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Abstract 

 

During displacement, women are more at risk and they face a number of challenges such as                

exposure to gender-based violence (GBV), risk of exploitation, health risks especially for            

pregnant women, and psychological trauma. The call for gender equality and women’s            

empowerment in refugee populations is present through humanitarian action platforms and           

policies. The research methodology of this study is a content analysis, utilising the tool of               

discourse analysis of selected documents about empowerment. The study has found that there             

is no common understanding of how to achieve empowerment and that different approaches             

are used depending on the humanitarian programme’s vision; awareness is needed to clarify             

the confusion between the terms ‘gender equality’ and ‘women empowerment’; women           

empowerment is an important aspects for the achieving development and gender equality;            

empowerment requires awareness and acceptance both from women and men in the            

community in order to be achieved; intersectionality of factors is an important tool of analysis               

that can help provide a more accurate understanding of women’s conditions and needs in the               

field.  
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1.Introduction 

1.1. Background of the Study  
 
Forced migration is a global issue that is caused by conflicts, economic hardships and natural               

disasters. The world has a population of 70.8 million forcibly displaced people. Internally             

displaced people (IDPs) and refugees are the two main categories of forced migration. According              

to the last report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) on Global               

Trends, the number of IDPs is 41.3 million while refugees amount to 25.9 million (2019). In                

2012, there was a surge in the number of refugees and IDPs due to a rise in conflicts. UNHCR’s                   

global trends report stated that “An estimated 7.6 million people were newly displaced due to               

conflict or persecution, including 1.1 million new refugees - the highest number of new arrivals               

in one year since 1999. Another 6.5 million people were newly displaced within the borders of                

their countries - the second highest figure of the past ten years” (UNHCR, 2013, p.2).  

1.2. Statement of the Problem 
 
Women and girls make up to 50% of the refugee population (UNHCR, 2017b). Women are more                

at risk during displacement and they face a number of challenges such as exposure to               

gender-based violence (GBV), risk of exploitation, health risks especially for pregnant women,            

and psychological trauma (UN Women, 2016). The call for gender equality and women’s             

empowerment in refugee populations is dominant through humanitarian action platforms. As a            

result, humanitarian interventions are implementing programmes directed towards the         

development and empowerment of women.  

1.3. Relevance to the field  
 
Refugees are one of the largest populations with whom humanitarian interventions are involved.             

The empowerment of refugee women is a present objective promoted through humanitarian            

agencies and media like ReliefWeb and UN reports. This paper analyses women refugees’             
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empowerment in refugee camps through few selected documents published by humanitarian           

agencies. The study is important due to the significant surge of forcibly displaced people              

throughout the past decade, which has subsequently led to an increased number of women              

refugees at risk. 

1.4. Purpose of the Study  
 
The purpose of this research paper is to provide a content analysis on the discourses associated                

with the term ‘empowerment’ and examine whether there are similarities and differences in the              

discourses related to empowerment according to the selected documents for this study.  

 

The following paragraphs will explain which documents were chosen and why: 

 

A total of four documents on empowerment of women refugees were selected for analysis. Three               

of these documents were selected because they represent the guidelines and practice that key              

actors in the field of humanitarian action use to work on women empowerment in refugee camps.                

Two of the main actors in the field are the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees                

(UNHCR) and the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women              

(UN Women); both entities have a direct connection and involvement in the field. The              

documents of the UNHCR were related to the principles of gender equality (UNHCR, 2008), a               

guide to implementing empowerment interventions (UNHCR, 2001) and principles of women           

empowerment published by UN Women (UN Women, 2011). UNHCR’s mandate is dedicated to             

working with refugees (UNHCR, 2017a); while, the UN Women’s mandate is to promote gender              

equality and empowerment of women (UN Women, 2019). Thus, both entities are important             

actors in the work of refugee women. 

 

Moreover, the choice of a publication by the Swedish government and their feminist foreign              

policy was made due to the importance of Sweden in funding humanitarian interventions             

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014). Sweden is one of the top 10 donors globally in humanitarian                
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assistance (OCHA, 2020), which makes it an influencing actor in the field of humanitarian              

action.  

 

1.5. Research questions 

 
This study poses and answers the following questions: 

 

❏ Is there a common understanding of the term ‘empowerment’ within these guiding 

documents? 

❏ What are the similarities and differences found in regards to the concept of empowerment 

between the selected documents? 

1.6. Limitations 

Some of the limitations of this research are the constraints on time, and resources which               

compelled me to delimit my research analysis material. The initial purpose of the study was to                

analyze policies thoroughly in different humanitarian bodies working with refugees. Instead, the            

analysis of guidelines and principles of few selected documents is a more viable method for this                

thesis. 
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2. Literature Review  
 

During the process of researching previous literature on women refugee empowerment in camp             

settings, the empirical data found was limited due to the specificity of the topic, target group and                 

refugee setting in this study. According to the UNHCR, a significant development took place in               

the early 1990s aiming at a better promotion and protection of women and girls’ rights in                

international law and regional legal standards (UNHCR 2008, p.22). This explains how this area              

of research is still developing compared to other more established areas of research. The              

literature review introduces four research papers chosen due to their relevance to the topic; two               

of which analyse policy gaps of refugees empowerment, while the other two evaluate             

empowerment in camp and settlement settings as well as vocational training programs for             

women refugees.  

 

The first category of this literature review is related to the analysis of policies of humanitarian                

agencies and their effect in the field. This category includes: Ritchie’s Gender and enterprise in               

fragile refugee settings: female empowerment amidst male emasculation - a challenge to local             

integration? which is a postdoctoral research paper; in addition to, Yazid and Natania’s Women              

Refugees: An Imbalance of Protecting and Being Protected, a research article published in the              

‘Journal of Human Security’. Both papers raise questions on empowerment policies and their             

impact in the field. Yazid and Natania (2017, p.34) call for the empowerment and better               

protection of women refugees with specific needs, while Ritchie (2018, p.S41) analyses gender             

and enterprise in fragile refugee settings through examining the refugee women’s public mobility             

and evolving economies in relation to the gender dynamics. Both articles urge updating policies              

to meet the needs of new or combined categories of women refugees in need of protection and                 

aid without excluding or emasculating men. Yazid and Natania’s study shows that the policies              

implemented in the field provide generalised assistance, which disregards the specific needs of             

women refugees, adding that the lack of coordination of humanitarian actors involved in the field               

can be limiting to providing assistance to women refugees’ needs. (2017, p.40). Moreover, the              
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existing policies consider each category of vulnerable women separately, while disregarding the            

possibility of a combination of specific needs for each individual woman refugee (Yazid &              

Natania, 2017, p.40). Whilst, Richie’s shows the lack of access to employment and training or               

risks of deportation for refugee men could lead to a sense of emasculation and exclusion. This                

points out a gap in the response of humanitarian and development programming to evolving              

gender needs and social dynamics (2018, pp. S55-S56). 

