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Summary

The purpose of this case study was to investigate whether the Swedish Red Cross reproduces
or challenges the critiques identified in the critical humanitarian scholarship. Generally
speaking, this scholarship argues that humanitarianism is not neutral or apolitical. It investigates
how humanitarian practice and discourse are shaped by postcolonial histories, reproduce
hierarchies of knowledge and power, and portray people as vulnerable to justify humanitarian
intervention. It also interrogates humanitarian authority that shapes the power dynamics among
international and local humanitarian actors, as well as humanitarian norms and standards.
However, the literature review identified that research systematically examining how
humanitarian organizations discursively construct their roles, values, and ethical positions
remains limited. This thesis addresses that gap by using critical discourse analysis, within a
postcolonial theoretical perspective, to examine how the Swedish Red Cross constructs its
humanitarian role and principles in relation to the humanitarian crisis in Ukraine and Gaza.

Findings show that the SRC presents its work through the language of neutrality, impartiality,
vulnerability, inclusion, and a discourse of compassion. However, this apparently apolitical
discourse can reproduce postcolonial hierarchies by making suffering visible while
backgrounding its political and historical causes. Affected populations are often represented in
terms of need, risk, and vulnerability, while humanitarian actors appear as legitimate authorities

who can define crises and organize responses.
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1. Introduction

Humanitarianism can be understood as an ethical commitment to the equal value of all human
life, expressed through action to assist people in situations of suffering, protect their rights, and
recognize their agency and worldview (Aloudat & Khan, 2022, p. 1). Humanitarianism is often
defined in relation to humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality, and humanitarian
action refers to the provision of assistance to people affected by war, conflict, or disaster based
on need (Roth, Purkayastha, & Denskus, 2024, p. 4). Humanitarianism should also be
distinguished from humanitarian aid, generally understood as the delivery of urgent assistance
to populations facing immediate threat (Munyoka & Goel, 2024, p. 1152), where aid providers
often occupy a more powerful position because they hold the authority, the resources, and make

decisions about how, to whom, and for how long support is distributed (Roth et al., 2024, p. 4).

Based on humanitarian principles, humanitarian actors are expected not to take sides, but to
distribute aid according to need. However, critical humanitarian scholarship also shows that
neutrality and impartiality are not apolitical principles (Roth et al., 2024, p. 4). Increasingly,
critics claim that contemporary humanitarian practices can reinforce enduring colonial
hierarchies, “warmongering,” and economic exploitation, even when these forms of power
manifest in subtler or reconfigured ways (Aloudat & Khan, 2022, p. 3). Beyond these structural
critiques, scholars also highlight how humanitarian aid may reproduce neocolonial relations, as
wealthy donor states retain significant authority over recipient societies through interventions

framed as acts of benevolence (Munyoka & Goel, 2024, p. 1166).

Humanitarian organizations can be understood as social change organizations that both
contribute to and respond to social change at individual, organizational, national, and
international levels. While many humanitarian organizations are mainly involved in service
provision, some also engage in advocacy. Organizations that receive government support may
have greater access to resources for staff, travel, accommodation, and the distribution of goods,
but this support can also limit their ability to criticize government policies. One such
organization is the Red Cross, which describes itself as both a humanitarian organization and a

humanitarian movement (Roth et al., 2024, p. 6).

Within the Red Cross Movement, the Swedish Red Cross is Sweden’s national society, which
grounds its work in the fundamental humanitarian principles (Swedish Red Cross, 2023). This
makes the SRC a relevant case study for this thesis, but its role as a humanitarian actor should

also be analyzed within the Swedish national context.
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For decades, Sweden’s national identity has been shaped by its broader self-perception as a
global humanitarian actor, closely tied to the ‘Nordic model’, a tradition emphasizing
egalitarianism, humanitarianism, and global solidarity (Trdgardh, 2018, p. 80). The ‘Nordic
model’ has contributed to Sweden’s international reputation as a moral and democratic actor,
often seen as removed from colonial histories (Gobena et al., 2025, p. 41). However, scholars
argue that this self-perception can hide racial hierarchies and the marginalization of minority
communities, and that it is connected to Sweden’s colonial histories, as discussed in the

collective volume, Decolonial Sweden, edited by McEachrane and Faye and published in 2025.

More recently, Swedish foreign and humanitarian policy has been reoriented toward national
interest and migration control (Sveriges Radio, 2022), marking a departure from the country’s
previous image as progressive and egalitarian. This reorientation became visible when the
political landscape changed after 2022. The election brought the Sweden Democrats (SD) to
the center of the Swedish political scene. While not part of the cabinet, SD exercises substantial
power through the Tido Agreement, which outlines government policy priorities (Widenstjerna

& Widfeldt, 2023).

These political changes have also affected the field of Swedish civil society and development
cooperation. In 2024, the Swedish Government abruptly terminated 1.8 billion SEK in funding
contracts with 17 Swedish NGOs, disrupting over 2000 global grassroots partnerships. This
decision, described by civil society leaders as a total shock and a threat to democratic
development aid, reflects the government's broader reorientation of aid policy toward trade
promotion and migration control. Some politicians from the SD party have explicitly called for
aid to be conditional on recipient countries' willingness to accept deported migrants (Devi,

2024).

This thesis, therefore, examines how the Swedish Red Cross constructs its humanitarian role
through discourse in the context of Sweden’s shifting humanitarian and foreign policy
landscape after 2022. By analyzing the organization’s discursive representations of the
humanitarian crises in Ukraine and Gaza, and its own role in relation to them, this research
investigates whether the SRC reproduces or challenges hierarchies of power, neocolonial
relations, and representations in which affected populations are constructed primarily as
vulnerable recipients of assistance rather than as actors with agency. The SRC therefore serves
as a case study through which these broader critiques can be examined within a Swedish

humanitarian context.



This research relates to Sustainable Development Goal 16: Peace, Justice and Strong
Institutions by critically examining how humanitarian values, responsibilities, and institutional
principles are framed and negotiated in the context of armed conflict. It also relates to SDG 17:
Partnerships for the Goals through its focus on humanitarian partnerships, international aid
structures, and the evolving role of civil society actors, such as the Swedish Red Cross, within

global governance.

1.1 Aim

This thesis aims to critically examine how the Swedish Red Cross discursively constructs
authority, vulnerability and need, localization, gender and inclusion, and the humanitarian crises
in Ukraine and Gaza in documents published between 2022 and 2025. Using the Swedish Red
Cross as a case study, and incorporating a comparative dimension between Ukraine and Gaza,
the study investigates whether and how these discursive constructions reflect broader critiques

of humanitarianism.

1.2 Research questions
1. In what ways does the discourse of the Swedish Red Cross reflect the critiques of

humanitarianism identified in critical humanitarian scholarship?

2. How are the humanitarian crises in Gaza and Ukraine discursively constructed by the
Swedish Red Cross, and what do these representations suggest about postcolonial hier-

archies of power within humanitarian discourse?

1.3 Thesis statement

Using critical discourse analysis in combination with postcolonial critique, the study examines
how the SRC constructs humanitarian crises, crisis-affected populations, and its own role in
relation to Gaza and Ukraine. It argues that SRC’s discourse can reproduce postcolonial
hierarchies by foregrounding vulnerability over agency, separating suffering from its political
and historical causes, and representing humanitarian action through uneven relations of power
between those who help and those who receive it. Although SRC presents its work through the
language of neutrality, independence, humanity, impartiality, and inclusion, this discourse is not
apolitical. Rather, these humanitarian principles and categories shape what can be named, what
remains unspoken, and who has the authority to define crisis and determine appropriate
response. Ultimately, the thesis argues that benevolent humanitarian discourse can still

reproduce postcolonial hierarchies of power and knowledge when it separates suffering from



its political and historical causes by framing it as a neutral problem of humanitarian need and

response.

1.4 Scope

This thesis focuses on the Swedish Red Cross as a case study of humanitarian discourse. The
empirical scope of this study is limited to the timeframe between 2022 and 2025, because it
covers the full-scale invasion of Ukraine and the escalation of the humanitarian crisis in Gaza.
It examines selected SRC documents published between 2022 and 2025 that refer to Gaza
and/or Ukraine. The study is limited to discourse as represented in these texts and does not
assess the operational effectiveness of SRC interventions or the material outcomes of aid
delivery. Rather than evaluating humanitarian practice, the thesis analyzes how humanitarian

crises, affected populations, and organizational roles are constructed in discourse.

2. Background

2.1 Historical Development of Humanitarianism

Humanitarianism is frequently represented as a universal act of compassion, yet Michael
Barnett (2011) described it as a "creature of the world it aspires to civilize" (p. 9). Barnett (2011,
p. 8) argues that humanitarianism institutionalized compassion and responsibility towards our

distant ‘other’, but it has yet to exist outside of the political and social context that shaped it.

The author further argues that humanitarianism expanded from a relatively small movement
located primarily in Western societies into a central feature of global social and political life.
Over time, this expansion was accompanied by the growth of what he describes as an
international ethics of care, through which concern for distant suffering became increasingly
institutionalized. However, this process did not occur in a political vacuum. Rather, the
expansion of humanitarian action was closely linked to broader historical dynamics, including
responses to large-scale violence and attempts by the international community to sustain its
self-image as civilized and humane. As a result, humanitarianism gradually developed into a
system of global governance characterized by formal institutions, hierarchical structures, and

organized mechanisms of assistance (Barnett, 2011, p. 8).

While forms of charity and solidarity have existed across diverse societies, the
institutionalization of modern humanitarianism has been largely grounded in Christian
traditions of compassion and their transformation into a universal ideal of humanity. This

genealogy has shaped the normative language of humanitarianism and the way its history is



narrated. Western representations of humanitarianism primarily refer to actors outside Western
political traditions as recipients of humanitarian interventions. Such historiography reinforces
a temporal and epistemic hierarchy in which humanitarianism is imagined as diffusing outward,

rather than emerging through plural and interconnected histories (Isleyen, 2024, p. 3).

The understanding of humanitarianism as historically situated in specific contexts is further
developed in Barnett’s (2011) account of its evolution across distinct global eras. The author
identifies three broad phases, each shaped by a particular configuration of power, economy, and
violence. The period associated with imperial humanitarianism and humanitarian action was
intertwined with colonial expansion and civilizing missions. During the Cold War,
humanitarianism became increasingly institutionalized and linked to sovereignty, development,
and geopolitical rivalry. With the end of the Cold War, a liberal humanitarian order emerged,
characterized by the expansion of human rights discourse and the globalization of humanitarian

actors (Isleyen, 2024, p. 3).

The end of the Cold War marked the emergence of a new humanitarian paradigm (Pasha, 2020,
p. 245). However, as Barnett (2011) argues, the transition toward what he calls “neo-
humanitarianism” did not eliminate hierarchical power relations within humanitarian
intervention. While religious motivations gradually gave way to references to a shared
humanity, older civilizing discourses were reformulated rather than abandoned. Humanitarians
became increasingly cautious about explicitly portraying crisis-affected populations as
backward, yet distinctions between ‘developed’ and ‘undeveloped’ societies continued to

reproduce evolutionary imaginaries in which Western societies appeared as models of progress
(p. 105).

During this period, development experts and policy professionals replaced missionaries as the
central actors of humanitarian action. Their interventions were increasingly justified through
expert knowledge and technocratic language, emphasizing planning, management, and
development expertise. Although these shifts suggested a more respectful approach,
humanitarianism largely remained something carried out on behalf of others, rather than in
partnership with them. Humanitarian intervention has continued to rely on paternalistic
assumptions, suggesting that populations affected by crises need external guidance, resources,
and knowledge to achieve development, self-governance, and progress (Barnett, 2011, pp. 105,

106).



From this perspective, humanitarianism is not only an ethical project but also a political one.
Contemporary humanitarian action is largely carried out by organizations rooted in Western
political traditions, which continue to shape how crisis, vulnerability, and legitimate
intervention are defined (Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021, p. 3). Although non-Western humanitarian
actors are not absent, authority and recognition remain unevenly distributed. Organizations
from rich countries continue to shape how crisis, vulnerability, legitimate intervention,
standards, quality, and humanitarian agendas are defined (Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021; Deloffre,

2025).

As a result, humanitarianism becomes political not simply because it operates across borders,
but because it increasingly functions as a form of governance directed at populations who fall
outside, or on the margins of state protection. Humanitarian action and discourse organize
relations between those represented as needing rescue and those positioned as able to provide
it, often reproducing hierarchical distinctions between victims and saviors (Sahraoui & Tyszler,
2021, p. 3). In doing so, humanitarianism can reduce people to objects of intervention rather

than recognizing them as subjects with political agency and rights.

2.2 Swedish Political Context and Humanitarian Governance

2.2.1 Transformations in the Swedish Political Landscape: before and after 2015

After the Second World War, the Swedish Social Democrats dominated the Swedish political
landscape for much of the twentieth century, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s. During much
of the twentieth century, the Swedish Social Democrats combined support for liberal democracy
with gradual reforms to build an extensive welfare system. Their politics combined economic
growth and a market economy with public ownership, redistribution, and progressive taxation.
The broader goal was to create greater equality through access to employment, education,
housing, healthcare, and social security. At the same time, especially from the 1960s onward,
the party also presented itself internationally as anti-racist, anti-colonial, and in solidarity with
the Global South, for example, through support for anti-colonial struggles, criticism of
apartheid and US imperialism, and a strong commitment to development aid and refugee

reception (McEachrane, 2025a, p. 100).

In this political landscape, Sweden’s substantial international development effort appeared to
be part of a shared commitment to human rights and development aid abroad as well as
solidarity and equality at home. Social rights were primarily structured within the national
community, while solidarity across national borders was demonstrated through development

aid directed toward people in distant countries (Tragardh, 2018, p. 80).
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However, the refugee crisis of 2015 marked a change in direction. One of the most striking
effects of the 2015 refugee crisis was the speed with which Swedish policy shifted. In 2015,
Sweden received 162,877 asylum applicants, placing significant pressure on state institutions
and local authorities. In early September, Prime Minister Stefan Léfven still presented Sweden
as opposed to border walls and aligned with an open and humanitarian vision of Europe. Yet
within a few months, the government moved toward temporary border controls, which were
introduced in November 2015, including at the border with Denmark, and additional identity
checks came into force in January 2016. These border controls stayed in place until the end of

2017 (Trigardh, 2018, p. 81).

A study by Emilsson (2018) further helps to situate the significance of the 2015 refugee crisis
in Sweden. He argues that this mass arrival functioned as an external shock, triggering a series
of temporary but far-reaching policy measures that departed from long-standing Swedish
migration principles. Then, the author further notes that this can be understood as a shift toward
welfare chauvinism that seeks to restrict entry to protect the welfare state, rather than primarily
limiting rights for those already admitted. Similarly, Tragardh (2018) explains that a tension
emerged, particularly affecting the Social Democrats and other leftist parties. They found
themselves caught between a traditional commitment to the national social contract and a more
internationalist vision linked to the United Nations, the European Union, development aid, and
refugee reception. As the boundaries of community, solidarity, and welfare were extended
beyond the nation-state, a political vacuum emerged. This contributed to the rise of the SD, a
far-right party that combines welfare state nationalism with anti-immigration politics and

skepticism toward the EU and globalism (p. 86).

2.2.2 Humanitarian Aid: policies and discourse

Starting in the 1960s, Swedish foreign and development policy was shaped by a discourse that
was cautious toward free-market solutions as sufficient responses to global poverty and
injustice. For decades, this approach formed part of Sweden’s broader international image as a
responsible donor state. However, this orientation shifted toward a more neoliberal rhetoric.
Alongside a stronger emphasis on human rights and good governance, Swedish development
policy increasingly promoted market-based responses to poverty, such as entrepreneurship and
corporate social responsibility. This change was also visible in Sida’s choice of implementation
partners, starting in 2020. A growing share of development funding came to be directed through
international and Swedish NGOs rather than through the governments of partner countries.

However, support for multilateral organizations such as the UN and the World Bank remained



significant. In part, this reorientation was justified by the growing focus on post-conflict and

conflict-affected contexts (Baaz & Mihlck, 2025, p. 253).

At the formal policy level, Swedish development cooperation was framed as covering both
humanitarian assistance and long-term development. As Fredholm, Sandberg, and Frodin
(2022, p. 472) note, this approach was articulated through the Policy Framework for Swedish
Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Assistance (PSDH), which linked Swedish aid to
Agenda 2030 and related international agreements. The framework emphasized poverty
reduction, rights, conflict sensitivity, gender equality, and environmental sustainability, while
also seeking to create synergies between short-term humanitarian intervention and long-term

development cooperation.

Up until 2022, Sweden largely sought to maintain its reputation as a principled aid donor,
particularly through its long-standing commitment to allocating 1 percent of gross national
income (GNI) to official development assistance (ODA) and through its support for the UN
system. However, after the September 2022 election, the new government coalition, which had
negotiated with the far-right Sweden Democrats (Sverigedemokraterna, SD), announced that
Sweden would abandon the 1 percent target. After 2022, development aid was tied more closely
to restrictive migration politics, extending earlier practices of using ODA for non-development
purposes and moving further toward a policy in which aid could be linked to migration control.
At the same time, support for multilateral institutions (especially the UN) declined, while NGOs
became even more central to the implementation of Swedish aid. Therefore, the period after
2022 can be described as one of significant political change, transforming earlier gradual shifts
into a more explicit break from Sweden’s previous approach to foreign aid (Baaz & Maihlck,

2025, p. 253).

These broader shifts also matter for understanding the role of civil society actors in Sweden’s
humanitarian field. Swedish civil society organizations have historically played an important
role in migration and integration debates, both through service provision and through advocacy
and participation in the Swedish legislative consultation system (Scaramuzzino & Suter, 2020).
In this context, the Swedish Red Cross appears as both a humanitarian organization and a
value-driven actor that has publicly challenged policy proposals affecting migrants and
refugees, as demonstrated by Scaramuzzino and Suter (2020). They show that the organization
criticized policy framings that individualized integration problems and instead emphasized
family reunification, non-discrimination, and the structural conditions necessary for successful

integration.



2.2.3 Swedish Exceptionalism and Humanitarian Identity

Swedish exceptionalism can be understood as a national mythology that portrays Sweden as
uniquely progressive, peaceful, egalitarian, and morally advanced. According to Jansson
(2018), this self-image is rooted less in Sweden’s earlier imperial history than in the
development of the welfare state and the folkhem' from the 1930s onward. Over time, the
Swedish model came to represent not only a successful welfare state, but also an exemplary
compromise between social democracy and capitalism that attracted admiration both within and
outside Sweden. Over time, this mythology expanded beyond the welfare state itself to include
ideas of neutrality, political stability, respect for human rights, gender equality, and anti-racism.
Swedish exceptionalism, therefore, refers not simply to national difference but to a belief in
Sweden as an exemplary nation whose political and moral development places it in a position
for others to follow. The long period of dominance contributed to the country’s international

reputation as a ‘moral superpower.’

Up until recently, Sweden’s image as an example of a tolerant, egalitarian, and multicultural
welfare state has coexisted with extensive processes of urban segregation, social exclusion, and
labor market discrimination (Schierup & Alund, 2011, p. 47). McEachrane (2025a, p. 100) uses
the term racial social democracy to show that the Social Democratic welfare project was shaped
by ambitions of equality and solidarity, racialized assumptions about the nation, and by a

broader social order in which racial hierarchies remained unacknowledged.

McEachrane further developed the analysis of a racialized social democracy by examining the
Swedish national identity in relation to race and ethnicity. This identity has been constructed
through a shared language, culture, and history within an imagined ethnic community, as well
as in relation to whiteness (p. 101). Using the concepts of race and whiteness, the author places
the formation of Sweden as a nation-state into a broader system of white supremacy, understood
as a socio-political order in which white people occupy structurally dominant positions while

people of color are subordinated. As he explains it:

This system is comparable to, for example, how feminists may speak of society
as a social system of patriarchy with relations of domination and subordination

among men and women, or Marxists may speak of capitalist society as a class

! Folkhem translates literally as “the people’s home”, as Jansson (2018, p. 86) describes it “’The folkhem was in
part about creating a new Swedish nation.” It includes several interconnected projects: the promotion of equality,
solidarity, and collectivism; the building of a strong centralized welfare state; the pursuit of economic security;
the reorganization of social life through greater individual independence from traditional family and local ties;
and the construction of a modern Swedish national identity.
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society with a dominant bourgeoisie class and a subordinated working class. [...]
Although white supremacy no longer is a de jure system of laws that allow and
promote racial discrimination and domination it remains a de facto global system

of white domination and non-white subordination (McEachrane, 2025a, p. 100).

McEachrane (2025b, pp. 124, 125) also challenges the narrow understanding of colonialism as
limited to formal territorial colonization. The author argues that this limited view allowed Social
Democrats to position Sweden as largely uninvolved in European colonialism and its long-term
effects, while overlooking its wider structural and systemic dimensions. In this broader
understanding, colonialism did not only involve direct control over territory but also produced
racial inequalities within and among countries. It establishes an international order where
predominantly white European states occupy dominant positions over subordinated non-white
countries. Moreover, it shapes a global economy from which countries in the Global North,
including Sweden, have materially benefited. There is a clear thread here with Jansson’s (2018)
argument that Swedish exceptionalism is sustained through historical ignorance and denial. The
author further explains that Sweden’s colonial entanglements are often minimized,
whitewashed, or treated as irrelevant to the nation’s modern identity, making it easier to
preserve the image of Sweden as peaceful, humanitarian, and anti-racist, even though racism

continues to shape present-day social realities.

