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Across the African continent, women’s rights have become integral to international declara-
tions, regional treaties, national legislation, and grassroots activism. Yet there is little research
on how African men have understood these shifts and how African masculinities are impli-
cated in such changes. Drawing on a year of ethnographic research in the Ugandan capital
Kampala, this article investigates how ordinary men and women in Uganda understand
women’s rights and how their attitudes are tied to local conceptions of masculinity. The author
argues that a new configuration of gender relations is evident in urban Uganda—one that
accommodates some aspects of women’s rights while retaining previous notions of innate
male authority. This article therefore illustrates the complex and often contradictory engage-
ments with human rights that occur in local contexts and how such engagements are shaped
by—and are shaping—gender relations, including conceptions of masculinity.
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In the past two decades, notions of inalienable human rights have
reshaped the political landscapes of countries throughout the develop-

ing world. The human rights paradigm has been mobilized to address a
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range of contemporary inequities, including the vagaries of neoliberal
globalization, the excesses of authoritarian states, and the impact of new
forms of cultural and religious fundamentalism. Women’s rights activists
have been at the center of the revitalization of human rights, struggling to
address gender inequity across cultures without lapsing into misguided
essentializing. Through participatory, inclusive organizing, the global
women’s movement has advanced an approach to human rights that
moves beyond “the doomed duality of homogenizing universalism and
paralyzing particularism” (Desai 1996, 116).

By forging multidirectional connections between North and South, the
global and the local, women’s rights activists have demonstrated the uti-
lity of human rights in a wide range of contexts (Tripp 2006). The success
of this movement is evident in new institutions, legal mechanisms, and
global norms focused on gender equality, leading Kardam (2004) to sug-
gest that a “global gender equality regime” has emerged. While transna-
tional women’s organizing faces challenges on many fronts (Desai 1996,
2007; Yuval-Davis 2006), the global women’s movement has nonetheless
transformed human rights discourse, making it central to struggles for
equality and justice around the globe.

These changes are evident across the African continent, where the lan-
guage of human rights has become integral to international declarations,
regional treaties, national legislation, and grassroots activism. The institu-
tionalization of women’s rights is a key aspect of these developments and
an important facet of contemporary politics in sub-Saharan Africa. Many
African constitutions explicitly recognize women’s rights, and in 2003 the
African Union passed the far-reaching Protocol on the Rights of Women
in Africa.

However, given this new salience of women’s rights in Africa, there is
surprisingly little research on how African men have understood these
developments and how African masculinities are implicated in such
changes. Women’s rights discourses are no doubt affecting conceptions of
masculinity in many African settings, but how and to what extent?
Researchers are just beginning to address such questions by analyzing
connections between masculinity and gender politics in a range of African
contexts (Agadjanian 2002; Morrell 2001).

GENDER AND HUMAN RIGHTS

This article uses masculinity as a lens for examining the connections
between gender relations and human rights in an African context. I draw
on Connell’s (1995) conceptualization of masculinity, especially her



emphasis on how hegemonic masculinity reproduces gender hierarchies
and inequalities. As Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) note, the practices
that construct hegemonic masculinity should be understood as complex,
dynamic, and potentially contradictory. Hegemonic masculinity, therefore,
is not unitary or static but instead varies significantly across time and
space (Morrell 2001) and at local, regional, and global levels (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005).

This formulation of hegemonic masculinity as complex and multidi-
mensional is central to my analysis of shifting gender relations in Uganda.
Human rights discourse is refracting gender relations in new ways in
Uganda, creating fault lines and tensions that destabilize prevailing
notions of male authority and men’s proper roles. Hegemonic masculinity,
as Connell and Messerschmidt (2005, 853) argue, “provides a solution to
these tensions, tending to stabilize patriarchal power or reconstitute it in
new conditions.” They also note, however, that notions of hegemonic mas-
culinity remain open to challenge if they fail to resolve such tensions and
conflicts. As I argue below, the range of responses to women’s rights in
urban Uganda suggests that the established configuration of hegemonic
masculinity is only partially able to resolve such tensions. Alongside it, a
different variant of hegemonic masculinity that incorporates new dis-
courses about women’s rights while retaining existing ideas of male
authority is coalescing.

The lens of masculinity, therefore, helps illuminate how gender matters
to human rights in the Ugandan context. Importantly, I do not understand
human rights as foreign to African societies or as an imposition of
“Western” values in a “non-Western” setting. As Amartya Sen (1997) has
observed, the constituent components of modern notions of human rights
can be found in many cultures, not just Western cultures. While human
rights may have found their fullest articulation in the West, the issue of
human rights addresses fundamental questions about the relationship of
the individual to society and “thus is one that has been raised across time
and across cultures” (Lauren 2003, 12).

African societies, which are frequently essentialized as tradition bound,
communal, and incompatible with individual rights, have engaged with
these issues as well. Many precolonial African cultures articulated clear
visions of human dignity, freedom from oppression, and rules governing
the just distribution of goods (Mamdani 1990; Mutua 2002). While some
have suggested that such African notions of human dignity and justice are
not synonymous with human rights (Donnelly 1982; Howard 1990), these
arguments presuppose a restricted, and Eurocentric, understanding of
legally enforceable, individual human rights. Such a narrow definition
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obscures how many precolonial African societies espoused religious,
moral, and cultural values that incorporated ideas of collective and indi-
vidual rights—ideas that “can validly be considered the contextual equi-
valents of the modern concept of legal rights” (Ibhawoh 2004, 24).