 

The second category of this literature review is focused on evaluating empowerment            

programmes in refugee camps and understanding whether empowerment is more successful in            

camps or settlements. The first study is Krause’s Analysis of Empowerment of Refugee Women in               

Camps and Settlements (2014) which is a postdoctoral research paper conducted on a neglected              

area of research. It analyzes if empowerment can be more successful in refugee camps or               

settlements and if ‘refugeeism’ has an empowering impact on women. According to Krause,             

“refugeeism is understood to include forced displacement and migration, as well as, the life of               

the displaced persons which often takes place in camps and settlements and is influenced by               

protection and aid mechanisms” (2014, p.30). The paper included a field research of a case study                

of women empowerment in Rhino camp settlement in Uganda and the data collection relied on               

literature, field research, participatory observation and semi-structured expert interviews. The          

study challenges the image of women as vulnerable subjects by presenting an alternative             

discourse of how their change of context and gender relations as refugees could lead to their                

empowerment. In other words, gender relations can be renegotiated and redefined in refugee             

settings; however, these re-negotiations can happen through self-initiatives, while humanitarian          

programs can act only as a supporting element. The study have found that dislocation and               

refugees assistance have an impact on gender relations and the social status of women; women               

empowerment can be more successful in settlements than in camps; equal access to resources              

could lead to women’s empowerment, while cultural changes can only be realised through             

self-initiatives from women refugees and their sense of ownership; the social role and status of               

women is always connected to men; and that all interventions should be gender-sensitive in              

refugee camps and settlements (Kraus, 2014, pp. 47-48). While the second study is Jabbar and               

5 



 

Zaza’s Evaluating a vocational training programme for women refugees at the Zaatari camp in              

Jordan: women empowerment: a journey and not an output (2015) which is a research paper               

published in the International Journal of Adolescence and Youth. The study included an             

evaluation on an empowerment program for refugees women analysing the impact of vocational             

training programs on the well-being of refugee women (Jabbar & Zaza, 2015, p. 304). The study                

conducted a fieldwork research and data collection from Zaatari camp in Jordan and came to the                

following results; first becoming a refugee can lead to deconstructing social constructs and             

changing gender roles since the women in the study adopted the roles of the breadwinners as                

opposed to being dependent on their male relatives; access to livelihood could lead to              

empowering women and making their voices heard in the community; skills acquired through the              

vocational programmes have a positive effect on health, education and women’s rights;            

vocational programmes have an impact on culture, gender equality and gender roles; women             

expressed an increased sense of self-confidence and self-esteem after participating in the            

vocational programmes; the programmes helped women become more resilient despite their           

traumatic experiences of war and violence; and finally women developed a sense of self-efficacy              

both on the personal and social levels (Jabbar & Zaza, 2015, p.312). 
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3. Methodology 

 

This chapter presents the methodology utilized in this research paper. The paper intends to              

analyse the term of ‘empowerment’ in relation to women refugees. The research method used in               

this thesis is a qualitative content analysis. Content analysis is “the longest established method of               

text analysis among the set of empirical methods of social investigation” (Holsti 1968,             

Silbermann 1974, Herkner 1974, as cited in Titscher, Meyer, Wodak & Vetter, 2000). In order to                

conduct a content analysis of the examined document, the method of discourse analysis is              

utilised. According to Taylor, “Discourse analysts work with written language, for example, in             

the form of official documents, news articles and online material from web pages and forums”               

(Taylor, 2013, p.58). Adding that the method of discourse analysis is “a research approach in               

which language material, such as talk or written texts, and sometimes other material altogether,              

is examined as evidence of phenomena” (Taylor, 2013, p.2). While, Lunenbury and Irby referred              

to discourse analysis as “a deconstructive reading and interpretation of a problem or a text”               

(2008, p. 94). Accordingly, this study will provide an analysis of the language used in the                 

documents examined in order to provide a deep understanding of how empowerment of refugee              

women is represented. 

 

The following paragraphs will explain the steps that were followed to conduct a discourse              

analysis of the examined data: 

 

The first step towards a discourse analysis is to find the data to be analysed. The discourse                 

analytic research process started with the collection of the data which took place through a               

keyword search using the words ‘empowerment’, ‘women’ and ‘refugees’ on the United Nations             

database and Uppsala library. Thus, this study analyses four selected documents published by the              

United Nations entities and the Swedish government due to their direct connection and influence              

on the field of assistance and protection of refugees.  
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The second step followed was analysing the data. The documents were read thoroughly a few               

times before starting the process of coding and categorising. The coding of the analysed              

documents was conducted by tracking repeated terms that were associated with empowerment in             

the text. The coding of the analysis was then categorised into three main relevant categories to                

the study of empowerment, which are gender, culture and intersectionality. Each category is             

illustrated by a series of textual examples which provides a sample of the discourses included.  

 

The third step followed was to extract the data. In order to provide a discourse analysis, the paper                  

utilises a combination between theories and concepts (Lunenburg & Irby 2008, p. 94). The              

analytical lens used to categorize the coded material was based on the theoretical and conceptual               

frameworks of this study. The theories and concepts used are postcolonial feminism,            

intersectionality, empowerment theories as well as the concept of gender. The discourses found             

through the previously mentioned theoretical and conceptual frameworks were divided into three            

parts in the result which are gender, culture and intersectionality. Gender was found in the               

documents analysed through the concept of gender; culture was found through the theory of              

postcolonial feminism and the concept of gender; while, intersectionality discourse was analysed            

through the intersectionality theory. Several sub categories emerged in relation to the first two              

categories; as per ‘gender’ the following emerged: gender equality, and the involvement of men;              

while culture included: religion, cultural relativism, gender roles and power relations. The data             

was extracted, divided into correspondent categories and presented in the Result chapter.  

 

The data analysed is valid and reliable since the United Nations acts as an international body                

where 193 states are included and represented while the Swedish government is reliable due to               

its legitimacy as an official state. The data studied in this thesis is as follows: 

 

a. “A Practical Guide to Empowerment: UNHCR Good Practices on Gender Equality 
Mainstreaming”, 32 pages. Developed by: United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees. (UNHCR, 2001). 

b. “Women’s Empowerment Principles: Equality Means Business”, 16 pages. 
Developed by: United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 
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Women and United Nations Global Compact. (UN Women, 2011). 

c. “UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter 2: Principles 
and Practices for Gender Equality”, 44 pages. Developed by: United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees. (UNHCR, 2008). 

d. “Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy”, 111 pages. Developed by: 
Government offices of Sweden, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, 2014) 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

This thesis adopts a number of different theoretical frameworks and concepts that serve as a               

deeper lens of analysis to the topic. The paper uses the postcolonial feminism framework, as well                

as intersectionality and empowerment. Due to the multiple use of theories, it is important to note                

that the theories will be presented from only relevant standpoints to the paper. Postcolonial              

feminism is a lens to view race and gender of previously colonized populations who are the main                 

subject of this paper. The theory of intersectionality is relevant in order to provide an analysis of                 

gender-related challenges resulting from different or layered factors that may altogether affect a             

certain person in certain conditions. Moreover, the theory of ‘empowerment’ provides an            

additional lens to understand the research topic and questions. Followed by the theoretical             

framework section, the concept of gender is presented in order to provide a deeper analysis of the                 

main subjects of this study, especially in newly constructed livelihood settings.  

