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Introduction 
In 2003, the Swedish parliament passed the bill Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global 
Development (Gov. Bill 2002/03:122). As the first nation-state in the world, Sweden established a 
coherent policy on global development politics. The background matters for Sweden’s Policy for 
Global Development are a long history of unequal North - South relations and the effects of 
processes started more recently, most often mentioned as globalisation, which have increased 
interdependence between different parts of the world.  
 This is a thesis on critical perspectives of development and culture. The issue of gender 
equality is an obvious example often used in the debate on culture and diverse understandings of 
development. Therefore, this is a pertinent focus of the thesis. There are different ways of 
defining development, but it is possible to say that it is a concept invented by the Western world 
in the era of modernity.1 Bearing other historical scenarios in mind, such as colonialism and 
Western imperialism, it might seem like a given fact that these circumstances have affected the 
debate on gender and development. There have been extensive discussions on issues of 
representation and neglect of cultural contexts. Postmodern and postcolonial critique has called 
for alternative approaches to gender and development, considering further dimensions, like for 
example culture. New ways of looking at knowledge and methods of gaining it is proposed. 
There is an obvious dimension of power inequalities, which makes it interesting to study the 
processes of gender and development in the context of North - South relations.   
 According to Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, gender equality is a prerequisite for 
equitable development, in the aspects of human rights and economic efficiency.2 The Swedish 
self-image in the policy, especially concerning gender equality, appeared to be an interesting topic, 
as well as how certain values are considered to possess universal characteristics. The concepts of 
gender equality, culture and development, and how they are used, are central to the contemporary 
discourse on global development politics, which has evolved over the past decades, but also 
reflect old images of the world originating from the hegemony of colonial and Western thought. 

Objectives of the thesis 
The overall objective of the thesis is to use a focus on gender equality and development to 
examine what kind of ideas, concerning images of the world, self-image and phenomenons in a 
development context, that are reflected in Sweden’s Policy for Global Development. Gender 
equality has been given attention in a specific section of the policy and is mentioned as both ends 
and means to development. What is said in this section and how does the content interact and 
agree with other sections of the policy? Since the academic debate on the subject has come to 
focus on the concept of culture, I am interested in examining how this concept is handled in the 

                                                 
1 Rist, Gilbert. The History of Development – from Western Origins to Global Faith., (1997) p 1ff.  
2 Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, 
http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/02/45/20/c4527821.pdf, p 25. 

http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/02/45/20/c4527821.pdf
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policy, connected to development, in general, and to gender equality in a development context, 
specifically.  
 Sweden’s Policy for Global Development can be perceived as an effort to problematise 
economic and Eurocentric perspectives on globalisation and development by constituting “a 
coherent and consistent policy in order to contribute to equitable and sustainable development in 
the world”3. I intend to comment on this endeavour referring to theories that advocate an 
alternative way of approaching development issues. Using the concept of discourse, the ideas 
manifested in the policy will be discussed in relation to contributions from the academic debate 
on development and gender equality. Postcolonial theory provides critical perspectives on 
development and problematic issues of cultural difference in North – South relations. 
Considering the focus on gender equality, postcolonial feminist theories will be used to shed 
some light on the content of Sweden’s Policy for Global Development.  

Limitations and difficulties 
There are various ways possible to approach a policy for global development and different 
aspects to focus on. Sweden’s Policy for Global Development is drafted on 80 pages (the English 
version) and I will concentrate on the parts concerning gender equality and how it is related to 
development and culture. Feminist literature often problematise the distinction between sex and 
gender and how the specific concepts are used. I have chosen not to discuss this but to focus on 
literature dealing more specifically with gender and development or culture. Extensive research 
stresses the correlation between gender, culture and development, but these dimensions are also 
closely linked to other subjects like politics and economics. Theories developed with a 
postcolonial perspective tend to offer critical viewpoints considering a variety of dimensions, 
which suits a topic demanding an interdisciplinary approach. The literature covering the debate 
on gender, development and postcolonialism is very extensive and I am not making any claims 
on covering the entire debate. 
 Sweden’s Policy for Global Development is connected to and refers to a range of other 
policies and documents from for example the Swedish government, the UN and international 
conferences on development. But in this study it is only Sweden’s Policy for Global 
Development that will be the base for the analysis, even if it is taken under consideration how the 
policy is linked to other documents in some respects.4 Sweden’s Policy for Global Development 
will hence be referred to by its title or just “the policy”. Any other policy or document will be 
mentioned by its title. 

                                                 
3 Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, p 1. 
4 Which is mentioned as intertextuality in the field of discourse analysis. See for example Winther-Jørgensen, Marianne 
& Phillips, Louise. Diskursanalys som teori och metod., ( 2000) p 13. 
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Methodological perspectives 
Within social science analysing text material has become a widespread method for investigating 
social phenomenons. The production of text material presupposes language and according to 
some scientific perspectives, language constitutes definite restrictions for what we can think and 
how we can act. Therefore, language must be an object of study in the investigation of thoughts 
and actions in society. Texts are produced by human beings to convey messages that will 
influence thoughts and actions when consumed.5 There is a wide range of different directions to 
choose from when engaging in analysing texts. The specific methodology used in this study will 
be presented below. 
 To analyse the body of information that makes the base of this study I have been inspired by 
discourse analysis. The concept discourse is extensively used within social science and to provide 
a basic explanation of the concept it can be said, “[…] a discourse is a certain way of talking about 
and understanding the world”. Analysing discourses is then to examine the patterns of language and 
expressions used within different social contexts.6  
 Also within the field of discourse analysis different approaches can be identified. Most of 
them has got a common ground in a way of looking at language and how we express ourselves as 
if it does not reflect reality, but contributes to create the world around and influences how it is 
perceived and changes. This is the foundation for viewing discourse analysis not only as a 
methodology, but also a theoretical framework.7 Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips describe four 
other basic principles shared between different approaches in this sense; 
 
• A critical way of looking at knowledge portrayed as obvious,  

• All knowledge are marked by the historical and cultural context in which it is produced,  

• Knowledge is produced through social interaction and is, thereby, linked to social processes, 

• Knowledge affects how the world is perceived and, thereby, it influences social actions.8

 
I find these perspectives very useful in this study due to the domination of knowledge produced 
in the Western world. However, conducting research using discourse analysis is not about finding 
out how things really are from another point of view or behind the discourse, but to reveal the 
patterns of what is being said and the consequences it might have.9 Still, some approaches of 
discourse analysis say that discourse is just one aspect of social practice. Norman Fairclough’s 

                                                 
5 Bergström, Göran & Boréus, Kristina. Textens mening och makt – Metodbok i samhällsvetenskaplig textanalys., (2000) p 12. 
6 Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, p 7. Note: My translation, original quote in Swedish: “[…] en diskurs är ett bestämt sätt 
att tala om och förstå världen”. 
7 Ibid, p 7. 
8 Ibid, p 11f. 
9 Ibid, p 28. 



 4

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is such an approach. CDA is characterised by a view where 
discourse is both shaping and shaped by social relations.10

 According to Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, Fairclough defines a discourse to be a way of 
speaking that gives meaning to experiences from a certain perspective and discourses contributes 
to the construction of social identities, social relations and systems of knowledge and meaning.11 
As maintained by Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, change is an important concept in Fairclough’s 
version of CDA. In this study the text material, which will be presented below, does not span 
over a period of time, but the dimension of change will be considered through a focus on 
intertextuality. Intertextuality means that every text is based on other texts and refers to structures 
earlier established. New combinations in language and expressions can change discourses and as a 
consequence the world around changes, socially and culturally.12  
 Dominating discourses on development and gender equality has been accused of representing 
Western and essentialist worldviews. By using CDA I am aiming at investigating if discourses are 
questioned or reproduced in the body of information and how it affects social and cultural 
structures. Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips describes how this, according to Fairclough, can be 
done through a systematic description of the relations between language and social practice. He 
has developed a framework using three dimensions of analysis; text, discourse practice and social 
practice. In this framework, analysing the text means to focus on how it is formally structured 
concerning for example vocabulary (key words and the meaning of them), grammar and 
coherence.13 Fairclough uses the concept transivity for mapping out how subjects and objects are 
positioned in the text and modality for analysing if the writer expresses the statements with 
ambiguity or as obvious truths. The discourse practice involves analysing the production and 
consumption of the material using tools like intertextuality and interdiscursivity. The question to ask 
is; which texts and existing discourses is the material based upon and how does it relate to 
them?14 Text and discourse practices are parts of a social practice and by moving on to the 
dimension of social practice, the relationship between discourse practice and the order of 
discourse will be analysed. To do this, relevant theoretical perspectives are used to illustrate the 
surrounding social practice. The ideological, political and social consequences can be identified 
and further it can be asked if the discourse practice conceal, and thereby reproduce, unequal 
power relations or if it questions and reveals.15 Another concept of importance is hegemony, which 
stands for the process where meaning is negotiated between elements of discourse and a certain 
degree of consensus is reached. In this context, consensus does not propose total agreement 
since the hegemonic position can be questioned at all times. According to Fairclough, Winther-
Jørgensen & Phillips emphasise, the concept of hegemony gives us the possibility to examine 

                                                 
10 Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, p 13 &  67. 
11 Ibid, p 72. 
12 Ibid, p 13. 
13 Ibid, p 74ff. 
14 Ibid, p 85ff. 
15 Ibid, p 90.  
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how a discourse practice constitute a part of a larger social practice and, thereby, analyse relations 
of power.16

 This is the methodological framework I have been inspired by in this study and, with regards 
to the theoretical foundation of discourse analysis, the perspectives presented in the following 
sections collaborate with my choice of methodology.  