With the formation of the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) in
1963, African member states formally recognized the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. In 1981, the OAU expanded its recognition
of human rights by adopting the African Charter on Human and Peoples’
Rights, which is unique in its inclusion of collective, or group, rights
(Mutua 2002). While the African Charter does mandate that member
states protect women’s rights, African women’s rights activists argued that
the emphasis on community rights gave legitimacy to cultural practices
that discriminated against women. In 2003, activists pressured the African
Union (formally the OAU) to expand the African Charter by ratifying the
Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa. The protocol includes more
explicit discussion of women’s rights as individual rights and establishes
a regional forum for women to challenge rights violations.

As international human rights have become institutionalized at the
regional level in Africa, there is a need to examine how notions of universal
human rights are intertwined with existing ideas of freedoms, rights, and
duties in specific cultural contexts. This requires conceptualizing culture not
as a hermetically sealed system of beliefs and values but as “hybrid and
porous,” recognizing that “the pervasive struggles over cultural values
within local communities are competitions over power” (Merry 2006, 9).
Human rights, then, is best understood as a form of “cultural practice” (Preis
1996), with local actors appropriating the universal rights framework and
“remaking human rights in the vernacular” (Merry 2006, 1).

This research in Uganda extends Merry’s (2006) notion of the vernac-
ularization of human rights by emphasizing that local contexts are multi-
faceted, complex, and encompass many competing appropriations of
human rights. The local, urban Ugandan context is far from homogenous
and instead defined by divisions and conflicts over contested meanings of
human rights. The emphasis on women’s rights in this article highlights
the role gender relations play in these processes. In Uganda, and across
the globe, women’s rights activists have advocated for an expanded notion
of human rights that encompasses equality in civil, political, economic,
and social rights (Bunch 1990; Oloka-Onyango and Tamale 1995).1 A
focus on women’s rights reveals the conflicts, tensions, and contradictions
regarding which aspects of rights are being emphasized and by whom.

In addition, this article examines the “internalized cultural schemas”
that reinforce gender inequalities (Epstein 2007), and the focus on
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conceptions of masculinity that underscores how ideas about “proper”
male and female personhood influence local understandings of human
rights. Importantly, such intersubjective aspects of gender relations not
only operate at a “local” level but infuse gender discourses at national,
regional, and international levels as well. Through such multidirectional
interactions, abstract and universal notions of rights take on context-specific
meanings and are transformed in the process (Tripp 2006).

By investigating connections between hegemonic masculinity and
human rights, this research also extends the vibrant literature on African
masculinities. In the past decade, much has been written on masculinities—
past and present—on the African continent (Epprecht 1998; Lindsay and
Miescher 2003; Ouzgane and Morrell 2005; Ratele 2006; Reid and Walker
2005). However, there remains a need to understand how efforts to advance
women’s rights in Africa are affected by local notions of masculinity and
how African masculinities are being shaped by new discourses of rights and
gender equality.2

THE URBAN UGANDAN CONTEXT

Research for this article was conducted in Bwaise, a low-income com-
munity in Kampala, the capital of Uganda. Like other east African nations,
Uganda faces challenges in education, poverty reduction, and health care.
In the 2005 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Human
Development Report, Uganda ranked 155th out of 177 countries, placing
it slightly lower than Kenya and higher than Tanzania and Rwanda. Since
1990, Uganda’s GDP has grown, but 38 percent of the population still
lived in absolute poverty in 2004 (UNDP 2005). Men dominate better-
paying occupations, with men twice as likely as women to be earning
income through self-employment, and there are persistent gender gaps in
literacy and education (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006). Uganda also
faces considerable public health challenges, and while the country is noted
for success in reducing HIV prevalence, 6 percent of the adult population
is HIV positive, with infection rates higher in urban areas and among
women (Uganda Ministry of Health and ORC Macro 2006).

With 1.2 million inhabitants, Kampala is the only true city in largely
rural Uganda, and, like many African cities, it is a study in contrasts.
There is a bustling city center and some elite residential neighborhoods on
leafy hillsides. Yet most residents live in the congested valleys, with many
in densely populated areas such as Bwaise.3 Located 5 km north of the
center of the city, Bwaise covers slightly more than one square mile and
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is home to 47,000 people (Uganda Bureau of Statistics 2006). From the
ramshackle housing to the crumbling storefronts and overflowing sewage
canals, life in overcrowded Bwaise is often difficult. Similar living condi-
tions can be found across Kampala, making Bwaise representative of what
life is like for many residents.

Bwaise has a well-deserved reputation for raucous nightlife, but I found
that day-to-day business was its main draw. Although formal wage labor
was virtually nonexistent, some men found semiregular work in Bwaise’s
auto repair shops, metal workshops, butcher shops, tailor shops, and car-
pentry workshops. So Bwaise did provide men opportunities to earn
money, even if the work was often strenuous, sporadic, and poorly paid.
While men dominated the activity on Bwaise’s commercial streets, women
were present as well. Some worked in pharmacies or office supply stores
or served food in restaurants or informal stalls. Off the main streets, other
women were earning a little money washing clothes or selling produce and
charcoal while they tended to their nonpaid work at home.

Despite the economic hardships faced by residents of Bwaise, mas-
culinity remains strongly tied to the breadwinner identity. In Bwaise, there
exists one dominant masculine ideal of the provider, primarily embodied
through responsible fatherhood (Wyrod 2007). However, beyond this
largely uncontested male provider ideal, there was much confusion and
conflict over a set of contested masculine norms related to work, male
authority, and male sexuality. This article focuses on one aspect of these
contested ideals and examines how new discourses of women’s rights, gen-
der equity, and gender equality have reframed notions of male authority in
novel and unprecedented ways.

