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ABSTRACT 

Switzerland forms part of a wider European modernity constituted though capitalist exploitation, rac-
ism, heterosexualism and colonialism. Although often deemed as a neutral, morally superior and colo-
nially innocent state, Switzerland must finally come to terms with its colonial complicity. This disserta-
tion, situated within the decolonial and intersectional canon, therefore asks how Swiss policies on gen-
der equality reproduce gendered, colonial and racialised narratives and seeks to identify how the needs 
of women not living single-issue lives are addressed.  
Theoretically, the study applies theories of intersectionality and coloniality/decoloniality to emphasise 
connected histories and spaces as well as intersecting oppressions. The qualitative intersectionality-
based policy analysis as the main methodology exposes the policies’ male- and whitestream and its 
dehumanisation of some but not all bodies.  
The findings of the research suggest that the Swiss policies’ women- and refugee-friendly self-portrayal 
coupled with the ascription of suffering elsewhere, leaves disadvantaged women in Switzerland in a 
space of insecurity and un-liveability. What is more, the ranking of foreign harms and the policies’ 
gendered and racialised portrayal of BIPOC represent deeply colonial impulses. 
Going forth, the policies’ binary understanding of gender negates the existence of LGBTQ/I+-individ-
uals, whilst the policies’ privileging of gender erases all experiences beyond the white, heterosexual, cis-
female normativity. Ultimately, this study deconstructs the subject position of the woman participant 
and criticises the policies’ arguments for including more women in militarised, masculinist, neoliberal 
and capitalist spaces that renders women’s failure a personal problem. This study concludes that the 
mere exhibition of equality policies does not automatically improve everyday people’s lives and urges 
to re-envision them with the ambition to seek lives that are worth living.  
 

ABBRIEVATIONS 

BIPOC   =  Black, Indigenous and People of Colour 
BIWOC   =  Black, Indigenous and Women of Colour 
CEDAW Committee  =  Committee in the Elimination of Discrimination against Women  
CEDAW Convention = Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 

  Women (1979) 
ECHR   = European Convention on Human Rights  
FDFA   =  (Swiss) Federal Department of Foreign Affairs 
FOGE   =  (Swiss) Federal Office for Gender Equality 
GEA    =  (Swiss) Gender Equality Act 
GM   =  Gender Mainstreaming 
NAPs    =  National Action Plans (to implement the WPS agenda)  
SCHR   = Swiss Center of Expertise in Human Rights 
SDC   =  Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation  
SDS    = (Swiss) Sustainable Development Strategy 
SGBV   =  Sexual and Gender-Based Violence  
SRC    =  Swiss Refugee Council 
UNSC   =  United Nations Security Council  
UNSCR 1325  =  United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 
VAW   =  Violence Against Women 
WPS   =  Women, Peace and Security 
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PREFACE1 

In this dissertation I engage with gender equality and coloniality in Switzerland, my home country. 

A few years ago – after a time of being exceptionally curious to learn about histories, cultures, commu-

nities and systems of organising that were ‘foreign’ to me – I realised that, although I may not want to, 

I have to learn more about my own context. I felt that “sometimes the most pressing conversations are 

the ones ongoing closer to home” (Motlafi, 2018, p.21), and that I need to understand the issues in ‘my 

own backyard’ (Achilleos, 2018). In search of decolonising my research, my mind and my thoughts, I 

analyse a domestic topic rather than social struggles elsewhere. Beyond the geographical context selected 

by researchers, it is essential whose work is cited, whose concepts and approaches are applied, whose 

voices are raised and whose knowledge is privileged (Shroff, 2018).  

I want to declare, at this point, that knowledge production is always subjective. What I evaluate 

and discuss in the following, presents an accumulation of knowledge that I have acquired during the 

past few years. As demonstrated by the postcolonial author Grada Kilomba, emotionality constitutes 

an important part of supposedly ‘objective’ knowledge production and, thus, the ideas developed by 

researchers are always connected to their biographies and emotions (Mayrhauser, 2016).  

This piece is written by a cis-gendered, white, able-bodied, middleclass Swiss woman who studied 

at internationally recognised universities in Bern (CH) and London (UK) and, thus, from an enormously 

privileged position. It is a privilege to learn, for example, about racism rather than experiencing it; it is 

a privilege to scrutinise prevailing racial and colonial stereotypes rather than being stereotyped as ‘other’. 

To confront yourself with realities you have not experienced yourself, requires the leaving of ‘hap-

pyland’ (Ogette, 2017, p.107): to exit happyland involves giving up your comfort zone and engaging in 

practices that transform the status quo.  

I am confident that, by unifying decolonial, anti-racist, anti-capitalist and feminist struggles and 

by dedicating ourselves to a journey of discomfort and self-reflection, we might bring about transfor-

mations that lead to a more equal future.  

 

 
1 The preface is not included in the overall wordcount, as it is a non-official, personal introduction and not a part of the 
main body of the dissertation.  
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1. INTRODUCTION    

This dissertation’s starting point is to acknowledge that we “still live in a colonial world” 

(Grosfoguel, 2007, p.9) and that the experience of coloniality “is not restricted to the former colonies 

of the so-called ‘developing world’, rather, it exists in the ‘internal colonies’ of developed countries as 

well” (Mulcahy, 2017, p.239). Switzerland, often seen as a ‘colonial outsider’, has to come to terms with 

its ‘colonial complicity’ (Purtschert & Fischer-Tiné, 2015b), given that the country forms part of a wider 

European modernity constituted through colonial expansion and racism (Dzenovska, 2013).  

