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Abstract  
Gender equality is an important attribute in Sweden, much connected to the country’s self-

image. This thesis analyzes Swedish state policy strategies for Sweden’s works with gender 

equality abroad, in development cooperation. From a feminist postcolonial perspective, the 

thesis conducts a critical discourse analysis of the policy framework regulating Swedish 

development cooperation in relation to gender equality. The result show that women and men 

are constructed as discursively different in the policy framework. Further, the issue of gender 

inequality, as portrayed within the policy framework, constructs women as particular vulnerable 

and subordinated to men. A discursive construction which paradoxically reinforces the 

traditional, stereotypical gender norms which the policy framework aims to abolish. In line with 

this paradox the result also show that men are not recognized as responsible for gender 

inequalities nor are they lifted as agents of change in gender equality work. A result that 

suggests that women are both the ones in need of and the ones responsible for creating a gender 

equal future in developing nations according to the discourse of Swedish development 

cooperation policy.  

 

 

Keywords: development cooperation, gender equality policy, postcolonial perspective, 

discourses analysis, Sweden 
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1. Introduction  

In the strategic framework for Swedish development cooperation it is stated with clarity that 

Sweden is a nation that prioritize gender equality:  

“Sweden is a leading global actor in terms of gender equality and all women’s and girls 

full enjoyment of human rights.”  

(Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and women 

and girls rights 2018-2022, page 3 – author’s translation) 

Also as a nation, Sweden often makes a point of presenting itself as gender equal. A press-

release on the Swedish governmental offices webpage proudly presents Sweden as “best in the 

EU on gender equality”, according to the last gender equality index of 2017 (Swedish 

governmental offices, 2017). Adding to this, the recently resigned Swedish government of 

2014-2018 profiled Sweden as particularly gender equal when declaring itself the first feminist 

government in the world and vowed to prioritize gender equality in all its work (Swedish 

governmental offices, 2019). But how does Sweden export an attribute like gender equality?  

As stated in the quote above, Sweden profiles itself as a leading actor in gender equality also in 

relation to development cooperation. Ever since 1996, Swedish politicians have tried to profile 

Sweden through gender equality, as it has in fact constituted one out of six goals for Swedish 

development policy abroad. As of last year (2018) approximately 17% of the support from Sida 

is devoted to projects with gender equality as its main focus. The increase to these kinds of 

projects is significant, as it is now more than doubled in size compared to 2007. Today about 

70% of all development cooperation initiatives take gender equality into account (Sida, 2018). 

However, gender equality is not just something that Sweden sees itself as extraordinary good 

at, it has over the past few decades even come to be linked to the Swedish national self-image. 

Being on the forefront of gender equality has hence by time become an important issue through 

which both Swedish state identity and ethnic subjectivities in Sweden are negotiated and built 

upon (Wendt, 2012; Towns, 2002). There is however a paradox in the fact that the very same 

gender equality which unifies Sweden as a state creates divisions within the Swedish 

population. When Sweden emerged as a self-proclaimed gender-equal state in the 1990’s 

gender inequality started to be presented as characteristic of “immigrant cultures” in Swedish 

society (Townes 2002:158). A notion that undoubtedly has its roots in colonial thinking and the 

culture-racism that has come to follow in the era after colonial times (Johansson & Molina, 

2009). 

As gender equality has come to be constructed as a marker for who is included and excluded in 

the nation based on “equals Swedes” and the “unequal others”, much feminist research has been 

generated focused on the relationship between these constructed groups in Sweden. In this 

thesis my aim is instead to critically analyze the gender equality discourse that is constructed 

in development cooperation in a context outside of Sweden but financed by the Swedish state. 

And a focus is constituted on how Sweden work with this attribute that is so closely linked to 

“Swedishness” in development cooperation. The thesis analyzes the governmental regulatory 

documents that constitutes the gender equality policy framework in Swedish development 
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cooperation in order to discuss how women and men are discursively constructed when Sweden 

presents solutions to gender inequality.  

There is a vast amount of postcolonial feminist literature about how Eurocentric western 

feminism view women in developing nations as symbols of colonialism and oppression (e.g. 

Lorde, 1984; Mohanty, 2003). In relation to that, this thesis intends to analyze women and men 

in Swedish development cooperation based on postcolonial theory while problematizing these 

notions, particularly in relation to women. The thesis will also critically analyze national 

identity and its connection to racial and gendered ideas about nation. A number of researchers 

(e.g. de los Reyes et al, 2005; Dahl, 2005) have shown that the understanding of gender equality 

in Sweden is constructed around both gender and ethnicity/race. Hence it is accurate to analyze 

how this notion is constructed in Swedish development cooperation, through governmental 

policy documents aimed specifically at gender equality, as context is crucial for how different 

identities are created. In the analysis the effects of the construction of gender equality, as well 

as women and men, will entail what identities and narratives that are articulated in Swedish 

development cooperation policy today. This is important in a feminist perspective as socially 

constructed identities, discursively upheld, creates real consequences, particularly in relation to 

development cooperation which directly controls funds that affect living conditions. 

 

 

1.1. Purpose and Research questions 
The aim of the thesis is to critically analyze the discourse of gender equality, as well as the 

interconnected discursive identities of women and men, in the context of Swedish development 

cooperation. Drawing on postcolonial feminist theory, the study critically examines if there are 

unquestioned hierarchies of gender and race, which are constructed in relation to the discursive 

identities of women and men, in governmental regulatory documents guiding Swedish 

development cooperation. Two interrelated research questions have been used to give structure 

to the study: 

 

• How can the discourse created in relation to women and men in Swedish development 

cooperation focused on gender equality be understood? 

• How does the discourse of gender equality in Swedish development cooperation construct 

the “problem” of gender inequality in relation to the Swedish state-identity and its 

connection to gender equality?  

 

 

1.2. Previous research 
The thesis can be seen in relation to studies that places Sweden, Swedish gender equality 

discourse and Swedish-financed development cooperation in a postcolonial context, through a 

wide feminist lens. The thesis mainly draws on previous research in the field of feminist 

postcolonial studies that critically investigates the constructions of identity in relation to 
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Swedish gender equality discourse and Swedish development cooperation (e.g. McEachrane & 

Faye, 2001; de los Reyes, Molina & Mulinari, 2005; Berg, 2007; Olivius 2014). 

 

1.3. Theory 
The thesis theoretical framework is grounded in a postcolonial feminist body of thought. 

Concepts from postcolonial theorists (e.g. Spivak, 1985; Mohanty, 2003) relating to 

perspectives on rights politics, definitions of what constitutes the subject and how women and 

men are discursively portrayed has been operationalized to serve the analysis. Spivak’s concept 

of the subaltern and rights as paradoxes has been guiding in the analysis of the material as well 

as the two additional postcolonial concepts of racialization and “the other”.  As the thesis is 

analyzing issues produced in the relation between Sweden and developing nations, the 

grounding in postcolonial theory becomes highly relevant from a feminist perspective. 

 

 

1.4. Method 
The method used to in order to draw conclusions in relation to the identity-shaping discourses 

portrayed in Swedish development cooperation is based on a method by Carol Bacchi (2009) 

called the What's the Problem Represented to be? approach, WPR. The WPR approach is 

focused on policy analysis and starts from the premise that what is proposed to be done about 

something also reveals what is considered problematic. The aim of the WPR approach is to 

study problematizations, and how something is represented as a problem, which then can reveal 

both power structures and cultural assumptions (Bacchi, 2009). By utilizing the WPR approach 

otherwise unquestioned implicit understandings of how gender equality work is constituted can 

be identified. An understanding that will be useful in shedding light on the issues of racialization 

and misogyny that might be present also in the discourse of Swedish development cooperation.  

 

Critical discourse theory is also utilized as a method in the thesis in order to gain an 

understanding of how texts, like the policy framework analyzed, is produced, received and 

interpreted. This because discourses construct the world from a social perspective. How a text 

discursively creates identities matters for the constitution of the social world including 

identities, social relations and power. Hence critical discourse analysis as a tool to understand 

language has been used in the thesis to analyze the discourses created in development 

cooperation focused on gender equality (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) 

 

1.5. Limitation  
The study is delimited to Sweden’s official gender equality policy within development 

cooperation 2018–2022. The study does not consider gender equality policy of any other 

development organization besides the official government organ Sida, the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency. The study does not aim at evaluating the 

gender equality work done within development cooperation. Rather it focuses on analyzing the 

discourse of the policy documents regulating gender equality development cooperation and how 
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discursive constructions within policy can have consequences for the gender equality solutions 

presented.  

The empirical material analyzed in the study is limited primarily to the three main governmental 

policy documents regulating development cooperation focused on gender equality. In addition, 

policy documents regulating and reporting the development cooperation strategies on gender 

equality locally in four counties in eastern Africa has been analyzed. This in order to gain 

knowledge on how these policies are implemented when strategies of development cooperation 

are planned in the field.   

 

1.6. Disposition  
The structure of this thesis will be presented as follows; the second chapter, Analytical 

framework, presents a literature review focused on Sweden, colonialism, development 

cooperation and gender equality in relation to each other. The previous research of the field is 

also introduced as well as a theoretical framework based on postcolonial theory presenting four 

main concepts used in the analysis: “The other”, The Subaltern, Rasification and Rights as 

paradoxes. In the third chapter, Method and Material, the empirical material used in the analysis 

is presented first, followed by the method used for the analysis, Bacchi’s WPR approach as well 

as discourse analysis. In chapter four, Empirical results, the result of the research is presented 

in five parts: (i) Gender equality, (ii) What’s the problem of gender equality represented to be?, 

(iii) The discourse of women in Swedish development cooperation, (iv) The discourse of men 

in Swedish development cooperation and (v) The discourse produced in relation to Sweden. In 

chapter five, Analysis, the results of the findings are discussed in relation to the analytical and 

theoretical framework. Finally, in chapter six, Conclusion, answers to the research questions is 

presented along with final remarks.  
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2. Analytical framework  

The analytical framework designed for this thesis is based on previous research on the concepts 

of development cooperation, postcolonial research on the Nordic states, as well as research on 

discourse analysis focused on women with an intersectional perspective. All three areas of 

research have been keystones in developing the research questions guiding the thesis, as well 

as the theoretical framework, consisting of two theories, which has been drawn up in order to 

answer the two research questions comprehensively. Hence this chapter will be divided into 

two main parts. The first part consists of a literature review, defining the concept of 

development cooperation as well as a review of Sweden from a postcolonial perspective, in 

order to get an understanding of how colonial ideas has shaped society and how Sweden works 

with development cooperation. Thereafter the second part presents the theoretical framework 

built on postcolonial feminism. The theoretical framework has been drawn up to consider the 

perspective of discourse analysis of women and men in development cooperation from multiple 

angles and this section is therefore divided into presenting the different concepts that has been 

operationalized from the theory to lift the analysis.  