Finally, it is important to note that Uganda is ethnically diverse, with
over 30 different ethnic groups contained within its borders. The primary
distinction is between Bantu-language groups in the south and Sudanic-
and Nilotic-language groups in the north and east. Kampala is located in
the southern part of the country—in Buganda—the home of the Baganda
people. The four million Baganda make up the largest ethnic group in
Uganda, and most residents of Kampala are Baganda. This article there-
fore focuses on the Baganda and Ganda culture while recognizing that the
cultural fabric of Kampala is significantly more complex.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN UGANDA

In Uganda, discourses about gender relations are multiple, and current
tensions over male authority, women’s rights, and gender equality need to
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be understood in historical perspective. Women’s rights discourse is, of
course, relatively new in Uganda, but this is not to suggest that notions of
rights, liberties, and duties are foreign. In Luganda, the language of the
Baganda, “human rights” is translated as eddembe ly’obwebange (per-
sonal rights) or eddembe ly’obuntu (rights of humanity). Eddembe itself
can mean freedom, liberty, peace, or simply leisure (Murphy 1972), and
eddembe is used to describe various aspects of human rights, such as
eddembe ly’okwogera, or freedom of speech.

Notions of eddembe were an important part of the Kingdom of
Buganda, which emerged in the fourteenth century and remained power-
ful until Uganda’s independence in 1962. Rights were accorded based on
communal membership, family ties, and individual achievement.
Although not human rights in the modern sense, they continue to shape
understandings of rights among the Baganda today. Rights based on indi-
vidual achievement, for example, allowed for men’s social mobility, and
they have implications for attitudes toward women’s changing status in
contemporary Uganda.

While notions of rights were evident in precolonial Buganda, it is impor-
tant to emphasize that power and privilege were generally accorded to men.
Ganda society did have roles for elite women, such as then nnamasole
(queen mother) and lubuga (queen sister), but ordinary women had little for-
mal authority in Ganda society (Roscoe 1911). In addition, as Karlstrom
(1996) discusses in his analysis of democracy in Buganda, notions of equal-
ity and shared power do not easily map on to Ganda notions of politics and
power. Eddembe ly’obuntu (democracy and also human rights), Karlstrom
suggests, is not synonymous with a Western notion of intrinsic individual
rights and freedoms. Instead, it is rooted in a hierarchical system of clans
and kingship and indexes “an understanding of freedom as guaranteed by a
rightly ordered polity” (1996, 490). This political system mandates alle-
giance of subordinates to superiors, and while justice and equality
(obwenkanya) are relevant in Buganda, their meanings are more restricted
and do not imply an “ontological equality of persons” (1996, 489). Thus,
long-standing notions of rights and power among the Baganda, which
remain salient today, both facilitate and impede the institutionalization of
women’s rights and gender equality in Buganda and Kampala.

With the advent of colonial rule in 1894, British common law was
introduced in the Uganda Protectorate, but it operated alongside cus-
tomary law. In addition, the British emphasis on the Baganda as indirect
rulers of the protectorate transformed, and in many respects strengthened,
customary law (Mamdani 1996). Customary law took new precedence in
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family matters, which often centered on issues related to women’s status,
such as property ownership and the rights of widows (Tripp 2000). The
intertwined patriarchal elements of the colonial and customary legal sys-
tems remained after independence in 1962, and the authoritarian regimes
of Idi Amin and Milton Obote were generally unfavorable for women’s
organizing. In 1986, however, current president Yoweri Museveni came to
power and his government considerably increased women’s political par-
ticipation in government. Today, 28 percent of the seats in parliament are
occupied by women, and many women hold elected positions at the dis-
trict and local levels.

In this way, the Museveni regime placed issues of gender equity on the
national agenda and gave legitimacy to claims that women should share
the same political rights as men. Such claims were buttressed by changes
to the Constitution in 1995 that explicitly included additional rights for
women. While the Constitution stresses a full range of women’s rights and
emphasizes gender equality, the Museveni government has primarily
focused on increasing women’s political participation and thus promoted
a rather narrow version of gender equity.

The Ugandan women’s movement, in contrast, has promoted a more far-
reaching agenda emphasizing gender equality. Unlike the Museveni gov-
ernment’s emphasis on gender equity in the political realm, which retains
previous ideas of gender difference, the gender equality advocated by the
women’s movement poses a more direct challenge to ideas of male superio-
rity and male authority. The women’s movement has pursued a wide range
of issues, including women’s land ownership and changes in marriage laws
(Ahikire 2003; Tamale 1999), and thereby advocated for expansive concep-
tions of women’s rights rooted in gender equality.

Thus, there are three main discourses regarding masculinity and gender
relations in Bwaise. Gender inequality promotes the notion that men and
women are different and unequal, with men being innately superior and,
thus, in positions of authority. Gender equity retains the notion that men
and women are different but emphasizes that women should be afforded
the same opportunities as men. Gender equality questions any innate
male–female difference or hierarchy and is based on an expansive notion
of universal human rights that challenges naturalized ideas of male supe-
riority and female subordination.

While notions of gender inequality have their roots in precolonial
Buganda and were reinforced by colonial gender ideologies, they continue
to be articulated in new ways in the contemporary urban context, includ-
ing by some traditional and religious leaders (Mbire-Barungi 1999). Ideas
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of gender equity have primarily been disseminated through government
programs and policies, especially at the level of local government, which
has positions reserved for women. Government support of gender equity
has also been publicized through the media, political campaigns, and
events such as the annual, government-sponsored women’s day celebra-
tions. The main way ideas of gender equality have been disseminated in
Bwaise is through local and international nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) whose work has addressed women’s empowerment and commu-
nity development. Most of my informants had some direct interaction with
at least one such organization, and a few worked for an organization as a
community volunteer.