I argue that this perspective is important for understanding Swedish exceptionalism because it
indicates that Sweden’s self-image as a humanitarian and egalitarian nation is closely linked to
racialized boundaries and hierarchies that have shaped both national identity and the country’s
global role. I further argue that Nordic exceptionalism can be understood through hierarchies
of power, in which whiteness is more commonly associated with legitimacy, moral authority,
and full national belonging. At the same time, people of color are more often positioned at the
margins of this national and humanitarian self-image. In the humanitarian context, this can be
reflected in unequal relations between aid-giving actors and aid recipients, where organizations
and workers from wealthy countries such as Sweden are more easily positioned as agents of
care, authority, and expertise, while those receiving aid are more often represented as

dependent, vulnerable, or in need.

2.3 The Swedish Red Cross and its guiding principles
The Swedish Red Cross represents Sweden within the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement
and contributes to coordinated work on shared humanitarian priorities. In 2021, the SRC is also

a strategic partner for Sida. Through this partnership, the organization works in cross-cutting
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areas such as protection, gender and inclusion, environment, community engagement and
accountability, and conflict sensitivity. In addition, Sida maintains active agreements with the
SRC under several bilateral and regional strategies, including Bangladesh, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Liberia, Mozambique, South Sudan, Ukraine, and the Regional Latin
America Strategy. This institutional role places the SRC at the intersection of Swedish aid

policy, donor cooperation, and international humanitarian action (Sida, 2025, p. 5).

The work of the Swedish branch of the Red Cross Movement is guided by seven fundamental
principles: humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity, and
universality. While all seven principles are important to the Movement’s identity, this thesis
focuses primarily on humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence, as these are most
relevant for analyzing how the Swedish Red Cross constructs humanitarian crises and its own
role within them. Humanity concerns the duty to prevent and alleviate human suffering
wherever it is found. Impartiality requires that aid be provided according to need rather than
nationality, race, religion, gender, political opinion, or other forms of belonging. Neutrality
requires humanitarian actors to avoid taking sides in conflict or acting in ways that benefit or
disadvantage any party. Independence means that humanitarian action should remain separate
from political, military, and governmental interests, particularly when these interests are

connected to the conflict itself (Barnett & Weiss, 2008, p. 3).

The Swedish Red Cross is the central case study of this thesis. As a Swedish civil society
organization involved in international humanitarian work, including Sida-funded projects
beyond Sweden, the SRC operates at the intersection of national aid policy, donor

accountability, and the wider humanitarian system.

2.4 Humanitarian Contexts: Ukraine and Gaza

The large-scale attack launched by the Russian Federation against Ukraine in February 2022
was described by the United Nations General Assembly as an act of aggression and a violation
of the United Nations Charter. Following the invasion and the escalation of hostilities, large
numbers of Ukrainians fled affected areas, producing an unprecedented wave of internal and
cross-border displacement. At the same time, people and resources were mobilized within
Ukraine and across borders to support those affected by the war and those fleeing the country
(Cuscuna, 2025, p.7). Koikkalainen et al. (2026), citing UNHCR data, note that approximately
6.4 million people had fled Ukraine to other European countries since February 2022.
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In Gaza, humanitarian aid has long been shaped by blockades, siege, and severe restrictions on
access to essential goods. Since October 2023, the conditions have become harsher because of
the restriction of humanitarian assistance in Gaza. Following Hamas’s electoral victory in 2006,
Israel imposed a far-reaching land, air, and sea blockade on Gaza, severely limiting the entry of
food, medicine, and other goods necessary for civilian life. This policy has been described as a
form of collective punishment and as part of a longer pattern in which humanitarian access has
been tightly controlled. Because a large majority of Gaza’s population has depended on aid for
basic survival, these restrictions have had profound consequences. Before October 2023, more
than 80 percent of Gaza’s population were registered refugees with UNRWA, and the number
of people relying on the agency for essential support had risen over time (Lund & Browne,

2025, p. 1).

3. Literature Review

This chapter provides a narrative synthesis of critical humanitarian scholarship. Although the
overall study is grounded in critical discourse analysis, the literature review was developed
through a separate scoping review process, outlined in the scoping review method section. The
scoping review was used to identify and organize relevant scholarship, while critical discourse

analysis was later applied to analyze the selected Swedish Red Cross documents.

This chapter examines how humanitarianism is defined, which critical theoretical perspectives
are used to analyze it, and how scholars challenge the dominant image of humanitarianism as
neutral, apolitical, and universally benevolent. Across the literature, several recurring themes
emerge: hierarchies within humanitarianism, postcolonial critique, feminist critique, critiques

of localization, and camps as spaces where aid, containment, and control overlap.

3.1 Scoping review method

3.1.1 Study design

This study employs a scoping review design, drawing on methodological guidance from Munn
et al. (2018), to explore how humanitarian aid is represented in academic literature from critical
theoretical perspectives. A scoping review is an ideal tool to determine the coverage of a body
of literature on a given topic. It provides a clear indication of the scope, volume, and focus of
available studies (p. 2). Unlike a systematic review, which typically addresses precise questions
regarding the effectiveness of a specific practice or treatment, a scoping review is better suited
to identify characteristics or concepts in papers and the later stages of mapping and discussing

these elements (p. 3).
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The choice of a scoping review over a systematic review is justified by the exploratory nature
of the research question: How is humanitarian aid represented in academic literature from
postcolonial and other critical theoretical perspectives?, since the objective is to systematically
investigate a concept and map the theoretical landscape rather than to answer a single clinically
meaningful question, a scoping review offers a methodologically rigorous alternative to

traditional concept analysis.

Before conducting the review, a structured protocol was developed to guide the research
process. The protocol specified the review question, eligibility criteria, search strategy, and data
extraction procedures, ensuring transparency and consistency in the selection and analysis of
sources. Alongside the guidance provided by Munn et al. (2018), the stages of the review were
further informed by practical guidance on conducting scoping reviews provided by the
University of Exeter Library (2026). The protocol was not formally registered in a public
repository, but all other recommended steps were followed. A summary of the protocol is

provided in Appendix A.

In accordance with best practices, the scoping review follows the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews)
guidelines (Munn et al., 2018, p. 6). To guide the development of the review question and ensure
a comprehensive mapping of the evidence, I used the PCC framework (Population, Concept,
and Context). As noted by Munn et al. (2018, p. 5), clearly defining the key questions through
this framework is essential to avoid a lack of clarity and ensure the broad scope of the review

1s properly managed.

3.1.2 Literature Search

The search was conducted across three major multidisciplinary databases: Scopus, Web of
Science, and ProQuest Central Premium. The timeframe was limited to publications from 2000
to 2025 to capture the evolution of critical humanitarian discourse from the emergence of the
post-Cold War "new humanitarianism" to contemporary decolonial critiques. However, the
earliest study meeting the inclusion criteria was published in 2011, reflecting the relatively

recent consolidation of this field of research.

Search queries combined keywords related to the humanitarian system (e.g., “humanitarian

aid,” “international NGOs”) with terms associated with critical theoretical frameworks (e.g.,

2 ¢

“postcolonial,” “decolonial,” “feminist,” “critical race,” and “discourse analysis”), using
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Boolean operators to structure the search strategy. The complete search strings for each database

are provided in Appendix B.

3.1.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Only peer-reviewed empirical and conceptual studies that met all three PCC elements were
eligible for inclusion. Grey literature, policy briefs, reports, and other non-peer-reviewed
sources were excluded. Eligible studies were required to focus explicitly on humanitarian crisis
or response settings, engage with a clearly identifiable critical theoretical framework, and
examine NGOs, international organizations, or comparable humanitarian actors. Studies
addressing development, health, or social policy outside a crisis context, lacking a critical

theoretical perspective, or not examining organizational actors were excluded.

Screening was conducted in two stages: an initial title and abstract screening followed by full-
text assessment against the inclusion criteria. Ambiguous records were temporarily categorized
as “maybe” and reassessed during the full-text review stage. The complete Boolean search
terms, database results, and screening log are provided in Appendix B to ensure transparency

and reproducibility.

3.1.4 Limitations of the scoping review

While this scoping review follows a rigorous and systematic process, certain limitations must
be acknowledged. First, the search was intentionally constrained to literature employing
specific critical theoretical perspectives, such as postcolonial or decolonial critique, feminist
theory, Critical Race Theory, or concepts from critical whiteness studies. Although this ensured
strong conceptual relevance to the research question, it likely excluded a vast body of
mainstream humanitarian aid literature that does not explicitly use these critical lenses.
Consequently, the total number of search results (n=546) and the final number of sources before
full-text screening (n=27) reflect the specialized scope of critical humanitarian scholarship
rather than the overall volume of research in the humanitarian field. Second, the reliance on

English-language databases may have introduced linguistic and geographic bias.

3.1.5 Screening

The screening process followed a structured, multi-stage approach consistent with scoping
review guidelines (University of Exeter Library, 2026; Munn et al., 2018). Initially, the titles
and abstracts of all records retrieved from Scopus, ProQuest Central Premium, and Web of
Science were screened for relevance. Following this stage, 28 sources, of which 26 articles and

3 books were selected for full-text assessment. One of the books contained three relevant
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chapters, which were assessed individually and counted as separate studies. Each source was
then evaluated against the predefined inclusion criteria, with particular attention to whether it

explicitly engaged with critical theoretical frameworks relevant to the review.

This full-text screening resulted in the final set of studies included in the review (n=22). While
all included studies informed the thematic mapping of the literature, not all were cited directly
in the main text. As such, some were used to support the broader synthesis of themes and

theoretical approaches.

This multistage screening process is summarized in the PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure 1),

which provides an overview of the number of records included and excluded at each step.

Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for the scoping review selection process.
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Note: Adapted from PRISMA 2020 flow diagram (PRISMA Executive Group, 2020). Retrieved

from https://www.prisma-statement.org/prisma-2020-flow-diagram.

3.1.6 Eligibility and quality evaluation
A total of 27 full-text articles were retrieved for final assessment. As the review was conducted
as part of an individual dissertation project, eligibility screening and evaluation were

performed. Each study was assessed against the predefined inclusion criteria described in
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Section 3.2.3. During this stage, three studies were excluded due to thematic mismatch or the
absence of a clearly identifiable critical theoretical framework, resulting in a final sample of 24
studies included in the review. Of these, 22 were research articles or reports of studies, while
two were books used for their theoretical relevance to the review. Consistent with standard
scoping review methodology, no formal quality appraisal of individual studies was conducted,
as the aim of the review was to map the scope and characteristics of the literature rather than to

evaluate methodological robustness.

A summary of the eligibility assessment criteria used during the full-text screening is presented

in Appendix C: Scoping Review Data Extraction Table.

3.1.7 Data selection, extraction, and synthesis

Appendix C presents the data extraction matrix used to organize and code the literature
included in the scoping review. The table records the publication details, study design,
theoretical framework, humanitarian actors, geographic focus, crisis context, inclusion
rationale, and primary themes identified during the review process. The thematic codes are:
POST = postcolonial/decolonial critique; RACE = critical race/whiteness; FEM = feminist

critique; LOC = localization, power, and knowledge.

The extracted data were analyzed using a narrative thematic synthesis to identify recurring
critiques within the literature, research gaps, and commonly used critical theoretical
frameworks. This involves an iterative process of reading and systematic data extraction to
identify recurring themes across the selected texts. Specifically, the analysis focused on how

authors conceptualize humanitarian actors, beneficiaries, and crises.

3.2 Narrative Synthesis of the Literature

3.2.1 Introduction to critical perspectives on humanitarian aid

Humanitarian action can be understood as a global system involving organizations, laws,
agreements, and various practices that shape how interventions are carried out to reduce
suffering and improve the living conditions of displaced populations (Isleyen, 2024, p. 2). It is
commonly associated with principles such as humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and is often
framed as a moral response to urgent human need (Deloffre, 2025, p. 99). Yet a growing body
of critical scholarship challenges the view of humanitarianism as an apolitical or universally
benevolent practice (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 119). Barnett (2011) is one of several
scholars who emphasize its ambivalent character, showing how humanitarianism operates

simultaneously as a moral project and as part of wider political and historical power structures.
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Barnett’s (2011) historical account highlights the ambivalent character of humanitarianism as
both a moral project and a system embedded in broader structures of power. As he notes,
“humanitarianism more closely resembles empire than many of its defenders might like, but
because it is an emancipatory project, this accusation does not fit quite as well as many of its
harshest critics suggest” (p. 8). While Barnett (2011) situates these tensions within the historical
evolution of humanitarian governance, a growing body of scholarship has examined them more
explicitly through critical theoretical perspectives. Using postcolonial, feminist, decolonial, or
by using concepts coming from critical race theory, these studies interrogate how humanitarian
discourse, institutional practices, and knowledge production can reproduce global hierarchies,
racialized assumptions, and unequal power relations (Brankamp, 2021; Carpi &

Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2020; Isleyen, 2024; Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025; Pasha, 2020).

Existing critical scholarship on humanitarianism questions the dominant understanding of the
‘humanity’ within the humanitarian practice (Koram, 2022). Humanitarianism presents itself as
protecting humanity, yet, as Fanon (as cited by Koram, 2022) argues, the idea of humanity was
created through the exclusion and subordination of colonized peoples. Europe defined itself as
fully human by depicting the colonized as less-than-human, embedding colonial and Christian
epistemologies into the very concept of humanity. As a result, the idea of humanity that
influences international law is not universal or neutral but was historically shaped by colonial
power relations. These assumptions continue to shape contemporary humanitarianism, which
insists that formerly colonized societies adopt European standards of civilization and morality
while ignoring the structures of power that made and sustained colonial domination (Koram,

2022).

Critical scholarship shows that humanitarianism often treats humanity as if it exists outside
social hierarchies such as race, class, or gender. However, humanitarian work often operates
through a distinction between ‘providers’ and ‘beneficiaries.” These dynamics reproduce
existing racial and class hierarchies, shaping decisions about whose lives are deemed worthy of
protection and intervention. Such inequalities are not only reflected in policy decisions but also
appear in the everyday practices of humanitarian actors, including professional programs,

especially while working with refugees (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 118).

A key insight emerging from this literature is that humanitarianism is not conceptualized in a
single way. In some studies, humanitarian action appears as part of broader governance linking
relief (Pasha, 2020), development (Olivius, 2016), peacebuilding (Rosier et al., 2025), and

security (Isleyen, 2024), often with significant consequences for civil society actors and for the
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neutrality of humanitarian practice (Eklund Wimelius, 2023). Rosier et al. (2025), for example,
conceptualize humanitarian action as the short-term, protection-oriented component of the
humanitarian-development-peace nexus, or “triple nexus.” As they write, “humanitarian
response, sustainable development and sustaining peace are three sides of the same triangle”
(p. D).

Other scholars conceptualize humanitarianism more explicitly as a political and epistemic
practice. Carpi and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2020, p. 702) show how humanitarianism is shaped by
colonial histories, legal regimes, and knowledge production, with camps and protection regimes
functioning as sites where care and control intersect. Rather than a neutral response to suffering,
humanitarianism reflects a broader political logic in which certain states are constructed as
unable to care for their populations, positioning entire societies as in a constant state of crisis,
therefore requiring external intervention. Humanitarian action thus operates through what has
been described as a “politics of catastrophization” (p. 702), where crisis becomes a persistent

condition that justifies intervention and shapes how populations are governed.

At the same time, recent scholarship has complicated the assumption that humanitarian norms
are simply exported from Western institutions to passive recipients elsewhere (Carpi &
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2020; Isleyen, 2024; Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021). Isleyen (2024, p. 6) shows
that humanitarianism in the context of refugee governance in Turkey is shaped by both
protection and control, while also cautioning against framing humanitarianism through a strict
Western/non-Western divide. Efforts to identify distinct “non-Western” or “local” forms of
humanitarianism can, paradoxically, reproduce this binary by continuing to treat the West as the
primary reference point against which other practices are evaluated. As a result, humanitarian
norms are not simply imposed in a one-directional way but emerge through interactions
between international, regional, and local actors, even as these interactions remain shaped by

unequal power relations.

Isleyen’s (2024) perspective is important because it shifts the analysis beyond a rigid
Western/non-Western binary while still recognizing that humanitarian practices are produced
within hierarchical global structures. Moreover, in these structures, some actors retain greater

authority in defining norms and standards (Deloffre, 2025, p. 93).

3.2.2 Hierarchies within Humanitarianism
Hierarchies are understood as relational systems in which actors are organized into positions of

super- and subordination. They may emerge both as functional responses to problems of global
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governance and as socially constructed arrangements reproduced through practices, norms, and
discourse. Humanitarian actors are positioned within hierarchies according to the recognition
and status granted to them by others, which shapes their authority, behavior, and access to
resources. Social hierarchies have a central role in this process by defining what is considered
legitimate, professional, or desirable, thereby producing distinctions between actors such as
‘developed’ and ‘developing’ states or ‘professional’ and ‘unprofessional’ organizations

(Deloffre, 2025, p. 92).

Within humanitarianism, these hierarchies are particularly visible in relationships between
international and local actors. International NGOs (INGOs) often occupy positions of greater
authority because of the legitimacy they are granted within global humanitarian systems. As a
result, hierarchies shape not only who has the capacity to act, but also whose knowledge and

expertise are recognized as valid (Deloffre, 2025, p. 93).

These forms of hierarchy, however, do not operate only at the level of organizational authority
but are also shaped by broader social relations, including race and class, which structure how
both humanitarian actors and affected populations are positioned, as well as how power operates
within humanitarian organizations themselves (Roth, 2025). For example, Sahraoui and Tyszler
(2021) critically examine the supposedly apolitical nature of humanitarian governance by
showing how it is deeply embedded in intersectional power relations and racialized hierarchies

rooted in colonial histories.

Using Fassin’s concept of humanitarian language (2010, as cited in Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021),
they argue that humanitarian discourse prioritizes narratives of suffering and compassion over
questions of justice and political responsibility, thereby obscuring the structural conditions that
shape inequality. As an illustration, the authors explain how humanitarian interventions at the
Moroccan—Spanish border reproduce hierarchical relations between those positioned as
“saviors” and those constructed as vulnerable beneficiaries. Consequently, the authors
demonstrate that these dynamics are not only institutional but also gendered, as forms of
“colonial maternalism” continue to shape both representations of migrant women and everyday
humanitarian practices (Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021, p. 12). Despite being framed as protective
or empowering, such interventions can intrude into intimate aspects of women’s lives, including
their bodies, mobility, and reproductive choices, effectively restricting their autonomy (pp. 6,
7). This suggests that humanitarian governance extends beyond care to operate as a system of
moral and social regulation that reinforces unequal power relations between humanitarian

actors and racialized migrant women.
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3.2.3 Postcolonial critique

Postcolonial critiques of humanitarianism show how contemporary aid practices are shaped by
colonial histories and enduring global power asymmetries, challenging the assumption that
humanitarian action is neutral or apolitical (Brankamp, 2021; Olivius, 2016; Sahraoui &

Tyszler, 2021).

Khakee (2025, p. 50) shows that humanitarian assistance is considered humanitarian only when
aid crosses borders. Scholars, including Bernett (2011, p. 19), similarly define humanitarian
action as “assistance beyond borders.” OECD (the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development), a key organization in shaping definitions of humanitarian assistance, also
frames aid as flows from high-income to low- and middle-income countries. This suggests that
long after the end of the colonial era and to the present day, aid continues to flow between donor
states and former colonies of major empires (p. 51). This donor—recipient hierarchy, rooted in
colonial history, reflects and reproduces historical patterns of colonial power, where resources

and authority continue to flow from former imperial centers to formerly colonized regions.

This structural imbalance is also reflected in the institutional organization of humanitarianism.
As Kurevakwesu and Mukushi (2018, p. 57) note, humanitarian assistance in Africa has
historically been delivered by foreign organizations funded by donor governments and
institutions based in economically dominant countries. This concentration of financial and
organizational power reinforces asymmetrical relationships, in which actors from the rich donor
countries retain significant authority over the direction, priorities, and implementation of

humanitarian interventions.

This pattern can be further understood through what Khakee (2025, p. 64) describes as
maintaining “hierarchies of civilization” within humanitarianism. By defining humanitarian
action as cross-border assistance, dominant actors such as donor states and international
organizations effectively position themselves as the legitimate providers of aid, while others
are excluded from being recognized as humanitarian. In this way, the boundary between the
national and the international does not simply organize aid delivery but helps sustain a moral
hierarchy in which some actors are associated with compassion, progress, and civilization,

while others are implicitly positioned as recipients in need of guidance or intervention.

Critical humanitarian scholars informed by postcolonial theory further emphasize that
humanitarianism is structured through processes of racialized ‘othering’, which depicts certain
populations as fundamentally different and inferior. These representations are not neutral but

help sustain symbolic boundaries between a hegemonic Western norm and those positioned as
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its ‘others.’ Such forms of ‘othering’ operate through what has been described as a hierarchy of
humanity, in which some groups are implicitly regarded as less fully human than others. Within
humanitarian contexts, these dynamics shape how displaced populations are perceived,
governed, and spatially organized, with refugee camps often functioning as concentrated sites

where such forms of difference are produced and maintained (Brankamp, 2021, p. 159).