 

 

2.1. Literature Review  
 

This thesis situates the discursive definition of women and men in Swedish development 

cooperation documents. These discursive identities can only, and should only, be understood in 

relation to the history of development cooperation and hence also the history of colonialism in 

Sweden. The aim of this part of the analytical framework is therefore to highlight both the 

history of colonialism in Sweden and to describe how development cooperation and 

development goals focused on gender equality have been established.   

 

 

2.1.1. Sweden and Colonialism   

The colonial ties of the Nordic states are most often regarded as weak, particularly when 

compared to other European states that did historically extend their authority over other people 

and territories in much more massive extension, resulting in terrible consequences for the 

natives of the colonies and economic benefits for the colonizers, lasting till this day (Keskinen, 

Suvi et al, 2009). Nevertheless, even if states like Sweden does not seem have the strongest ties 

to colonialism they are definitely still marked by colonial relations, both economically and 

culturally. This does in fact still have material, political and ethical consequences according to 

Mulinari et al. (2009), who states that even if Sweden’s international relations are seen as 

characterized by development cooperation and peace building, rather than colonialism or 



Emma Jacobsson  2019-05-30 
Master Thesis   29100VT19-1 

10 
 

imperialism, more critical notion still needs to be taken to the Nordic states colonial past and 

the policies and nationalistic ideals that these states present today.  

 

The Nordic states cannot be seen as immune to the cultural oppression, economic exploitation 

and political repression that colonialism spread around the world. Even if Sweden as a nation 

did not actively engage in the colonial conquests, Sweden is still strongly connected to the 

hegemonic knowledge that arose in the context of colonialism, in support of the project. Sweden 

accepted the colonizers regime of truth and is hence still affected by the prejudices constructed 

by those lines of thought (Vuorela, 2009:21, de los Reyes et al., 2005:18). Neither should one 

forget that Sweden did also benefit economically from the triangular trade of slaves, sugar and 

cotton across the Atlantic, some of the chains used in the transportation of slaves were even 

made in Sweden (Palmberg, 2009:40). As Palmberg (2009:35) concludes, even if the Nordic 

nations wish to not be associated with the colonial rule of western prejudice, racism and 

paternalism towards the non-white world, the Nordic states, as part of the western world are 

still very much a part of this history and the underlying bias and discrimination that lives on 

from those times. 

 

2.1.2. The effect of colonialism on Sweden as a development partner state  

The Nordic states have in its efforts to alienate themselves from colonialism build a self-image 

as the “good westers”. Nordic leaders have often taken roles as mediators on the global scene 

from the Finnish president Urho Kekkonen, who in 1975 hosted the Helsinki Conference on 

European security, to Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme, who worked for small nations 

against the transgressions of the superpowers. Also the two secretary-generals of the United 

Nations, the Norwegian Trygve Lie (1946-53) and Swedish Dag Hammarskjöld (1953-61) that 

did clearly situate the Nordic states as good westerners (Palmberg, 2009:35). As Gudrun Dahl 

states in her analysis of the Swedish governments “Partnership for Africa” policy form 1997, 

Sweden’s identity as separated from other western powers has been capitalized on by the 

Swedish government in development cooperation where Sweden’s reputation for a long time 

has been better than that of former colonial powers (Dahl, 2001). Nordic states have seen 

themselves as more humane than colonial states, but perhaps the most relevant trademark in the 

situation is equality. Equality has been a core value in Nordic societies since the 1930’s, leading 

to a strong position of social democratic parties, which has developed welfare states with safety-

nets supporting all members of society. These values also shaped the Nordic development 

discourse, where solidarity emerged as a motto. Especially in the 1960’s and 1970’s, 

development aid, which has later come to be known as development cooperating grew, and has 

since been an important feature in the Nordic nations state budgets (Palmberg, 2009:35). 

 

2.1.3. What is Sida and Swedish development cooperation  

Development cooperation can be described as activity that aims explicitly to support 

international development priorities in countries considered as developing nations, it is not 

driven by profit and is based on cooperative relationships that seek to enhance developing 
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country ownership (Alonso & Glennie, 2015). In Sweden development cooperation is managed 

by Sida, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency. Sida has the ambition of 

reducing poverty in the world by contributing to economic and political development in poor 

countries, as well as strengthening democracy and create conditions for people to lift themselves 

out of poverty (Sida, 2018). 

The Swedish government assumes a multidimensional view of poverty. This means that poverty 

does not only mean a shortage of material assets, but also a lack of power and influence over 

one’s own situation, security, choices and respect for human rights. Sweden's development 

cooperation is needs-based and characterized by poor people’s perspectives on development. 

Swedish development cooperation is also seen as a central part of foreign policy by the Swedish 

government and builds on international humanitarian law and principles. The overall objective 

of Swedish international assistance as stipulated by the government (Act 2013/14: 1 UO 7, Bet. 

2013/14: UU2) is to create conditions for better living conditions for people living in poverty 

and oppression. Whether operating bilaterally, regionally, thematically, in multilateral 

organizations or through the development cooperation of the European Union, it should aim to 

meet this objective as well as partner countries own visions and priorities (Skr. 2016/17:60).  

Swedish development cooperation is based on internationally agreed principles of effective 

development cooperation. The principles are expressed in three documents agreed upon by the 

world leaders for poverty reduction and sustainable development in a global common 

framework. Agenda 2030 expressing the Sustainable Development Goals, the Final Document 

of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development (Addis Ababa Action 

Agenda, AAAA) and the Paris Climate Agreement together form an integrated framework for 

sustainable development with both objectives and means of implementation (Skr. 2016/17:60). 

At the same time, there are areas where the Swedish government has higher ambitions than 

what has been agreed globally. Not at least in the areas promoting democracy, respect for human 

rights and gender equality. Swedish development cooperation aims at primarily focus on those 

countries that have the greatest challenges and shortcomings in terms of their own resources, 

hence where the needs are most extensive and where Swedish development cooperation can 

contribute the most. Sweden in line with Agenda 2030 takes a strong point of departure in 

“leaving no one behind”. And therefore, Swedish development cooperation regularly reviews 

where it is most beneficial. The choice of partner countries is made on the basis of an overall 

assessment of if Sweden will be able to conduct effective development cooperation and if the 

need is sufficient (Skr. 2016/17:60).  

However, it should not go unnoticed that development cooperation is a problematic 

phenomenon on a global level as it is a part of decolonization and builds on the idea that some 

states are less developed on a linear scale where western states are on top (Eriksson Baaz, 2005). 

Due to this fact the aged term of development aid has been massively criticized and historically 

various terms of the concepts has been articulated, such as: “participation”, “empowerment”, 

“ownership”, “on terms of the receiver”, landing in today’s discourse where development 

cooperation is now conducted between partners (Eriksson Baaz, 2005:6). This model of 

development described, that Sweden embraced in the 1990’s, defines a relationship built on a 
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mutual contract. Recognizing both partners as agents with self-interest, in contrast to terms like 

donors and recipients or patrons and clients (Dahl, 2001:14).   

 

2.1.4. Defining Swedish gender equality  

During the past decade, Scandinavian women have made significant advances in terms of 

political power and have made their presence felt in corporate politics as well as state policy in 

all Nordic states. The Norwegian political scientist Helga Marie Hernes’s research, conducted 

in the 1980’s, gives a reflection on how this has come to be in three stages: the democratic right 

to participate, stressing that women have something important to contribute, and emphasize that 

women and men have different interests, which is why women cannot be represented by men 

(Hernes, 1987). This development of gender equality is highly applicable to Sweden, where 

gender equality today can be seen as part of the national identity (Wendt, 2012; Towns, 2002).   

 

Gender equality, or jämställdhet in Swedish, can be placed in the hegemonic context of making 

the modern Sweden. It is a part of the modernization of the state and a part of making both 

women and men in Sweden. As the idea of gender equality is grounded in most discourses of 

modern Sweden – the institutions, law and knowledge production – gender equality can be seen 

as the modern solution of a modern problem where it has been acknowledged that women 

cannot be represented by men (Dahl, 2004:95)  

 

Gender equality has by time grown from being a minor issue fought for by small groups of 

women in the Swedish society to become a part of Sweden’s self-image. Sweden often portrays 

itself as being the leaders in gender equality or as “best in the EU on gender equality”, 

according to the last gender equality index of 2017 (Swedish governmental offices, 2017). Over 

the past few decades gender equality has in several contexts even come to be linked to the 

Swedish national self-image. Gender equality has become such an important issue in Sweden 

that it now negotiates both Swedish state-identity and ethnic subjectivities (Wendt, 2012; 

Towns, 2002). Although the construction of the state-identity based on gender equality at the 

same time constructs boundaries and exclusions of those who deviate and do not fit into the 

cultural discourse. There is a paradox in the fact that the very same gender equality which 

unifies Sweden as a state creates divisions within the Swedish population. When Sweden 

emerged as a gender-equal state in the 1990’s gender inequality started to be presented as 

characteristic of “immigrant culture” in Swedish society (Townes 2002:158).  

 

Despite the large awareness of gender equality in the Swedish society the concept seems hard 

to define.  Often gender equality is seen as an obvious and common political objective with 

normative notions about what is good or bad (Rönnblom, 2001). Most people perceive 

themselves as positively inclined towards gender equality, without really defining what this 

means. According to Rönnblom (2001) this creates a spirit of a common understanding and 

hence downplays the conflicting interests that women and men may have. Rönnblom argues 

that this can be described as a trap, you can be caught considering gender equality to be 

something that “is” rather than something that actually takes a lot of work and is rather “done”. 
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Furthermore, it is important to recognize that gender equality politics are structured based on a 

heteronormative understanding of the world where two separate and opposite sexes are the only 

possible identities. The binary construction of two genders is thus not addressed or critiqued 

(Dahl, 2005:56).  

 

 

2.1.5.  Swedish development cooperation and gender equality  

Gender equality was formally introduced as a new target in Swedish development cooperation 

in 1995 and has since then been considered an important part of the Swedish development 

policy (Dahl, 2001). According to the Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018-2020, the governing 

documents for Swedish development cooperation today, the definition of gender equality is:  

“Equality means that all people are born free and equal in value and rights. Gender equality 

means that women and men, girls and boys, shall have the same power to shape society and 

their own lives. Equality, gender equality and respect for human rights are central in creating 

a sustainable welfare.” 

(Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018:41 – author’s translation) 

According to Sida gender equality is an issue of high priority and should be present in all 

Sweden’s development projects. Often women are highlighted as a prioritized target group 

(Sida, 2016). The focus on gender equality has been reinforced even further by the feminist 

foreign policy of the current government. And in all governing performance strategies in 

development cooperating gender equality results are to be acknowledged and specified (Sida, 

2016). Sida often advocates for a special focus on women in development work as the situation 

for women and men in life are different:  

“Poverty looks different for women and men. Because women are discriminated against in 

relation to men, poverty is all the more noticeable to women. The big challenge is that it is 

about power - and lack of power in all areas of life.” 

(Sida, 2016 – author’s translation) 

Sida hence actively focuses on women as they are the more vulnerable group in relation to men 

in development cooperation (Sida, 2016).   