METHOD

This article examines how gender relations are lived in the dynamic and
diverse urban milieu that is Bwaise. Understanding life in this area
requires prolonged immersion, and this article is grounded in intensive
ethnographic fieldwork in Bwaise from October 2003 to October 2004.
Much research involved unstructured time in the community talking with
men and women in shops, bars, and markets, on the streets, and in their
homes. To understand the nature of work in the area, I spent five months
as an apprentice carpenter in a carpentry workshop in Bwaise, working
one to two full days a week. To gauge the impact of women’s rights
activism, I volunteered for ten months with the Center for Domestic
Violence Prevention, spending one to two days per week observing their
activities. This local nongovernmental organization used a community-
based approach to prevent domestic violence in the greater Bwaise area
and placed a strong emphasis on human rights (see Michau 2007).

My participant observation was complemented by additional qualita-
tive research, including interviews and group discussions. In total, I con-
ducted in-depth interviews with 50 men and 19 women. Interviews were
one and a half hours long on average, and 11 informants were interviewed
multiple times. Interviewees were selected to reflect the demographic
diversity of Bwaise, and they were recruited with the assistance of a
research assistant familiar with the area. The final nonprobability sample
captured Bwaise’s diversity, but not in the exact proportions found in
the actual population. Two-thirds of the interviewees were between 18
and 40 years old, three-quarters were Baganda, and the sample included
approximately equal numbers of Catholics, Anglicans, Evangelicals or
Pentecostals, and Muslims. Almost 60 percent of interviewees had some
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secondary school education, while 28 percent had attended only primary
school. Nearly all of my informants were struggling financially, subsist-
ing on less than US$40 per month, which was typical for residents of
Bwaise and similar communities in Kampala.4

Intensive language training before and during my fieldwork allowed me
to conduct interviews in Luganda, the lingua franca of Kampala.
Interviewees were given the choice of Luganda or English, the national
language, and the majority of the interviews were conducted in Luganda
with some assistance from a native Luganda speaker. All interviews were
recorded and transcribed, and the Luganda transcripts were then translated
into English.

The questions I posed in my in-depth interviews were grounded in my
ethnographic research, and the majority of the interviews were conducted
in the last four months of my fieldwork. All interviews used the same
guide, which included questions on work and challenges living in Bwaise;
notions of “ideal” men and women; attitudes toward gender equality; ideal
and actual intimate relationships; attitudes toward polygyny, child rearing,
and family size; history of sexual behavior; and the effect of HIV/AIDS in
their lives.

In addition to in-depth interviews, four group discussions were con-
ducted, each with 8 to 12 participants, and they lasted one and a half to
two hours. Two groups were all male, one was all female, and one was
mixed male and female. Each group was composed of residents from a
different geographic region of Bwaise, and a local leader from the region
facilitated recruitment. Like the in-depth interviews, participants repre-
sented a cross-section of the adult Bwaise population. Group discussions
were led by myself and/or the local leader, and a discussion guide very
similar to that used for the in-depth interviews was used, but without ques-
tions on sexual behavior.

After fieldwork was completed, all field notes and transcripts were
entered into Atlas.ti, a standard program for qualitative data analysis. The
documents were read in chronological order, one set of codes was gener-
ated, and then documents were reread and coded. Codes were organized
into four broad subject areas: local conceptions of masculinity and femi-
ninity, work, sexuality, and gender relations. For each subject, I looked for
similarities and differences across all the field notes and transcripts, and I
identified significant themes. This article focuses on one central theme
regarding different attitudes toward women’s rights and gender equality.
While my analysis is grounded in my participant observation, all the
quotes used below are from in-depth interviews or group discussions.
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MASCULINITIES AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN BWAISE

The following sections examine how current discourses of gender dif-
ference and equality are tied to local conceptions of masculinity in Bwaise.
I categorize a range of ways men and women respond to these discourses,
from the reactionary (gender inequality) to the mainstream (gender equity)
to the transgressive (gender equality).5 Each of these responses refracts the
prevailing hegemonic masculine ideal of being a provider and established
notions of male authority in different ways. Reactionary responses reflect
an established hegemonic masculinity and are premised on maintaining
patriarchal power relations that frame men’s power over women as natural
and inevitable. Mainstream responses seek to reconcile men’s “proper”
role as the primary family provider and exclusive authority in the home
with some aspects of women’s rights. In this way, mainstream responses
are not simply complicit with reactionary responses (Connell 1995, 79) but
instead represent an emergent hegemonic masculinity that is still coalescing.
Transgressive responses, by contrast, challenge hegemonic masculinities—
established and emergent—by being receptive to gender equality and refor-
mulated ideas of men’s roles and male authority. The following sections
focus primarily, but not exclusively, on how men understand these shifting
gender discourses.

Reactionary Voices: In Defense of Male Superiority

Some men I met in Bwaise were hostile to the idea that men and
women were equals. For some men, male physical and intellectual supe-
riority was obvious, and the conventional division of labor was a “natural”
outgrowth of such differences. Such understandings were often grounded
in obutonde (nature), as Henry, a hardware shop manager, explained:

This is natural, they are not equal, unless you want to change obutonde
[nature]. They are influenced by nature, a woman cannot roof a house, she
would require help from the man. The culture naturally does not allow such
a thing to happen, especially here in Buganda.

Some men had a slightly softer edge to their patronizing attitude toward
women. Salim, a well-respected butcher in Bwaise, saw men and women
as complementing each other:

They are not equal. A man is higher, because he is the one who goes out to
bring the woman to his home. The man also is the major provider in the home.
The relatives and in-laws have to look to the man for any requirements. But
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this does not mean that the man is too superior, however, because they com-
plement each other.

Other men echoed Salim’s emphasis on male superiority being rooted in
what they saw as men’s long-standing roles as providers and leaders. As
one man bluntly put it, “Here in Buganda they are not equal. Women do
not control men, men control women. It does not change.”