Basic theoretical perspectives 
The theoretical perspectives in this study will draw on the three concepts of development, gender 
and culture. The concepts are highly interdisciplinary and are used within a wide range of 
theoretical perspectives. The theories presented in this section should mainly be seen as critical 
perspectives of dominating theories and approaches. The three basic concepts relate closely to 
disciplines like development studies, gender studies and cultural studies. Postcolonial theory 
involves all theses fields of study, yet drawing on a common ground of theoretical assumptions, 
in which development, gender and, especially, culture are important concepts. These perspectives 
promote an alternative understanding of how to look at the linkages of global processes and 
applied on a global development policy, critical and alternative views can be taken into account in 
order to develop a broader awareness. 
 Below, I will discuss the concepts of development, culture and gender equality, before 
presenting the basics of postcolonialism and postcolonial feminism and how these theoretical 
perspectives will be used in this study. 

Development, culture and gender equality 
Carolyn Hannan has made a useful outline of the meaning of the concept development relating to 
development cooperation and gender equality, which says that in everyday speech development 
can be described by the use of words like ”growth” or ”change”. In academia, the concept of 
development implies improvements in standard of living for people and in most cases economic 
status is the main factor referred to. Development and economic development are often used 
synonymously, but extensive critique has been expressed towards such use of the concept. 
Hannan quotes Slim who says; “Development is not just about having more, but also about being 
more”17 and these simple words express that development concern every dimension of society, 
culturally, socially, economically, technologically and environmentally. To see development in all 
these contexts it has recently become more widespread to talk about human development. 
Hannan mentions the Southern gender equality network DAWN and refer to their definition of 
human development, which means “supporting the development of people’s potential to lead 
creative, useful and fulfilling lives” and human development “[…] should be the primary goal of 
economic growth processes”.18 Consequently, economic development is a factor that contributes 

                                                 
16 Winther-Jørgensen & Phillips, p 80. 
17 Hannan, Carolyn. Promoting equality between women and men in bilateral development cooperation : concepts, goals, rationales and 
institutional arrangements, (2000) p 34. 
18 Ibid, p 36. 
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to human development, in which levelling out inequalities, increasing human rights and 
respecting the environment are major components.  
 Adding a rights perspective to development is not completely unproblematic considering the 
context in which, what is called, universal human rights have been shaped. Swiss scholar Gilbert 
Rist suggests that one of the most important things to bear in mind when defining development, 
is that the concept has been constructed in a specific historical and cultural context. 
Development is a concept invented by the Western world in the era of modernity.19 Vincent 
Tucker, thinking along the same lines, argues:  

[…] development, as generally construed, is the imposition of a particular notion of human 
destiny on a global scale. It is the imposition of externally constructed meaning and values on a 
diversity of peoples and locations.20

Therefore, it is important to view the concept of development from a perspective of cultural 
analysis.  
 Culture is often referred to as a thing, or collection of things, and a dimension of society next 
to social, economic and political processes. But culture can also be everything. Verhelst, quoted 
in Tucker, says: 

By culture is meant … every aspect of life; know-how, technical knowledge, customs of food 
and dress, religion, mentality, values, language symbols, socio-political and economic 
behaviour, indigenous methods of taking decisions and exercising power, methods of 
production and economic relations and so on.21

Culture has been presented as the missing concept of development thinking. Development does 
not mean the same thing to people that hold different values, ideas, beliefs and feelings 
depending on the cultural context in which they live. Rist points out that we should not take for 
granted that development has a positive value and is desirable or even necessary, nor that it is all 
evil.22 According to Brookfield, quoted in Hannan, a value free definition of development might 
be preferable, even though it almost becomes meaningless.  

[…] development is the whole process of change brought about by creation and expansion of a 
interdependent world system. Development is therefore positive and negative, according to 
one’s goals.23  

But even if this is the type of definition one might prefer it should be kept in mind that 
development usually implies certain criteria, like economic growth combined with improvements 
in the conditions of human rights. Respect of environmental factors has been added as a 
condition for accomplishing sustainable development. 
 The concept development is also often assumed to concern only the South. The North is 
considered to already be developed.24 This is suggested for example by the mentioning of 

                                                 
19 Rist, p 2. 
20 Tucker, Vincent (ed.). Cultural perspectives on development, (1997) p 11. 
21 Ibid, p 7f. 
22 Rist, p 3. 
23 Hannan, p 35. 
24 Ibid, p 35. 
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countries in the South as developing countries. The South or the developing countries are also 
often mentioned as the Third World, an expression that has come out of a specific historical 
context and reflects how the world was divided during the Cold War. The First World was/is the 
developed countries in the North/West, the Second World was the communist countries in 
Eastern Europe and the Third World was/is the poor countries in the South. This construction 
has been highly criticised for portraying groups of countries, especially in the Third World, as 
homogeneous with the same problems to be solved by the same formula of solutions.  
 Gender equality is put up as a goal on many development agendas and it is mentioned as a 
human right. Gender refers to the socio-cultural division between men and women and what is 
seen as male or female characteristics within society. Men and women are allowed and expected 
to act and be in different ways, which are determined by gender. Gender is socially constructed 
and learned through the socialisation process. Gender equality means that women and men, girls 
and boys, should have equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities in life. Gender equality does 
not imply that men and women should become the same, but that the existence, work and efforts 
of men and women should be valued the same and none of the genders should be considered 
superior or inferior.25 Yvonne Hirdman, a Swedish Professor in History who introduced the 
concept of a gender system in Swedish research, discusses the two basics of such a dominating 
system. First of all, there is a strict division between men and women/male and female in society. 
Secondly, there is a hierarchical structure involving this dichotomy, which puts men as the 
standard, the normal and general. According to Hirdman, there is no general explanation to why 
the system is oppressive to women and that the origin of it therefore becomes uninteresting. The 
important question is how we can destabilise the system, which makes places, duties and 
characteristics gendered (that is, seen as male or female) and thereby destabilise the hierarchical 
structures, which causes gender inequalities.26  
 Inequalities between men and women have been identified as a major problem in 
development scenarios and different strands of attitudes and operational procedures have been 
identified. The debate, starting in the 1960’s, at first concerned making women visible in the 
context of development. The Women In Development (WID) approach pointed out the 
productive contributions of women and promoted equity and economic efficiency through 
including women in development projects. The WID approach was mainly concerned with 
labour relations and has been criticised for focusing on what women can do for development, 
instead of what development can do for women.27 A shift in the discourse was marked by a 
change of focus from just women to the relationship between women and men. This approach 
has been named Gender And Development (GAD) and has been adopted extensively by aid 

                                                 
25 Hannan, p 9ff. 
26 Hirdman, Yvonne. “Genussystemet – reflexioner kring kvinnors sociala underordning” in Kvinnovetenskaplig 
tidsskrift, nr 3, (1988) p 51. 
27 Razavi, Shahrashoub & Miller, Carol. From WID to GAD – Conceptual shifts in the Women and Development Discourse, 
(1995) p 1ff.  
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agencies and development practitioners.28 The topic of gender equality as a development issue 
has gained international recognition. This is, in addition to the scholarly contributions from all 
over the world, illustrated by the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and the Platform of Action from the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing. These documents have been adopted by a large number of 
states.  
 Postcolonial critique and post-modern approaches have called for new ways of looking at 
gender and development, considering further dimensions, like for example culture. New ways of 
looking at knowledge and methods of gaining it is proposed. Postcolonial theory might therefore 
play an important role in further discussions about development policies. 