 

2.1.6. Previous Research  

This thesis is written within the field of gender studies, focusing on issues within the field of 

development cooperation. This combination of fields makes the anchoring in postcolonial 

theory almost inevitable from a feminist perspective. Development cooperation is a 

phenomenon which has come to be after the decolonizing in the world and which hence is best 

understood through feminist postcolonial analysis, questioning the relation between gender, 

race and power. The field of postcolonial analysis is not feminist per se though and feminist 

postcolonial theory has challenged the field by emphasizing the importance of gender in the 

analysis. Postcolonial feminism hence both stresses the issue of race in feminism but also 

highlights gender in the postcolonial field (Berg, 2007:47). This thesis can be seen in relation 

to other studies that also focus on how Swedish gender equality discourse and Swedish 
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development cooperation can be understood from a postcolonial perspective (e.g. McEachrane 

& Faye, 2001; de los Reyes, Molina & Mulinari, 2005; Berg, 2007; Olivius 2014). Like these 

studies this thesis is also aiming to provide a more nuanced picture of Sweden’s development 

cooperation in relation to postcolonial theory.  

 

The anthology Sweden and the Other: postcolonial perspectives edited by Michael McEachrane 

and Louis Faye (2001) as well as Complying With Colonialism edited by Suvi Keskinen, Salla 

Tuori, Sari Irni and Diana Mulinari (2009) have provided an understanding of the fact that even 

if Sweden never was a great colonial power the ideas of colonial history has shaped Swedish 

norms and efficiently established the Eurocentric ideas that lives on also in development 

cooperation (McEachrane & Faye (2001:7). Also, previous broader postcolonial feminist 

literature about Eurocentric western feminisms view on women in developing nations (e.g. 

Lorde, 1984; Mohanty, 2003) has contributed to the building of the theoretical framework of 

the thesis.  

 

Literature critically analyzing Swedish development cooperation also constitutes the backdrop 

of research in which this thesis rests. With her roots in social anthropology Gudrun Dahl’s 

report Responsibility and Partnership in Swedish Development Discourse (2001) provides an 

understanding how Sweden should relate to developing nations and why a policy initiative was 

due in the late 1990’s. The work of Peace and Development researcher Maria Eriksson Baaz 

(2005) investing Nordic development cooperation delivered in Tanzania focusing donor 

identities manifested development cooperation has also been guiding for the thesis. Eriksson 

Baaz show that aims of equal partnership between North and South are often very different in 

practice as she provides an insight in the longstanding critique of the Eurocentric nature of 

development cooperation and a discourse that still assumes an image of the superior “donor” as 

opposed to the inadequate and backward “recipient partner”. 

 

The Swedish government has also investigated gender equality in development cooperation in 

the report Gender Equality in Swedish Development Cooperation (2010). In the report Sida 

analyze if gender policy is effective and if it is reflected in country programs of development 

cooperation. However, this report does not have a postcolonial nor feminist perspective and the 

discourses constructed within development cooperation are hence not noticed or problematized.  

 

The research context from which this thesis is constructed can be summarized as critically 

questioning the power-structures that are left unquestioned by the Swedish state in development 

cooperation. The thesis mainly draws on previous research in the field of feminist postcolonial 

studies that is critically investigating constructions of identity in relation to development 

cooperation focused on gender equality.  
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2.2. Theoretical framework  
 

The thesis theoretical framework is based on a postcolonial feminist body of thought and 

concepts form the theory that has been cautiously selected and operationalized to serve the 

analysis. Postcolonial feminist theory is hence exclusively the overarching theory guiding the 

whole analysis of material. Since the thesis is analyzing issues produced in the relation between 

Sweden and developing nations, the grounding in postcolonial theory becomes highly relevant 

from a feminist perspective. As by grounding the thesis in postcolonial theory, the analysis will 

be upheld by an intersectional theoretical framework analyzing how power-dimensions, such 

as gender, race and ethnicity enter each other, and how they vary in time and space. Ideas and 

concepts by different postcolonial thinkers have further been used as instruments or analytical 

tools for deepening the analysis in relation to perspectives on rights politics, a post-structuralist 

definition of what constitutes the subject and how women and men are discursively portrayed 

in the gender equality policy for Swedish development cooperation.   

 

 

2.2.1. Postcolonial theory 

Postcolonial theory can be seen as a method of critiquing and interpreting cultural practices of 

colonialism that lives on in today’s societies. It suggests that the exercise of colonial power is 

also the exercise of racial powers of representation and the roots of many of today’s power 

structures can hence be found in colonialism. Postcolonialism as a critique and as a theory first 

emerged from within anti-colonial activism and political movements in the colonized areas of 

Africa, Asia and South America. Political leaders and intellectuals, who were at first mainly 

seen as activist trying to decolonize their states, came to establish movements which generated 

ideas that eventually evolved into a body of thought also within academic practices. 

Postcolonial theory as an analytical approach suggested that most systems and practices in 

society are in fact products shaped by colonialism (Nayar, 2010). As Jan Nederveen Pieterse 

described it; “...the irony of Cabral, Fanon and others is that the trophy gained in the victory 

over colonialism was colonialism’s legacy” (2010:68). Literature, science, legal systems, art 

and other socio-cultural practices in postcolonial states as well as western states should be 

criticized as racial, as racial discourses within these systems still enables and represent other 

cultures in particular ways preliminary in order to control these cultures (Nayar, 2010).    

 

This thus very political and especially antiracist context has provided postcolonialism with both 

a critical edge and social concerns. Race Studies and Critical Race Theory has always had a 

both direct and indirect input to postcolonial thought and these overlaps and intersections are 

necessary and understandable as both deal with the significance of race to political matters, 

identity-formation and so on (Nayar, 2010). Hence, race has always been the key through which 

all postcolonial analysis is made but as the theory has evolved within academia, further 

intersections of discrimination has become self-evident parts of a postcolonial analysis over the 

years. Feminist postcolonial theory, as a further development within postcolonial theory, has 

close ties to black feminism developed as a critical response to both patriarchy and racism. 
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Black feminism emerged in the 1980’s building on the work of bell hooks, Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty, Audre Lorde and Gayatri Spivak among other non-white feminists who started to 

criticize white feminism and argued that feminist ideology was appropriated by elitist, racist 

white women who did not fight for a sisterhood that surrendered allegiance to race, class and 

sexual preference (hooks, 1981:188). Black feminism can thus be seen as emerging with a 

double agenda, to question both masculinist-patriarchal ideologies as well as racism in the 

feminist movement. This kind of critics against old paradigms and feminist research, focused 

on the lives of migrant and ‘third world women’, has led to an increase of intersectional work 

that links gender to other forms of discrimination and developed an unquestionable band to 

intersectional analysis within postcolonial work (see for example: Ware 1992; Brah 1996; 

Alexander and Mohanty 1997 etc.). In the Nordic states postcolonial feminism has emerged 

quickly over the last three decades as a result of pioneering work from feminists with migrant 

backgrounds (e.g. Wuokko Knocke, 1989) who have challenged both the exclusion of gender 

analysis in antiracist studies, as well as the excluding mainstream narrative of gender studies in 

the Nordic states (Mulinari, et al., 2009:4). Nordic postcolonial feminism should be recognized 

as both a theoretical and a political effort which confronts the links between racism and gender 

discrimination within the Nordic welfare states (Mulinari et al. 2009:3). 

 

As mentioned, the analysis of this thesis is built on postcolonial theory and in an effort to 

structure the analytical focus of the thesis four main ideas and concepts found in the 

postcolonial feminisms body of thought has been operationalized as analytical tools. These 

concepts have been chosen in order to deepen the analysis in relation to different perspectives. 

Two of the four concepts of this theoretical framework can be traced to Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak, one of the most influential writers within the field of postcolonialism. Spivak has 

amongst much more produced work both concerning development cooperation and the situation 

of women in developing nations that has been guiding for the work of this thesis. As part of the 

analytical framework of this thesis mainly two of Spivak’s concepts will be lifted: the subaltern 

and rights as paradoxes. The other two concepts that have been guiding the analysis of the 

material are, racialization and the other. In the four following paragraphs these concepts within 

postcolonial theory will be further explained as well as how they have been operationalized for 

this analysis.  

 

 2.2.2. “The other” 

A postcolonial theory has been regarded appropriate in the analysis of the material in this thesis 

as the research questions are related and constructed on the view of the Swedish government 

on gender equality as well as women and men in developing nations. One of the most invaluable 

contributions of postcolonial feminism has been to show how women outside Europe and the 

so-called west has been situated outside and as different in the feminist project (Mohanty, 

1991). Western theories of modernizations have long created notions about how different 

regions in the world are placed in different stages of development, which can be seen as a time 

axle where nations have come differently far along. In line with these thoughts, women can be 

constructed as “the other”, as different on basis of the constructed time axel that places people, 

cultures and countries in different phases in this view of development (de los Reyes et al., 
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2005:17). The view of the third world as undeveloped and unmodern is hence based on notions 

of time as a measurement of societal changes. This notion with a linear construction which 

places people in different stages of a “natural” development scale makes people blind to the 

inequality that is constructed in the relation between the highly- and under-developed nations 

of the scale (de los Reyes et al., 2005:17). 

 

In the Nordic states postcolonial feminism has for a long time strongly critiqued the hegemonic 

narrative in gender and ethnicity research for wanting to understand and study the “other” 

(Mulinari et al., 2009). This remnant of colonial thinking within academia is constructing 

research focused on how those who are not European, white, heterosexual or in any way differ 

from the norm are different from these constructs of “normal”. This desire to understand the 

“other” is often described as cultural differences and the will to research this reinforces the 

assumption that race is a minority experience, something that one can actually study. What 

postcolonial feminist fear will happen when the “other” becomes an object of study is that it 

will eventually awake the western “Christian” desire to save the “other” from the assumed 

cultural restrictions of patriarchal families and religious fundamentalism (Mulinari et al., 

2009:5). The conceptualization of identity emphasizes that identities such as “the other” must 

be seen as a double process of construction, where subjects is not only constructed in relation 

to their own certain subject positions but also in relation to others. Which provides a starting 

point for understanding identity according to Eriksson Baaz (2005). Thus, as identity is 

relationally constructed, the construction of “the other” will be an analytical focus in this 

research, along with the construction of women as a particular form of “the other”. Since in 

postcolonial theory criticism is often pointed at the particular construction of the “third world 

woman”. In her classical text Under western eyes Mohanty criticizes western feminism of 

mirroring other women as the opposite of how she perceives herself e.g. the opposite of 

independent, strong or free (1991). This produces a situation where western theorists portrays 

“third world woman” as uniform and monolithic subjects (Mohanty, 2003:33).  

 

 

2.2.3. The Subaltern  

As a fierce critic of liberalisms promises of freedom and equality Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

often lifts the unemancipatory relations of power that are concealed within liberalism. Her 

concept of the subaltern will be used in the analysis of the material in this research to recognize 

how Swedish development cooperation policy is constructing women and men in developing 

nations. Spivak argues that subjects are constituted through discourse. Individuals develop 

identities because they are subject of a discourse over which they may have little or no control. 