4.1. Postcolonial Feminism 
 

According to the Encyclopedia of Feminist Theories, postcolonial feminism was born as a             

response to colonization and the monopoly of western feminists of the feminist discourse. The              

term postcolonial feminism is framed during the period of decolonisation. It shifts the focus from               

the centrality of the western world’s construction of knowledge. An important view of             

postcolonialism is its analysis to women’s racialised and sexualised ‘otherness’ by           

deconstructing the three-layered structures of discrimination of colonialism, neocolonialism and          

patriarchy. (Code (ed.) 2000, pp. 395-396).  

 

The term ‘colonization’, according to Mohanty, is used to produce economic and political             

hierarchies, as well as, a cultural discourse about the ‘Third World’; colonization is also often               

associated with structural domination and political oppression of the third world. Mohanty also             

introduced and analyzed the term ‘Third World Women’ in her Under Western Eyes publication,              

in which she criticised the effect of the representations of third world women in western feminist                
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writings. Third world women are represented as victims of different factors including: male             

violence, western colonization, familial systems, religious ideologies, and economic         

development. Feminist theories label third world women as traditional and politically immature.            

Mohanty phrased the representation of third world women as follows: “religious (read 'not             

progressive'), family oriented (read 'traditional'), legal minors (read        

'they-are-still-not-conscious-of-their-rights'), illiterate (read 'ignorant'), domestic (read      

'backward') and sometimes revolutionary (read 'their-country-is-in-a-state-of-war;      

they-must-fight)” (Mohanty, 1988, p.80). Moreover, Mohanty argues that this representation of           

third world women as a homogenous group excludes social class, ethnicity and rips them off               

from their historical and political agency. This presentation of postcolonial feminism is limited             

compared to the field of study, but it is highly relevant and convenient for this research.                

(Mohanty, 1988). 

4.2. Intersectionality Theory 
 
Intersectionality is utilized in this paper due to its specificity, deep analysis and relevance to the                

conditions of women refugees. According to Dill & Zambrana, intersectionality theory studies            

inequalities through race and ethnicity intersecting with other dimensions of difference (Dill &             

Zambrana, 2009, 185). Intersectionality is a critical analytical lens deconstructing how the            

systems of inequalities are enforced through multiple factors of discrimination including racial,            

ethnic, class, physical ability, age, sexuality and gender disparities (Dill & Zambrana, 2009,             

p.182). Identities are not only influenced by those factors, but ‘by a combination of all of those                 

characteristics’, in a hierarchical system that values some aspects more than others (Dill &              

Zambrana, 2009, 186). The study focusing on the inequalities through intersectionality of            

combined factors is a relatively new approach since inequality was mainly referred to as an               

“unequal control over and distribution of a society’s valued goods and resources.” (Dill &              

Zambrana, 2009, p.182).  

 

Intersectional analysis helps us to evaluate experiences of inequalities through four different            

domains of power; those domains are the structural domain, the disciplinary, the hegemonic and              
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the interpersonal domains. This tool of analysis aims at examining how inequalities are             

organized and maintained. This paragraph provides a short understanding of each of these power              

domains and how they have a role in maintaining or facilitating discrimination (Dill &              

Zambrana, 2009, p. 187). The structural and disciplinary domains are more related to the formal               

and public sector of a state. While, the hegemonic and interpersonal domains are more relevant               

to the social, community and individual levels. The structural domain sheds light on the              

society’s institutional structures including legal system, economic traditions and education.          

Intersectional analysis allows us to understand and examine those social and economic injustices.             

Moreover, it focuses on the policies, practices, outcomes of institutions that might allow or              

contribute to acts of discrimination towards a group of people. The Disciplinary domain comes              

in close relation to the structural one. It focuses on the bureaucratic practices that preserve and                

extend inequalities. Hence, it provides the institutions with the laws and regulations to allow the               

continuation of a discriminatory practice. The Hegemonic domain, on the other hand, represents             

the cultural ideologies, images and representations of a community or individuals that justifies             

and supports the institutions and its policies. The Hegemonic power is influential on the              

community since it defines the depictions of groups or individuals in the society. While, the               

interpersonal domain is associated with the everyday practices and treatment of other people             

(Dill & Zambrana, 2009, pp. 188-190). Using the theory of intersectionality, we attempt to              

deconstruct these ideologies and representations to provide meaning and explanations behind           

their existence.  

4.3. Empowerment Theory 
 
According to Perkins and Zimmerman, empowerment theory and intervention aims at the            

wellbeing of individuals within their social environment (1995, p. 569). The core orientation of              

empowerment is to present goals, aims and strategies for social change; while empowerment             

theory provides principles and a framework to organize that knowledge (Zimmerman, 2012, p.             

43). Empowerment theory includes both processes and outcomes (Swift & Levine 1987, as cited              

in Zimmerman 2012). According to Zimmerman, “the theory suggests that actions, activities or             

structures may be empowering, and that the outcome of such processes result in a level of being                 
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empowered.” (2012, p. 45). These definitions suggest that empowerment theory is a process of              

actions and that the outcome of this process, eventually, leads to a new level of empowerment. In                 

order to develop a better understanding of ‘empowerment’ as phrased in the previous quotes, the               

process of empowerment is meant to gain control, obtain needed resources and understand the              

social environment of individuals. The process of empowerment succeeds if it helps people             

develop skills in order to enable them to be independent problem solvers and decision-makers.              

Empowerment outcomes, on the other hand, studies the consequences of citizen’s attempts to             

gain more control in their communities, or the effects of interventions designed to empower              

people (Zimmerman, 2012, p.46). However, empowerment process and outcomes cannot be the            

same experience for everyone since it is an individual process and is affected by context and                

historical factors. In other words, “both empowerment processes and outcomes vary in their             

outward form because no single standard can fully capture its meaning in all contexts or               

populations.” (Rappaport 1984, Zimmerman 1993, as cited in Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995, p.             

570).  

4.4. Gender  

In an attempt to define ‘gender’, Wharton divides it into three parts; first she refers to gender as a                   

process rather than a fixed state, which means that it is continuously being produced and               

reproduced; second is that gender is not only limited to an individualistic characteristic, but it               

exists on all levels of social structure; and finally gender is an important factor in organizing                

relations of inequality, or in other words, it is considered as a critical aspect on which social                 

resources are distributed (2012, p. 9).  