By focusing on humanitarian work in Africa, Kurevakwesu and Mukushi (2018, p. 57) bring an
important perspective shaped by their positionality within contexts historically shaped by
colonialism. Their analysis highlights how humanitarian interventions cannot be separated from
enduring structures of colonial domination, as foreign organizations often operate within longer
histories of exploitation rather than outside them. This perspective brings analytical clarity to
postcolonial critiques because it exemplifies how these dynamics are experienced and

reproduced within the local context.

This critique is further reinforced by dependency theory, which conceptualizes global inequality
as a structural relationship between a “core” of wealthy states and a “periphery” of poorer
regions. From this perspective, colonial power relations persist in economic form.
Humanitarian intervention is more than a response to a crisis. It is entangled in broader
economic systems that reproduce dependency and reinforce asymmetrical power relations.
Meaning that foreign humanitarian organizations may operate within the neo-colonial system,

rather than challenge it (Kurevakwesu & Mukushi, 2018, p. 57).

This relationship between humanitarianism and systems of control is especially evident in Gaza,
as shown by Lund and Browne (2025) using postcolonial theory. In Gaza, humanitarian aid
distribution has been integrated into settler colonial systems of domination and displacement.
Rather than functioning as a neutral mechanism of relief, it is organized through heavily
controlled and surveilled systems, including militarized distribution sites and private
contractors operating under state authority. In this context, access to aid becomes conditional,
regulated, and uneven, contributing to the management of civilian populations rather than
alleviating their suffering. As a result, humanitarian infrastructures may operate as mechanisms
of governance and control, shaping patterns of movement, access to resources, and survival
itself. This illustrates a broader postcolonial critique that humanitarianism can be co-opted into
systems of domination, where practices intended to provide relief become entangled with

political and military objectives.
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3.2.4 Feminist Critique

Viewing humanitarianism through a gender-sensitive approach requires an intersectional
perspective that does not look at gender as an isolated issue, but closely intersected with other
forms of inequality, including race, class, sexuality, disability, and nationality. It is also
important to mention that gender is socially constructed and should not be reduced to a simple

binary between men and women (Roth, 2025, p. 186).

Intersectionality is a concept commonly associated with Kimberl¢ Crenshaw (1991, as
referenced in Roth, 2025), who argued that the experiences of women of color cannot be
understood by looking at gender or race in isolation, but must be analyzed through the
interaction of multiple forms of disadvantage. Intersectionality can be understood as both an
analytical approach and a critical practice that makes visible how systems of privilege and
disadvantage operate simultaneously. For example, an aid worker may be marginalized in one
way and privileged in another, depending on how gender intersects with class, race, nationality,

or other inequalities (Roth, 2025, p. 189).

Decolonial feminist scholars (Sahraoui & Tyszler, 2021, p. 4) identify a gap in critical
humanitarian scholarship regarding the gendered dimensions of refugee and migrant
interventions. They build on the concept of coloniality of gender, which reveals that colonial
rule imposed a Western understanding of binary gender norms and racial hierarchy. These
colonial gendered hierarchies positioned non-white women as hyper-sexualized, animalized,
and emotionally deficient - stereotypes that historically justified sexual violence and continue
to shape humanitarian encounters today. Across colonial, missionary, and contemporary
humanitarian settings, women framed as radically ‘Other’ have been governed through similar
moral assumptions. Despite differences in religious, medical, or social-work rationales, these
interventions share a gendered logic of maternalism, which helps explain the enduring power
asymmetries between (often white) humanitarian women and the racialized migrant women

they claim to support.

A related line of critique examines humanitarianism as a transformative project of development
rather than short-term emergency relief, where advancing gender equality becomes an indicator
of effective humanitarian work (Olivius, 2016, p. 285). Olivius (2016) argues that
humanitarianism can function as a peacebuilding and modernization project, in which gender
inequality is believed to be a sign of underdevelopment that can be addressed by transforming
traditional societies into contemporary, democratic, liberal societies. Seen this way, today’s

peacebuilding agenda reproduces the ‘colonial mission to civilize’ (p. 284). Within this broader
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civilizing logic, humanitarian workers are portrayed as progressive agents capable of carrying
out the mission that will eventually lead to social change. As a result, contemporary
expectations of humanitarian workers reproduce historically known colonial and developmental
notions. This is especially evident in the way gender equality is framed as a development
project: humanitarian actors are implicitly tasked with “saving brown women from brown men”

(p. 285).

3.2.5 Developmental humanitarianism and the redistribution of responsibility

The end of the Cold War marked a shift toward what scholars describe as New Humanitarianism
(Pasha, 2020, p. 245). This phase expanded humanitarian action beyond short-term relief
toward longer-term social and political transformation (Olivius, 2016, p. 284). Within this
context, scholars have identified the rise of developmental humanitarianism, an approach that
places development goals at the center of humanitarian intervention. Rather than relying on a
model in which international actors assume primary responsibility for crisis response,
developmental humanitarianism redistributes responsibility to states and communities directly
affected by crises. Under this approach, local authorities and populations are expected to
promote empowerment, self-reliance, and forms of resilience needed to reduce reliance on
external aid (Pasha, 2020, p. 245). In practice, the emphasis on resilience shifts responsibility
for managing crises onto individuals and communities, while leaving the structural political and

economic drivers of precarity largely unaddressed.

A related critique links developmental humanitarianism to neoliberal forms of governance.
Although not always explicitly framed in these terms, scholars increasingly link developmental
humanitarianism to neoliberal forms of governance. Pasha (2020) and Dzigurski & Horst
(2025) show how these approaches can reproduce global economic hierarchies rather than
challenge them. Critical scholars highlight two key concerns. First, developmental
humanitarianism aligns with neoliberal economic logics that prioritize market-based solutions,
individual self-reliance, and reduced state welfare, often reinforcing rather than alleviating
global inequalities. It may also contribute to the geopolitics of containment, whereby displaced
populations are kept in the Global South, limiting migration to wealthier northern states and
often leaving refugees in under-resourced contexts with limited support. Second, such
approaches risk depoliticizing and disempowering refugees by reframing displacement as a
technical problem rather than a political condition, while obscuring their exclusion from rights

tied to formal citizenship (Pasha, 2020, pp. 246, 247).
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3.2.6 Localization

Localization is often presented as a way to both improve aid delivery and to challenge
Eurocentrism, racism, and coloniality by increasing representation and valuing local
knowledge. However, some experts warn that when local knowledge is treated as a special skill
or form of expertise (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 118), it can in fact strengthen existing
hierarchies about who has the authority to act as a humanitarian (Deloffre, 2025, p. 93). This
emphasis on local knowledge can hide important class differences within crisis-affected
communities in low-income countries. Furthermore, research also shows that localization often
reproduces reductive distinctions between local and international actors, ignoring the complex
ways race and class shape power relations in particular humanitarian settings (Owens &
Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 118). Moreover, Roth (2025, p. 188) highlights a problem with the

concept of ‘local’ when talking about ethnic and linguistic groups in the national context.

This also shows that contextual knowledge and perspectives of the people affected by crisis
must have a tangible impact on humanitarian practice. Without it, localization and
decolonization efforts risk becoming largely symbolic, leaving existing structural inequalities
intact. In these cases, unequal power relations may persist, potentially reproduced through new

configurations of actors within the Global South (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 120).

3.2.7 Camps, containment, and humanitarian governance

Refugee camps are shaped by colonial histories of control, surveillance, and spatial segregation,
as well as racialized assumptions about who belongs where. These postcolonial assumptions
shape how refugees are seen, managed, and morally evaluated today. Camps function as tools
of control: restricting movement; preventing people from integrating into society; allowing
governments to manage people who seem risky, uncivilized, or even undesirable. Refugee
camps serve two purposes: delivering aid, which makes it easier for organizations to distribute
food and assistance. At the same time, it is a way of controlling people by keeping them in a
fixed location. This combination of care and containment is what makes camps powerful

postcolonial institutions (Brankamp, 2021, pp. 169, 170).

Scholars further note that formal refugee camps, typically run by international organizations
together with host states, create environments where “white supremacist practices” (Owens &
Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 118) can emerge from humanitarianism’s universalist claims.
Moreover, camps become places that reproduce protection logics that position displaced people

as passive recipients, especially those coming from the Global South (p. 118).
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The practical implications of these hierarchies are evident in the disconnect between short-term,
project-based interventions and the lived realities of displaced populations. In the case of
Za’atari camp in Jordan, localization of aid often means local staff who share a nationality with
the host state, predominantly coming from a privileged middle class in major urban centers. As
aresult, hierarchies of class and power can be reproduced within the Global South, perpetuating
a binary between humanitarian aid actors and beneficiaries. Project-based humanitarian
programmes tend to prioritize short-term, such as hygiene workshops, that are easily
measurable and transferable across contexts, often neglecting the need to address structural
inequalities. While these programs may include local actors in delivery and design, they
generally rely on standardized models that ignore local social and political realities (Owens &

Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 120).

Dzigurski & Horst (2025, p. 149) propose solutions for structural change in humanitarian work.
They call for an approach involving dialogue, which translates into bringing together different
actors to reimagine their roles within the humanitarian system. The aim is to become more
aware of one's own biases and positionality, while remaining open to alternative ways of
thinking and acting. This should be coupled with a readiness to invest in systems and cultures
of genuinely reciprocal learning, sharing, and accountability. This involves having reflexive
conversations about issues such as power imbalances, exploitative histories, or conflicting
norms and ideals. After some of these assumptions are deconstructed, challenged, or unlearned,

they must be translated into technical changes, which will enable new kinds of dynamics.

3.3 Gaps in the Literature

Existing research has identified a range of gaps in humanitarian studies, including the limited
examination of NGO responses to violent extremism (Eklund Wimelius, 2023), the inconsistent
inclusion of LGBTQI+ populations (Rosier et al., 2025), and the underutilization of Fanonian
approaches in humanitarian analysis (Koram, 2017). While these studies highlight important
limitations in how humanitarianism is practiced and theorized, they primarily focus on policy,
inclusion, and theoretical frameworks, leaving less attention to how humanitarian actors

construct meaning through discourse and representation.

Due to the inclusion criteria of this scoping review, which focused on critical perspectives, the
literature analyzed is situated within critical humanitarian scholarship. Across the studies
reviewed, postcolonial and decolonial approaches appear most frequently, often combined with
feminist, race-conscious perspectives, such as Black feminism and whiteness studies. Other

frameworks, including securitization theory, critical discourse analysis, dependency theory,
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Foucauldian perspectives, and media/visual culture analysis, appear selectively. Overall, the
field is largely organized around critiques of power, hierarchy, coloniality, and othering, rather

than around neutral or purely technical understandings of humanitarianism.

A further limitation concerns whose perspectives are represented within critical humanitarian
scholarship itself. While the literature reviewed is explicitly critical in orientation, it remains
largely shaped by perspectives located in rich countries. As a result, other perspectives and
actors, such as donors (like Turkey and Egypt, as major humanitarian donors), partners, and
producers of knowledge, are often overlooked. In addition, calls to decolonize humanitarianism
are frequently articulated from Northern academic and institutional contexts, with
comparatively limited attention to the positionality of those making these critiques or to local
voices. This raises important questions about whose knowledge is recognized and how critiques
of humanitarianism are themselves situated. This concern is also highlighted in broader
critiques of development scholarship, which point to the persistence of Eurocentric assumptions
and the need to more critically reflect on positionality and privilege in knowledge production
(Baaz & Mihlck, 2025, p. 263). At the same time, this limitation may also be partly shaped by
the inclusion criteria of this scoping review, which focused on peer-reviewed critical

scholarship and may therefore reflect existing academic and institutional biases.

Based on the results of this review, comparatively limited attention has been given to how
humanitarian actors construct meaning through language, imagery, and communication. While
most studies focus on governance, policy, and power relations, only a small number explicitly
examine representational and discursive dimensions. For example, Fontes Santos et al. (2025)
analyze processes of humanization and dehumanization in humanitarian communication, while
Pruce (2016) demonstrates how visual representations in humanitarian advocacy shape
perceptions of suffering and reproduce unequal power relations between donors and recipients.
These studies show that representation is not merely descriptive but actively contributes to the
production of humanitarian knowledge and hierarchies. Nevertheless, research systematically
examining how humanitarian organizations discursively construct their roles, values, and

ethical positions remains limited.

This thesis addresses this gap by analyzing how the Swedish Red Cross constructs its
humanitarian role and principles through discourse in relation to the wars in Ukraine and Gaza.
By applying critical discourse analysis within a postcolonial theoretical perspective, the study
aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how humanitarian values are produced,

negotiated, and contested.
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3.4 Conclusion

In summary, critical humanitarian scholarship presents humanitarianism as an ambivalent and
deeply political field. While humanitarian aid can provide necessary relief, it is also shaped by
colonial histories, global inequalities, racialized and gendered hierarchies, and hierarchies of
knowledge and authority. The critique, therefore, focuses on how humanitarianism can
reproduce donor—recipient hierarchies, construct affected populations as passive or dependent,
marginalize local and political agency, and depoliticize crises by framing them as technical
problems requiring external management. Rather than standing outside relations of power,
humanitarianism is understood as one of the sites through which power is produced,

legitimized, and denied.

A conclusion drawn after closely engaging with the literature is that the problems identified are
interconnected, and this becomes more evident when hierarchies are examined in relation to
international humanitarian organizations based in or funded by wealthy donor states. The
analysis concerns how power, localization, gender, class, race, and other inequalities should be

analyzed through an intersectional lens, as Roth (2025, p. 188) argues.

Most of the critical literature discusses international aid organizations in relation to short-term
or long-term aid, with some mentioning the triple nexus aid-development-security, as Rosier et
al. (2025) do. The crisis contexts examined across the literature reveal several clear patterns. A
significant proportion of studies focus on conflict-affected settings, including war,
displacement, and post-conflict environments. Closely related to this, refugee camps and
displacement contexts emerge as central sites of analysis, with repeated attention to spaces like
camps in Jordan and broader refugee settings. These contexts are often used to examine how
humanitarian interventions operate within systems of control, hierarchy, and governance.
Finally, a smaller body of literature adopts a more abstract or historical perspective, analyzing
humanitarianism across imperial, colonial, and post—-Cold War contexts without focusing on a

single empirical case.

4. Theoretical Framework

This thesis adopts a multi-framework approach to analyze the discursive practices of the SRC.
However, the theoretical perspectives used are not treated with equal depth. Rather, they are
used for their unique contributions to the overall argument. Postcolonial Theory is the primary
theoretical framework, while selected concepts from the feminist epistemology serve as

supporting conceptual tools. Postcolonial theory provides the main lens for examining how
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humanitarian discourse may reproduce or challenge unequal power relations shaped by colonial
histories, global inequalities, and hierarchies of knowledge. Feminist epistemology supports
this analysis by emphasizing situated knowledge, positionality, and the importance of

questioning whose voices, experiences, and forms of knowledge are centered or marginalized.

4.1 Postcolonial Theory

Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship can be understood as part of the broader critical theory
because it challenges the foundations of how global politics is usually studied and explained.
This scholarship analyzes concepts such as development, security, or gender and questions
whether knowledge can be treated as neutral. Scholars also argue that dominant ways of
knowing and representing the world are shaped by colonial attitudes, racial hierarchies, and the
perspectives of those historically placed in positions of privilege. At the same time, postcolonial
and decolonial scholars direct their critique towards existing theories, such as feminism or
social constructivism, while developing alternative ways of understanding the world

(Sabaratnam, 2023, p. 163).

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches emphasize the importance of seeing and knowing the
world from the epistemologies of those who have been disempowered or dispossessed by
imperial and racial hierarchies. In other words, their perspectives and worldviews. From the
perspective of postcolonial critique, under Western self-perceived superiority, rich states and
populations perceive themselves as more significant or authoritative than those in non-Western
contexts, reinforcing assumptions of superiority and entitlement while being indifferent to the

lives and perspectives of the non-West (Sabaratnam, 2023, p. 164).

Moving from Sabaratnam's argument that Western knowledge is shaped by colonialism and
presents itself as superior and authoritative over the non-West, an important question follows:
how exactly does this superiority reproduce itself through knowledge? Said's influential work,
Orientalism, answers this by identifying the specific mechanism through which it operates -

discourse.

Said (2003, p. 3) understands Orientalism as a discourse through which the West produced
knowledge about the ‘Orient’ and gained authority over it. Central to Said's framework is his
understanding of discourse, which he borrows explicitly from Foucault. Said (2003, p. 94)
argues that texts produce "not only knowledge but also the very reality they appear to describe,"
forming over time "what Michel Foucault calls a discourse, whose material presence or weight,

not the originality of a given author, is really responsible for the texts produced out of it."
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Discourse, in this context, is not simply language or communication, but a system of knowledge
production backed by institutional authority (be it academic, governmental, and cultural) that
shapes what can be said, known, and accepted as true about a given subject. This understanding

of the term discourse will be used throughout this thesis.

Orientalism involved describing the Orient, studying it, teaching it, governing it, and deciding
what could be accepted as truth about it. Through Orientalism, the West created a contrast
between itself and the Orient: “’Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flexible positional
superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships with the Orient

without ever losing him the relative upper hand” (Said, 2003, p. 7).

The West was presented as modern, rational, and superior, while the Orient was imagined as
different, backward, or in need of control. This contrast also works through cultural hegemony:
Europe defines itself as superior by placing “us” Europeans against “those” non-Europeans,
making this hierarchy appear natural or accepted over time (Said, 2003, p. 7). Read in the
context of humanitarianism, this antagonistic representation of the Other produces a hierarchy
in which those who provide humanitarian assistance are positioned as the natural authority,

thereby legitimizing paternalistic intervention.

Said (2003) shows how representations of the non-West are not neutral descriptions, but part of
a wider system of knowledge shaped by unequal imperialist relations of power: "a system of
knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering through the Orient into Western
consciousness’’ (p. 6). This system operates through several forms of power. As Said (2003)
notes: “The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination,
of varying degrees of a complex hegemony” (p. 5). It is connected to political power, through
colonial and imperial institutions; intellectual power, through academic disciplines and expert
knowledge; cultural power, through dominant texts, values, and accepted ways of thinking; and
moral power, through ideas about what “we” can understand and what “they” supposedly
cannot (p. 12). Said’s critique shows that institutions (or any other form of authority) produce
different forms of power: the power to define, the power to represent, and the power to speak
from a position of authority. Said describes this as “positional superiority,” where the West can

relate to the Orient in different ways while keeping the upper hand (Said, 2003, p. 7).

Said distinctions between “us” and “them” guide my analysis, as I investigate how these
. u i discou W .. .. ’
binaries are produced in discourse, and how some actors are positioned as legitimate

knowledgeable, and capable of acting. While the concept of the ‘Other’ is used to examine how

29



the SRC represents crisis-affected populations and regions as objects of humanitarian
knowledge and intervention. This separation can create hierarchy in the way crisis and

vulnerability are represented.

Spivak (2010) extends postcolonial critique by asking not only who has the authority to
represent others, but whether the voices of the subjugated can be heard at all. Her concept of
the subaltern refers to groups whose history has been shaped by imperialist subjugation and
whose subjectivity has been systematically erased and sometimes silenced by those with
institutional or intellectual authority, who remain positioned within the dominant knowledge
system and therefore reproduce its terms. As Spivak (2010) argues, the subaltern is defined
negatively, as "a difference from the elite" (p. 39), rather than on its own terms. Western
intellectuals who claim to speak for or represent the subaltern believe themselves to be
transparent and without bias, but Spivak argues that this self-perception is itself a form of
blindness: "the self-diagnosed transparency of the first-world radical intellectual" (p. 39), a
position that remains complicit in reproducing the dominant system even when it intends to
challenge it. This silencing is doubly experienced by the subaltern woman, who is marginalized
first as a colonial subject and again as a woman within that already subjugated position, making

her, in Spivak's words, "even more deeply in shadow" (p. 41).

Spivak's work adds an important dimension to Said's critique by showing that the production
of the Other is also tied to the problem of representation itself. While Said helps explain how
the West produced the Orient as an object of knowledge, Spivak shows how this process erases
the voice and subjectivity of those being represented. She argues that the intellectual may appear
transparent while remaining complicit in "the persistent constitution of the Other as the Self's

shadow" (p. 35) and describes this process as a form of epistemic violence.

Epistemic violence, for Spivak, operates through the non-inclusion of subjugated voices,
knowledge, histories, and experiences. It is not physical but works through the systematic
exclusion and devaluation of certain ways of knowing, so that colonial knowledge production
presents itself as the only valid account of reality. Spivak asks what happens when this process
is recognized not only in Europe but also in the colonies, where knowledge produced by
imperial occupation was presented as objective and scientific, while local knowledge was
dismissed as naive or inadequate. Drawing on Foucault, she describes these dismissed ways of

nn

knowing as "subjugated knowledge," "a whole set of knowledges that have been disqualified

as inadequate to their task or insufficiently elaborated: naive knowledges, located low down on
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the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity" (Foucault, as cited in

Spivak, 2010, p. 35).