In her often-quoted essay, Can the Subaltern Speak? (1985), Spivak defines the term subaltern 

as a description of this subjugated subject where one has no position or sovereignty outside the 

discourse that constructs one as subject. She further rejects the idea that there is a true subaltern 

consciousness because the subaltern cannot speak, they are per definition spoken for. Hence, 

from her standpoint it is also impossible for anyone to accurately interpret the situation of the 

subaltern, since any attempt to do so will be shaped by the person’s experience and discourse 

and will thus not reach any truth of the subalternity (Spivak, 2014:16). 
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2.2.4. Rasification  

Postcolonial feminism places a large focus on the notion of racialization. Overall, some of the 

most important contributions to the analysis of the category of ‘race’ during the last decade has 

come from writers within the field of postcolonial feminism (Mulinari et al. 2009:4). Women 

of color who simultaneously are arguing both within and against the feminist discourse and 

antiracist movements has since the late seventies challenged the hegemony of feminist theory 

constructed by white middle-class women (Baca & Thornton Dill, 1996). The concept of 

racialization refers to the process of differentiating people, reinforcing these differences and 

legitimating power relations based on these racialized differences (Johansson & Molina, 2009). 

These processes are important to notice and discuss in relation to all documents that maintain a 

relation between two different actors in any given situation. Although in this thesis the 

processes have been recognized as particularly important to identify in relation to the kind of 

policies that are discussed. This importance has been established as the relation between 

Sweden and the developing nations, which the policy refers to, can to a high degree be suspected 

of having underlying colonial ideas and constructed racialization. The use of the notion of 

racialization acknowledges the connection between racism in the form of historical racial 

biology, which has legitimized colonialism and the contemporary cultural racism that 

marginalizes in particular those who are not residents of the Nordic countries in this context 

(Johansson & Molina, 2009:263). 

 

Several Nordic postcolonial feminists suggest that the notion of gender equality is at the core 

of the discourse on nationhood and is central to defining who belongs to the nation and who 

does not (de los Reyes et al 2002; Wendt, 2012; Towns, 2002). Hence, as the discourses on 

gender equality in Sweden is closely linked with ideas of “bad patriarchies” and cultures in 

other nations (Wendt, 2012; Towns, 2002) the concept of racialization also become highly 

applicable in this context (Mulinari et al. 2009:4). The discourses of nationhood and state-

identity marginalize and excludes, or rather subordinates racialized “others”. A culturalist 

racialized discourse in Sweden constructs ‘immigrants’ as an undifferentiated whole in terms 

of assumed uniform cultural traits in relation to Swedish cultural traits like gender equality, 

hence distinguishing the ‘west’ from the ‘rest’. (Mulinari et al. 2009:4). There is a paradox in 

the fact that the very same gender equality that unifies Sweden as a state creates divisions within 

the Swedish population, as inequality is constructed as characteristic of “immigrants’ culture” 

in Swedish society (Townes 2002:158). A notion that undoubtedly has its roots in colonial 

thinking and the culture-racism that has come to follow in the era after colonial times. 

 

In relation to development cooperation racialization is a highly present issue. Postcolonial 

feminist fear that the west is inclined to save the subaltern racialized “other” in development 

cooperation based on assumed cultural and racist assumptions (Mulinari et al. 2009:5). 

Particularity the subaltern woman is conceptualized exclusively in terms oppression in relation 

to western gender equality discourse where she is deprived of agency, shown to be passive. 

Postcolonial cultural theorist, Spivak has once famously criticized the “West” for being ‘White 

men saving brown women from Brown men’ (1985), which gives an indication if just how 

present the issue of race in also in development cooperation.  
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2.2.5. Rights as paradoxes 

Within development cooperation human rights is a constantly present subject from which most 

of the development policies do spring from. In the context of knowing liberalisms limitations 

Spivak lifts the notion that human rights are portrayed as “that which we cannot not want” 

(Spivak, 1993:44). This notion will be used in the analysis as much attention is paid to rights 

for women, or in this case rather initiatives aimed at strengthening women, as something which 

she cannot not want.  Political scientist Wendy Brown has lifted this classical formulation and 

argued in the spirit of Spivak that also women rights must be seen as “that which we cannot not 

want”. Brown argues that given the suppressed situation of women based on sexual difference 

and subordination, women’s rights must be seen as given to women as subordinated (Brown, 

2000:231). Paradoxically rights given to women as rights of women, creates a definition of 

women premised on subordination. Yet, gender-neutral rights, cannot embrace the needs of 

women but enhances the privilege of men. Brown therefore states that certain rights appear as 

which we cannot not want in rights politics (Brown, 2000:231). I would like to argue that the 

same theoretical base could be used to analyze the differentiation of the non-ethnically Swedish 

women in development cooperation. The analysis will therefore focus on finding if there is a 

paradox in the power structures that are upheld in the context of identity formation made in 

development cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

3. Method and Material 

This study is based on the findings of research that has been conducted in the form of a critical 

discourse analysis of policy documents. The documents chosen are presented in the first section 

of this chapter. In the second part of the chapter the WPR approach by Carol Bacchi as well as 

critical discourse theory is presented as the methods used to analyze the material in order for 

the reader to better comprehend the analysis presented in the following chapters.  

 

 

 

3.1. Material  
This study is based on the findings of research that has been conducted in the form of a critical 

discourse analysis. The material that has been used in the analysis is a selection of official 

strategy documents and reports produced by Sida, the Swedish Government and the Swedish 

Office of foreign affairs. The documents can be divided into two clusters, the first concerning 

document that regard general policies for how Sweden officially, nationally and internationally, 

is to work with gender equality. And the second cluster of documents that has been analyzed is 

local result strategies and reports form four nations in eastern Africa where Sida has 
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development cooperation; Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda and Rwanda. These documents are used 

to analyze how the policies are implemented locally in strategies for development cooperation 

and in order to see how Sida portrays women and men in text in these local settings.  

 

3.1.1. Sample selection 

The three documents analyzed concerning the general policies of Sweden’s official, national 

and international work with gender equality are chosen as they interrelate with each other. 

These three documents can be seen as a pyramid or ladder where the first document is more 

overarching and as it goes up the documents become more specific in their formulations. All 

documents used in the study are official public documents, which can be found on the webpages 

of the Swedish governmental offices and Sida.  

 

The documents regarding the development cooperation in Eastern Africa are as mentioned used 

to gain a deeper understanding of how the gender equality and women and men are described 

in text in this setting. This particular region has been chosen since Sida has relatively long-

lasting relations in development cooperation in the region and the region is relatively stable at 

the moment and there have not been any major conflicts, at the level of war, in the area in the 

near past (Sida, 2019a). The area was therefore considered as a good example of how Sida’s 

perception of gender equality and the definition of women and men are considered in strategies 

in the field. However, the notion regarding these situations are local and cannot be considered 

as generalizations of how all development cooperation is and it should therefore be made clear 

that the thesis is not claiming to make generalizations of how the implementation of the gender 

equality policy actually works in developing nations, but rather focuses on the discourse 

portrayed by the policy in texts regulating local projects.  

 

3.1.2. Policy documents  

The first policy document is “the Action Plan for Agenda 2030” (Handlingsplan Agenda 2030, 

2018–2020), a document that lay out how Sweden will work with the global goals set up by the 

UN in the Agenda 2030. This including both how Sweden wish to work with gender equality 

as well as development cooperation for the period of 2018-2020. This document is fairly used 

and does mostly work as a backbone to the other documents in the analysis which is built on 

the policies presented in this first main document. The three policy documents that have been 

analyzed in this thesis are all connected and the first one serves as the main document from 

which the second document draws. The same goes for the third policy document in relation to 

the second.  The second document is the official “Swedish policy framework for development 

cooperation and humanitarian aid” (Skr. 2016/17:60 Policyramverk för svenskt 

utvecklingssamarbete och humanitärt bistånd). This document does present the policy 

framework for development cooperation and does have a section dedicated to gender equality. 

This part is of interest in this thesis and is thus more regarded in the analysis. The third 

document is the “Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and 

women’s and girl’s rights 2018-2022” (Strategi för Sveriges utvecklingssamarbete för global 

jämställdhet och kvinnors och flickors rättigheter 2018–2022). This document, in this chain of 
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policy documents, is the one that most comprehensively considers the issue of gender equality 

in development cooperation which is of interest for this thesis and hence this document is 

heavily scrutinized in the analysis.  

 

3.1.3. Documents regulating development cooperation in Eastern Africa  

The documents that has been analyzed in relation to Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda and Rwanda are 

so called Result strategies and Strategy Reports. Result strategies are documents that are 

published by the Government Office, The Ministry of Foreign Affairs with collaboration from 

Sida and aims at presenting how the government’s general goals for development cooperation 

are to be considered locally in respective nation. The Strategy Reports are documents written 

every year by the local Swedish foreign authority/embassy in the nation, reporting back to the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs how well the Result Strategy flowed and accomplished. The 

Strategy Reports used as empirical material in this thesis are all from 2017, as these are the last 

reports that are available at the moment, as the reports are generally published in March every 

year.  

 

3.1.4. Limitations in material  

The limitation to present only four nations as examples of the implementation of the gender 

equality policy framework was made as this part of the material is not seen as a generalization 

of all Sida’s work in relation to gender equality, but rather as examples of how the 

implementation of the policy framework can be seen discursively.  

Furthermore, the choice has been made to not include Sida’s “Gender Tool-Box” (Sida, 2019b) 

in the analysis as a main empirical material. However, this source, including a number of useful 

definitions and strategies for gender equality work within Sida has been seen as a reference 

point in the analysis that has strengthen the empirical material.  

 

 

 

3.2. Method  
The thesis is firmly anchored in postcolonial feminist theory and will draw heavily on 

postcolonial tradition and concepts in the analysis. In order to generate a deeper analysis of the 

policy documents studied a method of discourse analysis by Carol Bacchi, called the ‘What’s 

the problem represented to be?’ approach, as well as discourse theory, has served as the main 

methods of analysis of the empirical material. 

 

3.2.1. Carol Bacchi - ‘What’s the problem represented to be?’  

The “What’s the problem represented to be?” approach, WPR, is developed for policy analysis 

and seeks to find how policy is shaped by discourse. The methodology springs from the premise 

that what is proposes to do about an issue in policy also reveals what is considered problematic, 
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which in the end can reveal both power structures and cultural assumptions of the policy 

distributor (Bacchi, 2009). Hence, the approach does not analyze policy from a problem-solving 

perspective but instead from a problem questioning perspective. Thus, the aim of WPR analysis 

is not to find a “right” solution, but rather to question how representations come about, and how 

these shape subjectivities and solutions in policy (Goodwin, 2012). The method has been useful 

in the analysis of the Swedish development cooperation gender equality policy framework as it 

analyze the relation between policy and discourse which seeks to explain the discursive aspects 

of policy and describes how policy problems are hence socially constructed, arising at specific 

times and in specific policy spaces (Goodwin, 2012).   