Discourses of gender equity and equality challenged such entrenched
ideas of male superiority and often elicited the deep sense of disem-
powerment and victimization many men felt. The following excerpt from
a discussion with a group of men makes this clear:

Man 1: Women and men are not equal.
Man 2: A man should have been higher than the woman but now women are

higher.
Man 3: Now with equality, women will get to the same level as us because of

the changing situation, but men are still higher.
Man 4: On the government’s side, women and men are equal. When the

women have money, women and men are equal.
Robert: Do you think men and women should be treated equally?
Man 1: They should both have been treated equally, but the government has

sided so much with the women.
Man 2: We men are so hurt.
Man 3: We should also advocate for our rights just as the women did. . . . We

are not equal, come what may we shall never be equal.

For these men, government programs advocating gender equity had gone
too far and infringed on men’s natural authority over women.

It was not just men who found shifting discourses on gender relations
problematic. Some women were emphatic that men should have a higher
social status compared to women. “Men have more power and authority,”
said one woman, “and it should not change. They take on a lot of respon-
sibility in the family, so they should have more power.” Yet many of these
women were also critical of men for abusing their power and dismissed
suggestions that women’s rights were now recognized and protected. As
one woman put it, “Men were given ekitiibwa [power, authority, or
respect] by God, but they misuse it. A man can give any instruction, and
the women must follow it. A man’s strength is greater than a woman’s.”

In Bwaise, then, there were clearly elements of a backlash against
women’s rights and more egalitarian gender relations. Many reactionary
men placed the blame on the government, accusing the Museveni regime
of favoring women over men. For such men, there was no distinguishing
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between gender equity and equality—both were problematic and threat-
ened their already tenuous sense of authority.

The Wide Middle Ground: Negotiating
Women’s Rights and Men’s Authority

Not all men in Bwaise were so reactionary. Some acknowledged, albeit
grudgingly, that some change was beneficial. Gender equity discourses
had shaped the attitudes of these men, and most were trying to reconcile
gender equity with ideas of innate male authority. As one man said,

Men should have a special status according to culture. This status is
inherited from our grandfathers and our fathers. But if it is to do with
life, we should all be treated equally. For example, we are all entitled to
medical treatment, whether a man or a woman. . . . [But] I would be
unhappy if women are given equal status to men.

Such men saw women and men as having different roles, with women fun-
damentally lower in status, but they recognized certain shared rights and
the benefits of working collaboratively.

One step further along the gender difference–gender equality spectrum
were men who saw women gaining access to education and jobs as a
necessary part of development. However, even these men were leery of
gender equality, especially regarding property ownership and authority in
the home. Wilfred, for example, volunteered for an international NGO and
had been exposed to ideas of gender equality through various seminars
and trainings. When asked if men and women were equal, Wilfred wanted
to balance women’s rights with his notion of male authority:

Biologically they are not equal, but socially they are equal because they
even do the same type of work. There never used to be women doctors or
women engineers but now there are many. Regarding the rate of world
development, it is good because it brings development. . . . [But] a man
should have control over property. But in the home men and women are
equal? They are not equal, the man is higher, but the reality is that it is pos-
sible to find a woman who is higher if she has more money than the man.
The woman might rule over the man [okulinnya ku musajja—literally to
climb on or ascend over the man]. . . . These days women have started to
marry men [okuwasa abasajja].6

Coming to terms with a world in which women now marry men and
women are doctors whose daughters may inherit their land was disorient-
ing for many men.
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Like some men, many women in Bwaise connected development and
progress with women being treated fairly. Nearly all those with whom I
spoke, however, were quick to insist that women were in no way treated
the same as men today. A few women were especially pessimistic about
the future and feared a backlash against gender equity. As one woman
said, “If women became equal to men there will be violence against
women by men because men will not allow women to command them as
they now do.” An older, 59-year-old woman was more bold and adamant
that women deserved to be prioritized now, saying, “It’s the women’s time
now to gain, so women should be put first at every opportunity.”

Even men who had been exposed to ideas such as “gender” in work-
shops and were open to aspects of gender equity often found it difficult to
reconcile ideas of gender equality with their own notions of masculinity.
Samuel, for example, was 34 and had a long history of working with
NGOs in Bwaise. A sharp man with some postsecondary school educa-
tion, he was adept at building connections with organizations, and his very
modest fortunes had risen and fallen with the vagaries of development
funding in the area. Recently, times had been tough, grants for his small
community-based organization had run out, and his income came from
managing a small shop.

Fluent in the language of development, Samuel participated in many
seminars on gender and development and saw himself as much more edu-
cated on these issues than his male peers. Yet Samuel remained ambiva-
lent about gender equality; acknowledging fluency in gender issues was a
mark of status, yet he was apprehensive of advocating something that
could further undermine his tenuous sense of manhood:

Personally, I see men and women as equal in some aspects. But in some, I
still say one is supreme over the other. Like a family, as a unit, they are
equal because they are both leaders. But then, a man is in most cases, he is
more equal because he is the head of the family. Any given society there has
to be a head. And when a head happens to be a man, of course a man has
to be a bit superior. . . . But [men in Bwaise] have different views. Like
there is a saying among men that “[a woman’s mental] capacity it’s always
low no matter how educated she is, no matter how rich she is, no matter
how old she is.” But in fact there are cases, they are wrong is what I’m say-
ing. There are cases where you find a lady, although they are rare they are
there, where you find a woman has high reasoning capacity and really she
has superior experience of a man, the cases are there. But most men say, oh
ladies they are always inferior. In the community they don’t view things the
way I do.

812 GENDER & SOCIETY / December 2008



While Samuel saw himself as significantly more enlightened than other
men regarding gender relations, he remained uncomfortable with dis-
courses of gender equality. Gender equity was less problematic because it
allowed him to balance ideas of gender fairness with greater male autho-
rity. It also helped him to acknowledge intelligent, successful, and power-
ful women without completely relinquishing male authority.