Spivak (2010) argues that in the post-Soviet world, international institutions such as the Bretton
Woods organizations and the United Nations are "beginning to legislate for a monstrous
North/South global state, which is coming into being as micrologically as the trade-controlled
colonial state" (p. 42). These organizations do not challenge the North/South divide but instead
reproduce colonial structures through economic rather than political mechanisms. This
constitutes neocolonial authority that operates not through direct rule but through an impersonal
system that appears neutral and technical while reproducing hierarchies of power and
knowledge between North and South. The "Economic Citizen," lodged in financial capital
markets and transnational companies, becomes the new site of authority, less visible than
imperialism but no less structuring in its effects. Within this system, Spivak argues, the
mechanism of aid is not a neutral form of solidarity but is "supported by the poorest women of
the South, who form the base" of global struggles, making them the new subaltern (p. 42). This
new subaltern is doubly marginalized, by the economic system and by patriarchal social
relations, and remains the least visible and least heard within the very structures that claim to

help them.

Taken together, Spivak's concepts of the subaltern, epistemic violence, and the mechanism of
aid suggest that humanitarianism and development cannot be treated as neutral categories but
must be understood as part of the same system of epistemic violence and economic exploitation

that Spivak traces from colonial rule to the contemporary global order.

4.2 Feminist Epistemology: Situated Knowledge and Reflexivity

As Sandra Harding (1995, p. 341) argues, standpoint theory is both a theory of knowledge — it
highlights that knowledge is always partial and socially located — as well as a philosophy of
science because it challenges the empiricist methodological assumption that scientific
rationality requires a view from nowhere, and explains it by arguing that social relations both
restrict and enable what we can see. For Harding, this means that reflexivity begins with the
recognition of social inequality. This perspective helps me raise a question about the SRC's
discourse: from whose standpoint is humanitarian knowledge produced, and what does that

standpoint enable the SRC to see and not see?

Haraway (1988) argues that feminist research requires a better and more adequate account of

the world, one that exists in critical and reflexive relation to practices of domination, privilege,
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and oppression. This is not simply a methodological preference but an ethical and political
commitment; in Haraway's words, the issue is "ethics and politics perhaps more than
epistemology" (p. 579). Central to this commitment is the concept of positioning. For Haraway
(1988), positioning is the key practice through which knowledge becomes grounded and
accountable. It implies responsibility for our enabling practices, and, in turn, politics and ethics
inevitably shape what can count as rational knowledge. Haraway argues that a claim to see from
nowhere is not objectivity but an optical illusion, and rationality without positioning is simply
impossible (p. 587). Positioning, therefore, implies that knowledge claims are never neutral or
a view from nowhere. They are always produced from specific locations that carry ethical and

political responsibilities.

Both Harding (1995) and Haraway (1988) align in their argument for a reorientation of what
objectivity means by arguing that positioning produces more rigorous knowledge, what Harding
calls ‘strong objectivity’. For Harding (1995), the conventional ideal of neutrality is not only
unnecessary for producing objective knowledge, but it actively works against it. When research
projects are shaped by interests and values that distort knowledge, pretending to be neutral does
not remove those distortions; instead, it hides them. Strong objectivity, therefore, requires
acknowledging the standpoint from which knowledge is produced rather than claiming to have
none, because only by making those interests visible can they be examined and corrected. For
Haraway (1988, p. 581), this same commitment is captured in the phrase "feminist objectivity

means quite simply situated knowledges."

Feminist standpoint theorists argue that perspectives from marginalized positions offer
particularly insightful standpoints for understanding power and inequality, as they reveal
aspects of social reality that dominant views often overlook (Huirem, Loganathan, & Patowari,
2023). Harding (1995, p. 343) argues that research should begin from the lives of those who
have been disadvantaged or excluded by dominant conceptual frameworks, not because
marginalized groups automatically possess complete knowledge, but because their social
locations can reveal what dominant perspectives hide. This also means that “women” cannot be
treated as a homogeneous category. Women are differently positioned through race, class,
sexuality, coloniality, and other structures of power, and these differences shape what can be
known from particular standpoints. At the same time, her argument about marginalized
perspectives challenges the way knowledge has been produced. This perspective centers

marginalized groups as active agents and knowledge producers rather than passive victims,
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emphasizing the importance of centering their voices in understanding social realities and

efforts for change.

For this research, their perspective guides the analysis toward which voices and experiences
are centered in the SRC's humanitarian discourse, and which are systematically marginalized
or spoken for. It also guides my own reflection, which is described in Section

4.4 Reflexivity, Positionality, and Ethical Considerations.

5. Methodology

5.1 Epistemological and methodological approach

Contemporary social science has been strongly influenced by social constructivism, which
holds that the social world is shaped through human interaction and meaning-making.
According to this perspective, language, texts, and discourse are often seen as central to the
formation of social reality. However, a realist perspective emphasizes that while social
institutions are indeed produced through social processes, they do not only exist as ideas or
representations. Once established, these institutions take on a material and structural reality that
can shape, constrain, and influence future actions and interpretations. Therefore, it is important
to distinguish between the construction of social reality and its representation, as the impact of

those representations depends on the broader context and existing structures (Fairclough, 2003,
p. 8).

While Fairclough emphasizes the discursive construction of social institutions,
Law (2004) draws attention to the methodological processes through which such discourses are
assembled. Law (2004) argues that method assemblage is not a neutral or transparent process;
it is always messy, partial, and entangled with invisible hinterlands that shape what can be
known without being fully acknowledged. If discourse shapes social reality, as Fairclough
argues, then the methods through which we study discourse also shape what becomes visible

and what remains absent. The concept of method assemblage addresses precisely this problem:

Method assemblage may be seen as the crafting of a hinterland of ramifying
relations that distinguishes between: (a) ‘in-here’ statements, data or depictions
(which appear, for instance, in science and social science publications, and
include descriptions of method); (b) the ‘out-there’ realities reflected in those in-
here statements (natural phenomena, processes, methods, etc.); and (c) an
endless ramification of processes and contexts ‘out-there’ that are both necessary

to what is ‘in-here’ and invisible to it (Law, 2004, p. 42).
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First, ‘in-here’ statements, data, or depictions represent what this thesis will make visible:
SRC's language and representational patterns in institutional documents. Second, the ‘out-there’
realities reflected in those in-here statements represent the reality research can reach and
represent. Specifically, what CDA can capture and reveal about SRC's official self-presentation
and construction of the humanitarian crisis. Third, by “’an endless ramification of processes and
contexts ‘out-there’ that are both necessary to what is ‘in-here’ and invisible to it” (p. 42), John
Law means that there is always a ‘hinterland’ of processes, contexts, and realities that are
necessary to research but that methods actively push into invisibility. This is not a flaw to be
corrected but constitutive of how knowledge production works. It translates into a reflexive
acknowledgement of what this thesis cannot reveal: the perspectives of crisis-affected
populations, what happens beyond the documents, and the gap between institutional language

and lived experience.

5.2 Research design

This study adopts a qualitative case study design centered on the Swedish Red Cross (SRC) and
employs Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as the primary way of
analyzing the material. According to Bryman (2021, p. 59), a case study design involves the
detailed and intensive analysis of a single case, where the case is treated as an object of interest

in its own right.

Following Bryman’s (2021) discussion of case selection, the Swedish Red Cross can be
understood as an exemplifying case. As an implementing partner of Sida and an important actor
in Sweden’s civil society, the SRC provides a suitable case to investigate how humanitarian aid,
vulnerability, localization, and inclusion are framed discursively. At the same time, the Swedish
Red Cross is examined as a bounded case within its national and international context, with
attention to the complexity and particularity of its role as a humanitarian actor in Swedish civil

society and within the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

Rather than adopting a multiple-case study design, this thesis is designed as a qualitative single-
case study of the Swedish Red Cross, with Gaza and Ukraine providing a comparative analytical
dimension. This design makes it possible to examine how the organization’s discourse varies

across two politically distinct humanitarian contexts.

A case study design is appropriate because the aim of this thesis is not to produce broad
statistical generalizations but to develop an in-depth understanding of how humanitarian crises

are represented within a particular organizational and institutional setting. As Bryman (2021, p.
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62) notes, the crucial question in case study research is not whether findings can be generalized
to a wider population, but how well the researcher generates theory out of the findings - what
he calls theoretical generalization. Through critical discourse analysis of the SRC, this study
seeks to contribute to theoretical generalization by producing broader insights into how
humanitarian crises, vulnerability, inclusion, and local agency are discursively constructed

within the humanitarian field.

5.3 Data collection

Data for this study were collected from documents produced between 2022 and 2025. This
timeframe was selected to capture humanitarian responses to two major contemporary crises:
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and the intensification of violence by Israel
in the Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT)? beginning in 2023, within the broader context of
the apartheid and genocide against Palestinians (Amnesty International, 2025)°. The dataset
consists of documents produced by the Swedish Red Cross (SRC) and published on its website,

but most were received from Sida.

The data are publicly available in principle, as they concern publicly funded aid and related
documentation. However, in practice, not all relevant materials were directly accessible through
the OpenAid platform at the time of collection. To obtain additional project documentation, I
submitted an email request to Sida explaining the scope and purpose of the study and asking
for available materials related to Swedish Red Cross-funded projects in Ukraine and Gaza/Israel
during the period 2022-2025. Sida responded by sharing available documentation, which was
then reviewed and incorporated into the dataset where relevant. This step formed part of the
data collection process and illustrates that, although the material was public in a legal and

institutional sense, access to it was not always immediate or straightforward in practice.

The Swedish Red Cross was also contacted directly by email, including follow-up requests, but
no response was received. In addition, the local Swedish Red Cross branch in Linkdping
provided access to the limited materials available locally. Two informal conversations were also
conducted with the manager of the local Red Cross branch and a long-term volunteer. These

conversations were not treated as primary empirical data and were not coded or analyzed as

2 Occupied Palestinian Territory (OPT) refers to the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip
(Human Rights Watch, 2021).

3 See Amnesty International, The State of the World's Human Rights 2025, which describes Israel’s actions in
Gaza as amounting to genocide and refers to Israel’s system of apartheid and unlawful occupation in the
Occupied Palestinian Territory.
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part of the document corpus. Instead, they provided contextual understanding of the Red Cross
as an organization, its universal principles, decision-making processes, and local

communication practices.

5.3.1 Document corpus

The unit of analysis in this case study is the Swedish Red Cross’s discourse, as expressed in
selected documents related to Gaza and Ukraine. The document corpus includes applications
and project grant applications, annual reports for the general public, annual reports written for
Sida, and donation campaign materials. A full overview of the final document corpus is

provided in Appendix D.

While many of these documents were produced for Sida rather than for broad public circulation,
they remain highly relevant for CDA because they reveal how humanitarian crises are framed
across both public communication and institutional relationships of funding, reporting, and

governance.

5.3.2 Data selection criteria

Documents were included if they were produced between 2022 and 2025, were produced by or
directly related to the Swedish Red Cross, and contained references to Ukraine, Gaza, Israel,
Palestine, or broader humanitarian work relevant to the two contexts. Documents were excluded
if they did not relate to the Swedish Red Cross, fell outside the selected timeframe, or did not
contain material relevant to the research questions. The final document corpus was selected

deliberately to ensure its relevance to the research questions.

5.4 Data Analysis

To analyze the data, I used NVivo for thematic coding, followed by a Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) guided by Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework. The initial coding
process was guided by the first three phases for thematic analysis described by Braun and Clark
(2006): familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, and searching for themes (Ahmed
et al., 2025). These phases were used as a practical and reflexive way to organize the corpus
and identify patterns relevant to the research questions, rather than as a standalone thematic

analysis.

Coding can be either deductive, relying on predefined codes, or inductive, with codes developed
while engaging with the material (Mortelmans, 2025, p. 58). General initial codes were created
manually in NVivo. I primarily used an inductive approach, meaning that codes were generated

and revised through repeated readings of the corpus, rather than by applying a fixed coding
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scheme from the beginning. Although the coding process was primarily inductive, it was also
informed by the study’s research questions. At a later stage, I also used automatic coding and
merged the codes into the themes previously created by repeated reading. The main
interpretation of the material was then conducted through Norman Fairclough’s approach to
Critical Discourse Analysis, which examines discourse across three interconnected dimensions:

text, discursive practice, and social practice.

5.4.1 Thematic coding

This research acknowledges subjectivity as a crucial component of qualitative sensitivity.
Reflexive research embraces knowledge as situated and as unavoidably shaped by the practices
and procedures used to produce it, including the researcher's own ways of thinking (Broun and
Clarke, 2021, p. 12). This makes reflexive thematic coding especially suitable for this study
because the analysis does not begin with a fixed set of final themes. Instead, themes are

developed gradually through repeated reading, coding, and interpretation of the material.

The coding strategy employed in this study was informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
thematic analysis (TA), especially its initial phases of data familiarization, code generation, and
the identification of broader thematic patterns. These phases were used to support the systematic
organization of the corpus and to identify recurring representations and concepts. However, the
study does not apply Braun and Clarke’s full six-phase thematic analysis as a separate analytical

method (Ahmed et al., 2025).

At the same time, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) description of reflexive TA guided my process
towards an interrogation of who I am as a researcher, my positionality, assumptions, and
theoretical perspective shape the coding process, the development of themes, and the
interpretation of the material. This does not mean that this type of research embraces
subjectivity. On the contrary, in qualitative research, reflexivity is the most widely used term to
describe both the researcher's generative function in research and the researcher’s insights into

and articulation of that role (p. 13).

As Braun and Clarke (2021, p. 11) suggest, the phases of TA should be understood as guidance
for the analytic journey rather than as a rigid sequence that determines in advance what the
researcher will find. Therefore, thematic coding is especially useful for this study because it
helps identify meaningful patterns across varied material while remaining flexible enough to
work within a postcolonial theoretical framework. This means that coding is not treated as a

neutral, purely objective, or fully replicable process, but as an interpretive process shaped by
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the researcher’s positionality, theoretical perspective, and reflexive engagement with the

material.

5.4.2 Critical Discourse Analysis

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is the research method employed in this study, as
theoretically described in Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method (Joergensen & Phillips,
2002), which centers around the fundamental work of Norman Fairclough (p. 60). The purpose
of critical discourse analysis is to explore how language and discourse shape social and cultural
phenomena and how they relate to broader processes of change in modern societies (Jorgensen
& Phillips, 2002, p. 61). The way I understand CDA is that, according to Fairclough’s approach,
discourse is not understood simply as language in use, but as a broader system through which
social meanings are produced and reproduced. More specifically, Fairclough understands
discourse as language viewed as part of social life and as one element within wider social
processes. Discourse is therefore relational, since it is connected to social relations, institutions,
values, material practices, and power relations. This means that language cannot be analyzed in
isolation, but must be examined in relation to the social conditions and power structures through

which meanings are produced and reproduced (Fairclough, 2015, p. 7).

Fairclough’s understanding of critique is also important for this study. In CDA, the object of
critique may be an individual text, such as an article, speech, or document, but in research, it is
often a broader, more complex body of discourse. This body of discourse may consist of
different types of texts and communicative practices that are connected to a particular area of
social life (Fairclough, 2015, p. 8). The object of critique is therefore not a single document,

but a wider body of Swedish Red Cross documents and communication materials.

Unlike objectivist social science, critical discourse analysis views itself as a politically
committed approach to social change rather than as politically neutral. Critical discourse
analytical approaches support oppressed social groups in the name of emancipation. The goal
of applying critical discourse in the pursuit of radical social change is to uncover how discourse
perpetuates imbalanced power relations (Jergensen & Phillips, 2002, p. 64), which also makes
CDA align well with the postcolonial theory used as the theoretical lens in the analysis of this

research.

The main interpretation of the material was then conducted through Norman Fairclough’s
approach to Critical Discourse Analysis, which examines discourse ‘’based upon a three-

dimensional conception of discourse, and correspondingly a three-dimensional method of
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discourse analysis. Discourse, and any specific instance of discursive practice, is seen as
simultaneously (i) a language text, spoken or written, (ii) discourse practice (text production

and text interpretation), (iii) sociocultural practice. ** (Fairclough, 1995, p. 97).

Figure 2. Fairclough's three-dimensional model

Process of production

Text Description (text analysis)

i

———— Interpretation (processing analysis)

Process of interpretation /

Discourse practice

S —
e T Explanation (social analysis)
Soctocultural practice
(Situational; institutional; societal)
Dimensions of discourse Dimensions of discourse analysis

Note: Reproduced from Fairclough (2013, p. 133).

As we see in Figure 2, Fairclough’s three-dimensional systematic approach supports the critical
examination of discourse at three interconnected levels. First, the text analysis, which refers to
the linguistic characteristics of a text. Second, discursive practice, which represents the
processes through which texts are produced and circulated, and, lastly, the broader social
practices and power relations in which these discourses are embedded (Jorgensen & Phillips,

2002).

In practice, Fairclough’s three-dimensional model was operationalized in the analysis across
three interconnected levels. At the textual level, the analysis centered around vocabulary,
naming practices, local agency, and silences. At the level of discursive practice, attention is paid
to the different audiences and institutional purposes of public-facing communication, annual
reports, Sida-related project documents, and fundraising materials. At the level of social
practice, the analysis situated these discursive patterns within broader humanitarian, political,

and postcolonial theoretical perspectives. Through CDA, the study can therefore identify
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patterns commonly discussed in the broader humanitarian critique (see Chapter 3) and analyze

how SRC may reproduce or challenge power within humanitarian discourse.

5.5 Reflexivity, Positionality, and Ethical Considerations

Reflexivity is an ongoing process of critically examining the assumptions, expectations,
choices, and actions that influence the research process. It involves recognizing how a
researcher’s philosophical and theoretical commitments, personal beliefs, values, and social
positions affect both the production and interpretation of knowledge (Braun and Clark, 2021,
p. 14). Therefore, in this study, reflexivity is understood as an ongoing process rather than a
final achievement, nor do I treat reflexivity as complete self-awareness or as a one-time
acknowledgment of bias. I think of it as a continuous practice of reflecting on how my

assumptions, values, social identities, and political views shape the research process.

Following Harding’s (1995) discussion of strong objectivity, reflexivity, and positionality
should not be understood as a limitation to be overcome. Rather, they are part of a more rigorous
and accountable research practice, because they make visible the social values, interests, and
power relations that shape knowledge production. Situated knowledge can challenge the claim
to a neutral “view from nowhere” (p. 347) and produce a less distorted understanding than

approaches that ignore the researcher’s standpoint.

My approach to this research is shaped by a strong personal commitment to justice and fairness.
These values influenced my decision to study Global Studies: Social Sustainability and Social
Change and shaped my aspiration to work in the humanitarian field. My political and
intellectual commitments also shape this research, as I approach the study from a leftist, radical

feminist, anti-racist, and anti-capitalist standpoint.

My earlier experiences volunteering at Terre des Hommes in Bucharest, as well as mentoring
Syrian refugee children, led me to see humanitarian work as meaningful. At the same time, it
made me more aware of how humanitarian practice can reproduce inequality, injustice, and
colonial histories. These experiences inform both my motivation for this study and the critical

questions I bring to it.

My positionality is significantly influenced by my background as someone who was born and
raised in rural Romania and now lives in Sweden as an immigrant. My parents’ labor migration
to Sweden reshaped my family life in ways that continue to influence how I think about
migration, belonging, and inequality. However, I also recognize that I hold certain privileges: I

am white, educated within a European academic system, and my experiences are framed by the
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racial and global hierarchies from which I benefit. Since this study draws on postcolonial theory,
I must continually examine how my own interpretations might unintentionally reinforce the

very assumptions that I seek to critique.

My connection to the Red Cross is also important to acknowledge. I chose to study the
organization partly because of its emblematic humanitarian role and partly because I volunteer
at the local branch in Linkdping. This position gives me useful contextual insight, but it may
also create sympathy towards the organization and shape my interpretations. I therefore do not
treat my proximity as either a source of authenticity or a problem that can simply be eliminated,

but as something that must be reflected on continuously throughout the research process.

5.6 Limitations
The limitations of this thesis follow directly from its methodological choices. As Law's (2004)
concept of method assemblage makes clear, every research design makes certain things visible

while simultaneously pushing others into invisibility, as in the case of the present thesis.

The decision to analyze institutional documents (annual reports, project proposals, and funding
applications) makes the SRC's official self-presentation visible, but it cannot access what lies
beyond it. The perspectives of crisis-affected populations in Ukraine, Gaza, and other contexts
SRC’s documents are not visible. These populations appear in the documents as objects of
humanitarian knowledge and intervention, but their own accounts, experiences, and

interpretations of the SRC's work remain outside this thesis's ‘hinterland’.

Similarly, document analysis cannot close the gap between institutional language and
institutional practice. What the SRC writes about localization, participation, and community
ownership does not necessarily reflect what happens on the ground. The material consequences
of the SRC's discourse, whether its representational choices affect how resources are
distributed, how needs are assessed, or how affected populations experience humanitarian

intervention, lie beyond what this method can reveal.

These are not flaws to be corrected but constitutive features of this research design.
Acknowledging them is itself a methodological choice, following Law's argument that honest

reflexivity about which methods render what absent is part of rigorous knowledge production.

41



6. Results and Analysis
This chapter is a critical discourse analysis of selected documents discussing SRC's support
during the humanitarian crises in Ukraine and Gaza from 2022 to 2025. The complete list of

documents included in the analysis can be found in Appendix D.