 

The method works backwards in order to show how a “problem” is presented by understanding 

the context and meaning that is given to an issue and how it is thereby discursively constituted 

in the policy (Bacchi & Eveline, 2010a:114). As Bacchi states: 

“[H]ow the 'problem' is represented, or constituted, matters. This is because the 

way in which the 'problem' is represented carries all sorts of implications for how 

the issue is thought about and for how the people involved are treated and are 

evoked to think about themselves.” (2009:1).  

Hence, according to the approach, policies do not simply “deal with a problem” as problems do 

not “just exist, waiting to be solved”. Rather, policies create different impressions of what a 

problem entails and therefore also produces and reinforce categories of people such as “women” 

and “men” (Bacchi & Eveline, 2010:112). 

The WPR approach has been guiding the understanding of how to comprehend the definition 

and consequences of the problem presented in the Swedish gender equality policy framework 

of development cooperation. According to WPR the way in which gender equality issues are 

represented is determined by what the objective of the gender equality initiatives is seen to be. 

And by definition the promotion of gender equality and diversity means that one believes there 

are problems to be solved (Bacchi, 2009) and the way in which the problem is represented hence 

depends on what one includes in the concept of gender equality.  

In order to guide the analytic process when conducting WPR analysis Bacchi’s approach 

provides a conceptual checklist, using a set of six questions to probe how “problems” are 

represented in policies: 

1. What's the 'problem' represented to be in a specific policy?  

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the 'problem'?  

3. How has this representation of the 'problem' come about?  

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can 

the 'problem' be thought about differently?  

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the 'problem'?  

6. How/where has this representation of the 'problem' been produced, disseminated and 

defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced? 

(Bacchi, 2009:2) 
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The analysis in this thesis has been conducted with reference to all of the six categories in the 

WPR analysis: problems, presuppositions, representations, the unproblematized/silences, 

effects, and dissemination (Bacchi, 2009). However, the result is not presented by giving 

answers to the questions directly, but all answers are instead incorporated in the result in relation 

to the problem presented of gender equality in the policy framework.   

 

3.2.2. Discourse theory 

Methodologically, the WPR model springs from a social constructionist point of departure. 

However, this thesis does not argue that the problems of gender equality are empty constructed 

creations, rather these problems are very real and tangible. Considering this, there always exist 

elements of construction in the descriptions and proposed solutions to problems. The analytical 

method of this thesis is therefore also closely linked to the constructionist perspective of 

discourse analysis (see e.g. Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). In the analysis gender equality can and 

should be understood in relation to how the problem is constructed in key documents, but also 

by how the affected people, namely women and men, are constructed and understood in these 

documents, as well as how Sweden as the producer of the policy is represented. Hence discourse 

theory has been used as a method of analyzing these constructions.  

Discourse is a concept often used in feminist writing and can be defined as a particular way of 

talking about and understanding the world, or an aspect of the world. Discursive practices 

include the ways texts are produced/created and then consumed, received and interpreted. These 

are important forms of social practice as it contributes to the constitution of the social world 

including identities, social relations and power. A discourse hence constructs the world from a 

social perspective where certain key premises about how things such as “language” and 

“subjects” are to be understood. The general idea is that language is structured according to 

different patterns and the language’s instability hence means that discourses can never be 

locked. Different discourses in a society are constantly fighting against each other in order to 

establish their importance (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) 

 

Discourse theory aim to critically research and is focused on investigating and analyzing how 

power relations in society are created and how critique of such relations can be made focused 

on the possibilities for social change (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:2). It can be described as a 

critical approach to taken-for-granted knowledge. That knowledge should not be treated as the 

objective truth as it is only available to people through what is in analytical terms called 

discursive categories. Societies, knowledge and representations are not reflections of reality, 

but should rather be described as products of different societies ways of categorizing the world, 

or namely products of discourse (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:5). The use of critical discourse 

analysis is therefore helpful in this thesis as it lifts and recognizes the power dimensions of 

written text:  

“Critical discourse analysis is ‘critical’ in the sense that it aims to reveal the role of discursive 

practice in the maintenance of the social world, including those social relations that involve 

unequal relations of power. Its aim is to contribute to social change along the lines of more 

equal power relations in communication processes and society in general.” 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:63) 
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The aim of critical discourse analysis can be described as a will to contribute to social change 

and more equal power relations in communication processes and society in general (Jørgensen 

& Phillips, 2002:63). A goal that is also present in the analysis of this thesis that aims at 

presenting the power relations present in gender equality policy and how this upholds certain 

structures. Hence the understanding of power focused on acts of inclusion and exclusion, is 

central to this thesis. In discourse theory it is stated that power is a necessity to understand the 

world. And an effect of power in society is the exclusion of other structures of understanding, 

which effects what identities and categories are accepted in a society and who are excluded, 

which ultimately also affect how national identity is shaped and who are the “we” and “them” 

in a society (Torfing, 2004). Critical discourse analysis is therefore not to be understood as 

politically neutral (as objectivist social science does), but as a critical approach which is 

politically committed to social change, taking the side of oppressed social groups (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002:64).  

 

 

3.2.3.  Ethical concerns  

Ethical considerations of course play an important role in the quality and implementation of 

research. As a student within the field of social sciences the booklet Good research practice 

from The Swedish Research Council has provided good guidance to the research according to 

CODEX – Rules & Guidelines for Research (codex.vr.se/en/). As a feminist researcher it is also 

important to reflect on my own position in relation to the field and material analyzed in this 

study. Ethics of care and reflexivity are both important for feminist research and integrity and 

responsibility should guide feminist methodology (McCormick, 2012; Preissle & Han, 2011). 

Therefore, I would like to address that the use of the binary categories of woman and men is a 

conscious choice in this thesis. Gender equality politics is heteronormative and binary 

constructed and, in this thesis, I am reproducing the discourse of the material where women and 

men are constructed as two opposite detached and closed groups. At the same time, I am trying 

to also see the silences within this discourse and of course address its flaws. I would also like 

to address the use of the rather problematic term developing nations. The term is connected to 

both colonialism and the contemporary cultural racism that marginalizes those who are not 

residents of countries considered as developed or “the west”. It is hence a problematic term 

based on the racist colonial division of people (Johansson & Molina, 2009:264). The term is 

however connected to the very foundation of development cooperation and is therefore used as 

the thesis is reproducing the discourse of the material.  

 

It should also be noted that even though the thesis is focusing on development cooperation and 

the construction of categories of women and men in other nations, the thesis is not focusing on 

describing or trying to represent these people (e.g. Mohanty, 2003; Mulinari et al. 2009). The 

thesis is analyzing the Swedish policy framework addressing gender equality in other nations. 

It is hence the Swedish discourse in the material that is analyzed. No attempts are made to speak 

for people in other nations and cultures.    
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4. Empirical results 

The Swedish governmental policy on development cooperation has, as stated above, been 

analyzed in relation to three main documents; Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018–2020, Policy 

framework for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17: 60 and 

Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and women and girls rights 

2018-2022. In addition to this the Result strategies and Strategy Reports for development 

cooperation in four countries have been added, representing the implementation part of the 

policy. The result will be presented as an overview of all of these documents, referred to as the 

policy framework, as the documents together give a comprehensive view of the Swedish 

development cooperation policy on gender equality.  

The focus of the analysis is the discourse of gender equality policy and the definitions and 

notions discursively created about women and men in Swedish development cooperation with 

focus on gender equality. A reflection has also been made on the discourse attributed to Sweden 

as a development partner within these documents. This chapter is on this premise divided into 

four parts presenting the discourse of the four main themes constructed in relation to the 

research questions.  

 

4.1. Gender equality   
This first section of the result focuses on the discourse of gender equality that is constructed in 

Swedish development cooperation. The analysis is guided by the six questions of the WPR 

approach by Carol Bacchi in order to get an understanding of what the problem is represented 

to be in gender equality policy in Swedish development cooperation.  

For a self-proclaimed feminist government, gender equality in development cooperation is an 

issue of high importance. And the prioritizing of the issues also shows in the policy document 

relating to development as the Swedish government states that: 

“A just and sustainable global development is dependent on equality between women, men, 

girls and boys”  (Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and  

  women and girls rights 2018-2022:2 – author’s translation).  

“A precondition for increased gender equality is gender mainstreaming, ie. that a gender 

equality perspective is applied in all policies that affect people’s rights, conditions and 

opportunities… An active feminist foreign policy must with great force contribute to creating 

global equality and the full enjoyment of human rights by all women and girls” 

(Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018:42 – author’s translation)  

In line with these statements both the Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018–2020 and Policy 

framework for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 has 
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paragraphs relating directly to gender equality1, defining Swedish policy on gender equality in 

development cooperation. In Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality 

and women and girls rights 2018-2022 the gender equality policy is then further defined as the 

strategy is establishing the implementation in development cooperation operations. The 

government has also made clear that gender equality is not an isolated issue, but should be a 

predominant goal in all aspects of development cooperation:  

“The Swedish development cooperation should furthermore be based on a gender equality 

perspective. Consistent consideration of gender equality in development cooperation is well 

established, but the feminist foreign- and development-policy implies an increase in ambition. 

The initiative aims to strengthen the work for gender equality and women’s and girl’s full 

enjoyment of human rights, as global equality is a precondition for sustainable development. 

The Government is increasing its focus on gender equality by consistently taking into account 

gender equality aspects in development cooperation.” 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 15 – author’s translation)  

Accordingly, gender equality is intertwined into a majority of the development goals and not 

solemnly defined into the paragraphs specifically relating to gender equality policy. In line with 

this approach the result will hence be presented as an understanding of gender policy all through 

the documents and conclusions will be made also on how gender equality is presented in 

relation to other development issues.  

 

4.1.1. What’s the problem of gender equality represented to be?  

The problem of gender equality as described in the policy documents regulating gender equality 

policy in development cooperation is, on the face of it, that women are discriminated due to 

unequal gender-roles. A definition which promotes a description of how Sweden is to work 

with gender equality that is in line with general feminist ideas: 

“Societies are in varying degrees characterized of unequal distribution of power that forces 

people into locked roles in family and society on the basis of gender. Gender roles discriminate 

and disadvantage women and girls as well as men and boys. Negative values about gender 

roles and power-distribution maintains gender discrimination, gender repressive behaviours 

and women’s and girls systematic subordination, such as different forms of gender-related 

violence. Particularly serious is the situation for women and girls in crises, war and conflict. 

More equal societies with a broad female participation in the economy create better conditions 

for sustainable development” 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 10 – author’s translation)  

From the quotation one can understand that gender-roles restrict women, as well as men, and is 

something that needs to be focused on and handled. This view is also seen in the Strategy for 

                                                           
1 § 4.1 Ett jämlikt och jämställt samhälle (An equal and gender equal society) in Action plan for Agenda 2030 
2018–2020 page 41; § 5.2 Global jämställdhet (Global gender equality) in Policy framework for Swedish 
development cooperation and humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 20 
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Swedish development cooperation for global equality and women and girls rights 2018-2022, 

where the goals are focused on strengthening global and regional conditions to work against 

discrimination and gender stereotyped norms and attitudes. However, in line with the WPR 

approach by Bacchi this study has focused on the solutions and actions suggested to tackle the 

problem of gender equality. And the result shows that the solutions presented are not in line 

with the goals described above.  