Postcolonialism   
The interest for postcolonial theory has grown considerably and it has had great impact on 
research within social science internationally. According to the Swedish scholars Eriksson, 
Eriksson-Baaz & Thörn this is due to the ability of postcolonial theory to address current issues 
by connecting them to history, as well as ongoing processes like globalisation, which is shaped by 
taking place in an era of postcolonialism. Colonialism is not a phenomenon of the past, but a part 
of history that still has got a deep impact on the world today, economically and also culturally. In 
postcolonial studies, the dimension of culture tends to be the focus of interest as a critique of the 
overrepresentation of economic perspectives on North – South relations. The ”post-” in 
postcolonial does not imply a breach from the colonial period, but an attempt to think beyond 
the dominating ideas and the construction of relationships and identities of that time. A 
postcolonial approach also implies that colonialism has influenced all societies no matter if they 
were colonized, colonizers or not taking an active part in the process of colonisation.29 Sweden 
did not play a big part in the process of colonisation, but the psychological structures of it are 
present also in Sweden. Sweden’s Policy for Global Development concern relations between rich 
and poor countries and the history of colonialism is hard to ignore in such a context. Hence, 
postcolonial theory is relevant to this study. In the analysis, I will also look at how some Swedish 
scholars have used postcolonial perspectives to theorise about the Swedish self-image regarding 
gender equality. 
  Another characteristic of postcolonialism is that it has been influenced by the ideas of 
poststructuralism, which emphasises how language in social practices produce and reproduce the 
world by shaping identities, institutions and political conditions. This is closely linked to the 
theoretical foundation of discourse analysis, in which the relationship between knowledge and 
power is of great importance. The concept of discourse is widely used within poststructuralism to 

                                                 
28 Bhavnani, K., Foran, J. & Kurian, P. ”An Introduction to Women, Culture and Development” in Bhavnani, K., 
Foran, J. & Kurian, P. (eds.). Feminist futures : re-imagining women, culture and development, (2003) p 5. 
29 Eriksson, C., Eriksson-Baaz, M. & Thörn, H. ”En introduktion till postkolonial teori” in Eriksson, C., Eriksson-
Baaz, M. & Thörn, H. (eds.). Globaliseringens kulturer – Den postkoloniala paradoxen, rasismen och det mångkulturella samhället, 
(1999) p 14ff. 
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question how and which structures of knowledge that shape and maintain conditions of power.30 
Within postcolonialism this is analysed considering colonial history and Western hegemony and 
its impact on North – South relations and cultural identities.  
 When referring to postcolonial theory, one should also be aware of the critique that has been 
directed towards such perspectives. Postcolonialism has been criticised for paying attention to 
culture and discourse at the expense of economic inequalities and for being relativistic and 
incapable of making political impact. Poststructuralists have responded to such critique by saying 
that analysing discourses certainly is a potent tool for exposing established truths and power 
structures and, thereby, postcolonialism can be used to address political issues linked to 
inequalities.31 In this study, the concept of discourse is used to examine the meaning of concepts 
by relating them to historical scenarios, academic debate and social phenomenons and, thereby, 
illuminate structures to consider when applying the policy to different political fields. A goal for 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development and the holistic approach is that all political fields 
should interact with each other and using concepts with conflicting definitions might oppose this.   
 Feminism constitutes a central part of postcolonial theory. With feminist perspectives on 
postcolonialism it has been described how European ideas of masculinity and femininity affected 
colonial identities. The colonised where “feminised”, that is, they were ascribed characteristics 
that traditionally were seen as female, such as for example irrational and close to nature.32 
However, feminism is a concept that was first used and defined by Western scholars and activists 
and extensive critique has been expressed towards assumptions of shared identities and 
experience among women.33 Postcolonial feminisms call for approaches that also consider other 
dimensions but gender like race, ethnicity, class, and religion. Ofelia Schutte puts it in these 
words:  

Postcolonial feminisms are those feminisms that take the experience of Western colonialism 
and its contemporary effects as a high priority in the process of setting up a speaking position 
from which to articulate a standpoint of cultural, national, regional, or social identity. With 
postcolonial feminisms, the process of critique is turned against the domination and 
exploitation of culturally differentiated others. 34

De los Reyes et. al. argue that postcolonial feminism is not about focusing on the situation of 
women in an exposed position, but to analyse structures of power and how orders of superiority 
and inferiority are constructed.35 By using postcolonial feminist perspectives further dimensions 
are added relating to that dominating discourses in many cases have a Western and a male bias. 
Postcolonial feminisms have been inspired by anti-capitalist ideologies36 and by postmodern/ 

                                                 
30 Ibid, p 17ff. 
31 Eriksson et. al. in Eriksson et. al. (eds.), p 21f. 
32 Ibid, p 23. 
33 See for example Mohanty in Mohanty, Russo & Torres (eds.) (1991) and Kolawole (1997). 
34 Shutte, Ofelia. “Cultural Alterity: Cross-Cultural Communication and Feminist Theory in North-South Contexts” 
in Narayan, Uma & Harding, Sandra (eds.). Decentering the Centre – Philosophy for a multicultural, postcolonial, and feminist 
world. (2000), p 59. 
35 De los Reyes, P., Molina, I. & Mulinari, D. ”Introduktion – Maktens (o)lika förklädnader” in De los Reyes, P., 
Molina, I. & Mulinari, D. (eds.). Maktens (o)lika förklädnader – Kön, klass & etnicitet i det postkoloniala Sverige. (2002) p 23. 
36 Peterson, Spike V. & Runyan, Anne Sisson. Global Gender Issues. Westview Press, Oxford. (1999) p 172. 
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poststructuralist feminist approaches that want to challenge the neutrality of universal 
assumptions.37

 On the whole, postcolonialism offers a broad definition to the concept of development and 
demands a holistic view of development issues. Sweden’s Policy for Global Development aims at 
providing a foundation for such a holistic approach and, therefore, the policy will be analysed and 
discussed from a postcolonial perspective.  

The body of information 
The Swedish Parliament passed the bill Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development 
(Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Report 2003/04:UU3, Comm. 2003/04:112) in December 2003. It is 
drafted in an 80-page document (the English version). New prerequisites and challenges for 
global development are initially put forward as a background for the new, coherent policy. Then 
the policy is presented with motives, goals and the central elements. Gender equality is one of the 
central elements in the policy along with human rights, democracy, sustainable use of natural 
resources and protection of the environment, economic growth, social development and social 
security, conflict management and human security, and global public goods. The policy for 
international development co-operation is covered in a separate section discussing goals, 
directions and roles of different actors. 
 Policies are usually developed to introduce new goals and solutions, which will address 
significant problems and circumstances.38 This body of material was chosen because the policy is 
relatively new and considered to be the first of its kind. Voices in the debate on gender and 
development have been calling for a holistic approach and the policy is aiming to promote such 
an approach concerning global development politics. 
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Analysis 
Above, I have presented my field of interest and a theoretical framework, which my analysis will 
be based upon. Moving on, I will initially bring up some basics presented in Sweden’s Policy for 
Global Development and examine them with a focus on the coherent approach to development, 
upon which the new policy is founded. How the concept of development is defined has got a 
crucial importance to why such an approach is considered fruitful, and even necessary. A central 
question is if the policy really reflects new ways of looking at development and if it is as 
groundbreaking as declared. Other matters to discuss are how gender equality is defined in the 
policy, how it is connected to development and what existing discourses this relationship draws 
upon. The perception of culture has got a key role in the third section of the analysis where the 
Swedish self-image in relation to gender equality will be discussed. As we will see from the 
definitions of development and gender equality, a human rights perspective permeates the policy. 
The rights perspective is an outspoken centre of attention and this provides an interesting 
starting point for a discussion on gender equality in a global perspective considering the universal 
value ascribed to human rights. From the perspective of critical culture analysis universal values 
cannot be taken for granted, but need to be seen in the light of cultural relativism.  

A holistic approach to development 

Sweden’s policy for global development should be based on a holistic view of what drives 
development and of the measures that are required to achieve equitable and sustainable 
development on a global scale. It should embrace all areas of policy and of political decision-
making.39