The analysis is organized around the main themes identified in the material: humanitarian
authority, vulnerability, localization, and inclusion. The last section of the analysis compares
representations of Ukraine and Gaza in discourse and examines how these representations
reflect broader power relations and postcolonial hierarchies. Section 6.5, National self-image
and the discourse of compassion, situates SRC discourse within the Swedish context and
examines how humanitarian action is linked to national self-image, compassion, and domestic

relevance.

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model guides the analysis throughout by focusing on textual
features, discursive practice, and social practice. Rather than treating these dimensions as
separate subsections, Fairclough understands the three dimensions as interconnected. For this
reason, dividing the analysis into these three dimensions may overlap and confuse the reader,
which is why I have included these dimensions under each subchapter corresponding to the

themes identified in the documents.

Before moving into the main analysis, Figure 3 presented below represents keyword patterns
and institutional vocabulary. The word cloud was generated with NVivo from the selected
Swedish Red Cross documents. It shows the most frequently used words in the corpus, with
larger and thicker words indicating higher frequency. While the word cloud was not used as the
basis for selecting the analytical themes, it offers an initial sense of the institutional language

of the corpus.

29 ¢ 2 ¢c

The frequent use of terms such as “Swedish,” “support,” “work,” “activity,” “costs,”

“operations,” and “governing” suggests that the documents construct humanitarian aid through
a strongly institutional and operational vocabulary. Aid is represented as a response to suffering,

and as organized work involving governance, funding, reporting, and accountability. Terms

29 ¢¢ 29 <¢ 29 <

such as “people,” “community,” “needs,” “vulnerable,” and “risk” point to the humanitarian
construction of crisis-affected populations through categories of need and vulnerability.
However, the word cloud cannot show how these terms are used in context, nor whether affected

populations are represented as agents, partners, or recipients of aid. The following analysis
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moves beyond keyword frequency to examine how these terms produce meaning within

specific textual, discursive, and social contexts.

Figure 3: Keyword patterns in selected Swedish Red Cross documents, generated in NVivo.
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Note: The word cloud is used as a visual mapping tool and does not constitute standalone

evidence. The subsequent analysis examines the meanings of these terms in context.

6.1 SRC as a humanitarian authority

Deloffre’s (2025, p. 92) argues that humanitarian actors are positioned within hierarchies
according to the recognition and status granted to them by others, and these hierarchies shape
whose knowledge and expertise are considered valid. The internal report Swedish Red Cross
(SRC) Hum 2021-2025: Appraisal of contribution amendment from Sida (2025) and the SRC
grant application to Sida CIVSAM draft full application 2022—2024, helps illustrate how SRC
is an example of this dynamic. The SRC's position within the humanitarian system is not simply
areflection of its capacity but is actively constructed through institutional recognition, historical

legitimacy, and its relationship with Sida.

In the Sida CIVSAM Draft Full Application 2022-2024, SRC is presented as Sweden’s National
Red Cross Society, establishing the SRC's authority by grounding it in history and institutional
scale. The document describes the SRC as the oldest and largest civil society organization in
Sweden, established in 1865 and deeply anchored in Swedish society through its branches and
volunteer network. The document also connects SRC’s authority to Swedish institutional
history by stating that “SRC was a driving force in the establishment of the Swedish welfare
system and it initiated a number of initiatives which was taken over by the state” (p.2). This
positions SRC not only as a humanitarian organization, but also as an actor historically
connected to the development of Swedish welfare and civil society. SRC’s legitimacy is

therefore presented as historical and national, not only operational.
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The same document further constructs SRC’s authority through its membership in the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. The Movement is described as consisting
of the ICRC, IFRC, and 192 National Societies, including the Swedish Red Cross, and as “the
world’s largest humanitarian network” (p.2). Authority is constructed through institutional

scale, local presence, humanitarian principles, access, and expertise, as they explain it:

The strength of the Movement is its volunteer network, and in its community-
based work and expertise. Through its local structure and extensive network of
volunteers, the National Societies have unparalleled access and can often reach
communities that are inaccessible to other organisations. They can also mobilise
a great number of people to respond to current and developing humanitarian
needs as well as to work to strengthen people, reduce poverty, improve living

conditions and for long-term sustainable change (p. 2).

This self-positioning is reinforced by Sida’s own assessment of SRC. The document, Hum
2021-2025 Appraisal of Contribution Amendment, analyzed at the text level, tells us that “SRC
is considered a valuable strategic humanitarian partner to Sida, with good capacity for disaster
prevention" (p. 9). Sida also assesses SRC’s "strong capacity and competencies to respond to
humanitarian crises” (p.4) and links it to SRC’s position within the Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement, whose staff and volunteers work at both global and local levels, “often in areas no
other actors can reach” (p.4). SRC is described as “strong capacity” (p. 9), “comparative
advantage” (p. 4), and “valuable strategic humanitarian partner” (p. 9), positioning SRC as a

legitimate and professional humanitarian actor.

Analyzed at the level of social practice, this reflects Deloffre’s (2025) point that hierarchies in
humanitarianism are shaped by recognition and status. SRC’s authority is strengthened by its
connection to the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, its historical role in Sweden, its

technical expertise, and its recognition by Sida.

6.1.1 Humanitarian aid as moral and institutional authority

Humanitarian authority in this section moves from the practical capacity to deliver aid to the
discursive authority to define a situation as a humanitarian crisis, interpret what type of response
is required, and position the organization as a legitimate actor in response. In the SRC annual
reports, this authority is constructed through two connected discursive strategies. First, crisis is
represented as exceptional and urgent, so responding to it becomes a moral responsibility.

Second, the Red Cross Movement is linked to humanitarian law, historical experience, and the
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protection of civilians. Together, these discursive strategies present humanitarian intervention

as a necessary and legitimate response to suffering.

In the 2022 SRC Annual Report, the SRC positions itself as essential, stating that "Never in
modern times have so many people been forced to flee and abandon their homes" (p. 3).
Humanitarian discourse often gains authority by describing crises in ways that make
intervention appear unquestionably necessary. SRC acts according to the principle of neutrality,
but the effect at the discursive level is that it presents displacement as a defining feature of
“modern times,” which universalizes the crisis while making its specific political and historical
causes less visible. By describing the crisis as unprecedented in modern times, the SRC
disconnects displacement from the histories and structures that produce it. Moreover, the
sentence universalizes displacement in a way that makes humanitarian response appear morally

necessary while leaving deeper historical and political causes less visible.
Additionally, the 2023 Annual Report constructs the contemporary humanitarian crisis as:

The Middle East is in chaos. War is raging in Africa and Eastern Europe is
engulfed in conflict. Fear dominates public discourse. This was also the reality
at the height of World War II. The parallels are clear. The International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was instrumental in the creation of the
Geneva Conventions in 1949. These laws set limits on war and protect civilians.

We have done it before and we must do it again (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a).

The statement that “the Middle East is in chaos,” that “war is raging in Africa,” and that
“Eastern Europe is engulfed in conflict” places different regions within a shared vocabulary of
disorder, violence, and fear. It creates equivalence between multiple crises, but it also separates
them from their specific political and historical causes. For instance, Gaza is not named directly
but placed under the umbrella of a broad term, “the Middle East,” while Ukraine is indirectly
represented through ‘“Eastern Europe.” These regional labels hide specific contexts,
responsibilities, and forms of violence. While the reference to World War II and the Geneva
Conventions positions the Red Cross Movement as a historically legitimate moral authority:
“We have done it before, and we must do it again.” Through this analogy, the organization
presents itself as a responder to humanitarian crises while also claiming the authority to speak
for others. Therefore, the discourse makes suffering highly visible while SRC takes a more

neutral position on the question of responsibility for the systemic cause.
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Read through Edward Said’s view, the phrase ‘the Middle East is in chaos’ reproduces exactly

the kind of discourse Said is criticizing in Orientalism:

unlike normal ("our") societies, Islam and Middle Eastern societies are totally
"political," an adjective meant as a reproach to Islam for not being "liberal," for
not being able to separate (as "we" do) politics from culture. The result is an

invidiously ideological portrait of "us" and "them" (Said, 2003, p. 299).

The SRC’s uses ‘Middle East’ as a geographic description of the area, but this formulation
reproduces colonial language, contributing to what Said (2003) calls “an invidiously ideological
portrait of ‘us’ and ‘them.” (p. 299). According to Said (2003, p. 299), ‘Islam’ and ‘Middle
Eastern’ societies are often represented as excessively or totally “political,” in contrast to
supposedly “(our) normal” societies that imagine themselves as liberal, rational, and capable of
separating politics from culture. In Spivak's (2010) terms, this is a form of epistemic violence:
a narrative of the Middle East as chaotic and political becomes the normative account, while
the specific histories, political causes, and voices of those living through these crises are made

invisible.

A comparable but distinct form of epistemic violence operates in the label "Eastern Europe is
engulfed in conflict." Spivak (2010, p. 36) argues that it is important to trace how one
explanation and narrative of reality becomes the normative one, and that a comparable account
applies to Central and Eastern Europe. The label "Eastern Europe" does not simply describe a
geographic area but reflects a privileged narrative in which the region's history and political
realities are told through Western epistemic frameworks. Applied to Ukraine, this means that a
Russian invasion, with its specific actors, responsibilities, and history, is included in a broader
normalized story of Eastern instability and disorder, erasing the particular political reality in
favor of a regional label that serves the narrator's discourse rather than the truth of the situation.
Like "the Middle East," "Eastern Europe" functions as a regional category that erases specific
contexts, responsibilities, and histories, but it does so within a different logic, one that places
Eastern Europe in an ambiguous position defined through its difference from the Western
European norm, European but not fully Western, part of the geopolitical order but closer to its

periphery than the center.

6.2 The humanitarian construction of vulnerability and need
Vulnerability is explicitly articulated across the documents through terms such as “vulnerable

people” (Swedish Red Cross, 2023b, p. 2, p. 9, p. 11), “the most vulnerable” (Swedish Red
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Cross, 2024b, p. 10, p. 30, p. 50), “poor people” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 1) and “affected
communities” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024b, p. 50). At the textual level, these formulations
function as broad labels that group people primarily through need, risk, and lack. Vulnerability
is repeatedly linked to housing, hygiene, psychosocial well-being, health care, and livelihood
support, as seen in this example: “’ICRC is responding to emergency needs (food and shelter),
rebuilding lives and livelihood (livestock vaccination, seeds and tools), and rebuilding access

to WaSH and healthcare” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024b, p. 5).

The phrase “the most vulnerable” is particularly telling because it introduces an internal
hierarchy where some are positioned as more urgent and more eligible for intervention than
others. This is reinforced when the SRC refers to “vulnerable people, including those internally
displaced and those with specific needs such as elderly and people with disabilities” (Swedish
Red Cross, 2024a, p. 2). The choice of words suggests that vulnerability is recognized through
internally differentiated categories. Some forms of suffering become more visible and more
actionable than others. While such prioritization is central to humanitarian practice, it also
complicates the SRC’s commitment to “prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may

occur” (Swedish Red Cross, 2023, p. 23).

It is important to note that the way SRC writes about vulnerability is often shaped by project
management language. For example, the Ukraine: Resilience, Recovery and Rehabilitation
2024-2026 project proposal submitted to Sida uses terms such as assessment, outputs,
indicators, and support delivery. This reflects the need to make humanitarian problems
measurable, fundable, and reportable. One example is “Output 1.1 Vulnerable women, children
and men, including those internally displaced, have better access to safe and adequate shelter”
(Swedish Red Cross, 2023, p. 11). At the level of discursive practice, it is important to note
that since this document is a project proposal submitted to Sida rather than a public
communication, its managerial language should be understood in relation to the requirements

of institutional funding.

At the same time, it is important to highlight that the analysis reveals that SRC uses
vulnerability and participation as measurements and evaluations across the documents. One
example is “’Result 2.2: Vulnerable people in targeted communities have access to quality basic
and focused MHPSS services” (Swedish Red Cross. (2025d, p. 12). In another example,
measurement and evaluation take the form of outcomes: “’Outcome level indicator % of
women, girls, men and boys in targeted communities who are able to correctly name 3 ways to

prevent water-borne diseases’’ (Swedish Red Cross, 2024b, p. 12). Measurement also takes the
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form of goals, as in this example: “’This application refers to the operational goal which
strengthens the resilience of people and communities, as well as the enabling goal to support

the National Society partners in capacity and longterm development” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d,
p. 11).

The analysis also indicates a contrast between how the SRC describes the people it aims to help
in its local projects in Sweden and how it describes people in its international projects. This
becomes visible in the 2023 annual report’s description of a local project in Sweden. The
discourse more often uses terms such as beneficiaries, participants, or visitors, while
emphasizing dignity, safety, belonging, rights, and participation in society. For example, when
they describe the impact of the SRC humanitarian service points in Malmo and other locations
in Sweden, the report states that ’Beneficiaries feel a greater sense of dignity with individual
rights. Beneficiaries are also better able to manage and influence their situation” (Swedish Red
Cross, 2024, p. 21) and highlight that the “’participants have more knowledge and a greater
sense of courage to act °* (p. 9). In the next year report, the term “beneficiaries” is used to
describe the impact of a project in Syria, but it is embedded in a much more urgent humanitarian
tone: “The beneficiaries will have their most urgent humanitarian needs met through life-saving

and life-sustaining assistance” (Swedish Red Cross, 2025a, p. 21).

The SRC assesses people’s situations in terms of vulnerability, including the Vulnerability and
Capacity Assessment (EVCA). Since the EVCA is used in both local and international contexts,
the contrast cannot be explained only by differences in assessment. It becomes clearer at the
level of discursive practice how similar forms of assessment are written up and presented to
different audiences. In the Swedish local context, the report emphasizes “a greater sense of
participation in society” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024, p. 21) and “Participants feel safer, and a
higher sense of belonging and greater social community” (p. 25). In the case of projects carried
out in Syria, the language focuses less on participation and belonging than on survival, disease,

psychosocial distress, and immediate relief (Swedish Red Cross, 2024).

Analyzed at the level of discursive practice, the annual report is a public document whose
function is to report activities while presenting them in a way that is clear and convincing to
donors, supporters, and the wider public. The softer language of beneficiaries, participation,
belonging, and dignity helps construct a more relational and socially inclusive image of the
SRC’s work in Sweden. By contrast, Sida reports that grant applications frame support more
strongly in terms of vulnerability. Their wording is more intervention-oriented: people appear

through vulnerability and basic needs, such as hygiene, while the response is structured as a
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measurable output. A clear example appears in the application to Sida, where the response to
crisis is assesed through a list of measurable needs rather than described in relational or dignity-

based terms. It states:

Top up 2023: SSRC conducted rapid assessments that reveal the following
needs: Shelter for displaced people from conflict areas, Access to basic services
(health, education, food, wash, etc.), Lack of access to clean and safe drinking
water, Lack of adequate sanitation facilities for the displaced populations,
Disrupted education patterns [...], Lack of adequate availability of medical

supplies (Application to Sida HUM 2024).

Here, people are represented less by dignity, participation, or belonging, and more by a set of
urgent needs that can be measured, prioritized, and addressed through humanitarian

intervention.

6.3 Localization and local humanitarian actors

In the Terms of Reference (1oR) for: Enhancing Localized Humanitarian Action: Swedish Red
Cross and National Society Collaborations, localization is defined as “the process of
recognising, respecting and strengthening local and national leadership so that humanitarian
action is as local as possible and as international as circumstances requires” (p.1). The same
document presents localization as a central priority for the Swedish Red Cross. It describes the
SRC’s mission as one of “empowering and strengthening the capacities” (p. 2) of National Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies, with the SRC acting as a supporting partner. At the same
time, the document refers to a strategic shift toward increased SRC presence in priority partner
countries and the establishment of bilateral work models to support the implementing National
Society. This already indicates a possible tension within the SRC’s localization discourse: local
leadership is presented as a priority, but it also presents the SRC as an actor with an ongoing

role in support and capacity-building (Swedish Red Cross, 2025¢).

The ToR’s section on “New partnership models” is particularly important because it suggests
that the SRC is aware of the unequal and burdensome relationship that can emerge within
localized humanitarian partnerships. Rather than presenting localization as an already achieved
principle, the document frames the evaluation as a way to learn from existing collaboration

models and identify a more sustainable way of supporting National Societies:

With the shifting humanitarian landscape Swedish Red Cross sees a need to find

a new model for working with local actors. Within the Red Cross Red Crescent
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Movement there are currently several partner National Societies (from
traditional ‘donor’ countries) supporting the local National Society in the
countries where SRC is present with Sida HUM funding. Each Partner National
Society has many bilateral agreements with different donor requirements. This
places a heavy burden on the National Society. Therefore, with this evaluation
Swedish Red Cross seeks to draw learnings from the agreement period and
identify a new and more relevant model for supporting local actors (National

Societies) in a sustainable way (Swedish Red Cross, 2025¢, p. 3).

This passage complicates a simple critique of SRC’s localization discourse. On the one hand,
the document, ToR, acknowledges that existing partnership arrangements can place a “heavy
burden” (p. 3) on local National Societies, especially when several partner National Societies
operate under separate bilateral agreements and donor requirements. This suggests that SRC is
not unaware of the administrative pressures created by donor-shaped humanitarian systems. On
the other hand, the wording also reveals that the problem is framed primarily as a question of
finding a “new model” to support local actors, rather than directly questioning the broader
funding and accountability structures that produce these burdens. This raises an important
analytical question: whether localization involves a redistribution of authority in practice, or
whether it primarily reorganizes the language and management of partnership, while local
National Societies remain positioned within donor-defined systems of reporting, funding, and

evaluation.

At the level of social practice, the combination of SRC’s own concern about the burden placed
on National Societies and Sida’s observation (presented in the quote below) on the budgetary
focus on capacity-building suggests that localization does not necessarily transfer agency to
local actors in practice. Instead, local National Societies may remain positioned within donor-
shaped systems where they are expected to implement aid while also meeting multiple
administrative, financial, and reporting requirements. This is visible in the document Swedish
Red Cross (SRC) Hum 2021-2025: Beredning av insatséindring / Appraisal of Contribution

Amendment. Sida observes that:

There is a general tendency that a relatively high percentage of the project
budgets are spent on activities that focus on meetings, trainings and livelihood
and that a relatively small amount (compared to other Strategic Partners) is spent
on ‘conventional” humanitarian activities. Much emphasis is also put on capacity

building for the implementing partner / national societies (e.g. staffing costs for
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project officers but also administrative staff and services such as cleaning, office
rents, repairs etc). This has been known since the original appraisal of SRC

(Sida, 2025, p. 14).

At the textual level, the contrast between “capacity building” and “conventional humanitarian
activities” shows that localization is not represented primarily as local actors directly using aid
as immediate relief in crisis. Rather, much of the work consists of meetings, trainings, staffing,
administration, and institutional support. At the level of discursive practice, this reflects how
donor-funded humanitarian action is organized through procedures, budget categories,
accountability demands, and partnership models. These procedures are not necessarily
pointless, since they are meant to ensure that funds are managed correctly. However, when
several donor countries or partner National Societies bring different requirements, the local
National Society can become overburdened. At the level of social practice, this suggests that
localization risks becoming less about transferring decision-making power to local actors and
more about making them responsible for implementing aid, while structures of funding are still

largely shaped by donors’ priorities.

Said's concept of positions of superiority opens the analysis to whether the SRC places itself in
a position of superiority in relation to the local branches, Syrian (SSRC), Palestinian (PRCS),
and Ukrainian (URCS), to name a few, as well as in relation to those it seeks to help. At the
textual level, this becomes visible in the way SRC describes its role in relation to partner
National Societies. SRC appears as the actor that provides knowledge, training, and technical
support that others are expected to receive, as we can see in this example: ’Alongside the
mentioned trainings and developed capacity, the SSRC branch staft have also followed a project
cycle management training and a logistics and warehouse management training” (Swedish Red
Cross, 2023b, p. 25). In a similar way, SRC also describes its role in relation to its partners

through support and quality assurance:

SRC further works to strengthen the capacity of, and assure quality
programming, of its partner national societies. This has included technical
support to the overall approach of Protection, Gender and Inclusion (PGI) as
well as Community Engagement and Accountability (CEA). These approaches
jointly aim at recognizing, and addressing, the diverse needs, priorities and
preferences among vulnerable people through engagement with the target

communities (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a, p. 6).
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The text quoted above shows that localization is not presented as a transfer of power, but as a
process in which the SRC continues to define what knowledge, training, and programming are

needed.

Similarly, Sida CIVSAM application for 2022—2024 repeatedly constructs its target populations
using categories such as “the most vulnerable” (p. 10), “poor and vulnerable people” (p. 12),
and “vulnerable communities” (p. 12) while simultaneously presenting participation, local
ownership, and resilience as the primary pathways to social change. This is made explicit when
the application states that “strengthened capacities of civil society as well as enhanced local
ownership with the active engagement of vulnerable people and communities in increasing their
resilience are central” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 11). This suggests that the SRC understands
localization through local ownership, in which communities are active participants in their own
development and they focus on long-term support until communities become resilient. At the
same time, at the text level, participation is understood in terms such as capacity, ownership,
and resilience. Therefore, the discussion is narrowed to what communities can build or
strengthen in response to crisis, rather than asking how vulnerability is linked to political

violence, structural inequality, or unequal distribution of resources.

