developing international norms that emphasize the need for accommodation of returning populations.29 

The Arusha Peace Accords acknowledge the need to balance the restitution of property to returnees 
with the need to safeguard the rights of the current legitimate property holders, providing that “all 
refugees and/or sinistrés must be able to recover their property, especially their land; if recovery proves 
impossible, everyone with an entitlement must receive fair compensation and/or indemnification.”30 
In practice, what this means is that returnees are being asked to share the land that they owned prior 
to flight with those who are currently on the land—but without any compensation, due to resource 
constraints. The government is deliberately articulating this approach as a means of promoting  
reconciliation, and in many respects it is hard to see a viable alternative. And while many of those 
who are being forced to share land generally recognize it as a pragmatic response to a complex 
problem, in reality it is putting households under enormous economic pressure.31

Within this context, women-headed households are particularly vulnerable. In the first instance, 
their immediate survival is hugely challenging as they have returned home with almost nothing after 
decades in exile.32 Second, women encounter significant hurdles to (re)accessing land. Current  
Burundian law does not allow women to inherit land from their parents, and instead many women 
are forced to rely on the goodwill of their families, often a precarious situation. In addition, widows 
struggle to retake possession of their husbands’ land in situations in which their in-laws do not 
recognize their right to the land, and women whose husbands had died before they had had children 
spoke of how they are not able to claim their husband’s possessions, including land that he would have 
inherited. A further complication is the extent to which many men apparently refuse to recognize 
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the legitimacy of marriages that took place in exile under either customary or Tanzanian law. As a 
consequence, there have apparently been numerous instances in which husbands use this as an excuse 
to abandon their wives and marry other women under Burundian law. Finally, there was reference 
to the fact that while polygamy is legal in Tanzania, in Burundi it is not. Therefore, second and third 
wives find themselves abandoned at the point of return.33 

As a result, many women-headed households, including those headed by widows and women  
abandoned by their husbands, remain in limbo, unable to access land and therefore unable to support 
their families. The official humanitarian response has been to create “peace villages”—an attempt by 
UNHCR to resolve the issue. These artificially created villages, on pieces of vacant or unwanted land, 
were seen by those who had been relocated there to exemplify the worst of return and reintegration. 
Returnees were adamant that the villages provided neither compensation for land that has been lost 
nor the much-needed assistance for those who are unable to locate or reclaim their land. Most  
importantly, the villages are not seen to offer the potential for returnees to genuinely reintegrate 
within Burundi or to feel included in the wider processes of the country; the creation of the villages 
did not take into consideration the need for anything more than the immediate physical survival of 
returnees.34 In other words, women who already felt marginalized were further isolated by the  
mechanisms that were supposedly put in place to assist them. 

To the extent that gaining access to land is key to accommodating up to half a million returnees,  
it is clear that transitional justice processes will have to engage with this issue, in particular through 
restitution or reparation programs. It is also clear that the needs of women, who are particularly 
vulnerable in this context, should not be overlooked by any such programs that might take place in 
Burundi in the future. While a considerable amount of lip service is paid to particular “vulnerable 
groups” within humanitarian discourse, in practice those who are most vulnerable too often fall off 
the official radar and become “invisible” within official assistance structures.

Furthermore, in pushing for reparations or restitution of property, careful attention needs to be given 
to the rights of women in a country in which the preconflict context was profoundly biased against 
women. There is a need to address not only the fallout from the conflict, but also inequalities and 
discrimination that existed before and regardless of the conflict. Creating an opportunity for a better 
realization of equal citizenship regardless of gender35 should be promoted by any transitional justice 
mechanisms that are instituted. While many of the wrongs cannot necessarily be righted in this regard, 
recognition of the specific nature of suffering that groups have undergone can become a driver of 
post-conflict reconstruction. In other words, inequalities linked to the inability to resecure the rights 
attached to citizenship can be addressed36 through the restoration (or creation) of civic trust—which, 
in turn, would play a key role in restoring the citizen-state bond. 

The inability to reclaim property can, then, in some circumstances, be a critical obstacle to the return 
of refugees. In this context, there has been an effort to clarify international obligations of states with 
regard to ensuring that populations that have fled are able to reclaim property left behind in the 
country of origin. These have drawn on general principles of law and international principles relating 
to property rights. Some particularly important reference points are the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement, the International Law Association Declaration of Principles of International Law on 
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Internal Displacement, and the UN Principles on Housing and Property Restitution for Refugees 
and Displaced Persons (Pinheiro Principles). In addition, a new regional agreement dealing with 
the issue of the property of returning populations has recently entered into force in Burundi: the 
International Conference on the Great Lakes Region Protocol on the Property Rights of Returning 
Persons. The protocol explicitly deals with the specific challenges facing displaced women returning 
home, including issues relating to deceased spouses and title succession and single parenthood. More 
broadly, it requires that member states “give effect to the legal capacity of returning women and all 
women, including single women, to own land and other property in their own right, without  
discrimination of any kind.”37 Thus, although focused on addressing the protection of the rights of 
the forcibly displaced and particularly forcibly displaced women, the protocol has the potential to 
expand the quality of protection available to all women with respect to the registration and  
recognition of land title—in other words, for transitional justice and humanitarian mechanisms to 
be part of a broader process of institutional reform. It is expected, however, to be quite a while  
before the protocol’s vision and systems of dispute resolution around land issues are actually  
implemented effectively.