Samuel was correct to say that his views on gender relations were not
representative of all men in Bwaise. As I have noted, there were men, and
some women, who voiced reactionary positions on issues of gender equity
and who saw women as inferior to men. Yet in other ways Samuel did rep-
resent the new “mainstream.” Like Samuel, many men in Bwaise tried to
negotiate a balance between greater women’s rights and continued male
authority. All men I encountered in Bwaise had to orient themselves in
relation to discourses of gender equity and equality, and most were
attempting to stake out a moderate position that supported some aspects
of women’s empowerment while retaining ideas of male authority. Most,
but not all, of the women I met were willing to go further, stressing the
value of gender equality and implicitly challenging notions of innate male
authority.

Conflicts over gender equality in Bwaise are not simply about the gen-
dered division of labor, the role of women in politics, or women’s property
rights. There is more at stake, namely, the changing nature of male autho-
rity. Conceptions of masculinity in Uganda have long been rooted in ideas
of natural male superiority that conferred male authority over women and
children (Obbo 1980; Roscoe 1911). While men’s authority over other
men has had achieved dimensions, men’s authority over women has been
largely ascribed. Yet in urban Uganda, where the male role of provider is
the central masculine ideal, chronic poverty makes it difficult to live up to
such an ideal, which leaves the foundation of male authority less certain.
New discourses of gender equity and equality further challenge the
ascribed dimensions of male authority, leaving men insecure in uncertain
times. Given this situation, a vociferous backlash against gender equality
is hardly surprising. What is surprising is that most men I encountered
held more moderate views like those of Samuel, and they attempted to
balance gender equity and male authority.

Beyond Gender Equity: Testing the Boundaries
of Masculinity in Bwaise

In Bwaise I did encounter a few, mostly young, men who wanted to
explore more transgressive gender relations that accommodated ideas of
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gender equality. One such young man was Patrick, a 22-year-old who
volunteered with a local NGO working in the Bwaise area. I first met
Patrick on a cloudless and particularly hot afternoon to learn more about
his volunteer work for the Center for Domestic Violence Prevention.
Although paid only US$20 a month, which did not cover his monthly
expenses, Patrick was an enthusiastic advocate for women’s rights. I saw
this firsthand when I accompanied him during his community outreach
activities.

On this afternoon, Patrick wanted to venture into the interior of Bwaise
for what the organization called a door-to-door sensitization. My intention
was to simply observe him as he conducted his work, although we both
knew many people would assume I worked for the organization. We
meandered along the dusty paths, past latrines and dead trees, and even-
tually stopped at a small shack fashioned from handmade bricks. A
woman in her late 20s was in front. When we approached, she wrapped a
cloth around her torso and spread out a mat for us to sit on.

Patrick began asking her if she was aware of any problems with domes-
tic violence in the area. As we would hear several times this day, the
woman did know of cases and proceeded to tell us about a woman who
recently took her children and left an abusive husband. A local council
official became involved but was bribed by the man to drop the case, and
the man eventually moved away from the area. Patrick listened attentively,
took careful notes, and then decided it was time to move on.

Next, Patrick found a group of two men and one woman, all in their late
30s or early 40s. The group was not welcoming and did not ask us to sit,
but Patrick was undeterred. He took his usual approach, asking if they
knew what domestic violence meant and if there were any such problems
in the area. In response, one of the men shifted the conversation, saying
that when women earn money and they do not tell men it leads to domes-
tic violence. Also, if a man does not make much money, he said, his chil-
dren will start to hate him. The man was critical of a local organization
providing women legal assistance, saying it favors women and causes
problems for men. Patrick tried to talk about alternatives to violence, but
the men were dismissive, and he eventually admitted defeat.

We would speak with several groups of women that afternoon, and
many said they personally experienced problems with domestic violence
and were eager to get help. However, our most awkward stop came when
we stumbled on a group of 10 men and women all sprawled across the con-
crete veranda of a dilapidated house. The group had little to do and were
mostly staring blankly at the garbage-strewn courtyard across from their
house. We again failed to get an invitation to sit down, but Patrick was
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brave enough to ask this tough audience about domestic violence. One
young man immediately got up and left, and then the other men began
complaining about not having any work. Some of the women chimed in,
saying unemployment leads to alcohol abuse and domestic violence.
Another woman commented that men go off and get girlfriends and new
wives, and when they return home there is trouble. With this, one man had
heard enough and walked away, making nasty comments about me as he
left. Patrick pushed on a bit, stressing how couples could help avoid 
violence if they communicated openly and listened to each other. However,
he had lost this group’s attention and decided it was time to cut his losses.

After finishing the activity, I asked Patrick if he found the work difficult,
and he admitted it was hard. The men could be stubborn, he complained,
and sometimes even the women failed to take him seriously because he was
still young. However, he felt the work was important and was making an
impact in the community, at least for women looking for support or infor-
mation. Getting men to change their attitudes about domestic violence, he
conceded, was more difficult. Such experiences did little to dampen
Patrick’s zeal, and he remained dedicated to helping women and trying to
change the attitudes of his male peers. From many conversations with
Patrick, I learned he distanced himself from other men in Bwaise and their
views on what it meant to be a “real” man. “A real man,” Patrick told me,
“according to them, they say a real man must make a woman cry during
sex, that’s what they say. A real man must be authoritative at home. A real
man must have more than one wife. Very many children.”