Moreover, the application organizes localization through institutional categories that define
needs and priorities in advance. This is evident through the SRC application's repeated reliance
on institutional tools such as vulnerability and capacity assessments, self-assessments, and
standardized quality assessment tools. For example, the document explains that Evaluation
Vulnerability and Capacity Assessments (EVCA) are used to identify community risks and
needs, while self-assessments are used to determine which areas of competence should be
prioritized and aligned with the Swedish Red Cross’s Sustainability platform (Swedish Red
Cross, n.d, p. 12).*

While the EVCA is used in both local and international contexts, the important point here is
how it is written up in the SRC’s grant application to Sida. In that document (Swedish Red
Cross, n.d.), local realities are categorized as risks, needs, capacities, competence areas, and
sustainability priorities. At the level of discursive practice, this shows that these kinds of
assessment tools reflect local realities and categorize community experiences, helping aid

programs address issues effectively. While local ownership is stated in the application, it is

4 ©Qustainability platform: Sustainability Platform: aims to ensure quality programming by standardizing quality
standards in all SRC projects through a three-year intervention. The sustainability platform includes the three
aspects of sustainability: social, environmental and financial”” (Swedish Red Cross, 2025c).
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influenced by the SRC's significant authority, because the SRC identifies community needs,
decides on involvement methods, and evaluates progress, determining which community views
are valued. Although participation appears empowering, it is guided by official procedures,

giving the SRC a strong role as the planner and evaluator of local situations.

This is also evident in the section Rights perspective and poor peoples perspectives on
development, which frames the program as participatory, rights-based, and community-led.
However, the rights-based approach is complicated when analyzing at the text level. People are
first constituted as “poor and vulnerable,” and their agency is then made meaningful through
the claim that “people’s capacities must be captured” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 18).
Furthermore, the statement “genuine community engagement requires a rights-based approach”
(p. 18) positions the SRC as the actor that defines what counts as proper participation. This
institutional authority is further reinforced through the SRC’s auxiliary role, as the document
states that “National Societies work on the basis of its auxiliary role which enables relations
with authorities and participation in decision-making fora” (p. 18). The auxiliary role positions
National Societies, including the SRC, as recognized intermediaries between vulnerable

communities, civil society, and the state.

At the level of social practice, another problem arises in how the discourse refers to local actors
as if they were a single, unified group. The reason is that it can hide important differences within
local contexts and make it less visible that some people or organizations have more power,
status, and influence than others. It can also hide the fact that not everyone is equally recognized
as a legitimate representative of a community. According to Isleyen (2024), humanitarian
practices are not simply imposed by the West on passive recipients, but emerge through unequal
interactions between international, regional, and local actors. For these reasons, localization can
reproduce existing hierarchies within national settings, rather than challenge them. In addition,
localization reflects broader critical arguments that humanitarianism continues to operate
through distinctions between providers and beneficiaries, even when it presents itself as

inclusive and participatory (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025).

Read through Spivak (2010), the analysis on localization brings to the surface a question of
whether affected communities can speak within the terms the SRC provides, or whether their
voices are translated into categories that serve institutional rather than their own needs. The
language of capacity, ownership, and resilience, along with the claim that "people's capacities
must be captured" (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 18), may indicate that local knowledge and

experience are not recognized on their own terms but must first be converted into
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administratively recognizable forms before they can be heard. This can be illustrated briefly
by Spivak’s (2010) argument about the subaltern's inability to speak: the issue is not that
communities are literally silent, but that the institutional structures meant to hear them already

determine what counts as valid knowledge, participation, and need.

6.4 Gender, inclusion, and a differentiated language of diversity

Gender, diversity, and inclusion are overarching themes within the document corpus, appearing
consistently across the SRC partnership application (Sida CIVSAM Draft Full Application,
2022-2024), and in the public Annual Reports as well as the ones submitted to Sida in 2022,
2023, and 2024; often found under the heading “’Gender perspective”. Within the SRC as an
organization, gender, diversity, and inclusion are addressed through two main channels. The
first is Protection, Gender and Inclusion (PGI) mainstreaming, which is the approach SRC uses
to integrate gender and inclusion into its programmes and operations. The second is the
Sustainability Platform, where PGI is embedded as a key aspect of social sustainability, to
ensure it reaches all SRC-supported projects, programmes, and emergency operations (Swedish

Red Cross, n.d., p. 18).

In the partnership application to Sida (2022-2024), the SRC states that since 2015, it has used
a gender assessment tool aligned with the standards of both the Inter-Agency Standing
Committee (IASC), the main global coordination body for humanitarian response, and the
European Commission's humanitarian aid department (ECHO). The document further notes

that:

SRC is also, since 2015, using a gender marker which is aligned to the IASC as
well as ECHO’s gender marker. This marker is measuring how the supported
long-term programmes and emergency operation include a PGI sensitive
approach. This gender marker scoring is aggregated on an annual basis to

provide an overview (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 19).

Analyzed at the level of text, gender became countable and measurable. The use of phrases like
"gender marker scoring" to provide an overview indicates that there is an active process of
assessing gender inequality that is compressed into a technical term, stripping it of its political
content and making it available for institutional processing. At the level of discursive practice,
gender is explicitly aligned with two external frameworks, those of the IASC and ECHO, which
means the SRC's gender discourse is produced in direct dialogue with donor and coordination

audiences. Gender partially implies compliance reporting: gender sensitivity must be
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quantified, measured, and submitted annually as part of the international aid system's
documentation requirements. At the level of social practice, the analysis suggests that gender is
translated into a manageable indicator that satisfies donor requirements without challenging the
organizational structures that produce inequality in the first place. Part of the explanation for
this emphasis on gender markers, annual reporting, and measurable inclusion also resembles
what Hood (1991) identifies as key doctrines of New Public Management: ‘’hands-on

professional management [...] explicit performance measures [...] and output-based controls”
(p-4).

It is also worth examining how the SRC addresses gender, diversity, and inclusion internally,
as reflected in its public Annual Reports. In the 2022 SRC report, diversity and inclusion are
framed primarily in terms of staff training, institutional plans, and statistical representation.
While this presents the organization as socially sustainable, it leaves largely unaddressed the
ways in which exclusion may operate within the Swedish organizational context. The SRC’s
Annual Report tells us that 24% of employees were born abroad. This quantitative marker of
diversity does not reveal whether those employees occupy positions of authority, whether non-
Swedish speakers face exclusion, or whether institutional norms continue to privilege

‘Swedishness’ and whiteness. The report measures diversity without fully interrogating power.

All international staff have been trained to ensure that perspectives related to
protection, gender, diversity and inclusion are embraced in all program
activities. In this way, we adapt our programs to the different needs of people
and strengthen the protection of vulnerable groups (Swedish Red Cross, 2023,
Annual Report, 2022, p. 18).

The phrase “All international staff have been trained” shifts attention outward, toward
international programs and staff, rather than inward, toward the organizational culture of the
SRC itself, and is not interrogated as a question of institutional access to employment and
decision-making power. This suggests that representation is treated as inclusion, even though
structural inequalities may remain in place. At the level of social practice, the risk is that
exclusion becomes depoliticized when diversity is treated as a matter of institutional
management, rather than as a question of how privilege and organizational culture shape access

to employment and leadership within the organization.

Furthermore, the section on gender perspective presented by the Swedish Red Cross, in the Sida

partnership application 20222024, is highly attentive to inequality, stating that crises affect
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“women, girls, men and boys” differently and that “power relations based on gender worsen
during a crisis” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 18). It also lists a wide range of social factors that

shape vulnerability:

Someone's sex or gender identity and other social factors, including age,
disability, sexual orientation, health status, including HIV and AIDS and other
chronic illnesses, social status, immigration and/or legal status, ethnicity, faith,
etc. shape the extent to which they are vulnerable in any given context (Swedish

Red Cross, n.d., p. 19).

At a first reading, this suggests strong gender sensitivity and an awareness of inequality that
goes beyond gender. However, the passage does not explicitly explain how these vulnerabilities
intersect. At the same time, the use of "etc." implies that the list is open and inclusive of anything
further, yet racialized inequalities remain unnamed. As discussed in the literature review,
Crenshaw’s (1989) concept of intersectionality challenges the understanding of race and gender
as separate dimensions of inequality. In contemporary feminist theory, intersectionality is
understood as an analytical perspective that considers gender, class, race, ethnicity, legal status,
disability, and other structures of power that operate together as interconnected, while
remaining analytically distinct (Strid, Walby, & Armstrong, 2013). This is also how

intersectionality is operationalized in the analysis.

At this point, it is important to clarify that gender, race, and class are understood in this thesis
as socially constructed categories that shape unequal social relations and lived experiences of
vulnerability. Race is treated here as socially real through racism and racialization, not as a
biological category. These distinctions matter when analyzing humanitarian institutions
because, according to critical humanitarian literature, humanitarian organizations are gendered
and racialized, meaning that gender and race shape the roles, experiences, and opportunities of

staff and volunteers within aid organizations (Roth et al., 2024, p. 7).

Although Strid, Walby, and Armstrong (2013) develop their argument in relation to gender-
based violence, their understanding of intersectionality is useful for the humanitarian context
more broadly. Their work shows that intersectionality requires moving beyond the naming of
inequalities towards recognizing structural intersections and incorporating the voices of
marginalized groups. Applied to the SRC material, this means that inclusion cannot be assessed
only by identifying whether multiple categories of vulnerability are listed. It also requires

asking how these categories interact, how broader systems of inequality shape vulnerability,
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and whether affected communities appear as participants in defining the problems and
responses that concern them. Across the document corpus, affected communities are described
through institutional categories of vulnerability and inclusion, while the documents mainly
explain what the SRC and its partner National Societies will do and what assessments will be
carried out. What remains less clear is how the knowledge and experiences of affected

communities are taken into account in shaping these responses.

In relation to inclusion, the SRC document refers to the need “’to ensure inclusive access and
safety for the most vulnerable people, including people living with disabilities, multi-children
households and others” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a, p. 12). A similar pattern appears when the

SRC presents Protection, Gender and Inclusion (PGI) as a response to gender inequality:

URCS’ PGI and CEA minimum standards will further be taken in consideration
in the design and implementation of the temporary housing to ensure dignity,
access, participation and safety for target groups and uphold the do-no-harm
principle. This includes, for example, considering the constraints or barriers
faced by persons of diverse ages, gender identities, abilities and backgrounds in
safely accessing the facilities and connected services. Further considerations
will concern reducing the risk of gender-based violence (GBV) and violence

against children (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a, p. 11).

What these passages share is a technical and procedural language that creates the appearance
of comprehensive inclusion. The more complete and technical the lists appear, the less visible
their omissions become, and this is precisely what makes the absence of specific references to
racism analytically significant. Racialization and racism are not named as factors that may

shape vulnerability, access, participation, or recognition in the document corpus.

However, in the context of the war in Ukraine, they do mention Roma, a racialized minority
group in Europe: “’the escalation of the conflict has also exacerbated existing gender-based
violence (GBYV) risks, especially affecting women in vulnerable situations and those most
marginalized (including women living with disabilities, Roma and LGBTQI+)” (Swedish Red
Cross, 2024a, p. 7). This example illustrates awareness of people experiencing multiple
intersecting inequalities, such as Roma women experiencing inequality because they are Roma
and because they are women. However, naming Roma within a vulnerability list is not the same
as naming institutional and systemic racism that produces vulnerability through social norms,

practices, and institutions that maintain racial privileges and unequal power dynamics.
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Breazu and Machin (2024, p. 786) argue that Swedish public discourse has been shaped by
colorblindness and Swedish exceptionalism. The authors explain colorblindness as it is
understood in critical race studies by Bonilla-Silva (2013); therefore, colorblindness is an
ideology in which race is treated as irrelevant because all people are assumed to be equal. As a
result, not seeing race becomes associated with being non-racist or antiracist. Because race has
rarely been discussed openly as a factor in Swedish social and political life, it becomes difficult
to name institutional racism and racial discrimination more broadly. This also contributes to
low racial literacy, where racial issues may be addressed only superficially or indirectly. This
argument helps explain the tension in the SRC material. While racialized groups appear mainly
within vulnerability lists, racism and whiteness are not named as structures that may shape

vulnerability, recognition, access, or participation.

With this in mind, Wikstrém and Hiibinette’s (2021) work helps explain the legal background
of colorblindness and why race and racism may be absent from the SRC material. They argue
that Swedish official and mainstream attitudes toward race and racism are shaped by what they
call colourblind antiracialism, where the avoidance of the concept of race itself is treated as a
form of antiracism. They note that Sweden removed the term race from legislative and official
texts, and that race was removed from the list of discrimination grounds in 2008, despite
criticism from the UN, the Council of Europe, and the EU. This is important for the present
analysis because the thesis is written in English and draws on English-language critical
scholarship, where race is commonly used as a social and political category for analysing racism
and racialization. By contrast, the Swedish term “ras” remains contested and is often avoided

in Swedish public and institutional discourse.

Equality data refers to anonymous, voluntary, and aggregated self-identification data used to
make discrimination visible. The problem with colorblind antiracialism is therefore that it can
make racism harder to identify. If race cannot be named in legal, statistical, or institutional
language, then racialized inequalities can remain present while becoming difficult to identify
and challenge. At the linguistic level, the term “race” has been systematically replaced by
“ethnicity” in official texts and by “culture” in everyday talk. State institutions such as Statistics
Sweden instead rely on categories like “Swedish background” and “foreign background.” In
everyday language, white Swedes are called “Swedes,” and non-white Swedes are called
“immigrants” (Wikstrom & Hiibinette, 2021, p. 1158). Consequently, Swedish equality

discourse often lacks the legal and statistical language through which racialized power can be
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named directly at the institutional level. This explains why in the SRC documents, the

institution uses ‘’immigration and/or legal status, ethnicity’’ (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 19).

Lastly, the same colorblind language can also be seen in the SRC’s internal presentation of
diversity. The 2022 Annual Report states that 24% of employees were born abroad, which
presents diversity as a measurable organizational achievement. However, this data does not
show whether employees born abroad occupy positions of authority, whether racialized
employees experience barriers to promotion or belonging, or whether Swedishness and
whiteness continue to shape institutional norms. Read through Breazu and Machin’s (2024)
argument, the problem is not that diversity is absent, but that it is expressed through
representation and inclusion without directly naming institutional racism or racial barriers. This
suggests that the SRC’s humanitarian discourse can appear inclusive while still leaving
unexamined the racialized structures that may shape both the organization itself and the

populations it represents.

6.5 National self-image and the discourse of compassion

6.5.1 A comparison of the 2022 and 2023 annual reports

A comparison between the public 2022 and 2023 annual reports reveals that the 2023 annual
report appears to foreground Sweden and its local impact more strongly than the 2022 annual
report does for several reasons. First, the 2022 activity report primarily focused on international
humanitarian crises: the war in Ukraine and the hunger crisis in Africa. But it also includes what
SRC does in Sweden, especially in the dedication section, ‘Tackling social vulnerability’. The
document clearly highlights the problems in Sweden, as we see in this example: “’we saw
poverty in the world decreasing — now it is increasing, even here in Sweden. (Swedish Red

Cross, 2023, p. 3).

In comparison, an analysis at the level of discursive practice reveals that the 2023 annual report
systematically interweaves Sweden into the humanitarian narrative. First, we notice the new
vision of the SRC, titled 'A compassionate Sweden in a sustainable world' (p. 3), which suggests
that the SRC may be aligning itself with Sweden's national self-image as a humanitarian nation.
Second, the analysis at the discursive-practice level further indicates that the structure of the
Impact section ties international work back to its impact in Sweden. To illustrate the argument
further, the Impact report begins with a case study from Sweden on first aid training, is followed
by a case from South Sudan in the middle, and concludes with another domestic project focused
on food, safety, and community in Sweden. The structure of the Impact section places domestic
examples before and after the international case, so that the international work is framed within
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a broader narrative of Swedish local presence, preparedness, and social relevance. Furthermore,
the preface starts by highlighting the global crisis, and then it explicitly links them to the

national context, as we can see in this example:

At the same time, Sweden’s migration policy is becoming increasingly
restrictive. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is present along the
entire migration route: in neighboring countries to the conflicts, on the
Mediterranean, along difficult migrant routes in Latin America, and here in

Sweden (Swedish Red Cross, 2024, Annual report 2023, p.3).

SRC’s work is not only included but is also strategically highlighted through its placement,
repetition, and measurable outcomes. As a result, the report articulates humanitarian impact in
terms that resonate nationally: preparedness, social security, local presence, and practical
support within Sweden. However, it is important to note that this national framing does not
appear entirely for the first time in 2023. The 2022 report also links humanitarian action to

Swedish compassion, local branches, volunteer engagement, and donor generosity:

EMERGENCIES GIVE RISE TO TREMENDOUS suffering, but also
compassion. Our local branches in Sweden have seen an influx of new
volunteers who want to help. We have seen tremendous generosity among
individuals, companies and foundations to help and were able to raise an
unbelievable SEK 852 million to support vulnerable people in 2022 (Swedish
Red Cross, 2023, Annual report 2022, p.2).

This indicates that Swedish compassion and donor generosity are not new themes in the SRC’s
public reporting. Nevertheless, in the 2023 annual report, this moral vocabulary is more
explicitly connected to a national vision through the new vision “A compassionate Sweden in
a sustainable world” (p. 3). The shift is therefore not from absence to presence, but from donor
generosity as support for humanitarian action to compassion as part of a broader national self-

image.

All things considered, the analysis at the level of social practice indicates a discursive
rebalancing in SRC discourse. SRC’s global humanitarian mission may be increasingly
anchored in a national context of welfare insecurity, restrictive migration politics, and
heightened concern with social cohesion. This does not mean that the SRC simply reproduces
the state’s restrictive turn. Rather, the report appears to negotiate a changing legitimacy

environment: while it continues to present the organization as part of a global humanitarian
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movement, it also makes its domestic relevance more visible by emphasizing local branches,
practical support, preparedness, safety, and dialogue with decision-makers. This shift is
significant in light of the broader political changes discussed in Chapter 2. After 2022, Swedish
aid policy moved away from the long-standing one percent GNI target and became more closely
linked to migration control, while civil society organizations became increasingly central to
humanitarian implementation. In this context, the 2023 report can be read as rearticulating
humanitarian authority in terms that resonate with both Sweden’s international humanitarian

self-image and contemporary national concerns about welfare, security, and social vulnerability.

Additionally, when analyzed at the level of discursive practice, these annual reports are public
documents and should also be read as donor- and accountability-oriented texts. Their discourse
is almost certainly shaped by humanitarian principles, but also by the need to demonstrate
relevance, effectiveness, and responsible use of resources to members, private donors, corporate

partners, and institutional funders.

6.5.2 The discourse of “A compassionate Sweden”

The Annual Report from 2023 informs the reader that “’ At our National Assembly in the spring
of 2023, we adopted a new strategic direction with the vision 4 compassionate Sweden in a
sustainable world. The more difficult the challenges are, the more humanitarian action is
needed” (p. 3). The vision ‘A compassionate Sweden in a sustainable world’ frames Sweden as
benevolent and humanitarian, through a moral vocabulary of compassion and global
responsibility. Viewed through Swedish exceptionalism, the phrasing reproduces the Swedish
self-image as democratic, egalitarian, and humanitarian. This makes us raise questions, such as:
Who belongs to this identity of “compassionate Sweden”? To whom is this message addressed?
Is compassion imagined as something Sweden gives to others? Does this discourse position
Sweden as a helper and others as those in need? Does it hide racism or other forms of exclusion

behind a moral national image?

The discourse of a “compassionate Sweden” may imply that compassion is something the
Swedish nation extends to others. Sweden appears as the active moral subject, while others are
implicitly positioned as those receiving care, protection, or solidarity. At the same time, this
discourse also reinforces a specific national identity. As noted by Baaz and Mahlck (2025, p.
251), Sweden has long promoted an international self-image as a "Global Good Samaritan" or
a "good state". This identity is built on a narrative of compassion that seeks to position Sweden
as untainted by racism and colonial guilt. The discourse, therefore, resonates with Swedish

exceptionalism, where Sweden is imagined as uniquely progressive, humane, and ethically
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responsible. Compassion becomes part of a national narrative of moral superiority, through

which Sweden is seen as good and as a legitimate helper of others.

Analyzed at the level of social practice, this vision may reproduce a hierarchical relationship
between the benevolent national self and the vulnerable other. This does not mean that the SRC
explicitly denies colonial histories or colonial responsibility. But the discourse of “A
compassionate Sweden” can be read within a broader Swedish context in which humanitarian
self-images are often separated from colonial histories and global inequalities. For this reason,
the discourse resonates with McEachrane’s (2025b) critique of Sweden’s “convenient naiveté,”
in which colonialism is treated as a matter of the past, allowing Swedish institutions to appear
“unimplicated by European colonialism and its legacies” (p. 124). This reading is also
supported by Wikstrom and Hiibinette’s (2021) discussion of colour-blind antiracialism, which
can protect a moral self-image of antiracism by ““constructing the self as non-racist by displacing
racism onto a racist and irrational other” (p. 1171). The phrase “A compassionate Sweden” may
therefore preserve a national image of moral responsibility while leaving less visible the

historical and racialized power relations that shape international humanitarian work.