 

According to Wharton, “gender is a system of social practices that constitute people as different               

and that organizes relations of inequality.” (2012, p.60). Wharton also explains how Gender             

Inequality is a product of two processes that are connected and those are institutionalization and               

legitimation (2012, p.229). Gender inequality is institutionalised through the social structures and            

the everyday routines that help in sustaining it, and it is legitimised through the ideologies that                

enforce these inequalities (Wharton, 2012, p. 236). Long term institutionalized inequalities that            
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are based on gender, race or social class are characterised by their difference in the way they are                  

experienced and perceived. This type of institutionalized inequalities affect both the dominant            

and subordinate groups; since dominant groups are often unable to acknowledge the existence of              

inequalities, and are unlikely to feel responsible or guilty for such inequalities, while, on the               

other hand, the subordinate groups believe in the lack of alternatives and accepts things ‘just the                

way they are’. This helps the dominant group to maintain the relation and shape the               

understanding of both the dominant and subordinate groups of the nature of their relationship.              

(Jackman 1994, as cited in Wharton, pp.230-231). Wharton, then, concludes saying that “all             

inequalities must be legitimated; ideologies help provide this by supplying accounts that make             

inequality seem fair and/or reasonable” (2012, p.242).  

 

One important aspect in gender studies is the concept of Gender Socialization and the theories of                

socialization. Socialization is the process where individuals take on gendered characteristics and            

form a sense of self; it explains how individuals’ traits and behaviour are shaped through their                

encounter with society. Through the process of socialization, people learn what is expected of              

them based on their gender, and they understand that they will be held accountable according to                

their behaviour (Wharton, 2012, p.37). Theories of socialization explain how people become            

‘gendered’ and acquire gender-appropriate traits. Moreover, they emphasize the social factors           

that contribute in creating these gendered differences and how powerful it influences individuals             

in the society. However, these gender-appropriate characteristics are not specified since they            

depend on the societal and cultural context, time and place (Wharton, 2012, p. 48). 
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5. Result 

This chapter includes the result of the text analysis of the selected documents on empowering               

women. The documents are official publications by UNHCR, UN Women, and the Swedish             

feminist foreign handbook. Through the process of coding, three main categories were found in              

relation to empowerment: ‘Gender’, ‘Culture’ and ‘Intersectionality’. The first two categories           

had a number of sub-discourses divided as follows, gender: gender equality, and the involvement              

of men; and culture: religion, cultural relativism, gender roles and power relations. 

5.1. Gender 

Gender was one of the main categories that was coded through the documents in relation to                

empowerment. There are two discourses associated with empowerment that were traced in            

relation to ‘gender’: gender equality, and the involvement of men. The discourses were analysed              

through the selected documents using gender and gender inequalities as a theoretical framework.             

As presented by Wharton, gender is a process that exists on all levels of social structure and is                  

responsible for relations of inequalities, but is subject to change (2012, p.9). Those relations of               

gender inequalities are maintained through everyday social structures, and are justified by            

ideologies (Wharton, 2012, p.236). It is important to note that gender equality is the fifth goal of                 

the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals; SDGs are global goals adopted by UN agencies, as              

well as, its member states, that promote prosperity and plan to build a better world (UN, 2017). 

5.1.1. Gender Equality  

The discourse about gender equality was found in a repetitive pattern to be associated with               

empowerment, throughout three of the documents: Women’s Empowerment Principles: Equality          

Means Business (2011), UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter 2:              

Principles and Practices for Gender Equality (2008) and Global Good Practices in Advancing             

Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in Constitutions (2016). This section includes           
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gender equality and its relation to empowerment, development, economic empowerment, as well            

as, a few principles of gender equality.  

In the early 1990s, the international law was modified to include new standards to better promote                

and protect women’s rights (UNHCR 2008, p.22). Among these standards is the principle of              

participation and empowerment, which states that the “Participation and empowerment of           

women and girls are essential to ensuring gender equality and to enhancing their protection”              

(UNHCR 2008, p. 24). In order to achieve gender equality, women empowerment needs to be               

guaranteed (UNHCR 2008, p.21).  

Gender equality also plays an important role in development; since both gender equality and the               

empowerment of women and girls “are essential preconditions for development, peace and            

security” (UNHCR 2008, p.22). Moreover, governments acknowledge the importance of          

women’s inclusion for development as well as “achieving the Millennium Development Goals            

and national economic and development plans” (UN Women 2011, p.3).  

Women's economic empowerment is another factor that can facilitate gender equality. In order to              

establish women’s economic empowerment, the UN Women’s guide has been published with a             

set of principles towards gender equality. The principles of ‘Leadership Promotes Gender            

Equality’ advises to “establish high-level corporate leadership for gender equality” (UN Women            

2011, p.1), adding that there is a need to “affirm high-level support and direct top-level policies                

for gender equality and human rights” (UN Women 2011, p.4). Moreover, the ‘Transparency,             

Measuring and Reporting’ principle promotes to “make public the company policies and            

implementation plan for promoting gender equality” (UN Women 2011, p.5). Additionally, the            

principle of ‘Community Leadership and Engagement’ suggested to “Lead by example –            

showcase company commitment to gender equality and women’s empowerment” (UN Women           

2011, p.5). Women’s exclusion from employment has proven to have a negative impact on the               

economy, according to “a 2011 report from the International Labour Organization (ILO) and             

Asian Development Bank (ADB) revealed that a gender equality gap in employment rates for              
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women as compared to men cost Asia $47 billion annually – fully 45% of women remained                

outside the workplace compared to 19% of men” (UN Women 2011, p.10).  

Through the Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy, a whole section was dedicated for             

the promotion of gender equality in humanitarian aid and development cooperation.  

“The feminist foreign policy has also involved a stronger gender equality perspective in             

Sweden’s work with humanitarian aid … Sweden’s humanitarian aid will contribute to            

strengthening women’s and girls’ right to protection in humanitarian crises, and to            

strengthen their ability to play an active role in response to humanitarian crises. Gender              

equality analyses can be decisive in order to be able to save lives and alleviate suffering,                

as the challenges and needs may be different for women and men … Sweden has               

undertaken concrete measures to integrate a gender equality perspective and measures           

against sexual and gender based violence into humanitarian efforts and the humanitarian            

reform process … only intends to support humanitarian actors who base their work on a               

gender equality analysis and sex- and age-disaggregated data” (Ministry of foreign affairs            

2014, p.82). 

Gender Equality Mainstreaming 

Gender equality mainstreaming is the promotion and inclusion for gender equality in institutional             

approaches. This promotion of gender equality aims at achieving gender equality and women             

empowerment. This discourse was included in the following documents: A Practical Guide to             

Empowerment: UNHCR Good Practices on Gender Equality Mainstreaming (2001) and          

Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy (2014). The following paragraph presents gender           

equality mainstreaming in relation to empowerment.  

The Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs argues that gender equality mainstreaming first            

appeared in the 1990s, and started evolving since then, adding that gender mainstreaming adopts              

a gender equality perspective through policies and realities in order to promote equal lives for all                

women and men (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.17). According to UNHCR, gender equality              

mainstreaming is considered to be both a strategy and a process for changing gender relations               

while considering the different interests, needs and resources of women and men refugees (2001,              
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p.7). This consideration needs to be implemented through the different stages of programs             

starting from program design, planning, implementation, and ending with monitoring and           

evaluation (UNHCR, 2001, p.7). It is important to note that gender equality mainstreaming has              

been increasingly adopted in recent years (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.17). It also has an                

impact on empowerment, for example “Sweden works for gender equality and gender            

mainstreaming in the EU’s foreign and security policy in accordance with the EU action plan for                

gender equality and women’s empowerment” (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.66). In order to              

implement gender equality mainstreaming, it is suggested to “facilitate the process of gender             

equality mainstreaming … so that the effect will flow down to the refugee population” (UNHCR               

2001, p.8), and to establish “routines and working methods to strengthen gender mainstreaming             

... with a focus on monitoring and results” (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.76). 

5.1.2. The Involvement of Men 

The inclusion of men emerged and repeated as a pattern associated with achieving gender              

equality and women empowerment in the following documents: Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist           

Foreign Policy (2014), A Practical Guide to Empowerment: UNHCR Good Practices on Gender             

Equality Mainstreaming (2001), and UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls:             

Chapter 2: Principles and Practices for Gender Equality (2008). The following paragraphs            

present the discourse of men’s inclusion and its impact on achieving women empowerment, and              

in responding to SGBV; showing how men’s inclusion is presented in the selected documents.  

There is a direct connection between the inclusion of men and achieving women’s             

empowerment: “women’s empowerment requires more active engagement and commitment         

from men and male-dominated institutions” (UNHCR 2001, p.4). Likewise, Sweden also           

emphasizes the importance of involving men in order to establish gender equal societies through              

initiatives that promote positive masculinity (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.75). The            

UNHCR handbook dedicated the last section of its second chapter promoting the importance of              

including men and boy in the process of achieving gender equality and it stated that: 

“Engaging men and boys in the process of achieving gender equality requires us to raise               

awareness about the positive effects that gender equality can have for them. It also              
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involves reinforcing masculine roles, norms and behaviours that are positive and           

non-violent. This must be done in a way that appeals to men and boys, enables them to                 

empathize with women and girls, builds on their skills and capacities, and empowers             

them. It is also critical to reach out to boys and young men. ” (UNHCR 2008, p.58).  

While reflecting on their previous practices in their response to women-related issues, the UNHCR 

handbook admitted that they have been mainly focusing on working with women, realising that men’s 

inclusion is also needed in order to work towards gender equality: 

“To date, UNHCR’s activities to enhance the protection of women and girls have             

primarily focused on working with women. Yet gender equality and the elimination of             

violence against women and girls cannot be achieved without the active participation of             

men. It is also critical to reach out to boys and young men, as our beliefs about gender                  

roles are formed at an early age.” (UNHCR 2008, p.55) 

In responding to sexual and gender based violence (SGBV), the involvement of men was also               

stressed and promoted to help end SGBV, and the UNHCR acknowledged their focus on              

working with women when responding to sexual violence; the following text was extracted: 

“It can be useful to identify boys and young men exhibiting positive male roles … and                

encourage them to act as role models for their peers. Boys who grow up around positive                

male role models are more likely to question gender inequalities and harmful stereotypes             

and are less likely to become perpetrators of SGBV” (UNHCR 2008, pp.58-59).  

“Yet very often our responses to sexual and gender-based violence are designed as             

‘women’s programmes’. To see rape and other forms of violence as a women’s issue              

ignores gender analysis entirely” (UNHCR 2008, p.56).  

Moreover, the Swedish feminist foreign policy stated under the title of ‘Sweden’s main             

messages’ that in order to prevent conflict and fight SGBV, men and boys must be involved                

(Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.25), adding that their involvement is essential for changing              

attitudes. (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.29). Furthermore, the UNHCR’s A Practical Guide             

to Empowerment mentioned that “men need to be sensitized at all levels, particularly as policy               

and decision-makers, and must be encouraged to attend women-dominated meetings on gender            
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issues. They must also advocate alongside women for gender equality” (2001, p.14).            

Additionally, the guide included a section for ‘Working with Men’ in their ‘Lessons Learned’              

from an evaluation, where it explained how the exclusion of men could create tension and stated                

the following: 

“Women had received the majority of trainings on women’s rights during exile. As a              

result, women appear to be more conscious of and open to the prospect of change. In                

contrast, a significant number of men have insisted that women return to traditional             

gender roles, leading to tensions and violence in returnee communities. Awareness           

raising must be aimed not only at women, but also at men. For example, women received                

the majority of trainings on family planning and reproductive health issues, and family             

planning policies were oriented to inform or guide women only. Excluding men            

reinforced the idea that such matters are not their responsibility” (UNHCR 2001, p.17).  

5.2. Culture 

As per ‘culture’ and its relation to women empowerment and achieving gender equality, the              

following discourses came to light: religion, cultural relativism, gender roles and power            

relations were found. The analytical lens used to trace these discourses were the postcolonial              

feminism and gender theoretical frameworks. According to Mohanty, third world women are            

often represented as religious, family oriented, traditional, illiterate and domestic. Postcolonial           

feminism is used from this perspective to trace the discourse of culture and religions in the                

examined documents (Mohanty, 1988, p.80). While the theory of socialization can help us frame              

gender roles and power relations since it dictates gender-appropriate characteristics that are            

influenced by social factors depending on the cultural, social context, time and place (Wharton,              

2012, p.48). Religion and culture, among other things, were portrayed as challenges to             

empowerment in relation to using rights and community based approaches (UNHCR, 2008,            

p.27). 
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5.2.1. Religion 

Religion in relation to empowerment and gender equality was identified through the following             

documents: UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter 2: Principles             

and Practices for Gender Equality (2008) and Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy            

(2014). The following paragraph presents the discourse of religion in relation to culture,             

conditions associated with it, as well as its role in facilitating women’s rights violations and               

hindering gender equality.  

The discourse of religion was found to be closely associated with culture. When commenting on               

culture and community values, it was stated that “such practices may sometimes be presented as               

having their origins in religion, but have in fact evolved as a particular cultural interpretation of                

religious precepts and may in some cases even go against these precepts” (UNHCR 2008, p.28).               