However, it was around issues of gender equality where Patrick’s views
truly differed from his male peers. When asked if he thought men and
women were equal, he replied,

From my own perspective, they are equal. Men and women are equal. But
when it comes to responsibilities that’s where the difference comes in. The
gender roles. I mean the way the society sees a man there is some work that
is assigned for a man, designed for only a man, and should be done by the
man. And when they see a woman doing the same work they look at it as
that woman is just halfway a man [kyakulasajja]. That she looks like a man.
. . . But otherwise women and men are supposed to be the same.
Especially when it comes to rights. Yeah. They should be the same. . . .
Because, for instance, there are times when [my wife] used to fall sick and
I had to do the mopping, I had to do the cooking. But nothing changed on
my body. And most people say that when you are doing a woman’s job it’s
like your penis is going to fall off, and you’re going to lose your manhood.
But nothing changes.
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By suggesting it is acceptable for men to cook and clean, Patrick placed
himself at one end of the spectrum of gender difference and equality,
which was no doubt a lonely place for a young man in Bwaise. However,
while Patrick obviously saw himself as different from other men in
Bwaise, he was confident his ideas about masculinity and gender relations
were legitimate. The organizations he worked with shaped and supported
such ideas, and he had found a few supportive men in Bwaise as well.
While the masculine ideal Patrick was exploring was marginal in Bwaise,
it was not illegitimate, and in addition it carried with it the potential to
transform more established configurations of masculinity, gender differ-
ence, and male authority.

REPRODUCING AND CHALLENGING MALE AUTHORITY

In Bwaise, a new “mainstream” notion of the “ideal” male provider
has emerged that incorporates some ideas of gender equity but retains
aspects of male authority, especially within the home. Reactionary posi-
tions are also evident that promote male superiority and female subordi-
nation and that are adamantly opposed to women working. Finally, there
are faint hints of a new, more transgressive gender politics that incorpo-
rates some ideas of gender equality. This transgressive position chal-
lenges notions of naturalized male superiority and emphasizes collective
decision making over exclusive male authority in the home. Overall, of
the 50 men I interviewed in my sample, 48 percent fell within the main-
stream group, 34 percent were reactionary, and 18 percent could be con-
sidered transgressive. The 19 women I interviewed were more likely to
express favorable views about gender equality, with 26 percent main-
stream, 26 percent reactionary, and 48 percent transgressive.

While the distinction I make here among men’s reactionary, main-
stream, and transgressive responses to women’s rights is important, it is
not the primary insight of this article. What this research reveals that is
novel is the dynamic interplay between competing local notions of
women’s rights and various context-specific conceptions of masculinity.
Women’s rights in Bwaise have been interpreted in relation to an estab-
lished form of hegemonic masculinity rooted in men’s authority over
women. However, the Museveni government’s promotion of gender equity
and women’s political empowerment has successfully challenged aspects
of this hegemonic masculinity. The result is the emergence of a new
variant of hegemonic masculinity that incorporates some aspects of
women’s rights while retaining many aspects of male authority.
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At the same time, this new institutionalization of women’s rights based
in gender equity has provided opportunities for women’s rights activists to
pursue a more ambitious agenda of linking women’s rights to gender
equality. While there is a backlash against such attempts among some
men, other men have responded favorably by exploring a new transgres-
sive masculinity that embraces a notion of women’s rights premised on
gender equality. Although women’s rights and hegemonic masculinity in
urban Uganda now appear linked by gender equity, the interaction
between local ideas of women’s rights and local conceptions of masculinity
is dynamic and continually evolving.

Evidence for what I am describing as the current institutionalization of
ideas of gender equity in Uganda is also found in Karlstrom’s (1996)
research among rural Baganda in the early 1990s. Karlstrom describes
widespread enthusiasm among men and women about the advancement of
women under the “prowomen” Museveni government. This enthusiasm,
however, did not breach the domestic sphere because his informants, both
men and women, “also insisted that the political advancement of women
should not and would not change the established relations of domestic
hierarchy between husbands and wives” (1996, 492).

These findings resonate with some of what I observed in Bwaise. While
most men and women supported aspects of gender equity and women’s
political empowerment, gender equality was much less palatable. This is
evident, for example, in Wilfred’s concerns about women ruling, or
“climbing” over, men and Gilbert’s opinion that in “any given society
there has to be a head.” Gender equity, which implies equal opportunity
for women to gain power, appears compatible with Ganda ideas of poli-
tics and power because it retains the notion that a single person should be
at the head of any given level of society. In addition, the Ganda emphasis
on individual achievement and social mobility, although conventionally
related to men, may make certain aspects of advancing women’s status
through gender equity more culturally acceptable.

Yet in Bwaise I also encountered some women, and a few men, who
were enthusiastic supporters of gender equality. They were comfortable
with the idea that men and women should share power and cooperate to
“lead” a family together—an idea seemingly at odds with established
Ganda notions of appropriate power relations. It is possible that nearly 20
years of government-supported women’s empowerment and an active,
independent women’s movement have provided space for newer notions
of gender equality. In addition, the urban environment may matter here in
important ways, further eroding the ideas of “proper” social relations
based on clan and kingship.
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Beyond the Ugandan context, there is also evidence of shifts in hege-
monic masculinity as well as diversity in contemporary conceptions of
African masculinities. Ampofo and Boateng (2007) discuss how young
Ghanaian boys exhibit a range of attitudes regarding masculinity, and
Ampofo (2004) examines how Ghanaian couples can be categorized in
relation to hegemonic and alternative masculinities. In South Africa, Morrell
(2001, 26) has also carefully charted the various ways men have responded
to gender change. He groups responses into three broad categories—
reactive or defense, accommodating, and responsive or progressive—that
closely reflect the distinctions I make here. For example, Morrell notes
that accommodating men in South Africa are attempting to forge a middle
ground that explores new ideologies of gender relations while retaining
male authority over women. He also describes progressive men, much like
Patrick, who are engaged in challenging violent masculinities, especially
with regard to domestic violence.

In urban Ugandan and other African contexts, therefore, there is strong
evidence for a wide range of men’s responses to shifting gender relations
and support for the argument that “hegemonic masculinity has shifted and
continues to shift” (Morrell 2001, 33). In several of these contexts, state
support for women’s rights and active local and international women’s
organizations have destabilized conventional notions of masculinity,
opening up space for new formulations of African masculinities, both
hegemonic and transgressive.

