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Abstract 

In recent decades, international feminist activism and research has had significant success in 

pushing gender issues onto the international agenda and into global governance institutions and 

processes. The goal of gender equality is now widely accepted and codified in international legal 

instruments. While this appears to be a remarkable global success for feminism, widespread gender 

inequalities persist around the globe. This paradox has led scholars to question the extent to which 

feminist concepts and goals can retain their transformative potential when they are institutionalized 

in global governance institutions and processes. This thesis examines the institutionalization of 

feminist ideas in global governance through an analysis of how, and with what effects, gender 

equality norms are constructed, interpreted and applied in the global governance of refugees: a field 

that has thus far received little attention in the growing literature on feminism, gender and global 

governance. This aim is pursued through a case study of humanitarian aid practices in refugee 

camps in Bangladesh and Thailand. The study is based on interviews with humanitarian workers in 

these two contexts, and its theoretical framework is informed by postcolonial feminist theory and 

Foucauldian thought on power and governing. These analytical perspectives allows the thesis to 

capture how gender equality norms operate as governing tools, and situate the politics of gender 

equality in refugee camps in the context of global relations of power and marginalization. The 

findings of this thesis show that in the global governance of refugees, gender equality is rarely 

treated as a goal in its own right. The construction, interpretation and application of gender equality 

norms is mediated and shaped by the dominant governing projects in this field. Gender equality 

norms are either advocated on the basis of their usefulness as means for the efficient management 

of refugee situations, or as necessary components of a process of modernization and development of 

the regions from which refugees originate. These governing projects significantly limit the forms of 

social change and the forms of agency that are enabled. Nevertheless, gender equality norms do 

contribute to opening up new opportunities for refugee women and destabilizing local gendered 

relations of power, and they are appropriated and used by refugees in ways that challenge and go 

beyond humanitarian agendas.  
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