6.6 Discursive constructions: Gaza and Ukraine
This section compares how Gaza/Palestine and Ukraine are constructed in SRC documents,
public annual reports, fundraising materials, and Sida-related partnership texts. The analysis

focuses on naming, visibility, neutrality, and responsibility.

6.6.1 Visibility and public framing

Visibility is part of discursive construction because it shapes which crises are made available to
donors and readers. In the public annual reports, Ukraine appears more frequently than
Gaza/Palestine, while Gaza/Palestine appears more briefly. This does not mean that
Palestine/Gaza is absent from SRC’s work. On the contrary, Palestine receives long-term
support from the SRC and Sida. Palestine is also included in Sida’s 2025 humanitarian
assistance to SRC through annual project support linked to Humanitarian Response Plans,
particularly support for PRCS in emergency health care, protection, psychosocial well-being,
mental health, and hygiene (Sida, 2025). The 2022 annual public report includes Palestine

among the long-term contribution countries:

Costs relating to a specific purpose are distributed over a large number of
different areas of operation. International operations account for SEK 624 (277)

million, distributed over 36 areas of operation. The major campaigns related to
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support for Ukraine and neighboring countries [...]. Other major cost items

relate to long-term contributions to countries such as Lebanon, Syria and

Palestine (p. 33).
Moreover, all three public reports list Palestine as one of the country-office locations:

In addition to the domestic offices in Sweden, there are also country offices in
those countries where the Swedish Red Cross has the most program activities.
In 2024, there were offices in Bangladesh, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Lebanon, Liberia, Mozambique, Myanmar, Palestine,
Romania/Moldova, Sudan, South Sudan, Syria and Ukraine (Swedish Red
Cross, 2025a, p. 40).

Above the 2024 report again identifies Palestine as a long-term operating context. The
difference is therefore not absence, but public visibility and framing: Ukraine appears more
frequently in public annual reports (see Table 1) as well as narratively central, while
Palestine/Gaza appears more in humanitarian and operational documents (see Appendix D.

Document Corpus and Classification)

Table 1: Frequency of selected country references in SRC public annual reports, 20222024

Public Annual Ukraine Gaza/Palestine Israel Russia
Report
2022 45 5 0 0
2023 19 5 3 0
2024 22 10 2 1

Note: The table is based on the author s own keyword search/counting of selected terms in the

public annual reports to illustrate textual visibility.

The numbers in the table function as an indicator of salience, not as a complete measure of
discursive weight. The 2022 report is dominated by the war in Ukraine because the invasion
began in February 2022 and inevitably shaped the entire year. Gaza appears mainly in the
preface and in the “2023 in brief” section through phrases such as “violence escalates between
Israel and Gaza ” (p. 5), while Ukraine continues to appear not only as war abroad but also

through refugees and support in Sweden. The 2023 report notes that many people visiting
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humanitarian service points in Sweden came from “war-torn Ukraine” (p. 5) and further states
that the Red Cross in Sweden supports people who have fled Ukraine through these service
points. In other words, Ukraine appears in SRC discourse not only as an international conflict
but also as a humanitarian situation unfolding inside Sweden itself. Gaza, by contrast, is
presented primarily as an external emergency, even when the severity of the crisis is
emphasized. This difference in how the two contexts are positioned helps explain why Ukraine

is mentioned far more frequently across the documents (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a).

Furthermore, the available data show that public support for Ukraine in Sweden was
exceptionally high. The SRC 2022 annual report states that more than 2,300 companies, private
foundations, and major donors contributed SEK 283 million between February and October
2022 (p. 8), which formed part of a total of SEK 456 million raised for Ukraine during that
period (p. 24). The same report notes 4,744 volunteer expressions of interest in the first months
of the invasion, which was more than six times the previous year. The 2022 annual report also
highlights that the organization raised SEK 852 million overall and emphasizes the
extraordinary generosity of individuals, companies, and foundations in Sweden (p. 33). As can
be seen, the response to the war in Ukraine in Sweden was unusually strong and broad-based,
as reflected in donation volumes and volunteer interest that significantly exceeded established

trends.

In addition, the fundraising material also shows how public humanitarian appeals are shaped
by the tension between neutrality and donor-facing communication. The Ukraine fundraising
banner uses the heading “Akutinsamling” (Emergency fundraising, author’s translation) and
identifies the location as “Ukraina” (Ukraine) (see Appendix E, Figure E1). By contrast, the
Palestine/Israel fundraising banner states: “Hjédlp de drabbade i Palestina och Israel” (Help
those affected in Palestine and Israel, author’s translation) (see Appendix E, Figure E2). The
documents should not be interpreted as proof that the SRC helps one side and not the other,
since the Red Cross only helps when asked. The fundraising banner speaks directly for Ukraine,
whereas the Palestine/Israel appeal emphasizes the affected people on both sides and is
explicitly tied to neutrality. This may reflect the SRC’s need to maintain neutrality and
impartiality in a politically contested crisis, as well as differences in public acceptability, donor

mobilization, and the operational structure of Red Cross assistance.

This difference in public visibility is closely connected to how violence and responsibility are

named. The next section, therefore, examines how the SRC’s public-facing language
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foregrounds humanitarian consequences while sometimes backgrounding political actors and

causes.

6.6.2 Naming violence and responsibility

The analysis at the text level indicates that in both the Ukraine and Gaza public-facing material,
selective depoliticization appears when the SRC uses broad humanitarian terms that make
political responsibility less explicit while foregrounding civilian suffering and humanitarian
need. For example, in the 2022 SRC Annual Report, we notice silences. The use of terms such
as “the conflict in Ukraine” (p. 23) or “this event” (p. 3) softens the reality of the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, while Russia or the Russian invasion is never mentioned. At the same time,
in the 2022 Annual Report, they also use ‘’the war in Ukraine” (p. 6), and mention the Geneva
Convention: “’Our mandate, endorsed by all countries of the world in the Geneva Conventions,
gives us the right to reach victims everywhere — behind front lines, in the middle of war. We
can reach all of Ukraine because of our neutrality, impartiality and independence” (p. 9). SRC
explicitly grounds its work in humanitarian principles and claims that these principles helped

make access to Ukraine possible.

Similarly, in the 2023 Annual Report’s description of Gaza: “In October, violence in Israel and
Gaza escalated to levels not seen in decades. The situation has developed into a humanitarian
disaster” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024, p. 3). In this context, violence is presented as something
that “escalated,” without clearly identifying the actors responsible for producing that violence.
At the same time, there are no mentions of the occupation, blockade, siege, or Palestine in the

public-facing documents.

Importantly, when analyzed at the level of discursive practice, the annual reports are public-
facing, visible to donors, and prioritize language that is visibly empowered by the humanitarian

principles of neutrality and impartiality.

In contrast, internal/operational documents, such as the SRC Full Application to Sida HUM
2024, mention "SRC supported interventions in Palestine (West Bank and Gaza)” (p. 29) and
use specific terminology such as “’occupied Palestinian Territories (oPT)”” (p. 30). SRC also

describes the humanitarian siege:

The efforts to provide humanitarian assistance are being hindered by the
intensified shelling and fighting and the inability to coordinate safe access and
safe shelter locations. Access to the north of Wadi Gaza where several hundred

thousand people are sheltered is extremely challenging with 76% of the request
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being denied while some of the planned aid deliveries are cancelled due to
excessive delays at Israeli checkpoints or because the agreed routes are

unpassable (Swedish Red Cross, 2024b, p. 30).

SRC’s public communication often relies on neutral humanitarian language in line with the
principles of neutrality and impartiality. From a humanitarian perspective, avoiding direct

political attribution may help preserve humanitarian access and trust. As we see in this example:

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has on several occasions
facilitated the release and handover of hostages from Gaza and Palestinian
prisoners from Israel. [...] Since October 2023, we have facilitated the release
and transfer of 172 hostages and 3,473 detainees. These efforts are a strong
demonstration of how the Red Cross's role as a neutral intermediary can save
and change lives. We are a neutral and impartial humanitarian organization and

that is crucial for us to be able to help (Svenska Roda Korset, 2026).

Describing the war in Ukraine as “the conflict in Ukraine” reframes Russia’s invasion as a
geographically contained event, as if violence simply occurs in Ukraine rather than being
perpetrated against Ukraine by Russia. Furthermore, this choice of words leaves little space for
questions of legal accountability, even though the same period was marked by documented war

crimes and human rights violations, including the Bucha massacre in March 2022.°

6.6.3 Neutrality and the limits of political speech

The SRC’s crisis language can be understood through the distinction between ethical and
political practical logics within humanitarianism. An ethical, practical logic is closely tied to
the principles of independence, neutrality, and impartiality (Deloffre, 2025, p. 95). In this
understanding, neutrality requires humanitarian actors to avoid taking sides in hostilities or
becoming involved in political, racial, religious, or ideological controversies, and is closely
linked to the ICRC's fundamental principles. It also tends to translate humanitarian principles
into rules, standards, procedures, and coordination mechanisms intended to ensure quality,

accountability, and impartial assistance.

A political practical logic interprets humanitarian responsibility differently. Rather than

understanding neutrality mainly as silence or distance from political controversy, it emphasizes

5 Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. (2022). Killings of civilians: Summary
executions and attacks on individual civilians in Kyiv, Chernihiv, and Sumy regions in the context of the Russian
Federation's armed attack against Ukraine (Thematic Report). https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-
releases/2022/12/un-report-details-summary-executions-civilians-russian-troops-northern
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the duty to speak out, bear witness, raise awareness of human rights violations, and advocate
for policy change. In this logic, humanitarian action is not limited to delivering assistance but
also involves naming violence, amplifying the voices of affected people, and addressing the
political, social, and economic causes of crisis. This logic is therefore more openly connected
to advocacy, solidarity, and social justice (Deloffre, 2025, p. 95). Applied to Ukraine, SRC
depoliticizes language, instead of naming Russia’s invasion more directly, acknowledging legal
and political responsibility, and situating civilian suffering in relation to aggression, war crimes,
displacement, and violations of international law. Applied to Gaza, it would mean moving
beyond the language of “escalation” and “humanitarian disaster” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024, p.
3) to name the structures and actors producing civilian suffering, including occupation,

blockade, military violence, displacement, and restrictions on humanitarian access.

The findings are consistent with the postcolonial critique. The phrase "violence in Israel and
Gaza escalated" frames the crisis geographically rather than politically, consistent with what
Said (2003, p. 299) identifies as the tendency to represent Middle Eastern societies through
disorder and instability rather than through specific political causes and responsibilities. The
transformation into a "humanitarian disaster" reinforces this logic, shifting attention from
political causes to humanitarian consequences and positioning the region once again as the site

of crisis in opposition to the rational, capable "us" who responds to it.
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7. Discussion

Critical humanitarian scholarship questions the idea that humanitarianism is apolitical, neutral,
and universally benevolent. Drawing on postcolonial theory, black feminism, and critical
whiteness studies, among other perspectives, critical humanitarian scholarship argues that
humanitarian practice and discourse are shaped by postcolonial histories, reproduce hierarchies
of knowledge and power, portray people as vulnerable to justify intervention, and grant Western
institutions the authority to define humanitarian norms and standards. Importantly, these
hierarchies are not only institutional but also racialized, intersecting with other inequalities such
as gender, disability, etc., and operating through forms of othering that position certain
populations as passive recipients of aid. As shown in the literature review, critical humanitarian
scholarship examined governance, policy, aid structures, refugee camps, development,
localization, and power relations. However, it has given comparatively less attention to how
humanitarian actors construct meaning through language, imagery, and communication. This
study sought to address this gap through a critical discourse analysis of the Swedish Red Cross,
one of the largest European donors from a rich country that benefited from colonialism. The
purpose is to contextualize and analyze how much of the critical humanitarian critique SRC

reproduces, or maybe in fact challenges.

The overall finding is that the SRC’s humanitarian discourse often presents crises through
neutral and operational language, which can create silences around political responsibility,
colonial histories, and racialized power. In effect, even when the discourse appears
compassionate and inclusive, it may still reproduce postcolonial hierarchies and unequal
relations of power and knowledge. The main research question I sought to answer was: in what
ways does the discourse of the Swedish Red Cross reflect the critiques of humanitarianism

identified in critical humanitarian scholarship?

First, the SRC reflects the critique of critical humanitarian scholarship through its humanitarian
authority. The CDA shows that the SRC’s authority extends beyond organizational capacity and
is actively produced through institutional recognition, historical legitimacy, and its relationship
with Sida. This authority is articulated, on one hand, through the SRC’s relationship with Sida,
which acknowledges SRC’s operational capacity, its role within Swedish civil society, and its
contribution to the foundations of the national welfare state. On the other hand, this legitimacy
is further reinforced by SRC’s membership in the Red Cross Red Crescent Movement,

described as "the world's largest humanitarian network" (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 2).
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This aligns with the most recent research. According to Deloffre's (2025, p. 92) social
hierarchies within humanitarianism define what is considered legitimate, professional, or
desirable, producing distinctions between actors such as ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ states or
‘professional” and ‘unprofessional’ organizations. For example, in SRC’s case, the superlative
language used across the documents, including words like ‘largest,” or ‘areas no other actors
can reach,” (Swedish Red Cross, n.d., p. 2), distinguishes between the SRC as a legitimate and
capable actor and other organizations that cannot match its expertise and mobilization capacity.
As Deloffre (2025, p. 93) points out, these hierarchies shape not only who has the capacity to
act but also whose knowledge and expertise are recognized as valid. Therefore, SRC as a
humanitarian authority reflects what critical humanitarian scholarship identifies as central to

how power operates within the humanitarian system.

Furthermore, this epistemic dimension of authority becomes visible when SRC moves from
organizational legitimacy to the power to define and name humanitarian crises. By positioning
itself as a neutral responder rather than a political actor, SRC's descriptions of the world appear
as objective observations rather than interpretations shaped by a particular standpoint. As the
2023 Annual Report states, 'The Middle East is in chaos. War is raging in Africa and Eastern
Europe is engulfed in conflict' (Swedish Red Cross, 2024a). Yet, read through Said’s (2003)
argument, these regional labels reproduce a Western epistemic position (‘us’) in which disorder
is located elsewhere (‘them’). Viewed through Spivak's (2010) perspective, this becomes a form
of epistemic violence: the normative account of crisis is produced by those with institutional
authority to speak, while the specific histories, political causes, and voices of those living

through these situations are made invisible.

Second, across the documents, vulnerability functions as a recurring way of legitimizing
humanitarian action. Affected populations are repeatedly made visible through need, risk, and
lack, while humanitarian actors appear through knowledge, organization, and response. This
creates an unequal distribution of agency and power: the SRC defines needs, assesses
vulnerability, organizes interventions, and evaluates outcomes, while people affected by crisis
are more often represented as recipients of support and access to services. This suggests that
the issue might not only be that vulnerability is named or assessed, but that it becomes the main
angle through which people can appear in the text, while authority to manage the response to

crisis remains within the institution that interprets and manages their suffering.

Third, the analysis of gender and inclusion strengthens this point. The SRC documents show

clear awareness of gendered inequality, protection risks, and differentiated vulnerability. They
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refer to women, girls, men, boys, people with disabilities, LGBTQI+ people, older people,
Roma, and other marginalized groups. However, these differences are often translated into the
administrative language of PGI, CEA, minimum standards, access, dignity, safety, participation,
and training. This language is important and necessary in practice, but it can also narrow
structural questions of power and systemic inequalities into questions of programme design and

technical inclusion.

This is paralleled by what Olivius (2016, p. 285) identifies in the humanitarian-development
nexus. The connection lies in the way gender inequality is translated into a problem to be
managed through intervention, training, and reform rather than addressed as a deeper structural
relation of power. The author explains that when humanism becomes a development project,
gender becomes one of the indicators for effective humanitarian work. At the same time, gender
inequality becomes an indicator of underdevelopment, while humanitarian and peacebuilding
actors are positioned as those who can guide societies toward more modern, democratic, and

liberal forms of life. She understands this as a “colonial mission to civilize” (p. 284).

A further dimension of this analysis concerns whose voices are present in the documents and
whose are absent. Women, girls, gender-diverse people, people with disabilities, displaced
communities, etc., appear consistently as objects of institutional concern rather than as subjects
with knowledge, experience, or agency. The documents tell us what the SRC and its partner
National Societies will do, what assessments will be conducted, and what minimum standards
will be applied. What they do not tell us is how the perspectives of affected people will shape
these decisions, or whether their knowledge is recognized as valid input into programme design.
This absence is significant when analyzed at the level of social practice, because it reveals that

inclusion is conceived as something delivered to communities rather than negotiated with them.

Spivak's concept of epistemic violence is useful here. For Spivak (2010), epistemic violence
operates not through physical force but through the systematic exclusion of subjugated voices,
knowledge, and experience from systems that present themselves as objective and
comprehensive. According to Spivak (2010), those whose subjectivity has been erased by
imperialist and institutional authority cannot be heard, not because they do not speak, but
because institutional structures lack mechanisms to receive their speech on their own terms. In
SRC's documents, a form of epistemic violence is reproduced not through malicious intent but
through discourse: the beneficiary is named, categorized, and protected, but not consulted as a
knowing subject. The SRC and its partners are positioned as the holders of relevant expertise,

while the knowledge and experience of affected communities remain outside the discursive
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frame. Ultimately, vulnerability is defined institutionally, inclusion is measured through donor-
aligned indicators, and the people at the center of the analysis remain, in Spivak's words, "even

more deeply in shadow" (Spivak, 2010, p. 41).

Fourth, localization reveals a similar tension. On the surface, the documents strongly affirm
local ownership, partnership, and the role of local actors such as URCS, PRCS, SSRC, and local
branches. These actors are not absent from the discourse; they are repeatedly described as
important, central, and necessary for humanitarian response. However, the analysis also shows
that local ownership is often done with SRC’s financial support, technical expertise, quality
assurance, training, monitoring, and evaluation systems. The evidence suggests that
humanitarian hierarchies are not removed through the language of partnership. Instead, it is
reformulated through the language of capacity strengthening, sustainability, and accountability.
Local actors are recognized, but the terms through which their work becomes legible are still

shaped by donors.

As discussed in the literature review, an emphasis on local knowledge may hide class
differences within crisis-affected communities in low-income contexts, while localization
discourse can reproduce reductive distinctions between “local” and “international” actors
(Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2025, p. 118). Roth (2025, p. 188) similarly problematizes the
concept of the “local” when ethnic and linguistic differences are considered within national
settings. This is relevant to the SRC material because “local actors” are often represented
through National Societies, branches, and communities, but these do not necessarily represent
all crisis-affected groups equally. Therefore, the category of ‘local’ needs to be treated critically.
While it may include institutions that are geographically close to affected communities, it is

still differently positioned in terms of class, language, authority, and administrative capacity.

Spivak’s (2010) critique of aid is useful here because it helps explain how aid can appear
neutral, technical, and benevolent while reproducing unequal North/South relations through
institutional and economic mechanisms. Her point is not only about direct domination, but
about the less visible ways in which authority is reproduced through systems that define whose
knowledge counts, whose suffering becomes visible, and whose participation becomes
actionable. The SRC, as an implementing partner of Sida and a transnational humanitarian actor,
operates an institutional structure. Its documents construct affected populations through
categories of vulnerability, need, and risk, while the organization itself appears as an actor that
defines priorities, provides expertise, organizes interventions, and evaluates results. This

mirrors what Spivak (2010, p. 42) identifies as the impersonal "Economic Citizen," in which
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authority is no longer named or embodied but is exercised through institutional mechanisms

that present themselves as technical and neutral.

Lastly, when contextualized to Sweden, the analysis of SRC as a humanitarian authority and
the discourse of “A compassionate Sweden in a sustainable world” link humanitarian action to
Sweden's benevolent identity. The 2023 Annual Report presents SRC’s activities and situates
them within a national narrative of compassion, sustainability, and social responsibility. On one
hand, this reflects a sincere humanitarian commitment. On the other hand, this vision resonates
with Swedish exceptionalism, where Sweden is imagined as progressive, egalitarian,
compassionate, and morally responsible. This discourse can position Sweden, and by extension
the SRC, as the active humanitarian subject, while others appear as those who receive care,

protection, or solidarity.

In summary, these findings show that the SRC’s discourse both challenges and reproduces
postcolonial hierarchies of power. It challenges them by emphasizing dignity, protection, and
humanitarian principles through its human-rights-based approach, its efforts towards local
ownership, volunteer participation, and emergency response in crisis. However, it also risks
reproducing hierarchy when affected populations are primarily made visible through
vulnerability, when local ownership is shaped through donors’ standards, when inclusion is
translated into standardized protocols, and when Sweden is positioned as a compassionate

humanitarian actor.

The second question I sought to answer is: how are the humanitarian crises in Gaza and
Ukraine discursively constructed by the Swedish Red Cross, and what do these representations

suggest about postcolonial hierarchies of power within humanitarian discourse?