Religious practices were also seen as a challenge to girls during the implementation of a               

UNHCR project for Somali refugee girls stating that “one of the obstacles to implementing this               

project was the traditional hijab dress worn by the Somali refugee girls. The clothing made it                

difficult to participate in sports” (UNHCR 2008, p.33). Additionally, the UNHCR associated            

culture and religious practices with certain conditions and circumstances stating for example that             

people tend to be with low literacy levels, and there is often a limited female presence, lack of                  

information as well as cultural fatalism (UNHCR 2008, p.28). These characteristics match            

Mohanty’s presentation of postcolonial feminism theory where she argues that third world            

women are often defined as religious, family oriented, legal minors, illiterate, domestic but             

sometimes revolutionary (2003, p. 357). Culture and religion allow women’s rights violations as             

“community values and traditions, including religious practices and traditions, may condone,           

foster or even facilitate gender inequalities and violence against women and girls and may              

violate their rights” (UNHCR 2008, p.28). However, the Swedish handbook argues that religion             

and culture should never legitimise violations of women’s rights (Ministry of foreign affairs             

2014, p.21). An opinion about the influence of culture and religion on women’s rights states that:                

“Sweden also rejects references to religion, culture, customs or traditions being used in             
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international agreements to legitimise restrictions on women’s and girls’ enjoyment of human            

rights” (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.68). 

5.2.2. Cultural Relativism 

Cultural Relativism was found in the UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls:               

Chapter 2: Principles and Practices for Gender Equality (2008). The following paragraphs            

present the discourse of cultural relativism, its relation to culture, and its impact on gender               

equality.  

The argument of cultural relativism acts as a protector of culture and provides a discourse that                

justifies the injustice that women were subjected to, arguing that it could be used “to challenge                

the universality of human rights on the grounds that local culture and tradition should take               

precedence” (UNHCR 2008, p.28). Cultural relativism raises the concern that women’s rights            

are threatened or sacrificed for the sake of cultural practices in many countries (UNHCR 2008,               

p.28). Moreover, it acts as an obstacle for promoting women’s rights, for example, “UNHCR              

staff have also resisted taking action to promote and protect the rights of women and girls on the                  

grounds that it would interfere with local culture.” (UNHCR 2008, pp.28-29). This            

representation of culture matches Mohanty’s criticism of western writings about third world            

women who are often represented as victims of male violence, familial system and religious              

ideologies (Mohanty, 1988). 

In conclusion, cultural relativism is considered to be “the greatest challenge to women’s and              

girls’ rights and the largest obstacle to eliminating harmful traditional practices” (UNHCR 2008,             

p.29). However, according to UNHCR, it is important to note that culture is not homogenous and                

it is continuously reshaped and redefined, including its constructs about gender identities and             

gender relation (UNHCR 2008, p.31).  

5.2.3. Gender Roles 

Gender roles discourse was pointed out through the following documents: Global Good            

Practices in Advancing Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in Constitutions (2016),           
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UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter 2: Principles and Practices              

for Gender Equality (2008) and A Practical Guide to Empowerment: UNHCR Good Practices on              

Gender Equality Mainstreaming (2001). The coming paragraphs present the discourse of gender            

role and its relation to culture, forced displacement and empowerment.  

Culture and religious norms have an influence on how gender roles are constructed (UNHCR              

2008, p.56). “Gender roles are typically conveyed through everyday messages in government            

policies, law, the mass media, school textbooks, and religious and traditional practices. They             

often reflect systematic discrimination against a social group that limits choices or roles”             

(UNHCR 2001, p.6).  

According to UNHCR, displacement can be a disempowering experience for women since            

women are often responsible for children, older relatives and house work, and they find              

themselves to be overburdened (2008, p.39). Subsequently, women rely on male relatives to get              

access to their needs in camps (UNHCR 2008, p.39). Women are also more at risk of violence,                 

including domestic violence; however, accurate data on violence against women is hard to             

collect and due to “the absence of policing or judicial mechanisms … violence against women is                

often undetected, unreported, or is not addressed” (UNHCR 2008, p.39). During displacement,            

men lose their role as a provider and protector of the family, which results in a sense of                  

frustration and powerlessness leading to an increased level of violence (UNHCR 2008, p. 57).  

Contrarily, forced displacement was also argued by UNHCR to be an empowering experience for              

women if they actively attempt to challenge traditional gender roles in order to increase their               

involvement in their environment, including the political and economic aspects (UNHCR 2008,            

p.40). One of UNHCR’s ‘good practices’ states that empowerment can be achieved when staff,              

refugees, men and women work to “actively challenge biases based on sex and gender roles               

rooted in the daily beliefs of refugees, internally displaced populations and returnees, as well as               

those who work to assist and support them” (UNHCR 2001, p. 8). 
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5.2.4. Power Relations 

”Around the world, there is a pushback on women’s rights. […] We will push back against the 
pushback. And we will keep pushing. For wholesale change. For rapid change. And for the 

meaningful change our world needs, starting by addressing the imbalance in power relations.” 

UN Secretary-General António Guterres  

The discourse on power relations was found in the following documents: UNHCR Handbook for              

the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter 2: Principles and Practices for Gender Equality              

(2008), A Practical Guide to Empowerment: UNHCR Good Practices on Gender Equality            

Mainstreaming (2001) and Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy (2014). The following           

paragraph presents the discourse of power relations, its connection to empowerment, men’s            

resistance and general misperceptions about it.  

Power relations is associated with violence against women. Violence is believed to be “an              

expression of historically unequal power relationships between women and men.” (Ministry of            

foreign affairs 2014, p.104). Understanding power relations can facilitate the process of            

empowerment for women. Power relations and gender roles are believed to have an impact on               

shaping the process empowerment (UNHCR 2001, p.3). Empowerment is a “a participatory            

process that engages women in reflection, inquiry, and action ... women can begin to question the                

world and their place in it, affirm their own sources of power, and discover how other forms of                  

power affect their lives” (UNHCR 2008, p.41). However, since men possess more power than              

women in different settings, they might resist change in power relations (UNHCR 2008, p.57),              

which could be a challenge to women’s empowerment. On the other hand, UNHCR argues that,               

“it is often powerful refugee and displaced men who feel most threatened by strategies to               

empower women in the community, as they see this as a direct challenge to the power and                 

privilege (even if limited) which they enjoy” (UNHCR 2008, p.57). The power struggle is also               

reinforced through misleading perceptions about women empowerment and gender equality          

interventions, for example at a workshop for refugees in Sierra Leone, many men believed that               

activities promoting women empowerment aim at discriminating against men (UNHCR 2008,           

p.55). These misleading perceptions are not only limited to refugee men, but they include the               

UNHCR staff, as well, where “there is considerable misunderstanding among staff members,            
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persons of concern, and partners as to how such a priority affects our mandate to protect all                 

persons of concern, including men and boys” (UNHCR 2008, p.55). 