Men and the Association of Guilt

A third area of specific concern within the context of displacement and transitional justice, and one 
that is perhaps less obvious within a gender-specific paradigm, is the plight of men who are associated 
by virtue of their age and gender with participation in conflict. Throughout the Great Lakes region, 
young men have been vulnerable to forced recruitment not only in the context of conflict itself, but 
also in exile. During Sudan’s civil war, for instance, the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) forcibly 
recruited young men out of the refugee camps in northwestern Uganda with the acquiescence of 
the government of Uganda’s armed forces, the Uganda People’s Defence Forces.38 As a result, many 
young men fled to Kampala, where their protection concerns were ignored; they were denied access 
to assistance unless they returned to the camps. Inevitably, many refused to return and became  
exceedingly vulnerable to arbitrary arrest as a result. 

Recent research among Rwandan refugees living in Uganda39 further highlights some of the issues  
relating to the negative association of men with armed conflict. In particular, men who are considered 
old enough to have participated in the genocide that took place in Rwanda in 1994 and who are  
currently displaced are having considerable problems returning to Rwanda. For this group, particularly 
those of Hutu ethnicity, there is often an assumption, particularly within the government, that they 
must be génocidaires. The stories told by those who remain in exile revealed that many displaced 
men are afraid to return home because of the gacaca courts, a traditional community-level mechanism 
of justice that was transformed into a tool for dealing with perpetrators of genocide. While these 
courts represent a creative response to the overwhelming need for justice in the aftermath of the 
genocide, and have achieved this goal in some respects, the research findings suggest that in practice 
they have become vulnerable to manipulation by those seeking to settle personal grudges or as an 
instrument of government repression.
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The initial failure by states of asylum to screen refugee populations and bring génocidaires in their 
midst to justice has only exacerbated the collective assumption of guilt, leaving considerable numbers 
of men vulnerable as a result. Indeed, the former Rwandan armed forces, the Forces Armées Rwandaises, 
were able to regroup and restructure within refugee camps to devastating effect,40 and the fallout from 
the failure to distinguish génocidaires from genuine refugees continues to be felt today. It also led 
to a major shift within the humanitarian establishment, with growing awareness of the political 
ramifications of humanitarian action as the concept of the passive “good” refugee without agency or 
political intention began to be challenged: “It was recognised that humanitarian action carried out 
without corresponding attention to justice and international humanitarian law obligations could  
create the context for situations of massive violations of human rights. The lack of adequate  
screening at the point of flight continues to haunt the ability for those displaced to return.”41

In this context, a mechanism that has been implemented to try to address the complexities of creating 
justice in Rwanda in the aftermath of the genocide—the gacaca courts—has, inadvertently, become 
a tool for repressing a section of the population. This has created a tension between the demands 
of justice and the delivery of justice, where the government is largely dictating and controlling the 
latter. It is clear, then, that in a context in which, effectively, victor’s justice is allowed to dominate, 
certain categories of people are likely to be vulnerable to miscarriages of justice—in this case through 
the collective association of guilt with a certain category of men—which, in turn, has a strong, negative 
impact on the their ability to return. It is therefore important that adequate checks and balances are 
in place in order to insure that everyone has access to fair trial regardless of gender, ethnicity, or age. 
This is easier said than done, of course, but adequate awareness and recognition of the shortcomings 
of any process is a crucial first step to addressing them. In particular, proper implementation of the 
exclusion clauses set out in the two principal refugee conventions,42 which prohibit individuals who 
have committed serious crimes from being considered refugees, would make a significant difference 
regarding the way in which groups of refugees are associated with the violence from which they fled. 

Rwanda has aggressively pursued the return of all its citizens, and the geopolitical dynamics in  
the region mean that there is decreasing ability for Rwandans to remain in exile. Without adequate 
recognition of the protection concerns of displaced men, they will remain extremely vulnerable to 
forced deportation, as recently witnessed in Uganda.43 At the same time, it is vital that transitional 
justice mechanisms are not politically manipulated to the extent that they become a source of injustice. 
The extent to which men in exile have remained vulnerable is linked to the fact that transitional 
justice mechanisms in Rwanda have been profoundly one-sided, creating and reinforcing a victim/
perpetrator dichotomy based strongly along ethnic lines. The reinforcement of singular versions of 
history in Rwanda, in which all Tutsis are victims and all Hutus perpetrators, has perpetuated the 
dangerous cyclical polarization of identities that has had such a devastating impact on the country. 
As a result, many Rwandan refugees, particularly those who fit certain profiles, see an unequal  
political and justice system that makes return not only unpleasant but dangerous. 

Although such victor’s justice is somewhat predictable in a context where the current government is 
seen to have been responsible for ending the genocide—and, therefore, has huge amounts of justice 
capital as a result—it is critical that the fallout from this is adequately recognized. Many Rwandan 
men are likely to remain vulnerable until Rwanda engages in a far more honest appraisal of its history, 
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including the genocide and violence that preceded and followed it. The specific vulnerabilities of 
these men need to be recognized, not least in a context in which there is considerable pressure on 
them to repatriate. 

Conclusion

The gender implications of displacement and their linkages with transitional justice processes are 
enormous, and this paper only begins to skim the surface. However, at the end of the day, as when 
dealing with gender implications more generally, the critical factor is that all responses both to  
displacement and transitional justice maintain a gender perspective and a commitment to searching 
for the specific, and often hidden, dynamics that have their roots in gender inequality or the build-up 
of specific prejudice against groups. At the end of the day, if the key goals of transitional justice are to 
give recognition to victims, foster civic trust, and contribute to reconciliation and democratisation,44 

then it is vital that specific groups of people—whether on the basis of gender or any other category— 
are not excluded from the process. These goals can infuse wider processes of post-conflict reconstruction, 
such as broader structural reform or humanitarian and development mechanisms. But ultimately, of 
course, this discussion remains largely hypothetical; it is still focused on potential future mechanisms 
of justice rather than on what is currently being delivered. These ideals, while critical, have to translate 
into workable deliverables in a context that is hugely challenging economically and politically. 
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