The result shows that the absolute majority of the solutions are focused only on women and can 

in fact not be seen as in line with the argumentation of working against gender-roles. The result 

shows that generally within the policy gender equality is closely associated with women and 

girls, much more so than with men who are not a part of the solutions presented to meet the 

problem. In line with the goal of anchoring gender equality in all of development cooperation, 

women’s roles and issues are continuously, addressed in the documents in connection with the 

eight other goals in the development policy as a way of presenting a solution. As an example, 

the productive employment policy in Swedish development cooperation here addressed gender 

equality in one of its six goals and presents a solution aimed at women: 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 28– author’s translation)  

The quotation shows how gender equality is addressed as one of the six goals within the 

Productive employment with decent working conditions and sustainable business policy. This 

manner of addressing gender equality issues is consistent for six out of eight of the policies in 

the policy framework, where women are pointed out in separate paragraphs. Within the two 

others, that does not address women in separate paragraphs, gender equality is not addressed in 

the first one (Migration and development) and in the second one (Education and Research) there 

is a focus on gender equality but it does on the other hand instead focus on both sexes and not 

on a solution only aimed at women:     

- “Sweden shall work for an equal and inclusive education of good quality at all levels for all 

girls and boys, women and men, from preschool and throughout life.  

 

5.5.1 Productive employment with decent working conditions and sustainable business 

Policy's long-term focus: 

- Sweden will strengthen the capacity of low- and middle-income countries to develop institutions and systems so that 

they effectively contribute to sustainable inclusive economic development. This includes strengthening the conditions 

for a dynamic and sustainable business. 

- Sweden will promote productive employment with decent working conditions, promote inclusive growth in 

accordance with ILO's Decent Work agenda and promote social dialogue in line with the Global Deal concept. Sweden 

will promote a transition from informal to formal finances. 

- Sweden will promote equal economic and work-related rights and opportunities for women and men. Women's 

economic empowerment should be strengthened. 

- Sweden will strengthen the partner countries' capacity to build and maintain nationally owned institutions and systems 

for basic social security. 

- Sweden will work for economically, socially and environmentally sustainable procurement in all parts of 

development cooperation.  

- Sweden will contribute to strengthening the domestic resource mobilization of low and middle income countries. 
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- Sweden shall contribute to the fact that all girls and boys must be able to fulfil a free and 

equivalent primary and secondary education of good quality.” 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 38– author’s translation)  

Out of all policies in the Swedish policy framework for development cooperation, this one 

regarding Education and Research is the only one that views gender equality as working with 

both girls and boys, women and men.  

As mentioned, in contradiction to the incorporation of gender equality in the Education and 

Research policy, most of the Swedish policy framework for development cooperation does 

present solutions focused on women when it comes to gender equality. There is a focus on 

changing women and the majority of the solutions presented in the policy are focused on 

either strengthening or empowering women as seen in these six exemplifying quotes: 

- “Continued work to strengthen women's empowerment, sex education and access to sexual 

and reproductive health and rights, including contraception, is central for making it easier for 

young girls to complete their education and improve their chances of getting a job” (p.7) 

- “The initiative aims to strengthen the work for gender equality and women’s and girls full 

enjoyment of human rights..” (p.13) 

- “Sweden will strengthen women’s participation and influence in political processes.” (p.17) 

- “Sweden shall work to strengthen women's participation in decision-making processes” (p.23) 

- “The role of education in strengthening girls and women and their contribution to sustainable 

development is of the utmost importance.” (p.39) 

- “Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to humanitarian crises. Sweden’s humanitarian 

aid will contribute to strengthening women’s and girls rights to protection in humanitarian 

crises and strengthen their opportunity to play an active role in response to humanitarian 

crises.” (p.42) 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 – author’s translation)  

 

As a concluding result the problem of gender equality in Swedish development cooperation can 

be seen as women being women, or rather women not reaching the level of men. This 

contradicts the suggested problem of gender-roles argued in the policy as the presented 

solutions in the policy framework instead suggests that the problem is connected to women, as 

the absolute majority of the solution comes down to strengthening and empowering women. 

Thus, the policy makes a distinction between men and women, where women are pointed out 

as being discriminated against and more vulnerable than men. The goal of the policy hence 

seems to be that women need to reach the status of men, rather than to change gender-roles. It 

is possible to distinguish a subject-positioning of women in line with this reasoning, as women 

are placed in a position under men. Women lack power and influence, something that men on 

the other hand have. Hence the reason for the suggested solutions of strengthening and 

empowering women in the policy. And as the discursive difference between women and men 

is defined, a power hierarchy emerges and reproduces within the policy (Bacchi, 1999:69).  
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It should also be noted that there is no oppressor to the discrimination that women are said to 

experience in the policy framework. Oppression and discrimination seem to be a phenomenon 

that happens without any actor, men are not pointed out as repressing women, they just are 

oppressed. This rhetoric once again leads to the woman herself becoming the problem, not the 

oppressor, because it is she who is oppressed. Thus, the line of thought of the policy is closed 

off to institutional and structural dimensions of discrimination (Bacchi, 1999:94). Women are 

not seen as actors nor individuals, but rather as target groups. As the policy is problematizing 

women’s situation and then advocated that they should be equated with men. They should have 

the same influence, rights and opportunities as men. However, this binary either equal or 

different concept, representing women’s disadvantage as the problem does not account for or 

reference to men’s advantage. Which is hidden behind the liberal notions of equal opportunity 

(Bacchi, 1999:197). Neither does it stipulate that men’s actions affect women. Hence when the 

solutions presented to achieve gender equality are characterized as these types of “special 

measures” for women in relation to men, the accompanying creation of women as “different” 

is reinforced and the issue of gender differences is at status quo (Bacchi, 1999:199). 

 

 

 

4.2. The discourse of women in Swedish development 

cooperation  
As the first part of the result has already described there is a clear discourse in the Swedish 

gender equality policy in development cooperation of women as different than men. So far, 

women has been described in the result as in need of strengthening and as particularly 

vulnerable:  

“The principle of not leaving anyone behind puts the poorest, most marginalized and 

excluded people, not least women and girls and LGBTQI persons, in focus and 

clarifies the importance of taking into account the fact that different interacting 

power structures and forms of discrimination.” 

(Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and women 

and girls rights 2018-2022, page 2 – author’s translation)  

 

Overall, three main analogies have been recognized as the bearing portrayals of women in the 

policy framework documents: women as vulnerable, as mentioned, but further also; women as 

discriminated as well as women as different than men: 

 “Women and girls are affected particularly harshly by poverty. Climate change, increased 

pressure on land use, competition for natural resources and protracted conflict situations 

particularly worsen women’s situation. Women and girls are particularly vulnerable to 

humanitarian crises. Women and girls fleeing as refugees face particular challenges and the 

risk of being exposed to human trafficking and gender-based violence, which requires 

appropriate action. Promoting the civic, political, economic, social and cultural rights of 
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women and girls is essential to combating poverty, important to reducing environmental and 

climate problems and building peace and preventing conflicts.”  

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 21 – author’s translation)  

The quote shows a perception of woman referring to all of three notions. These notions are 

constantly recurring and are used to motivate gender equality work. For instance women are 

according to the discourse of the policy different than men as they do not have the same 

opportunities or experience, they are discriminated as they have lower salaries and less rights, 

and they are vulnerable as they have less power and generally have more difficulties than men 

in society (se examples in Figure 1 below).  Women and men are hence separated into two 

groups with different abilities, portrayed as having different experiences and life situations and 

who are therefore making decisions differently and position themselves in society differently. 

And as the discourse is organized around these notions all solutions and perceptions are hence 

based on this presupposition as well, strengthening this binary division.  

Figure 1. Analogy chain Women 

 

The vulnerability, discrimination and difference of women is in the binary order present in the 

discourse of the policy framework can be seen as defined in relation to men, even if this is 

hardly ever spelled out. Women are therefore seen as different from an undefined rest, possibly 

because she is almost always mentioned or portrayed in situations that are particularly 

vulnerable or where she is different: 

“Formal and informal barriers, discrimination and corruption often affect women and people 

living in poverty particularly hard”’  

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 32 – author’s translation)  

W
o

m
en

 

Diffrent in relation to men 

Not the same experiences as men, Not the 
same opportunities as men 

e.g "Develop markets for agricultural production with 
the ambition that more poor people - mainly women -

will be employed and increase their income. "

(Advanced strategy report for Tanzania 2017, page 7 author’s translation) 

Discriminated 

Lower salaries, Not a part of the labour market, 
Not the same rights as men 

e.g. "The feminist foreign policy must 
strengthen the rights, representation and 

resources of all women and girls"
(Action plan for Agenda 2030 2018–2020 page 18 - author’s translation)

Vulnerable 

Less power in society and the family, Less 
education, Less savings 

"Women and girls are affected particularly 
harshly by poverty."

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian 
aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 21 – author’s translation) 
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Why these things mentioned in the quote above would affect women particularly harshly is not 

problemised in the documents, but it does add to the view of women as especially vulnerable, 

in this case along with people living in poverty.  Even if men are never defined as the ones 

discriminating women, nor as the ones having more power etc, this can be discursively 

understood as women are defined as “the other” in relation to men (de Beauvoir, 1997). The 

focus on women as “in need of special measures” can be seen in all documents relating to the 

policy just by reviewing how many times women are mentioned in relation to men, se Table 1 

below.     

Table 1. Number of times women & men are mentioned in development policy 

 Action plan for 

Agenda 2030 

2018–2020 

Policy framework for 

Swedish development 

cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 

2016/17: 60 

Strategy for Swedish 

development cooperation 

for global equality and 

women and girls rights 

2018-2022 

Result strategies and 

Strategy Reports for 

Swedish development 

cooperation in foreign 

countries2  

Women/Girls3 44 156 52 205 

Men/Boys 16 31 7 47 

 

 

As seen in Table 1 women and girls are mentioned five times more often in the Policy 

framework for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 and 

seven times more often in the Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality 

and women and girls rights 2018-2022. In many occasions where men are mentioned in the 

policies the wording is not putting any special focus on men but is instead meant to be including 

towards all e.g. “men, women, boys and girls”.    

 

 

4.3. The discourse of men in Swedish development 

cooperation  
As already described the discourse in the Swedish gender equality policy in development 

cooperation portrays men differently from women. Men are at many times seen as what women 

are not. Hence, men do become a point of reference and can be described as fulfilling the norm 

that women are to strive towards (Bacchi, 1999:70). Therefore, men often do not need to be 

mentioned as they are the norm, they are what other groups are not:  

                                                           
2 Based on the focus-countries; Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda  
3 All variations of the words women/girl as well as men/boy in Swedish have been considered in the document 
eg. Kvinna, kvinnor, kvinnors, kvinnlig, kvinnliga, flicka, flickor, flickors and man, män, mäns, manlig, manliga, 
pojke, pojkar, pojkars.  
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 “Access to social safety-nets is particularly meaningful for children, women, people with 

disabilities and other groups living in vulnerable situations.”  