Contributing to equitable and sustainable global development is the primary goal of the new 
policy, as it is expressed in one of the initial sections.40 The goal in itself is not sensational, but it 
is maintained in the policy that Sweden is the first country in the world to present a coherent 
national policy for global development. According to the policy, this initiative is taken to address 
issues originating from a new understanding of the concept of development, intensified 
globalisation and increasing interdependence between states. The aim of the holistic approach is 
also to involve all sectors of society in development and make sure that different policy areas 
does not conflict with each other. Development concerns a wide range of political fields and does 
not only refer to economic growth, but has got a broader meaning. Elements of development are 
found to be reducing poverty, promoting peace, democracy, good governance, economic growth, 
equitable distribution and gender equality. Furthermore, the policy recognises the fact that 
development never can be externally imposed on people from the outside, but is created within 
societies. Thereby, the lives, experiences, capacities and priorities of poor people must constitute 
a foundation for development. The policy intends to promote two foundational perspectives as a 
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base for global development. The rights perspective proposes that all measures taken must be 
consistent with human rights. The perspectives of the poor imply avoiding victimisation and 
regarding poor people as agents of change, able to shape their own development.41  
 So far, we can see that the policy agrees with a rather conventional, but modern, definition of 
development as an initiative for human well being at all levels, that has stepped away from seeing 
development as mere economic growth. But the policy claims to be pioneering and 
groundbreaking in its way of seeing development and I find it relevant to ask; is the Swedish 
policy as innovative as it is said to be? A small comparative example will be used to discuss this 
question. 
 Gilbert Rist claims that the “development era” began with Point Four in President Truman’s 
inauguration speech in the United States in 1949.42 Point Four, concerning poor countries 
considered to be underdeveloped, was a compliment to the points on 1) continued support for 
the UN, 2) continued reconstruction of Europe through the Marshall Plan, and 3) the creation of 
NATO to answer the threat from Soviet.43 Rist divides the content of Point Four into four parts. 
Firstly, it comments on the state of the world as an untenable situation of hunger and poverty 
affecting more than half of the population. Secondly, it implies that something is at hand that will 
make it possible for the lives of poor people to be changed. Thirdly, it points out that in order to 
accomplish changes the poor people must produce, invest, work hard and expand trade. Finally, 
“an era of happiness, peace and prosperity will dawn from which everyone stands to benefit.”44 
An interesting note to make is that all these elements are highly visible in Sweden’s Policy for 
Global Development. The conditions of the poor people in the world is described as 
characterised by lack of food, clean water, basic health care and education. New efforts of 
cooperation and a holistic approach to development will make change possible, but, even if the 
rich countries must support and help, a lot of work has to be done nationally within the poor 
countries. Promoting free trade is a prescription for development mentioned over and over again. 
The “jackpot-winning formula” (to use one of Rist’s expressions) of helping others to help 
themselves is apparent in the policy and the question of development offering benefits to 
everyone to be prosperous will be discussed further below.  
 What has then changed in the development discourse since 1949, considering all these 
similarities with Truman’s Point Four? To begin with, the focus of Point Four is noticeably 
economistic. The rights perspective that permeates Sweden’s Policy for Global Development put 
an emphasis on human development, rather than economic development, but in many cases it 
refers back to economic growth as basic means to human development. Even if development is 
considered to be more than mere economic growth, it is suggested that improvements in 
education and health must be made for economic growth to be accomplished and, thereby, the 
intrinsic value of education and health care as development factors is reduced. But the emphasis 
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on coherence between different political fields and poor peoples agency can be seen as relatively 
new. To sum up, Sweden’s Policy for Global Development can be regarded, not a new approach 
but rather, an evolved approach highly influenced by the ideas of development that have been 
dominating for more than half a century, but with components of new thinking arising from 
critical perspectives on development. A reason for presenting Sweden’s Policy for Global 
Development as new and pioneering can be a rhetorical technique to give the impression that the 
government is taking resolute action in a field of politics causing a lot of debate. The government 
might also be eager to maintain the reputation of Sweden to be in a leading role in development 
contexts and a Swedish self-image of a successful nation with plenty of solidarity for people in 
other parts of the world. 
 Something that has changed recently, according to the policy, is that ”A global development 
agenda, agreed by all the world’s countries, is now in place.”45 The policy refers to the UN 
Millennium Declaration containing the Millennium Development Goals,46 which are the results 
of several world summit meetings and UN conferences. The Millennium Development 
Declaration is considered to establish a universal foundation of values, such as freedom (mainly 
through promoting democracy), equality, tolerance, respecting the environment and sharing 
responsibility.47 The UN Millennium Declaration and Goals has been adopted by the member 
states of the UN, but regarding the extensive debate on universalism and if such a thing as 
universal values exist, it is also possible to question if a global development agenda are existent. 
Somewhat contradictory to the global development agenda, the policy recognises that what is 
considered to be universal values might not be accepted by everyone:  

There are also matters on which no global consensus exists. There are profound differences of 
views as regards to democracy, human rights and gender equality.48  

First, democracy, human rights and equality are mentioned as values, which have been agreed 
upon globally, and then the universal consent is withdrawn by these sentences. It can be 
suggested that different levels of actors on the global arena are implied in the statements, but 
disagreements between for example the government and the public are not brought up.  
 A number of questions may arise from examining some of the expressions and wordings 
used in the policy. Relating to the issue that development often is considered to concern mainly 
the South, it can be noticed that the view declaring that the rich must help and support the poor 
permeates the policy, which includes making changes in what kind of politics to conduct in rich 
countries. To a large extent, according to the policy, rich countries can help through promoting 
free trade relations, which will help poor countries to establish a position on the world market. A 
sentence like; “Development must be equitable, which means that it must offer benefits to 
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everyone”49 is very hard to interpret and can be considered to express something very 
contradictory. Does it suggest that development only concern the South and that development 
must offer something to everyone in the poor countries, or does it say that development must 
offer benefits to everyone on a global scale? Either which way, existing inequalities does not seem 
to be taken into account. To use the word equitable in such sense, suggest that improvements in 
standard of living should apply to everyone no matter their previous situation. This does not 
imply sustainable development, since a great deal of the people in the rich countries enjoys high 
standards of living at the expense of poor countries.  
 On the other hand, equitable distribution policies, concerning power, resources and income, 
are an important part of the solutions suggested. Persistent gaps are considered inequitable, 
economically inefficient and an obstacle to peace and security.50 However, the equitable 
distribution policies seem to apply mainly at a national level.51 Global redistribution and the high 
standards of living in the Western world are controversial issues, which are not addressed in the 
policy in a straightforward way. But it does comment on the levels of international development 
assistance. The UN has got a recommendation for rich countries to contribute with at least 0.7 
per cent of GNI to international development cooperation. Sweden follows this 
recommendation, but the USA and the rest of the EU allocate an average of 0.39 per cent of 
GNI. The policy says, “Sweden should actively pursue an increase in international development 
assistance […]”.52 Any further strategies for this are not presented. 
 Initially, the policy reflects a vision of the world as a global village with an increasing degree 
of interdependence, united by a range of values. But along the way, different kinds of ”us & 
them” are constructed. Sweden has got a very confident self-image and, in a process of defining 
the self in relation to “the Other”, Sweden is perceived to be a normative example and role 
model. But Sweden is also a part of the European community and concerning development in 
Central and Eastern Europe the following is said: 

Development cooperation with the European countries should concentrate on measures to 
promote their adjustment to European cooperation structures and European values in 
accordance with their own priorities.53  

When speaking of shared values within the EU and with Eastern Europe, the policy indicates 
cultural differences, which separates Europe from the rest of the world. What these common 
values consist of is not made clear. Since the belief in human rights allegedly is universal, this 
does not seem to be the values referred to. There is a risk that images of a divided world will be 
reproduced by this kind of phrasing and that this will result in cultural hierarchies. By saying that 
values shared within Europe exist, countries in Africa, Asia and America are made “the Other”. 
Eastern Europe, formerly known as the Second World, is integrated into the First World, but the 
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Third World is still separate, even though the policy says; “[…] it is no longer accurate to speak 
of the ‘Third World’ or the ‘South’ in terms of a uniform group of countries with similar 
conditions and interests.”54 A question to ask is; was it ever accurate to speak of the Third World 
or the South as a homogeneous category? The expression shows that certain critique has been 
embraced, but there is a lack of understanding of that it might be our perception of the world 
that has changed and not a material reality (or rather, that it is the change of perception that has 
changed the reality). To avoid speaking of the Third World, the dichotomy rich and poor 
countries are made up in the policy and it is highly questionable if these categories leave more 
space for heterogeneity, since the characteristics ascribed to Third World countries are reflected 
in the category of poor countries too. Naming categories is always a delicate task, but it might 
also be perceived as necessary.  