CONCLUSION: WOMEN’S RIGHTS AND
AFRICAN MASCULINITIES

This discussion of women’s rights in urban Uganda makes clear the
importance of examining human rights in a cultural context to grasp the
complex ways such ideas become meaningful in a particular place. As this
Ugandan case shows, universal human rights are less a strict set of princi-
ples than a pliant platform from which different actors pursue divergent,
often conflicting agendas. Understanding human rights, therefore, requires
attention to the dynamic interplay between culture and human rights in
specific contexts, recognizing that local cultures are diverse, mutable, and
fraught with power relations. Culture in this sense is not a fixed attribute of
a certain group of people but instead something more fluid, multifaceted,
and continually being reformulated. As Preis (1996, 290) argues, this con-
ception of culture is key to understanding “the various ways in which
human rights give meaning to, and are attributed with meaning in, the 
on-going life experiences and dilemmas of men and women.”
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Local cultures therefore should be viewed as both potential barriers to
and resources for social change, as Merry (2006) notes in her study of
global efforts to combat violence against women. She demonstrates that
local contexts can be open to change, emphasizing the key role activists play
as intermediaries between global rights discourses and local cultures. While
these processes are central to human rights as cultural practice, Merry does
not fully specify the complexity of local cultures. When she does examine
the reception of rights discourse in local contexts, she focuses exclusively
on women who are victims of abuse and rights violations.

My research has examined local responses to human rights more
broadly, and it provides insight into the ways men also come to understand
rights discourses. This article, therefore, extends Merry’s analysis by
showing the multiple, conflicting processes at work in the local context as
human rights are remade in the vernacular. It illustrates the complex and
often contradictory engagements with human rights in a given setting and
the implications such engagements have for gendered subjectivities.

The emphasis on women’s rights in this article brings these differing
engagements with human rights into full relief—whether they are the
Museveni government’s promotion of gender equity or the Ugandan
women’s movement’s more encompassing conception of women’s rights
rooted in gender equality. Yet this article has demonstrated that such a
broad conception of women’s rights is contested by many residents of
Bwaise, especially men. Women’s political participation has been suc-
cessfully framed in a way that most Ugandans find palatable; however, for
many men, and some women, men’s authority within the home remains
uncontestable. Attempts to reconfigure gendered power relations within
the domestic sphere, such as changing marriage laws or the division of
labor within the home, are seen as excessive.

The emphasis on conceptions of masculinity in this article helps reveal
how cultural schemas about normative gender relations constrain dis-
courses on human rights. Local conceptions of masculinity are a powerful
force that helps naturalize a more limited interpretation of women’s rights.
These cultural schemas legitimize male dominance and act as a limiting
factor on more expansive ideas of women’s rights. That is not to say such
conceptions of masculinity are monolithic and static, as this article clearly
demonstrates. They are more complex and fluid than might be expected,
with room for multiple understandings of male authority and power.

This article illustrates that normative gender discourses can be resisted
and, perhaps, transformed. In Bwaise, an emerging hegemonic masculinity
is evident that draws on a narrow conception of women’s rights premised
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on gender equity. Yet a space has opened for other conceptions of mas-
culinity that are compatible with a more expansive definition of women’s
rights based in gender equality. This research, therefore, indicates the
importance of remaining attentive to local contexts in all their complexi-
ties, including the diverse notions of masculinities that both challenge and
support the legitimacy of women’s rights.

NOTES

1. This is not to suggest that there is a univocal discourse about women and
feminism in Africa. There are in fact significant tensions regarding how African
feminism should be conceived (Beoku-Betts and Njambi 2005), including how
best to formulate a “humanistic feminism” (Steady 1987) as well as the utility of
gender as a lens for examining African societies (Oyewumi 1997).

2. This article primarily focuses on the relationship among male authority,
women’s rights, and gender equality. Critical issues related to male authority,
women’s rights, and sexuality are not discussed here and merit a separate article.
Key concerns are whether the promotion of women’s rights in Uganda challenges
male control over women’s sexuality and the extent to which gender equality
campaigns confront heteronormative gender relations and institutionalized homo-
phobia.

3. Pseudonyms are used for people and organizations here, except the Center
for Domestic Violence Prevention. Place names, including Bwaise, have not been
changed, although care has been taken to avoid including information that could
reveal an individual’s identity.

4. I did not expect or find Bantu ethnic variation to be strongly associated with
differing attitudes toward women’s rights. Ethnicity may be more important when
comparing Bantu and non-Bantu groups, but my sample included only one non-
Bantu respondent. Class differences may also be important, especially regarding
elite men and women, but very few elite Ugandans live in Bwaise, and none was
included in my sample.

5. Kimmel (1987) presents a similar categorization in his analysis of American
men’s antifeminist, masculinist, and profeminist responses to feminism. I do not
use his classification because I examine responses to both feminist notions of
gender equality as well as government-promoted ideas of gender equity that can
not accurately be described as feminist. In addition, Kimmel’s typology is based
on a sharply gendered public–private sphere distinction, which does not easily
map onto the Ugandan context, where women’s agricultural labor, trading activi-
ties, and forms of local organizing blur distinctions between public and domestic
activities (Musisi 2005; Tripp 1998).

6. Wilfred used the verb okuwasa (to marry), a transitive verb used to describe
a man marrying a woman. Okufumbirwa (to be married) is the intransitive verb
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used to describe a woman being married to a man. Okufumbirwa would be used
to describe a man being married to a woman only in a disparaging way (Murphy
1972). So Wilfred’s use of okuwasa here implies women having a type of power
conventionally reserved for men.
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