(Strategy for Sweden’s development cooperation with 

Kenya 2016-2020, page 6, author’s translation) 

The quote shows how men, normative men, are being constructed as the norm whereas women, 

children, people with disabilities and others are constructed as in need of help, whilst leaving 

only normative men unmentioned. This strong discursive construction of men as the norm does 

however create a notion of all men as the same and vulnerable or discriminated groups of men 

are made invisible. Overall, little attention is given to issues that might affect men when it 

comes to gender equality. Men are mentioned in the policy, as can be seen in Table 1 (page 31) 

but then most often so, in a manner the includes all: 

“Gender-based differences in working conditions, wages, access to and right to productive 

work are a widespread problem. Equal rights and opportunities for women and men is a 

precondition for achieving sustainable development. There is also a strong link between 

women’s access to and participation in the labour market and economic growth.”  

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 21 – author’s translation)  

In the quote above one can see that men are mentioned in a manner that is meant to be inclusive 

of all, whilst women are then singled out as different. This way of writing is reoccurring in the 

policy, when men are mentioned they are most often so together with women in an inclusive 

manner:  

“Work towards the goal that women and men, girls and boys, should have the same power to 

shape society and their own lives should continue” 

(Action plan Agenda 2030 2018–202, page 40 author’s translation) 

“Justice and sustainable global development is dependent on equality between women, men, 

girls and boys… Destructive and gender stereotyped social norms and values about women’s 

and girls, men’s and boy’s roles and position hinder gender equality and counteract 

sustainable development.” 

(Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and 

women and girls rights 2018-2022, page 2 – author’s translation)  

“Goal: Improved conditions for women, men, girls and boys to influence political processes, 

demand responsibility and have their human rights respected” 

(Strategy for Sweden's development cooperation with Uganda 2018-2023, 

page 3 - author’s translation) 

 

Even if the focus is very much higher on women than on men in the policy framework and 

focus on empowering women, seems to be almost synonymous with gender equality. There is 

however one paragraph in the policy framework that is in fact addressing male gender-roles: 

“Violence is the ultimate form of oppression. Conflict and post-conflict situations are often 

characterized by violence and abuse of civilians. In these situations, more men and boys are 

killed by direct violence, while women and girls are more vulnerable to conflict-related sexual 
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violence. There is a particular need in conflict situations to address destructive norms linked 

to masculinity and violence.” 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian aid - 

Skr. 2016/17:60 page 10 – author’s translation)  

The fact that this quote brings up and sheds light on destructive norms linked to masculinity is 

unique for the policy framework. As it is urging to address men and norms in the gender equality 

work it is in line with the actual promised goal of the policy, to work against unequal gender 

roles. But as good an example as this quote is, the policy framework does generally not address 

working with men as the solution. There is a will to involve men in gender equality work in the 

framework, but changing men is not seen as the solution. As mentioned in the result regarding 

the discourse of women, men are neither addressed as the ones discriminating women nor as a 

problem for gender equality. However, men and male norms are implicitly regarded as 

problems, based on years of research and feminist politics. But it is worth noticing that this is 

never, with one exception, written in black and white as a solution in the policy framework.   

 

 

4.4. The discourse produced in relation to Sweden 
In accordance with critical discourse analysis, it is relevant to study the identity that is 

constructed and attributed to the institution that has produced the text (Jørgensen & Phillips, 

2002:84). In the policy framework for gender equality in Swedish development cooperation an 

identity is constructed that is attributed to Sweden as a country, with Swedish government 

offices as the producers of the policy. The identity constructed is dominant, Sweden attribute 

insight and knowledge about gender equality and is a strong actor in development cooperation:  

“Sweden is a leading global actor in terms of gender equality and all women’s and girls full 

enjoyment of human rights. Sweden has an added value based on its high credibility and long-

term commitment, not least in rights issues that are not sufficiently emphasized by other actors 

in international cooperation.” 

(Strategy for Swedish development cooperation for global equality and women 

and girls rights 2018-2022, page 3 – author’s translation) 

The result shows that Sweden in the policy framework is constructed as an actor with high self-

esteem regarding questions of gender equality. The terms “leading global actor”, “high 

credibility”, “prolonged engagements”, “Swedish resource-base” “experiences” and 

“competences”, are given meaning in its relation to Sweden as a nodal point, the constant point 

of reference of how to act gender equal (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:28). Sweden is not 

hesitating in constructing itself as state with “great reputation” in relation to development 

cooperation and constructs an identity of being leading on gender equality, as mentioned in the 

literature review. Sweden also signals a responsibility that comes with the experience and 

knowledge generated on the manner:  

“With the challenges facing the world and with all the opportunities that a focus on sustainable 

development brings, Sweden can make a real difference. We should take this opportunity 
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because we have a responsibility, but also because we have valuable knowledge and 

experiences to share.” 

(Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian aid - Skr. 2016/17:60 page 4 – author’s translation)  

Referring to Sweden’s responsibility of operating as a development partner in the world creates 

a discourse of Sweden as an authority and adds a power dimension, “we” speak to/ assist “them” 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:63). The discourse constructed in relation to Sweden does also 

contribute in the production of a national identity for those who are Swedish, constructing a 

difference between the “we” and “them” in relation to Swedish nationality (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002:57). Swedes are constructed as gender equal, by portraying Sweden as good at 

gender equality, while the developing nations referred to by the policy framework are 

constructed as not gender equal.   

 

 

 

 

5. Analysis 
 

In this chapter, the findings will be discussed in relation to the theory presented in the analytical 

framework. The four different concepts drawn from postcolonial feminist theory presented in 

the theoretical framework will be guiding the analysis of the presented result, which is divided 

into three sections. The first section focuses on the discursive construction of women and men 

in gender equality policy in Swedish development cooperation and draws on the theoretical 

concept of “the other”. The second paragraph presents an analysis of the racialization of the 

subject in Swedish development cooperation and the discourse portrayed of Sweden as a 

development partner in relation to Spivak’s concept of the subaltern subject in development 

cooperation. And the final third part of the analysis discusses and problematizes the overall 

good of gender equality policy aimed at women. By drawing from Spivak’s concept of “rights 

which one cannot not want” the question is asked if there can be the same kind of paradox in 

relation to development cooperation as a “good” which women cannot not want.   

 

 

5.1. Othering of Women and Men as the norm 
As presented in the result gender equality policy in Swedish development cooperation makes a 

clear distinction between women and men. The two binary identity categories of women and 

men are assumed to have different life situations, interests, capabilities and needs. The most 

central category in the material analyzed is women, being the most articulated and prevalent 

identity category in the gender equality policy. There is a strong focus in the policy framework 

on how women are more harmed by problems in society and life than men. The discourse hence, 
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as described in the result, portrays women as vulnerable, discriminated and over all different 

than men. In line with Bacchi’s WPR approach the result also describes how the problem 

presented in the policy can be described as women not reaching the level of men, as the 

solutions presented are aimed at strengthening and empowering women. This representation of 

the problem, that women are different and not on the same level as men, can definitely be seen 

as product of the hegemonic patriarchal discourse. This discourse, which is rooted in all modern 

western societies, reproduces the binary division of women and men where men are constructed 

as the subject and women as “the other” in relation to men (e.g. Moller Okin, 1989, de Beauvoir, 

1997, Irigaray, 1997). I would like to argue that the gender divide and the definition of women 

as subordinated, which can be seen as just in line with current structures, in fact, has 

consequences for the people which these policies are aimed at. The strong discursive 

construction of women and men in the policy determines the subjects and objects that can 

become legitimate and thus also determines who has power. As Jacob Torfing (2004:23) argues, 

power is conceived in terms of the political act of inclusion and exclusion, and as discourse-

construction always involves both inclusion and exclusion of identity it means that discourse 

and power are unarguably linked with each other. Further, using the category of woman as a 

point of departure for feminist politics is problematic since there is always women who will 

feel excluded in policy based on a specific female identity (Carbin. 2005:87). This is especially 

true for the policy framework analyzed in this thesis which constructs very narrow categories 

for both women and men. In other words, through the productive effect of power of the 

patriarchal binary discourse of this policy certain identities are regarded while others are 

ignored. Consequently, the result of this discourse in relation to women, men and gender 

equality in the gender equality policy framework in Swedish development cooperation is in fact 

that it does discursively uphold and reproduce normative gender roles that are said to be harmful 

for gender equality within the very same policy.  

 

As the discourse in the policy is specifically discursively constructing the category of women 

as subordinated by defining them as vulnerable, discriminated and different from men this also 

alienates women in the policy framework from Swedish women as Sweden in the policy 

framework is portrayed as “gender equal”, which the women in the policy framework are not. 

This creates a difference and “othering” of the women portrayed in developing nation in relation 

to the women of Sweden as well (de los Reyes et al., 2005). The discourse of Sweden as gender 

equal does not just spring form the policy but is upheld by the Swedish state as a part of the 

discourse shaping national identity (e.g. de los Reyes et al 2002; Wendt, 2012; Towns, 2002). 

In relation to this discourse the women which the policy framework refers to are constructed as 

“the other” on basis of the hegemonic idea of a time axel that places people, cultures and 

countries in different phases in a linear view of development. This thus create inequality 

between the development partners in development cooperation and the identities constructed in 

the policy (de los Reyes et al., 2005:17). The discourse constructed of women in the policy 

framework hence also relates exactly to what Mohanty (1991) describes as the construction of 

the “third world woman”. The Swedish state policy in this case embody the women in this 

policy as opposite to how it discursively constructs Swedish women. The portraying of these 

“third world women” in the policy framework can also be described as uniform and monolithic 
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subjects as the discourse does not leave room for any complexity in the description of women 

in the policy (Mohanty, 2003:33). 

 

In relation to the discourse constructed regarding men in the policy framework the focus on the 

category of women as a group in the policy, or that men are mentioned to a much lesser degree 

than women can be understood as men belonging to the norm in the discourse, while women 

does as previously mentioned constitute “the other”. Particularly the fact that all solutions in 

the policy framework are, as presented in the result, aimed at women to reach the level of men 

can be seen as a construction of men as the norm. This generalizing discursive construction of 

men as the norm that women are to reach for does however not take notion of any groups of 

men that are vulnerable or discriminated in society. These groups disappear with the limiting 

binary constructions of the two categories women and men in the policy framework, where men 

are constantly constructed in relation to women as strong and not discriminated.  