Gender equality and culture 
Gender equality, which is a key element of the human rights perspective in Sweden’s Policy for 
Global Development, means that “attention must be drawn to the different conditions, interests, 
capacities and needs of women and men, girls and boys” and to be “ensuring that all people are 
treated as equal in dignity and rights” thereafter.55 Gender inequalities are seen as major obstacles 
to sustainable development, as they are expressed by for example discrimination in education, 
labour relations, health care, economic and legal rights. There is an understanding of that the 
situations of men and women differ, economically, politically and socially, and that this affects 
the opinions of what should be accomplished by development. Gender impact analysis should be 
used to examine the reactions and strategies of men and women for the attempts to fulfil the 
needs of both sexes equally. The policy clearly underlines that without gender equality it is not 
possible to talk about equitable development.56  
 Further, the promotion of gender equality is expressed in the following terms: “Women and 
girls should be guaranteed the same rights as men and boys”, “Women […] must enjoy the same 
respect for their rights and interests as men” and “Women must be recognized as full citizens, 
with the same economic, social, cultural, political and civil rights as men […]”.57 These sentences 
suggest that gender equality should be seen as a human rights issue, but they also imply a male 
standard to which women and girls are compared. A policy document generally contains 
guidelines for how to relate to certain issues and which attitudes to take on. Thereby, a policy is a 
kind of a role model. On the other hand, it can be said that a policy cannot be completely 
idealistic, but must also relate to factual circumstances and adjust its goals to these. This can 
explain the formulations used, since men historically have been seen as the norm from which 
women differ in the gender system, but from a discourse analytical perspective it is still 
reprehensible. Referring to men as the norm contributes to the reproduction of a discourse of 
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gender inequalities. The phrasing relate to a perceived reality dominated by men. A change of this 
reality is desired, according to the policy, but the wording reproduces the male as standard. Using 
men as the general norm also, to some extent, denies difference among men, and among women. 
It creates an image of women wanting to have what men possess without exceptions. But not all 
men are treated as equals in relation to other men or enjoy human rights to the same extent. 
Therefore, these formulations are unfortunate and could have been reflected upon. 
 Looking at gender and development in a historical perspective, the WID approach, made a 
connection between gender equity and development issues58 and this relationship is considered in 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development. Gender equality is said to be a significant element of 
development. By expressing that gender equality is not only an end in itself, but also means to 
development, that development becomes more vigorous when women participate and that “In 
the long run, men and society as a whole benefit from increased gender equality”59, the policy can 
be said to take on a form of efficiency standpoint, along the lines of a WID approach. But in 
contrast, the policy emphasises that the needs and interests (productive and reproductive) of 
women must be seriously considered for promoting the recognition that women and 
development can offer each other benefits interchangeably. 
 The shift to a gender orientated, instead of women orientated, approach within the 
development discourse was supposed to change focus from women to the relationships between 
women and men. As mentioned, the policy rather treat women in relation to men, without 
problematising the inequalities further than saying that it is wrong and a sensitive matter. The 
connection to power issues is weak. The GAD approach consider the participation of both men 
and women to be important in the efforts made to achieve gender equality, but has been 
criticised for not dealing with power asymmetry.60 Another critique, often expressed towards 
GAD, is that the concept gender frequently is used to just replace the word women in 
development contexts.61 Opinions are differing in the academic debate whether women or 
gender is a more dynamic concept to use when striving for gender equality. The policy points out 
that it is necessary for everyone to participate, but paying particular attention to the conditions of 
women is a prominent feature of the gender approach.62 Focusing on the situation of women 
without analysing the surrounding structures of power might not be an efficient tool. De los 
Reyes et. al. refer to Joan Scott, who says that a gender perspective is about making the principles 
of superiority and inferiority that permeates society visible.63 The dimension of power is ignored 
if differences only are described as diverse experiences. De los Reyes et. al. discuss this in the 
context of power inequalities between women depending on class and race/ethnicity, but it goes 
for inequalities between women and men too, even if these inequalities should not be given 
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higher priority.64 Postcolonial feminism promotes approaches, which pay attention also to 
hierarchies between women. Overall, it is a postmodern critique of feminism that we can not 
generalise about women’s lives and discuss issues of gender without considering race, class, 
disability, sexual orientation and so on.65 The policy does express a need for “development and 
refinement of methodologies and analytical tools”66 to examine the different situations, interests 
and reactions of men and women. This can play a significant role in investigating power 
structures.  
 Bhavnani, Foran & Kurian, who can be said to represent a type of postcolonial view of 
gender and development, advocate a return to using the concept women instead of gender. They 
regard women, as a concept, to be more usable than gender to express and emphasise agency. 
Their approach, which is presented as “an effort to suggest the shape of a new paradigm for 
development studies, one that puts women at the centre, culture on par with political economy, 
and keeps a focus on critical practices, pedagogies and movements for social justice”, 67 is named 
Women Culture and Development (WCD). Paying particular attention to the conditions of 
women is, from this point of view, not a negative feature, but a prerequisite for developing 
gender equality. But once again power asymmetry must be a focal point. WCD promotes analyses 
of how capitalism, patriarchy and race/ethnicity shape gender relations and Bhavnani et. al. refer 
to Rai, who criticises WID and GAD efforts for operating within a liberal framework, treating 
Third World women as a uniform group. The World Bank is criticised for seeing women as only 
economic agents and, thereby, disregarding their roles as partners, mothers and political citizens. 
Women participating in the economy and gender equality are not the same.68 To counteract this 
kind of approaches WCD advocates adding the missing dimension of culture. 

Culture is brought into the discussion because it provides a non-economistic, yet still partly 
material, way to produce knowledge and to present different strategies for making struggle and 
achieving social change.69

As mentioned in the previous section, Sweden’s Policy for Global Development rely on the 
liberalisation of trade and other economic factors to bring about development, but gender 
equality is also discussed from a human rights perspective and, thereby, culture is brought in to 
the discussion. A certain section of the policy is also named Cultural policy, 70 but just bringing in 
the dimension of culture is not enough. Bhavnani et. al. and a number of other postcolonial 
writers argue that it is important how we understand and perceive culture in development contexts 
and society at large.71 According to Bhavnani et. al., a lot of mainstream development literature 
maintains a reductive understanding of culture, where Third World women are portrayed as 
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captured in their cultures, which are static and unchanging.72 Kolawole argues that culture in 
Europe is upheld as positive, while culture and tradition in Africa is associated with backwardness 
and stagnation.73 This is a context to bear in mind while reading the policy.  
 In relation to the mentioning of the specific word culture, Sweden’s Policy for Global 
Development refers to high culture, like drama, art and literature, or independent media, but 
according to broader definitions culture goes deeper than this. The statement “In cultural 
exchanges we can meet people on equal terms. There are no donors or recipients in cultural 
exchanges.”74 implies a lack of understanding of how “Western” culture for centuries has had an 
oppressive impact on cultures in the South through the construction of “the Other”. The 
statement illustrates a desirable scenario, but does not consider existing structures of power and 
cultural hierarchies. On the other hand, the dynamic understanding of culture, advocated by 
Kolawole, is visible in phrasings like “Cultural exchanges enrich all those involved […]”75. The 
sentence suggests that cultures can evolve by interaction and this can be an important step 
towards taking on a dynamic definition of culture. But, as pointed out in the previous section, 
suggesting that Europe constitute a kind of cultural unit with shared values indicates boundaries 
upheld towards the rest of the world and it might be a naïve standpoint that cultures are affected 
and enriched in equal ways. 
 The policy avoids talking about the Third World or the South as a homogeneous group, but 
the construction of categories like rich and poor countries influences how images of culture and 
identity is perceived. These categories do not really consider the “cultural flows and identities in 
change”, which, according to Eriksson et. al., need to be taken into account in a postcolonial 
world.76 Just as development to a large extent is assumed to concern mainly countries and 
cultures in the South, gender equality is portrayed primarily as an issue concerning developing 
countries in the policy. Gender equality is considered to be a part of democratic culture77 and in 
general the poor countries are described as less democratic and, thereby, less gender equal. It 
seems to be forgotten that the rich countries can be considered to have problems with 
democracy and a long way to go to attain gender equality. It is pointed out that “The UN ranks 
Sweden as one of the world’s most gender-equal countries.”,78 but even if Sweden might have the 
right to feel proud over achievements made towards creating a gender equal society it is wrong to 
pretend that gender equality has been accomplished and settle with what we have got. The 
discussion of the Swedish self-image regarding gender equality will be extended in the next 
section. 

                                                 
72 Bhavnani et. al. in Bhavnani et. al. (eds.), p 6 & 13. 
73 Kolawole, p 254. 
74 Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, p 49. 
75 Ibid, p 49. 
76 Eriksson et. al. in Eriksson et. al. (eds.), p 14. 
77 Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, p 24. 
78 Ibid, p 8. 