The comparison between Ukraine and Gaza further illustrates how humanitarian discourse can
make suffering visible while leaving political responsibility less explicit. In both cases, the
principle of neutrality shifts attention away from specific actors, histories, and structures of

responsibility. The analysis at the text level brings this to the surface when SRC uses broad
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escalation,” “humanitarian disaster,” “the conflict in

Ukraine,” “’violence in Israel and Gaza escalated,” (Swedish Red Cross, 2024, p. 3) and “the

terms such as “conflict,” “violence,
situation has developed into a humanitarian disaster” (p. 3) to describe the Russian invasion of
Ukraine and the genocide in Gaza. In both cases, arguments about the importance of neutrality
and impartiality as guiding principles leave civilians represented as people in urgent need of

protection and assistance, while political causes are backgrounded.
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The comparison suggests that the SRC uses a similar depoliticizing language regardless of the
political crisis or geography. This illustrates the ethical and practical logic of humanitarianism,
where neutrality and independence function as practical tools that allow humanitarian
organizations to gain trust, maintain access, and provide assistance in polarized conflict
settings. However, as explained by Deloffre (2025), neutrality, impartiality, and independence

enable humanitarian organizations to avoid direct political positioning.

A critical discourse analysis can, therefore, still examine the effects of this neutrality. While
neutrality may support access and impartial assistance, it can also frame crises through
suffering, urgency, and need while making questions of political responsibility, historical
causality, and power less visible. Even when the SRC uses similar humanitarian language across
both cases, this language operates within unequal global hierarchies, making neutrality

operationally necessary but not discursively neutral.

73



8. Conclusion

The analysis shows that the SRC’s humanitarian discourse cannot be understood simply as
neutral communication about humanitarian response to a crisis. Rather, it is shaped by the
tension between humanitarian principles, donor-recipient dynamics, hierarchies within the
humanitarian system, and broader postcolonial hierarchies of power and knowledge. The
findings need to be interpreted carefully because they do not suggest that the Swedish Red
Cross intentionally reproduces colonial or racialized hierarchies. Instead, they show that these
hierarchies can be reproduced through discourse, particularly through categories such as
humanitarian and epistemic authority, vulnerability, neutrality, localization, and a discourse of
compassion. As a result, the study supports the central argument of critical humanitarian
scholarship that humanitarianism is both morally necessary and politically ambivalent. It can
provide essential aid and protection, while also participating in systems of representation that
depoliticize suffering, organize people through need, and position some actors as legitimate

helpers and others as vulnerable recipients.

The comparison of how the SRC discursively constructs the humanitarian crises in Ukraine and
Gaza suggests broader power relations and hierarchies within humanitarian discourse itself.
This also clarifies the relationship between the two research questions. The comparison between
Gaza and Ukraine extends the main argument by showing how the broader discursive patterns
identified in relation to humanitarian authority, vulnerability, neutrality, and depoliticization
operate across two crises. The second research question is therefore not a separate argument,
but a comparative deepening of the first. It illustrates how neutrality and impartiality can
function as forms of depoliticizing discourse in the cases of Ukraine and Gaza. Moreover, the
SRC's commitment to neutrality may contribute to a discourse in which political causes are
backgrounded, and suffering is presented primarily through humanitarian need. Violence in

nn

Ukraine and Gaza is described through terms such as "escalation," "conflict," or "humanitarian
disaster," which keep civilian suffering visible while making political responsibility and

historical causality less explicit.

This thesis contributes to critical humanitarian scholarship by showing how humanitarian
discourse can reproduce postcolonial hierarchies through what it makes visible or invisible,
through the hierarchical organization of humanitarian authority, and through the construction
of vulnerability and need, even when the discourse appears neutral, compassionate, and

grounded in universal humanitarian principles.
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Finally, the discourse of "A compassionate Sweden" suggests an image of Swedish
exceptionalism that may naturalize this hierarchy by presenting compassion as something
Sweden extends to others. Sweden (‘us’) appears under that national self-image of benevolence,
reproducing what Baaz and Mahlck (2025) identify as the "Global Good Samaritan" self-image,
while others are implicitly positioned as recipients of care. In other words, the discourse of
compassion suggests that the SRC reproduces hierarchical relations between 'us', the helper,
and 'them', the ones receiving help. At the same time, the Swedish case is more complex than a
straightforward application of postcolonial critique would suggest. Sweden’s humanitarian self-
image, its welfare-state tradition, the recent political shift leading to aid cuts, and Sweden’s
relationship to its colonial histories complicate a postcolonial critique, while further research

could examine the Swedish context more directly.

8.1 Limitations and Further Research

The analysis is limited to textual evidence from the available reports and is therefore restricted
in scope and time. Through CDA, the analysis connects text-level analysis to broader discursive
and social practices, supported by parallels with the literature on critical humanitarianism and
postcolonial critique in the Swedish context. As a result, the study cannot directly confirm the
SRC’s internal decision-making processes, intentions, strategic priorities, or organizational
practices beyond what is made available in the documents. Further investigation could include
interviews with SRC officials, analysis of internal strategy documents, and a review of the
SRC's public communications (press releases, advocacy statements, fundraising campaigns).
With this in mind, further research could bring additional context, such as public discourse as

reflected in newspapers or public debates.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Scoping Review Protocol
1. Review Question

The scoping review addresses the following research question:

“How is humanitarian aid represented in academic literature from postcolonial or other
critical theoretical perspective?”

2. The question is structured using the Population—Concept—Context (PCC) framework.

PCC Framework

PCC Element Definition in this Study

Population Humanitarian aid organizations or actors
involved in crisis, conflict, or disaster
response (e.g., NGOs, Red Cross/Red
Crescent, aid agencies).

Concept Critical theoretical perspectives including
postcolonial, feminist, decolonial, critical
race, critical whiteness, and discourse-
analytic approaches examining
representation, ethics, and power.

Context Humanitarian crises, disaster response,
conflict settings, and broader
humanitarian discourse in academic
literature.

2. Eligibility Criteria

Inclusion Criteria

e Focus on humanitarian aid organizations or actors involved in crisis, conflict, or disaster
response.

e Use postcolonial, feminist, decolonial, critical race, critical whiteness, or discourse-ana-
lytic frameworks.

e Examine representations, narratives, communication, or ethical framings of humanitarian
aid.

e Are peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, or scholarly monographs.

e Are published in English.
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e Are accessible through Scopus or ProQuest databases.
e Were published between 2000-2024 (reflecting the rise of critical humanitarian studies).

Exclusion Criteria

¢ Do not focus on humanitarian aid organizations (e.g., studies of migration, media, or rac-
ism unrelated to aid).

e Do not use a critical theoretical framework relevant to the review question.

e Focus solely on operational logistics, technical evaluations, or program effectiveness
without a critical lens.

e Are opinion pieces, editorials, conference abstracts, or non-scholarly sources.

e Are not available in full text.

Example of exclusion: Studies analyzing media representations of marginalized groups (e.g.,

Roma in Swedish press) without examining humanitarian aid organizations or aid discourse

were excluded.

4. Search Strategy

The search strategy follows PRISMA-ScR and JBI methodological guidance. Searches were

conducted in the following databases:

e Scopus

e Web of Science

e ProQuest Central Premium

Search terms were structured according to the PCC framework.

Kev Search Terms

Category Keywords

Population (Humanitarian actors) “humanitarian aid”, “NGO*”,
“non-governmental organization®”,
“humanitarian organization*”, “aid
agency”, “Red Cross”, “Red Crescent”

Concept (Critical perspectives) “postcolonial”, “decolonial”, “feminist”,

99 ¢

“critical race”, “critical whiteness”,
29 ¢

“discourse analysis”, “representation”,

“humanitarianism AND critique”
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b 1Y

Context (Crisis / aid discourse) “crisis response”, “conflict”, “disaster
relief”, “emergency response”,
“humanitarian discourse”
The full documentation of the search are presented in a separate appendix.

5. Data Extraction (Data Charting)

Data from included studies were extracted using a standardized charting form including the
following variables:

e Title, year

e Humanitarian actor(s) studied

e Theoretical framework (postcolonial, feminist, CRT, etc.)

e Methodology (e.g., discourse analysis, ethnography)

e Type of crisis or context

e Key findings related to representation, ethics, or power

e Identified gaps or critiques

6. Data Synthesis

Data from the included studies will be charted using a standardized extraction framework that
captures key information, including author, year of publication, geographic focus, humanitarian
actors examined, theoretical framework, methodological approach, and key findings related to
representations of humanitarian aid. Particular attention will also be paid to how humanitarian-
ism is defined or conceptualized within each study, particularly in relation to questions of
power, discourse, and global hierarchies.

The extracted data will be analyzed using a narrative thematic synthesis to identify recurring
analytical patterns within the literature. Through an iterative process of comparison and cate-
gorization, thematic clusters are expected to emerge from the reviewed studies. This approach
will allow the review to map the dominant theoretical perspectives within critical humanitarian
scholarship and to examine how humanitarianism itself is conceptualized and problematized in
these debates. In line with standard scoping review methodology, no formal quality appraisal
or risk-of-bias assessment of individual studies will be conducted, as the aim of the review is
to map the scope and characteristics of the literature rather than to evaluate methodological

quality.

Note: The appendix was formatted using ChatGPT. The content is based on my own
notes. After using the tool/service, the author reviewed and edited the content as needed
and takes full responsibility for the content of the published article.
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Appendix B: Database Search Strategy and Documentation

(humanitarianism*)

of February
2026)

2025; Domain Social
Sciences, Arts and humanities,
Environmental studies

Search Database |[Delimitations Nr. |Nr. of |[Comments
Terms (Boolean Of  |Article
operators) Hits |s
Includ
ed
humanitar* (Topic) an [Web of Filter: 2001-Present; Article, [187 |7 https://new.rayyan.ai/reviews/
d aid* (Topic) and fem|Science Review Article, Book; tool was used to review the data.
inist* OR (12" of English; Domains:Social It is a very useful tool, and it
postcolonial* OR February  |Science Other Topics, made it easier and faster to track
critical®* (Topic) 2026) Development studies, duplicate articles during the
Environmental Studies, screening process. Some of the
Sociology, Social Issues, articles were found to be more
Women S Studies, Social suitable for the background
'Work, Ethic, International section. Others were not relevant
relation. to critical humanitarian aid. They
didn’t have a critical perspective
or did not refer to an
international organization. There
is no filter for peer-reviewed
articles only, so I had to check
each title to see if it might be
suitable for my research.
(humanitarian*) AND [ Scopus Filter: Publication year 2010- | 10 (of| 0 No articles were found before
(aid*) AND (charitable|(10™ of 2025; Domain: Social which 2010. All articles refer to
organization OR non- [February [Sciences, Arts and humanities,jone historical events, interventions in
governmental 2026) Environmental studies appear wars, such as First World War.
organization OR NGO S
OR INGO OR aid twice)
agency OR Red Cross)
Scopus Filter: Publication year 2002- (49 5 No articles were found before
(humanitarian®*) AND |(10% of Present. Filters: Social 2002. I could not get access to
(aid*) AND (charitable[February  |Science, Arts and Humanities, this article that might be relevant:
organization OR non- [2026) Environmental Science, Daubon, R. (2002). A grassroots
governmental Decisions Science. view of development assistance.
organization OR NGO Grassroots Development, 23(1),
OR INGO) 1-9.
(“’postcolonial’’) AND|Scopus (9" |Filter: Publication year 2006- [84 11 INo articles were found before

2006. Most of the articles did not
fit the inclusion criteria. Some of
the listed results that might have
been relevant were impossible to
access, such as Candidatu, Laura,
Leurs, Koen and Ponzanesi,
Sandra. "4 Rethinking
Postcolonial Conjunctures: Post-
Digital/ Post-Migration/ Post-
Humanitarianism". Posthuman
Convergences: Transdisciplinary
\Methods and Practices, edited by
Goda Klumbyté, Emily Jones
land Rosi Braidotti, Edinburgh
[University Press, 2025, pp. 88-
110.
https://doi.org/10.1515/97813995

12688-008.
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https://new.rayyan.ai/reviews/
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781399512688-008
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781399512688-008

(humanitarian*) AND [Scopus (10®[Filter: Publication year 2008- [157 |4 No results were found before
(Swed*) of February|2025; Domain: Social 2008. Some of the articles were
2026) Sciences, Arts and humanities; more relevant for the background
only articles in English section. Other were not relevant
to critical humanitarian aid. They
didn’t have a critical perspective
or did not refer to an
international organization.
noft(humanitarian®* ) [ProQuest |[Filter: Publication year 2010- [59 0 Some of the articles were more
IAND noft(swed*) Central 2026, peer-review, English relevant for the background
IAND noft(critical) Premium, section. Other were not relevant
(10" of to critical humanitarian aid. They
February didn’t have a critical perspective
2020) or did not refer to an
international organization.
END RESULT Scopus, Filer: Publication year 2000- | 546 [27 Another assessment will be
IProQuest  [Present, English. made for each included articles
Central land based on specific criteria.
IPremium,
'Web of
Science

Note: Compiled by the author to document the database search process used in the scoping

review.

88




Appendix C:

Theme

Cotor

Postcoloniat
theory/ colonial
eritia

@ Green

Critical
whiteness/GRT
Iraciat hierarchy.

Feminist eritique Bue

Locatization /
wiedge / ® Purple

power

Data extraction table for the scoping review

Code

PosT

RACE
FEM

LOGC (tocatization + power and
knowtedge)

Number of Artictes
with this

heoreticat lens References

(Lund & Browne, 2025); (Rosier et al.,2025);
(Dzigurski & Horst, 2025)
Wilkin, 2025); (Kurevakwesu & Mul

Rosier et al., 2025);

11 2018)
2 (Owens & Pallister-Wilkins, 2026)
(Rosier et aL., 2025); (Owens & Palister-
s Witkins, 2025)
(Lund & Browne, 2025);
B (DZigurski & Horst, 2025)

(Owens & Pallister-

design/methodo.
osy.

Ell Theoretical lens? Is it critical?

Geographic
1 region

Reason for inclusion

Humanitarian mary
K2 or exclu: £ Theme B

Kl actor(s) exami

is/context

Critical literature.
review - we. To ensure the scopin:
method because it review accounts for the
doesn't specify it This aricle focuses on protection needs.

LGBTQI+ People and the  how they did not International
T e Ne x u sexplain if and how Committee conflict xffected settings, disaster | mechanisms and
Development cumented of the Red Cross and, sk reduction and climate Zel operational challenges
Cooperation. the search, and it UN an mentions Crses where humaniarian . aecing LGBTG!
sAcE manitarian Iso includes gray  Critical LR drawing on postcolonial, nongovernmental Ukrain development cooperation and ople in crisis
2025 Action and literature feminist and queer (NGOs) _ Colombia ete. intersect.
analysis, it meets the inciusion
secondary-dat; criteria: crtic:
analysis, informed perspective:
by the lead Gaza Humanitarian international
Privatised starvation: the Ut s Foundation (GHF), organization: peer-
Taylor & Gaza humanitarian fund  professional Settler colonial theory; critical unN, reviwed article on
Erancis 2025 e & tool of Colonial erasure with studies; UNOCHA.UNR Palestine Genocide aid.
This article is included
because, although it
does not analyse a
specific NGO, it directly
conceptual/critical Directly addresses addresses humanitarian
ommentary humanitarian protection in crisis.
Sustaining and rather than an protecti settings and deploys
complicating hierarchies  empirical study. pro es posteolonial, race

Routledge: of race ical humanitarian industry class critiques that align

Taylor & and class in humanitarian  methodological Black feminism; decolonial, race and (international and wi the r

Erancis 2024 class eritiqu “1local " _ai d Jordan refugee camps in the Global South priorities.

It directly interrogates.
Discussions on locally-led
humanitarian
assistance amongst reflection with
uropean INGOs and partial
onor — shir memoaelomcav
Geographical practices or transparency or shape funding,
Society of challenging mental ivali and European and
Finland: Fennia 2025 . post theory. INnGOs INGO: sttings partnership practices.
Charitable work in Mentions donor
developing region: Why countrie - Sweden,
umanitarian work is USA, Norway etc. and
mostly in the hands of literature review: somé humanitrain h
African Journal foreign organizations in secondary organization including various (manmade and natural  for balancing Western
of Social Work 2018 Afri literature theor theory __the Red Ci Africa
Uses posteolonial and
critical diacoure
analysis to examine how
humanitarian work in
refugee car
reproduces colonial
ethnographic aginaries, moral
Mad me n w o mefieldwork, Fiorarenios, and
anad hieves' :oberaton, racialised constructions.
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perspective:
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Taylor & GLOBAL GOVERNANCE  working in refugee ana inist  global Thailand and i

Erancis 2016 OF REFUGEES NGOs. UN. refugee camps in the Global South

No specific remains
region underdeveloped' in legal
identified; and humanitarian
critical juridico Only the United analysi studies due te
“Satan is Bl canaysis that Nations mentioned at  concerns mistaken sssumption
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Note: Compiled by the author based on the selected scoping review literature.
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Appendix D: Document Corpus and Classification

Document Pub-
classifica- lished/Un- Nr. Of
Title Year | Source | tion Crisis mentioned | published Pages
Annual report 2022: Sustainable Palestine (oth-
National Societies and Resilient ers: Lebanon,
Communities Programme (Sida Bangladesh,
contribution no. 14832) 2023 Sida | Report DROC); Unpublished 12
Palestine (oth-
Annual report 2023: Sustainable ers: Lebanon,
National Societies and Resilient Bangladesh,
Communities Programme (Sida DRC, Liberia,
contribution no. 14832) 2024 Sida | Report South Sudan); | Unpublished 26
Palestine (oth-
Annual report 2024: Sustainable ers: Lebanon,
National Societies and Resilient Bangladesh,
Communities Programme (Sida DRC, Liberia,
contribution no. 14832) 2025 Sida Report South Sudan); Unpublished 25
Palestine (all of
the above plus
Liberia, Iraq,
Syria, Somalia,
Sida CIVSAM draft full applica- Grant applica- | Myanmar and
tion 2022-2024 n.d. Sida tion DPRK) Unpublished 32
Annual report 2022: Activity re- Palestine,
port, sustainability report and Ukraine (other
annual report. 2023 SRC | Report - multiple) Published 52
Annual report 2023: Impact re- Palestine,
port, sustainability report and Ukraine (other
annual report. 2024 SRC | Report - multiple) Published 68
Annual report 2024:Impact re- Palestine,
port, sustainability report and Ukraine (other
annual report. 2025 SRC Report - multiple) Published 68
Ukraine: Resilience, Recovery Grant applica-
and Rehabilitation 2024-2026. 2024 Sida | tion Ukraine Unpublished 22
Ukraine: Resilience, Recovery
and Rehabilitation: Inception re-
port. 2025 Sida | Report Ukraine Unpublished 12
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International humanitarian assis-

tance report 2022: Sida HUM Palestine,

annual report. Swedish Red Ukraine (other

Cross. 2023 Sida | Report - multiple) Unpublished 182

SRC full application to Sida

HUM 2024: Annual/multi-year Palestine,

crisis response, RRM and Grant applica- | Ukraine (other

method development. 2024 Sida | tion. - multiple) Unpublished 89

International humanitarian assis- Palestine

tance report 2023: Sida HUM (mostly);

annual report. Swedish Red Ukraine; (other

Cross. 2024 Sida | Report - multiple) Unpublished 147

International humanitarian assis-

tance report 2024: Sida HUM Palestine

annual report. Swedish Red (mostly); (other

Cross. 2025 Sida | Report - multiple) Unpublished 57

Concept note: Palestine/Gaza

complex emergency 2023 Sida | Concept note | Palestine Unpublished 6

Palestine Red Crescent Society.

(2023). PRCS emergency ap-

peal: Aggravated humanitarian

and protection crisis due to the

escalation of hostilities in Gaza

Strip and the West Bank (2nd Emergency re-

revision). Unpublished emer- sponse/Grant

gency appeal. 2023 | Sida application Palestine Unpublished 15

Swedish Red Cross. Revised

Rapid Response Mechanism

(RRM) application: Relief sup-

port for vulnerable communities Emergency re-

on the frontlines in Sumy and sponse/Grant

Kherson oblasts 2025 | Sida application Ukraine Unpublished 6

Israel och Palestina — konflikten

slar hart

Konflikten drabbar ménga

méanniskor i Israel och Palestina. Crisis infor-

Vi gor allt vi kan for att ridda mation / coun-

liv. try-context Web-
2026 | SRC page Palestine Public page

Enhancing localized humanitar- Terms of Ref-

ian action: Swedish Red Cross erence / Eval-

and National Society collabora- uation Docu-

tions [Terms of Reference] 2026 | SRC ment Public 6
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Appendix E: Swedish Red Cross fundraising banners.

Figure E1. SRC emergency fundraising banner for Ukraine.

SVENSK
+ vencka Rida Korset QQ isaviines
venskd Road norse

AKU | |NSAM|.|NG’
[ ]
[ J
Lés om dina réttigheter vid swishgéva pa
www.rodakorset sefom-oss/personligintegritet

www.rodakorset.se

Stod vart arbete.

Swisha valfri gava till 000 000 0000

Figure E2. SRC emergency fundraising banner for Palestine and Israel.

SVENSK
+ vercka Rida Koreet QQ Rsdlines
VeNsSKd Rodd Norse

[ X 1) I
Hjalp de
® [ ]
drabbade i Palestina
Las om dina réittigheter vid swishgéva pa
oc h I srael VARG OskEris s fom asu/peranlisitiegi il

www.rodakorset.se

Stod vart arbete.
Swisha valfri gava till 123 665 28 95

Note: Documents received from the local SRC in Linkdping. Used with permission.
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