5.3. Intersectionality 

The discourse of intersectionality was mentioned both as a term and as a definition, through the                

conditions associated with it, in the following documents: Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist           

Foreign Policy (2014), and UNHCR Handbook for the Protection of Women and Girls: Chapter              

2: Principles and Practices for Gender Equality (2008). The following paragraphs present the             

discourse of intersectionality in relation to gender equality, power relations, its relation to             

empowerment and disempowerment, as well as, the role of community-based systems. The            

discourse was framed through the intersectionality theory which aims at studying inequalities            

through race and ethnicity intersecting with other dimensions of difference (Dill & Zambrana,             

2009, 185). Intersectionality is a critical analytical lens deconstructing how the systems of             

inequalities are enforced through multiple factors of discrimination including racial, ethnic, class,            

physical ability, age, sexuality and gender disparities (Dill & Zambrana, 2009, p.182). Identities             

are not only influenced by those factors, but ‘by a combination of all of those characteristics’, in                 

a hierarchical system that values some aspects more than others (Dill & Zambrana, 2009, 186). 

The concept of intersectionality appeared in handbooks related to women’s rights, for example,             

the Swedish foreign policy stated that its handbook “is based on intersectionality, which means              

taking into account the fact that people have different living conditions, levels of influence and               

needs.” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2014, p.11). Intersectionality is relevant to achieving gender             

equality. The Handbook: Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy stated the following when           

explaining the strategy to achieve gender equality: 

“This can be achieved through, for example, using gender equality analyses when            

projects, action plans and strategies are formulated. These analyses should have an            

intersectional perspective and should take into account the fact that women and girls, men              

and boys are not homogeneous groups but have different identities, needs, influence and             

living conditions. Analyses therefore need to consider factors other than gender, such as             
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age, geographic domicile, socioeconomic status, gender identity and gender expression,          

sexual orientation, ethnic origin, functional variation, level of education, declarations of           

faith and religion” (Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.38). 

According to UNHCR, Women’s participation has a role in their empowerment and achieving             

gender equality; there are a number of factors that exclude women from the participation in the                

community which acts as an obstacle to their empowerment and gender equality (UNHCR 2008,              

p.24). “Factors such as age, language, ethnicity, race, caste, culture, religion, disability, family             

and socio-economic status, and rural or urban background can create additional barriers to             

gender equality” (UNHCR 2008, p.24). Moreover, the intersectionality of factors could result in             

an imbalance of power relations which also facilitates disempowerment, or in other words             

“power relations between women and men, as well as among different classes, races, ethnicities,              

and age groups influence how groups within a given community behave ... Within a community,               

individuals are likely to be part of more powerful and less powerful groups at the same time.”                 

(UNHCR 2008, p.41). Additionally, these factors not only determine an individual’s power and             

position in a group, but they also control their access to resources and limit their participation in                 

the community, for instance, the term empowerment was explained as follows by the UNHCR:              

“refers to a range of activities, from individual self-assertion to collective resistance, protest, and              

mobilization, which challenge basic power relations. For individuals and groups where class,            

caste, ethnicity, and gender determine their access to resources and power, their empowerment             

begins when they not only recognize the systemic forces that oppress them, but act to change                

existing power relationships” (UNHCR 2008, p.41). As a result, UNHCR encourages the            

identification through age, gender and diversity analysis in order to “address inequalities and             

support the empowerment and protection of discriminated groups, in particular women and girls             

at risk” (UNHCR 2008, p.34). The UNHCR handbook “emphasizes the importance of            

establishing community-based systems for protection and for empowering refugees so they can            

help to protect themselves and their community. To do this we must understand the cultural and                

socio-economic situation and gender roles within a particular community” (UNHCR 2008, p.29).            

Moreover, in order to address the different needs of women that result from the intersectionality               

of factors, It is important to support “the full participation of women of concern in all decisions                 
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affecting their lives and in the planning, implementation, evaluation, and monitoring” (UNHCR            

2008, 39). Accordingly, in order to achieve gender equality through its development cooperation,             

Sweden suggests working with the accountability mechanism to ensure that they “have guiding             

documents based on international law and international agreements, consistently follow these           

regulations, and apply an intersectional perspective in gender equality analyses and other work”             

(Ministry of foreign affairs 2014, p.80).  
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6. Discussion 

6.1. Gender Equality 

Gender equality was one of the most dominant discourses found through the empirical data. All               

documents stressed on its importance explaining that in order to reach gender equality, women              

empowerment must be guaranteed. This shows the connection between women empowerment           

and gender equality since women empowerment is the process through which gender equality             

can be established, as phrased by the UNHCR “Participation and empowerment of women and              

girls are essential to ensuring gender equality” (UNHCR 2008, p. 24).  

The discourse of gender equality, however, was often associated with women-only interventions            

according to UNHCR’s reflective statements: “to date, UNHCR’s activities to enhance the            

protection of women and girls have primarily focused on working with women” (2008, p.55). In               

2008, UNHCR did, in fact, mention through their handbook the importance of working with              

men. However, a research conducted in 2018 showed that the focus of humanitarian and              

development interventions on women’s empowerment shows a lack of livelihoods support for            

men resulting in the exclusion and emasculation of men (Ritchie, pp. S55-S56). The time frame               

between the inclusiveness of men policy and the research conducted in the field is ten years, yet                 

men’s exclusion was still evident. The focus on women and exclusion of men when promoting               

gender equality is contradicting the inclusiveness of the term gender of both men and women.               

This might be due to the confusion around the term ‘gender’; according to UNHCR, many               

believe that gender includes only women; both refugees and UNHCR staff, have misconceptions             

about gender equality, as stated that “there is considerable misunderstanding among staff            

members, persons of concern, and partners as to how such a priority affects our mandate to                

protect all persons of concern, including men and boys” (UNHCR 2008, p.55). This might raise               

the need to replace such terms with more simplified wordings or provide a manual of explicit                

definitions for both staff and persons of concern before humanitarian interventions. Another            

possible implication of why men’s exclusion continues during humanitarian interventions is the            

overwhelming surge of refugees and IDPs due to increasing conflicts in the past decade              
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(UNHCR, 2013, p.2). This rise of numbers in persons of concern could lead to the exhaustion of                 

funds and humanitarian agencies might have to prioritize and meet only the urgent basic needs.  

6.2. Empowerment  

Empowerment theory suggests that empowerment is a process of actions, as well as, the end               

outcome of this process (Swift & Levine 1987, as cited in Zimmerman 2012). However, there is                

no clear definition or measurable strategy to the concept of empowerment, except that it strives               

for equality (UNHCR, 2001, p.31). There are two discourses that were underlined through the              

different documents in relation to women’s empowerment; some documents stressed on           

economic empowerment, while others addressed the cultural aspect and community inclusion.  

On one hand, economic empowerment was underlined in two documents published by the UN              

Women and the Swedish handbook. The Swedish handbook stated that it was not only right, but                

also “socially smart to invest in women’s economic empowerment” (Ministry of foreign affairs,             

2014, p. 27). This might imply that women’s economic empowerment is a necessary step              

towards women’s general empowerment. In fact, this was confirmed by Jabbar and Zaza’s             

research paper, which evaluated a vocational training programme for refugee women in Zaatari             

camp. The study found that ‘access to livelihood could lead to empowering women and making               

their voices heard in the community’ (2015, p.312). This could be a potential discourse that               

argues that economic empowerment could be an access point for legal, political, social and inner               

empowerment.  