 19

The Swedish self-image and European culture 
According to Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, Sweden lack colonial ties and this gives 
the state credibility as an actor in global development politics.79 On the whole, the policy 
expresses a Swedish pride and satisfaction for having a leading role in many development areas, 
such as the promotion of global goods, knowledge and learning, and environmental sustainability. 
As mentioned before, the policy also declares Sweden to be one of the most gender equal 
countries in the world. This section will deal with the topic of gender equality as a Swedish 
feature and the problems such an image might cause. 
 Colonialism was an ideology that justified the acts of colonisation by constructing “the 
Other” and in an anthology on gender, class and ethnicity in postcolonial Sweden De los Reyes, 
Molina & Mulinari argue that the mental structures of colonialism are highly present in the 
Swedish history and today’s society.80 This statement goes along the lines of the common 
assumption within postcolonial theory, saying that no society has been left unaffected of 
colonialism.81 In an article on how gender oppression is ascribed to separate cultures and thereby 
portrayed as a phenomenon existing outside the Swedish structures, De los Reyes points out that 
gender equality has become a characteristic of “Swedishness”. This type of ideas has lead to the 
image of Sweden as a cultural zone without gender oppression. But these images are not 
constructed without causing certain dilemmas. De los Reyes argues that the Swedes regard 
themselves to be gender equal at the expense of “the cultural Other”, in other countries and 
within the national borders.82 Through examining how Sweden has been made a part of 
modernity and how the work towards gender equality is described as a national historical process, 
De los Reyes shows that the project of gender equality is restricted in who is allowed to 
participate, interpret and criticise.83 Immigrants, with a different cultural background, exist 
outside the structures of Swedish gender equality. 
 Ann Towns has been conducting similar research that has been presented in the article 
“Paradoxes of (In)Equality – Something is Rotten in the Gender Equal State of Sweden”, where 
she from a critical constructivist perspective argues that “the practice of foreign policy entails 
identity-forming processes that help differentiate states from one another.”84 Through articles 
from the newspaper media, Towns illuminate the dominant discourse in Swedish society, which 
causes the instant linking between ethnicity and trouble in relation to gender equality.85 The 
problems are not only visible in the history writing and the news media, but De los Reyes also 
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criticises researchers in gender and feminist studies for upholding an ethnocentric image of 
femininity assumed to be universal.86  
 Sweden’s Policy for Global Development does not reflect any specific images of femininity, 
except for putting women as the opposite to men and comparing women to a male standard, in 
dignity and rights. But portraying developing countries as less democratic and, thereby, less 
gender equal, might establish an indirect construction of women in these countries as oppressed 
and in need of rescue from their cultural heritage. At the same time, the policy rejects 
victimisation and emphasises poor women’s agency.  
 De los Reyes and Towns argue that the dominating discourse in the Swedish society 
illustrates a reductive understanding of culture, which makes it possible to ascribe certain 
characteristics to separate, fixed and homogeneous cultures.87 Swedish culture is separated from 
the culture of immigrants and cultures from other parts of the world. Sweden was declared to be 
multicultural as early as in the mid-1970’s, but it was during the 1990’s that this understanding of 
the Swedish society had a major breakthrough.88 Multiculturalism is mostly referred to as 
something good in political contexts, but Eriksson et. al. refer to the postcolonial thinker Bhabha, 
who holds a critical attitude towards the concept of multiculturalism, because of the two 
discourses that represent it. There is one particularistic discourse, which sees many homogenous 
cultures separated from each other without mixing, and one universalistic discourse, which 
determines cultural differences in relation to a normative centre. Bhabha argues that both ways of 
seeing a multicultural society causes problems and suggests that we should view our societies with 
their cultural differences without referring to a centre. All cultures are hybrid and can therefore 
not be seen as “clean” or separated.89  
 So, how does Sweden’s Policy for Global Development relate to the discourses that in 
general permeate society according to these postcolonial thinkers? By connecting the policy and 
its confident statements on gender equality in Sweden to the research conducted, it is possible to 
show that they are a part of a larger social practice and this can explain why the statements occur 
in the policy. It is questionable if these statements actually have got a positive purpose to serve in 
a foundational document for how to act in development contexts. Boasting does not contribute 
to finding any solutions to development issues. What it possibly does is to reinforce a national 
identity in relation to “the Other” creating an image of Sweden as gender equal. When 
mentioning European values in the policy, Sweden also professes to a European culture. The 
policy wants to create an image of a successful Swedish nation and a European community. 
According to Professor Benedict Anderson, nations and communities are always imagined 
constructions.90 Imagined communities can be produced and reproduced through for example 
policy documents and extensive research has been conducted on the construction of a European 
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identity within the EU.91 Peo Hansen, a recognised Swedish researcher on European identity 
politics, refer to the Tindemans’ Report written for the European council in 1976 where it is 
argued that the EU must be visible in the everyday life of the citizen, in the culture, to be 
perceived as a successful and appealing project. To define the EU as a cultural community is 
consequently a conscious strategy.92 However, as described in several EU documents and 
policies, a European culture does not imply homogeneity, but is marked by its diversity in for 
example climate, countryside, architecture, language, beliefs, taste and artistic style. The 
understanding of culture expressed in this kind of documents accentuates something natural and 
rooted and the EU citizenship gets an ethno-cultural articulation. Thereby, mechanisms of 
exclusion, that affect EU inhabitants without the “right” ethno-cultural belonging, accompany 
the construction of a European identity and culture.93 This is the larger social practice, which 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development becomes a part of in the promotion of a united 
European community. Since the European community is an imagined construction, the 
consequences could have been different if other images were portrayed. But the policy cannot 
work on its own, entirely independent from the social practice. To problematise the limits of 
inclusion and exclusion, “the Self” and “the Other”, would be a possible strategy to question the 
social practice surrounding the discourse of a European community. 
 A heritage of Western ideas, a desire to reflect a unique and positive image of Sweden, and 
efforts to create a functioning European Union with a collective culture can be explanations to 
how the views of culture and values are manifested. The understanding of culture and unequal 
power structures play a large role in discussing if certain values hold universal characteristics or if 
each cultural context create their own values. Discussing gender equality in terms of cultural 
relativism versus universalism is to take the issue to a philosophical level. Considering that the 
policy document does not concern concrete actions, but rather attitudes and basic standpoints, it 
is an appropriate discussion to follow. 