 

The construction of men as the norm does also hinder the construction of the fact that men are 

at the same time often the problem in relation to gender equality. Although the policy 

framework focuses extensively at strengthening women, there is nowhere expressed that men’s 

power or influence should be deteriorated or decreased. There is no will in the policy framework 

to work actively with men to make changes for gender equality, as the focus is mainly at 

strengthening women in order to reach the level of men. Men are in general hence not 

outspokenly seen as a problem in the policy framework. However, implicitly men can be seen 

as the ones who discriminate against women, but this is not directly communicated in the policy 

framework. This silence created around the category of men can be seen as reluctance to make 

gender a political dimension that clarifies how power and gender are connected.  

 

The reluctance of describing men as a problem in the policy framework can also be connected 

to the fact that development cooperation is political, it is produced as an official relation 

between Sweden and other nations. It is of course easier to promote a gender equality policy 

that aims at strengthening women and not solutions that would suggest curbing or changing 

men’s behavior. Furthermore, Swedish gender equality policy in general is founded on and 

maintains a heterosexual understanding based on two separate and opposite sexes as the only 

possible identities (Dahl, 2005:56). As Dahl shows, this leads to a paradox, as gender equality 

aims to change the meaning of gender, while the concept of gender equality is actually based 

on the division of people into two separate sexes. This is also a paradox that rises in the policy 

framework as the official aim of the policy is to work with gender-roles, but as the result 

described using Bacchi’s approach the problem represented in the policy is in fact related to 

getting women to reach the level of men, reproducing the same gender roles that it aims to 

reduce.  
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5.2. Racialization & the subaltern in development 

cooperation  
The result shows that Sweden as a country, what can be described as the “we” in the policy 

framework, is defined by characteristics like experience and knowledge in relation to gender 

equality. There is hence an authority constructed in relation to Sweden, which consider itself 

entitled to define the problem and solutions to the issue of gender equality in the nations where 

Sweden are operating development cooperation. This construction of Sweden as an authority 

on the subject also creates a power dimension, “we” speak to a “them”. Sweden, as the supplier 

of development cooperation funds, is constructed as dominant and superior in the situation. 

According to Fairclough (in Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002), discursive practices create and 

reproduce power relations between social groups and within this policy framework Sweden 

does manage to establish a power relation to the partner states concerned by the policy 

(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002:63). Even though development cooperation is defined as for 

example “on the recipient’s terms” (Sida, 2018), the discourse constructed in the policy 

framework is characterized by a colonial view of the partner states. There is a clear construction 

of what Spivak refers to as the subaltern as both women and men of developing nations become 

constructed as “them” in relation to Sweden and with this construction their ability to speak for 

themselves is taken away (Spivak, 1985;2014). This fact also raises the question of how Sweden 

view these people and if it is even possible to conduct development cooperation without 

colonial and hence a racist discourse attached to it.  

 

According to Spivak there is no place from which the subaltern subject can speak and be 

listened to within international development cooperation as development partners cannot listen 

to or understand the subaltern. The Swedish development cooperation policy framework 

doesn’t either problematize Sweden’s role in relation to defining or constructing gender 

equality, or the categories of women and men, which hence maintains the global power systems 

where the categorization of people into groups is in fact an act of power (Spivak, 1985). Sweden 

does not seem willing to recognize the racial/colonial discourse that is in fact at work within 

these policy documents.  Identity categories and possible subject positions are constructed in 

such a way that the “Other” is only made visible in contrast to the construction of “Us”. Hence 

the silencing of the power-coded identity construction in relation to development cooperation 

can thus be seen as the largest obstacle to counteract the unequal relations between the west and 

developing nations. The gender equality policy framework, or rather Sweden, therefore must 

recognize that intentions based on a privileged (Swedish/white/male) position does not 

automatically produce gender equality or feminism that is always good for all women. 
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5.3. Gender equality policy - what women cannot not 

want?  
As seen in the analysis I have so far problematized the discourse of woman and men, as well as 

the problem presented in relation to gender equality in the policy framework of Swedish 

development cooperation. I would like to conclude this analysis by devoting this last chapter of 

the analysis to critically discussing the good intentions of development policy. The 

development cooperation focusing on gender equality could be described as Sweden assisting 

and teaching gender equality in contexts outside of Sweden, where Sweden is expecting and 

also is expected to contribute with something that its development partners cannot manage 

themselves. However, despite the ambition to increase gender equality and improve the 

situation for women, the discourse of women and men in the policy framework does not produce 

an ideal situation for doing so according to the result. 

 

Feminists in postcolonial theory has often pointed out that western feminism is based on white 

women as subjects and development cooperation is as presented no exception. The cooperation 

offered to developing nations is a Swedish definition of gender equality and it is given on the 

terms of Sweden. Spivak (1985) has long been a fierce critic of development cooperation and 

the ambition to speak for others in order to “help”. Spivak’s critic has in the context of this 

thesis proven legit as what is aimed to be provided by Sweden - to work with constructed 

gender-roles - is not what is actually provided by the policy framework, according to the result 

of this study. Furthermore, the policy framework manages to establish and reproduce the 

incompatible categories of “we” and “them” between Sweden and the developing nations 

affected by the policy, resulting in Sweden being more of an authority than a partner. 

 

But even though a lot of critic has been lifted in relation to the gender equality policy of Swedish 

development cooperation so far in this analysis, would development cooperation then be better 

without it? I think this question can be seen in relation to the arguments lifted by Spivak 

regarding human rights (1993:44), and by Brown regarding rights for women (2000:231). There 

is a paradox regarding this issue. Because as Brown argues rights to women are given to them 

as subordinated. Women need these rights based on the difference between women and men, 

and hence the rights given to women in order for her to be like men also subordinates her to 

men, as the rights are given to her as a woman. The same kind of paradox can be seen in relation 

to gender equality policy. As the policy, aimed at redefining gender-roles or lifting women to 

the level of men, is structured based on a binary heteronormative discourse with strong 

definitions of women and men as different there is no real ground to build gender equality upon. 

Hence gender equality policy aiming at creating equal opportunity for people regardless of 

gender does according to my analysis rather function as a tool that recreates and fosters unequal 

relationships between women and men. However, if women were not singled out as in need of 

different help compared to men in relation to development cooperation, that might on the other 

hand enhance the already existing privilege of men as the needs of women would be made 

invisible. Hence the paradox is created: is gender equality policy that which women in 

development cooperation projects cannot not want?  
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6. Conclusion 

Swedish gender equality policy can in accordance with the result and the analysis be described 

as a discursively heteronormative binary framework that construct women and men as different, 

where women are considered subordinated to men. Using Bacchi’s terminology, we can 

conclude that the problem represented in the empirical data is that women does not reach the 

level of men, as they are constructed as vulnerable, discriminated and different. This is to be 

considered problematic from a feminist standpoint as the policy framework, based on this 

discourse does not bring on change of gender-roles, which is the stated goal of the policy but 

rather is reinforcing gender norms and the division between women and men. 

 

The way the Swedish gender equality policy framework in development cooperation suggest 

solving the problem of gender inequality is, as suggested by the WPR analysis, by strengthening 

and empowering women. The representation of women as different and in need of reaching the 

level of men by gaining certain support does, according to my analysis, rather function as a tool 

that maintains unequal relationships between women and men (e.g. Moller Okin, 1989; de 

Beauvoir, 1997; Irigaray, 1997; de los Reyes et al., 2005; Mohanty, 2003). However, 

discontinuing the understanding of women as in need of different help than men in development 

cooperation could instead enhance the already existing privilege of men and make the actual 

needs of women invisible and unattended (Spivak,1993; Brown, 2000). Hence there is a 

paradox created in relation to this issue, construction gender equality as that which women in 

development cooperation projects cannot not want.  

 

But could there not be another way of promoting gender equality policy in development 

cooperation? The solution to the problem presented, namely that women needs to be 

strengthened and empowered is what I have found to be the most problematic notion in the 

policy framework. I would like to argue that a solution focusing on including women, rather 

than strengthening them in relation to men would change the discourse in the gender equality 

policy significantly. An example of this kind inclusion is at one point seen in the policy 

framework and can be found in the quote on page 27. A policy aiming at including women in 

all areas of society and in decision-making would require that men are also included in the 

creation on gender equality. Because if gender-roles in society are to change attitudes in society 

also needs to change and hence inclusion of men in gender equality work is critical (de los 

Reyes et al., 2005). However, a focus on men and changing men’s attitudes and behavior in 

order to include women in all areas of society seems to be avoided by the government in 

Swedish gender equality policy. As argued in the result, it is easier to work with strengthening 

women than changing men’s behavior, as this kind of work is not seen as intrusive in relation 

to the partner states. The fear of presenting men’s behavior and actions as an issue for gender 

equality in development cooperation is problematic for the promotion of the policy framework, 

but also systematic for policies relating to the issue of gender inequality (Bacchi, 2009).  

 

As the result has shown language and the discourse constructing both women and men is 

important. And in the policy framework of Swedish gender equality policy it can be considered 
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quite problematic. The result of the study shows that contrary to the will of the policy 

framework strengthening and empowering women cannot be considered gender equality 

promotion as it creates an representation of women as different and subordinated in relation  

men (e.g. Moller Okin, 1989; de Beauvoir, 1997; Irigaray, 1997; de los Reyes et al., 2005; 

Mohanty, 2003). The thesis also concludes that there must be a difference between the fight for 

women’s rights and strengthening gender equality. As these are two separate issues, both of 

high important, but which are often seen as the same cause due to the fact that women are seen 

as the only subject in gender equality discourse. More frankly one could state that women in 

developing nations in relation to gender equality are not weak or in need to be strengthened as 

the policy framework implies, they are just not included. A gender equality policy aiming at 

inclusion of women in all areas of society, similar to how gender equality first grew in the 

Nordic states (Hernes, 1987), could hence create a different discourse in relation to both gender 

equality as well as women and men in development cooperation. This would also minimize the 

risk of considering gender equality to be something that “is” rather than something that actually 

“done” and takes a lot of work (Rönnblom, 2001).  

 

In conclusion Sweden’s self-image as “the world’s most gender equal state” does not rime well 

with the discourse constructed in the gender equality framework in development cooperation. 

Surely Sweden conducts a lot of work in relation to gender equality in development cooperation 

and the gender equality policy framework is extensive. But the core of the matter for this thesis 

is that there is a clear discursive issue in the policy framework in relation to a feminist 

postcolonial theoretical framework. Due to this divergence between the will portrayed by the 

Swedish state to be world leading also in gender equality work abroad and the actual gender 

equality produced in the framework, the intention of the gender equality framework could be 

questioned. One could even argue that the policy framework could be seen as a marketing tool 

for Sweden’s self-image of being world leading in gender equality rather than actually 

improving gender equality globally. However, even if this bold statement is an implication of 

the study this argumentation would need further research.  

 

I would also like to state that the effects of the implementation of the binary normative discourse 

on women and men, as constructed in the gender equality policy of Swedish development 

cooperation, could well be furthermore explored in further research. And in relation to this, the 

thesis also raises the question of what is “exported” through development cooperation. Further 

research would therefore be suggested to study if gender equality, as an attribute connected to 

the self-image of Sweden is something that the state of Sweden should promote in development 

cooperation, in what could be considered a colonial manner teaching “others” the Swedish way.  
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