On the other hand, culture and community were key discourses in UNHCR documents.             

Community based approach was promoted by UNHCR to include all members of the             

community, including women, in providing support to fellow members of the community.            

According to the principles in the UNHCR’s document, community based approach aims at             

building an equal partnership between men and women, as well as, empowering both of them in                

order to support all members of the community. However, culture and religious practices act as a                

challenge towards the implementation of that goal or as stated in their handbook, “community              

values and traditions, including religious practices and traditions, may condone, foster or even             
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facilitate gender inequalities and violence against women and girls and may violate their rights”              

(UNHCR 2008, p.28). The emphasis on the community-based approach might signify the            

UNHCR’s understanding of the best practices for working with gender equality and women             

empowerment. This might be due to their long experience of working with different communities              

of refugees on these initiatives. Empowerment and change of cultures cannot be implemented or              

enforced on people. The discourse about culture and religion seems to portray an image of               

women as passive recipients of aid interventions and take away their ownership over their own               

beliefs and cultural identity. If empowerment is promoted and asserted through these documents,             

then it should start with following the opinions and needs of these women. Culture and religion                

might be causing injustices for women, but it should be up to those women to decide if they                  

perceive them as injustices and if they would like to change them. This was also established                

during Krause’s field work research in refugee camps, where he stated that women and men               

refugees need to have ownership over their opinion and ideas about the protection and assistance               

they need. He continued adding that, “imposing western ideas to change refugees’ mindsets and              

gender relations appear to be hardly possible, and thus, cultural change and processes require              

self-initiative and refugees’ freedom to decide about processes” (Krause, 2014, p.47).  

To conclude, it’s important to mention that the UN Women is a relatively young United Nations                

entity that was mainly established in 2011 to ‘accelerate progress on meeting the needs of               

women worldwide’ (UN Women, 2019). As a result, they have a specific target group and a                

precise goal. Whilst, the Swedish government acts mainly as one of the biggest donors to               

humanitarian aid (OCHA, 2020), which is a distant reality from the work in the field. Both have                 

a different experience from UNHCR, which has been working since 1950 on the implementation              

of aid programmes to refugees (UNHCR, 2017a).  

6.3. Intersectionality  

The discourse of intersectionality was indicated in only two of the documents examined: the              

UNHCR and the Swedish handbooks. The absence of intersectionality in other documents could             

be related to its short history. Intersectionality first came to light in the 1980s, which makes it a                  
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relatively young area of study compared to other feminist theories (Mccann & Kim, 2017(eds.)).              

The conditions of the intersectionality of factors and its influence on creating gender inequalities              

was mentioned in the UNHCR handbook; however, the term ‘intersectionality’ was never            

mentioned (2008, p.24). Whilst, the Swedish handbook specified the term ‘intersectional           

perspective’ when talking about gender equality analyses (2014, p.38). One reason might be the              

difference of time between the two documents, since the UNHCR document was published six              

years before the Swedish handbook. Another explanation could be that Sweden is the first              

country in the world that publishes a feminist foreign policy according to Clement and              

Thompson (2014). This is likely to have an influence on the language and terminologies used               

through Swedish documents. Intersectionality seems to be an important tool of analysis that             

needs to be integrated within all women-related policies and handbooks. In order to be able to                

support and help women develop, it should be important to first form a holistic understanding of                

what could be affecting or influencing women to be in certain circumstances. This was also               

pointed out in Yazid and Natania’s research paper, where they found out that the policies               

implemented in the field provide generalised assistance which disregards the specific needs of             

women refugees (2017, p. 40). As a result, humanitarian actors ought to work directly with the                

local community and persons of interests. This direct feedback can help them understand and              

adjust resources to provide the different or combined needs of women. Working with a              

community based approach was, as a matter of fact, emphasized by UNHCR stating that women               

must have full participation in all decisions affecting their lives through the planning,             

implementation, monitoring and evaluation phases of programmes (UNHCR 2008, 39).          

However, effective implementation of women’s participation might still be evolving according to            

the results shown recently in the field.  

Finally in order to answer the two research questions, the study has found the following: 

1. The analysis shows that empowerment does not have a common definition, since it is              

often referred to as the process and end result of achieving equality and development.              

This explains why the documents analysed presented empowerment from different          

aspects. Some prioritised women’s economic empowerment in order for the women to be             

equal and more powerful members of the society who can contribute with their opinion              
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and economy. While others focused on women’s inner and social empowerment,           

encouraging them to shift gender roles and power relations through changing the cultural             

and religious practices that act as an obstacle.  

 

2. As per the similarities and differences found between the selected documents, which was             

the second research question, the study has found the following:  

● The importance of working with men and their inclusion is a similar discourse found in               

most documents. Only a few documents, however, gave it much attention and included a              

whole section dedicated to it. Despite stressing its importance, there are no clear             

guidelines provided about how to achieve this inclusion. 

● Another discourse found in most documents was about culture and religion which were             

portrayed as challenges for the previously decided programmes for women refugees.           

Moreover, the study has found that empowerment can only happen with self-initiative,            

and if those women believe in it; and not being imposed or applied by a third party.  

● Intersectionality was the only different discourse found in the documents. Only two of the              

documents spoke about the intersectionality of factors and its effect on women’s            

empowerment. This tool of analysis seems to be useful to understand the obstacles,             

challenges and needs women have. The combination of factors altogether might act as a              

more complex structure of oppression or disempowerment and using intersectionality to           

expose these factors seems to be an accurate and efficient way of working with these               

women in reality.  

● The analysis also shows a similar discourse linking women empowerment with the term             

gender equality. The distinction between the two became clear when women           

empowerment was referred to as an essential step towards gender equality (UNHCR            

2008, p.21). Moreover, the term ‘gender equality’ created confusion both to humanitarian            

workers and refugees, since the term gender is often associated with women or             

advocating for women’s rights (UNHCR 2008, p.55). Thus, there needs to be a             

distinction between the two terms, and awareness raising about how the term gender             

includes both men and women and the promotion of their equal rights.  
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7. Conclusion 

In this thesis, an analysis on women empowerment, according to selected documents related to              

the work with refugee women, was conducted. In conclusion, this study has found that there is                

no common understanding of how to achieve empowerment and that different approaches are             

used depending on the humanitarian programme’s vision; awareness is needed to clarify the             

confusion between the terms ‘gender equality’ and ‘women empowerment’; women          

empowerment is an important aspects for the achieving development and gender equality;            

empowerment requires awareness and acceptance both from women and men to be achieved;             

intersectionality of factors is an important tool of analysis that can help provide a more accurate                

understanding of women’s conditions and needs in the field.   
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