Universalism versus cultural relativism 
According to postcolonial theory, the Western modern project has been built on the division 
between the civilised Europeans and “the Others”, which were standing outside of the process of 
modern development. Modernity has been described as a universal phenomenon even though, 
for example, the African continent was considered to show no signs of development. The 
universal claims of modernity are firmly associated with the history of colonialism and in many 
contexts modern and universal equals Western.94 “Universalism is the belief that the parts of 
systems and the relations between the parts have an underlying nature which is the same 
everywhere and at all times”,95 Richard Norgaard says, and puts contextualism, that is considering 
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factors specific to time and place to shape every context, as the opposite to universalism. As other 
dominant premises, he mentions atomism, objectivism and monism in binary opposition to holism, 
subjectivism and pluralism as alternative premises. Norgaard argues that the dominant premises are 
beliefs deeply embedded in public discourse and they have worked well in Western institutions, 
but when alternative approaches are called for in other cultural contexts this causes problems.96 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development is aiming at establishing a holistic approach to 
development politics, but some concepts mentioned in the policy, like democracy and human 
rights, are portrayed as having universal values. So why does holism not go with universalism? 
How can something experience based and contextual, consequently with many small 
components, be holistic? For something to be universal, generalisations about humanity have to 
be made. To generalise you have to simplify your material and a belief in objective appraisals 
becomes a prerequisite. In a contextual approach everybody’s experience is accepted and this 
makes it more holistic. 
 In postcolonial theory cultural relativism, which stand for the consideration of local contexts, 
is often referred to as the opposite of universalism. Values and ideas are parts of culture and by 
saying that there are universal values it is also suggested that there is a universal culture and, 
thereby, certain essential features of humanity. This view has been criticised for not considering 
the different conditions of life, a wide diversity of identities and existing structures of power 
shaped by gender, class, race/ethnicity and other factors. But a variety of standpoints are 
expressed in the academic debate. Nussbaum & Glover argue for choosing universalism before 
cultural relativism as the only right thing to do. Critical universalism is put in contrast to “the 
voice of tradition”.97 Rist, on the other hand, argues that there is no society, which is not based 
on tradition and beliefs. Therefore the division between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ is unfortunate, 
because “[…] modernity itself lies within a certain tradition”.98  
 Sweden’s Policy for Global Development emphasises the promotion of human rights, 
democracy and good governance, values that have been described as universal, and these should 
be a part of the shared foundation of values needed to unite people and cultures in an age of 
globalisation.99 According to the policy, democratisation is a prerequisite for development and 
democracy is a value that needs to be promoted on a global scale. Democracy should be shaped 
after different, local contexts, but must always have a foundation in human rights and equality.100 
Alexander & Mohanty argue that there is a hegemonic rhetoric of democracy, very difficult to 
avoid, under which the relations of race, gender and heterosexuality have been typified. This type 
of democracy has become a disguise for Western, liberal capitalist processes, and the promotion 
of it leads to capitalist recolonisation. In this context Alexander & Mohanty suggest an analysis of 
“the myth of the global citizen”. In capitalist patriarchies the universal citizen have specific 
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characteristics regarding gender, race, class and sexuality. The citizen is defined as a consumer 
and taxpayer, primarily male and white, and these characteristics constitute an exclusionary 
citizenship.101 Democracy can therefore not always be treated as a concept with a neutral 
position. 
 According to Ofelia Schutte, theorising about feminism in North – South relations,  
understanding cultural differences means to take both the critique of gender normative biases and 
cultural imperialism into account.102 As noted before, in the section on gender equality and 
culture, Sweden’s Policy for Global Development can be considered to fail taking gender 
normativity into account since women are compared to a male standard and we have observed 
that cultural power structures are ignored when speaking about cultural exchanges. Further, in 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development respect for human rights, democracy and gender 
equality are fundamental values that unite the member states of the EU.103 It is interesting to note 
that the policy says that these values do unite the member states of the EU, but in a global context, 
in relation to the developing countries, the promotion of these values are needed. What it actually 
suggests is that the universal values are European values that need to be spread all over the 
world. Europe has got the values, the developing countries are “the Other” who does not. 
 The debate on universalism and relativism, essentialism and difference, has been widespread 
with regards to gender issues and within feminist circles. Briefly summarised the debate is about 
postmodern and postcolonial feminists and “women of colour”104 expressing critique towards 
assumptions of global sisterhood and gender essentialism. Literature on feminist ethics and 
philosophy discuss if gender equality should be seen as a universal value or as something that has 
to be analysed and considered in relation to each and every local context. As mentioned before, a 
conflict between what is said to be universal values and how these are perceived around the 
world is described in the policy. Seeing gender equality from a rights perspective makes it a 
human right. The policy points out that violations of human rights, for example gender 
inequalities, are sometimes committed in the name of local tradition and culture and any such 
course of action is rejected.105  
 Nussbaum & Glover use the same combination of concepts as Bhavnani et. al., Women 
Culture and Development, to present a completely different approach, which promotes 
universalism as a foundation for gender equality in a global context. They have taken a stand 
against cultural relativism and celebrate universalism and essentialism. They call for a focus on 
the basic capacities and needs shared by human beings. In an article Nussbaum argues that the 
relativist approach may even have alarming consequences for women and points out several 
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cultural practices oppressive to women.106 According to Nussbaum, critics of universalism 
assume that universalism must have a base of realism, which means a view that says the world is 
in some determinate way, but she argues that this is not the case, and that we should ignore 
relations of power when it comes to understanding the basics of human life and humanness. 
Thereby, Nussbaum attempts to describe the basics of human life, which can be seen as a rather 
risky project considering the diverse conditions under which people live. Alice M. Jaggar has 
taken on a different approach to what she describes as the tensions in the contemporary moral 
discourse, caused by the promotion of universalistic discourse of human rights versus relativistic 
approaches. She considers the classical definition of moral justification, which can be described 
as “[…] universal consensus in conditions of domination-free communication”, to be utopian 
because of the impossibility of domination-free communication.107 But still a global discourse, for 
example among feminists, is emerging with a starting point in the UN conferences and other 
global networks making universal claims. Sweden’s Policy for Global Development expresses a 
strong belief in the role of the UN, even though the organisation is in need of revitalisation, and 
describes the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the UN Millennium Declaration and the 
international conferences in Doha, Monterrey and Johannesburg to constitute a base for 
Sweden’s development politics.108 As mentioned before, the policy disregards relations of power 
in for example cultural exchanges, along the lines of Nussbaum’s approach. When comparing 
Nussbaum’s approach to for example Alexander & Mohanty and Jaggar, it is important to note a 
difference between normative and descriptive positions. Postcolonial theory often maps out 
desirable futures, while also considering existing structures.109 Nussbaum’s approach is 
completely normative. What Jaggar argues in her approach is that it is possible to justify 
exclusions from the debate on equality and rights in certain local contexts without denying the 
ideals of openness and inclusivity in the universal discourse. Stigmatised groups are sometimes 
better off left alone to develop a conceptual framework of their own to describe their oppression, 
since there is no such thing as dominant-free communication.110 This is not considered in the 
policy. 
 Susan Moller-Okin, Professor of Ethics, discusses women’s rights and cultural differences 
and argues that women’s rights, and thereby gender equality, “cannot be recognized as human 
rights without some significant challenges both to that concept itself and some institutions basic 
to the various human cultures, certainly families and religions.”111 The rethinking of human rights 
is needed because international human rights have been formed for male headed households with 
a private sphere protected from intrusion and to prevent “respecting cultural differences” from 
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being a euphemism of restricting women’s rights. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
was drafted in 1948 and is a product of its time,112 but it is still frequently referred to and in 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development it is considered to “represent a common global 
foundation of values”.113 Moller-Okin points out some contradictory statements made in the 
declaration. Article 16 on family and marriage says that “the family is the natural and fundamental 
group unit of society”, “marriage shall be entered into only with the free and full consent of the 
intending spouses” and “ men and women of full age, without any limitations due to race, 
nationality or religion, have the right to marry and to found a family … [and] are entitled to equal 
rights as to marriage, during marriage and at its dissolution”.114 The clause is very 
heteronormative and by naturalising the heterosexual, two-parent family, any other formation of 
a family is made unnatural. By looking at other articles in the declaration it is also possible to 
comprehend that this “natural” family unit is male headed. Article 12 says: “No one should be 
subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to 
attacks upon his honour and reputation.”(Italics added)115 The clause suggests a male norm and is 
controversial with regards to its content. Awareness has been raised of violence in the private 
sphere and within the family. Moller-Okin’s point is that for human rights to be women’s rights, 
they cannot only be publicly related, but need to permeate all parts of society, public or private. 
Sweden’s Policy for Global Development does not problematise the concept of human rights 
and the sources of human rights thinking. Since the rights perspective is very foundational in the 
policy, some kind of critical evaluation of universal human rights might be desirable. At the same 
time, it is not about either completely rejecting or uncritically professing to what can be referred 
to as hegemonic Western ideas.116 Democracy and human rights should not be discarded because 
of Western claims on these values, but we must maintain, as expressed by Gayatri Spivak, “a 
persistent critique of what one cannot want”117 and the documents drafted to promote it. The 
promotion of human rights is clearly a desirable part of development, but as a concept it can be 
used in ways, which cannot be taken for granted in any cultural context. 
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Concluding remarks  
The objective of this thesis has been to reveal patterns of discourse in Sweden’s Policy for Global 
Development and discuss some consequences of such patterns. The aim was to focus on gender 
equality through the use of development and culture as key concepts. The words gender equality 
and development occur frequently in the policy, while the word culture is hardly used at all. 
Despite this, I found some of the most interesting observations to be about culture, mainly 
because no discourse can be neutral and exist outside a cultural context and the policy refers to 
different contexts at a Swedish, European and global level. 
 As we have seen, the policy reproduce some dominating discourses, but might also contribute 
to some change. Creating a holistic policy for development politics is an innovative endeavour, 
but the views represented in the policy fail to reflect many new and pioneering ideas. The policy 
is a benevolent initiative, but there are many pitfalls that need to be avoided. Through analysing 
the policy I have discovered multiple situations where the policy has been trapped in a certain 
discourse that needs to be looked upon with a critical eye.  
 During a seminar, called Before Beijing +10 (referring to the 10 years that have past since the 
women’s conference in Beijing) in Stockholm in February 2005 arranged by the Swedish section 
of Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the Swedish Equal Opportunities 
Ombudsman Claes Borgström commented on the proceeding work with policies on gender 
equality in different countries. Borgström shared the experience, using his meeting with 
government officials from China as an example, that many policies concerning gender equality in 
other countries take formulations like “Women should have the same rights as men” as a starting 
point. Everybody participating at the seminar seemed to agree that such formulations are not 
acceptable since they imply a male standard and that the work to promote an understanding of 
this must continue and be prioritised at an international level. However, no one seemed to 
consider that such phrasings might occur in Swedish policies. No one seemed to believe that the 
same mistakes are still being made in Sweden that has worked with gender equality for so long. 
As a main conclusion of this thesis, I want to make note of the fact that Sweden cannot be seen 
as a precursor or a role model when it comes to drafting policies concerning gender equality and 
development, at least not in this specific case. Gender equality can never be attained as long as 
one sex/gender is considered to be the norm. 
 In other parts of the policy it is clear that critique has been noted and embraced. Postcolonial 
critique has made a remark of the assumptions of homogenous experiences and cultures in Third 
World countries and the topic is now treated with caution. But at the same time there seems to 
be no forethought to how the concept of European culture and values are used in the policy. 
Why is it ok to describe the common values in Europe but not in other part of the world? (This 
also leads to other questions I will discuss later; who is the policy about and who is it for?). Of 
course, the writers of the policy fear critique, but by mentioning and celebrating European values, 
and no others, we end up close to Kolawole’s suggestion that culture in Europe is upheld as a 
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positive value but seen as representing backwardness in other parts of the world. It might be 
justified by the fact that the policy is now commenting “the Self” and not “the Other”, but I, as a 
Swedish and a European citizen, have a hard time identifying with a European culture. According 
to previous research, policy documents can be, and are, used to create images of affinity within 
countries and regions, but we must ask for what purpose and what kind of consequences it might 
have. The construction of a European citizenship seems to rely on a ground not so solid when 
built on an ethno-cultural understanding, excluding citizens living within and outside the EU. 
Whether the policy is successful or not in promoting a European community is hard to say, but 
to me, emphasising European values is not a convincing strategy. Fellowship within one region 
suggests separation from other regions. It is a risky business to draw lines between countries and 
cultures that are considered to have more or less in common, especially in a policy for global 
development. Europe appear as separate from other cultures, but it also seems to be a normative 
centre since values, like for example democracy, are referred to as both European and universal. 
By separating cultures there is a risk that a divided world, which the policy on the surface intends 
to unite, is recreated through the domination of a certain discourse where a normative centre 
exists (as in the case of gender equality where the male norm is still dominant). With a certain 
understanding of the occurrence of multiple cultures it is hard to avoid hierarchical structures and 
to deal with problems faced by the world since we are a heterogeneous mass, highly influenced by 
each other.  
 The policy comments on the state of the world in general, but it also focuses on Sweden and 
Europe to a large extent. While making a note of this, I question; who is the policy for, and 
further, can we help others by focusing on ourselves? Sweden’s Policy for Global Development is 
a national policy intended to be used in government related contexts, but since it is dealing with 
international issues it is also representing Sweden to the outside world. The policy claims to have 
a perspective of the poor, which is mentioned as respecting their mandate, but further the policy 
says more about Sweden, the EU and how we perceive ourselves. A focus on the self and the rich 
countries is not a bad approach; on the contrary it might even be very efficient to take a closer 
look at what the rich countries can do in a development context. But as mentioned before, I am 
not sure if the strong (and almost ostentatious) self-image serves a good purpose in a global 
development policy. The Swedish government does not need a policy to be told that we are all 
brilliant. We need confidence, but must also be aware of our flaws. And the poor countries, 
which the policy concerns and refers to, do not need to be told that we are all brilliant. Trust in 
development assistance must be built on a practical and impartial level where no partner country 
is portrayed as more or less successful. Sweden does contribute with 0.7 percent of GNI in 
development assistance and it might be more than other countries, but we cannot let it go to our 
heads. Sweden, and other rich countries, must continue to develop, with regards to for example 
democracy and gender equality, as well as international assistance. By recognising this, a more 
holistic view of development in a global perspective is possible, since it is made clear that 
development does not only concern the poor countries, or the rich countries when helping the 
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poor, but all countries on a global scale. But it does not imply that development must be 
equitable in the sense of offering benefits to everybody. 
 Another critical point is how the policy relates to the UN and UN documents. Even if the 
UN has been scrutinised and criticised over time, there is an existing discourse considering the 
mentioning of UN documents to be neutral or positive, and in need of no further explanations or 
analysis. In this discourse, UN documents are considered to be benevolent initiatives for creating 
a better world and a consequence is that they are referred to without critical perusal. The 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a product of the time when it was produced and a lot 
has happened in human rights thinking since then. Other groups have started to demand 
attention to certain conditions of discrimination and further awareness has been raised. In this 
context, it is questionable if it is possible to refer to a document like the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and at the same time claim that you are defending the rights of women, bi- and 
homosexuals, because of the document’s formulations. The document in it self can be perceived 
as discriminatory and biased on a number of points. Human rights as a concept is not problem 
free and some caution needs to be taken relating to its origin and sources. When using the 
concept human rights it might not be sufficient to refer to the UN or UN documents without 
specifying to what human rights are in our opinion and to what extent our opinions agree with 
the content of such documents. 
 An underlying question to everything written in the policy is if the approach is supposed to 
be descriptive or normative. Most of the statements in the policy are expressed as obvious truths 
without any explanations to whose point of view or which point in time these conditions apply, if 
they are future predictions or existing conditions. As we have seen, there is a difference of 
opinion in the academic debate, concerning whether structures of power should be ignored or 
considered as very important and used to describe existing conditions relating to certain contexts 
while discussing gender, development and culture. In this study we must ask; which role should a 
national policy on global development play? Is it supposed to be a normative framework with 
statements reflecting an ideal situation for global development cooperation? Or should a specific 
conception of the world, which might not agree with everybody’s perceptions, be assumed and 
portrayed? One again I return to specific formulations. A sentence like “Women […] must enjoy 
the same respect for their rights and interests as men”118, suggests an ideal situation, but it refers 
to a normative centre. “All human beings must enjoy the same respect for their rights and 
interests without any regards to gender” would be another way of putting it. This is still a 
normative statement, since gender equality is considered to be a positive value and desirable. 
Along with this statement it can be noted that the conditions, desires and needs might differ 
between women and men and this should be taken under consideration. At the same time, as 
strongly pointed out by the postcolonial feminists, power asymmetry should not be ignored, but 
must be considered in each specific context. Another example earlier mentioned is; “In cultural 
exchanges we can meet people on equal terms. There are no donors or recipients in cultural 
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exchanges.”119 This would be an ideal situation and maybe this is the perception of cultural 
exchanges in the eyes of the Swedish government (or at least the policy writers), but the 
experience of other actors and research conducted might speak against it. It is not possible for 
me to say that a specific perception or image portrayed in the policy is incorrect, but I can request 
a balance between the expressions of something as a desirable situation or as an obvious truth. It 
is not possible to relate to all diverse contexts in a policy document, but I call for some degree of 
humbleness and an understanding of that power relations affect global development cooperation 
and cannot be ignored.  
 With regards to the limitations and size of this study viable strategies and theoretical tools 
have been left out to a large extent, but as a possible opening for further studies I would like to 
advocate the promotion of such strategies. Postcolonial feminists suggest that it is not even 
possible to examine gender inequalities without considering the structures of other power 
inequalities related to factors such as race, class, ethnicity and sexuality and a concept that has 
become fashionable and frequently used in the academic debate lately is intersectionality. 
Intersectionality can be described as a tool used to examine complex power relations considering 
a range of social hierarchies and categories. Referring to the discussion above, I find 
intersectionality to be a usable tool to avoid ignorance of power structures and to create a holistic 
approach when investigating them, because of the understanding that a variety of factors (gender, 
culture, etc.) influence and recreate one another.  As a suggestion, the concept of intersectionality 
could constitute a foundation for the “development and refinement of methodologies and 
analytical tools”120 mentioned in the policy. It is important not only to examine the different 
situations, interests and reactions of men and women, but also to consider culture and other 
identity shaping factors, when dealing with diverse contexts on a global level. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
119 Gov. Bill 2002/03:122, Shared Responsibility: Sweden’s Policy for Global Development, p 49. 
120 Ibid, p 25. 



 30

Acronyms  
CDA  Critical Discourse Analysis 
CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women 
DAWN Development Alternatives with Women for a New era 
EU European Union  
GAD Gender And Development 
GNI Gross National Income 
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
UN United Nations 
WCD Women Culture and Development 
WID Women In Development 
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Appendix 1 

President Truman’s Point Four 
Fourth, we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial 
progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas. 
 More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching misery. Their food is inadequate. 
They are victims of disease. Their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a handicap and a threat 
both to them and more prosperous areas. 
 For the first time in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and skill to relieve the suffering of these people. 
 The United States is pre-eminent among nations in the development of industrial and scientific techniques. The 
material resources which we can afford to use for assistance of other people is limited. But our imponderable 
resources in technical knowledge are constantly growing and are inexhaustible.  
 I believe that we should make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of technical knowledge 
in order to help them realize their aspirations for a better life.  
 And, in cooperation with other nations, we should foster capital investment in areas needing development. 
 Our main aim should be to help the free peoples of the world, through their own efforts, to produce more food, 
more clothing, more materials for housing, and more mechanical power to lighten their burdens. 
 We invite other countries to pool their technological resources in this undertaking. Their contributions will be 
warmly welcomed. This should be a cooperative enterprise in which all nations work together through the United 
Nations and its specialized agencies whenever practicable. It must be a worldwide effort for the achievement of 
peace, plenty, and freedom. 
 With the cooperation of business, private capital, agriculture, and labor in this country, this program can greatly 
increase the industrial activity in other nations and can raise substantially their standards of living. 
 Such new economic developments must be devised and controlled to the benefit of the peoples of the areas in 
which they are established. Guarantees to the investor must be balanced by guarantees in the interest of the people 
whose resources and whose labor go into these developments. 
 The old imperialism – exploitation for foreign profit – has no place in our plans. What we envisage is a program 
of development based on the concepts of democratic fair-dealing. 
 All countries, including our own, will greatly benefit from a constant program for the better use of the world’s 
human and natural resources. Experience shows that our commerce with other countries expands as they progress 
industrially and economically. 
 Greater production is the key to prosperity and peace. And the key to greater production is a wider and more 
vigorous application of modern scientific and technical knowledge.  
 Only by helping the least fortunate of its member to help them selves can the human family achieve the decent, 
satisfying life that is the right of all people. 
 Democracy alone can supply the vitalizing force to stir the peoples of the world into triumphant action, not only 
against their human oppressor, but also against their ancient enemies – hunger, misery, and despair. 
 On the basis of these four major courses of action we hope to help create the conditions that will lead 
eventually to personal freedom and happiness for all mankind. 
 
(Quoted in Rist, The History of Development)  
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Appendix 2 

The UN Millennium Development Goals 
1) Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
- Reduce by half the proportion of people living on less than a dollar a day 
- Reduce by half the proportion of people who suffer from hunger 

2) Achieve universal primary education 
- Ensure that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary schooling 

3) Promote gender equality and empower women 
- Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005, and at all levels by 2015 

4) Reduce child mortality 
- Reduce by two thirds the mortality rate among children under five 

5) Improve maternal health 
- Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio 

6) Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 
- Halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS 
- Halt and begin to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major diseases 

7) Ensure environmental sustainability 
- Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and programmes; reverse loss of 
environmental resources 
- Reduce by half the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water 
- Achieve significant improvement in lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers, by 2020 

8) Develop a global partnership for development 
- Develop further an open trading and financial system that is rule-based, predictable and non-discriminatory. - - 
- Includes a commitment to good governance, development and poverty reduction—nationally and 
internationally 
- Address the least developed countries’ special needs. This includes tariff- and quota-free access for their 
exports; enhanced debt relief for heavily indebted poor countries; cancellation of official bilateral debt; and 
more generous official development assistance for countries committed to poverty reduction 
- Address the special needs of landlocked and small island developing States 
- Deal comprehensively with developing countries’ debt problems through national and international measures 
to make debt sustainable in the long term 
- In cooperation with the developing countries, develop decent and productive work for youth 
- In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to affordable essential drugs in developing 
countries 
- In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of new technologies—especially 
information and communications technologies 
 

(UN Millennium Development Goals, from http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/)  
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