While Switzerland is celebrated for being ‘the leading direct democracy in the world’ (Funk & 

Gathmann, 2015), an ‘island of peace’ (Hagmann, 2010) and a ‘neutral’ state with a long humanitarian 

tradition (Eberle, 2007), postcolonial scholars contest that “Swiss economy, science, culture and politics 

are deeply enmeshed with various colonial projects” (Purtschert & Fischer-Tiné, 2015b, p.5).  

For the sake of dismantling the image of Switzerland’s ‘colonial innocence’ and ‘exceptionalism’ 

(ibid.), this study aims to unmask the underlying colonial imaginaries (Minder, 2011) of supposedly 

‘progressive’ and ‘emancipatory’ Swiss policies on gender equality and/or women’s rights2. Therefore, 

I have developed the following research question: How do Swiss policies on gender equality repro-

duce gendered, colonial and racialised narratives? Besides this main question, and by arguing that 

policies must respond to heterogenous and intertwined experiences (Clark, 2012), I seek to identify how 

the policies deal with the needs of women3 who do not live one-dimensional lives.  

 

I undertake an analysis of Swiss policies asserting that they are not just a piece of paper, but rather 

‘performative’ (Ahmed, 2004) ‘material semiotic actors’ (Hunter, 2008) that travel across time and space 

and produce social relations. As I will evidence afterwards, the exhibition of equality policies reinforces 

“neo-colonial geographic comparisons between the legal and policy regimes of different contexts” 

 
2 I here write ‘policies on gender equality and/or women’s rights’, but in the rest of the dissertation I will only use the term 
‘gender equality policies’ due to the fact that, besides the Swiss National Action Plans (NAPs) to implement the WPS agenda 
and the Swiss CEDAW country report (2014), which centre more on women’s rights than on ‘gender equality’, all of the 
policies could be categorised as ‘gender equality policies’ (see more details chapter 3.1.). Due to the word limitation of this 
dissertation, I will, from now on, only use the term ‘gender equality policies’.   
3 Whenever I use the term ‘women’ independently from cited policy documents or articles, ‘women’ does not only include 
cis-gendered women, but all those individuals who identify as women (e.g. trans women) as well as other individuals who 
are excluded from the cis-heterosexual patriarchal framework (non-binary people as well as other gendered configurations).  
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(Browne et. al, 2019, p.1), designating those states who draft more policies as ‘more progressive’ than 

those who design less.  

This dissertation refuses geographic juxtapositions and thus, applies a decolonial, intersectional 

lens that emphasises connected histories and spaces, as well as intersecting oppressions (Achilleos, 

2018). This perspective allows for the unveiling of the ‘dark side’ (Mignolo, 2018) of ‘inclusive’, ‘well-

intended’ policies, that is, the exclusion and marginalisation of ‘othered’4 individuals. Intersectional and 

decolonial thought5 are fundamental to grapple with questions of power and to identify the underlying 

assumptions, hidden meanings and unquestioned norms of the policies (Achilleos, 2018; Hunter, 2008).  

 

Since this dissertation is situated within the intersectional and decolonial canon, I begin this dis-

sertation by reviewing the literature on the two main theoretical concepts – intersectionality and colo-

niality/decoloniality – that constitute the basis of this study. I subsequently elaborate on literature on 

Swiss colonialism and on Swiss gender equality policy to then identify the research gaps this work seeks 

to fill.  

After setting the theoretical framework I declare why the intersectionality-based policy analysis is 

utilised as the central methodology to analyse the data as well as which specific policy texts I consider. 

The main chapter discusses the findings of this study and is divided into three subsections: first, 

I address the policies’ colonial impulse of locating suffering ‘elsewhere’ and their portrayal of Switzer-

land as women- and refugee-friendly. I contest that this image does not correspond to the lived realities 

of particularly vulnerable groups such as refugee women and denies Switzerland’s possible complicity 

in producing the harms women free from in the first place.  

 
4 ‘Othering’-processes were mainly theorized by Said (1987) and Spivak (1985) in relation to how the Muslim body has been 
othered, respectively has been designated as somehow the ‘backward’, ‘un-educated’, ‘un-civilised’, ‘barbaric’ ‘other’ as op-
posed to the occidental, ‘civilised’, ‘modern’ and ‘developed’ ‘self’ (by Western intellectuals and academics, but also through 
media portrayals etc.). ‘Othering’ processes occur not only with regard to Muslim bodies: ‘Othering’ happens every time a 
dominant group demarcates a less dominant group of people as ‘other’.  
5 Decolonial thinking emerged during the decolonial turn and has been led by mainly Latin American and Caribbean scholars 
(particularly from members of the ‘Coloniality/Modernity Group’). Decolonial thinking has existed since the earliest phases 
of colonial expansion, respectively since the beginning of the Spanish and Portuguese colonisation of the Americas (Maldo-
nado-Torres, 2007; Mendoza, 2016). Due to the specific cultural, historical and colonial context, it is important not to 
confuse decolonial with postcolonial thought (postcolonial key thinkers are Edward Said, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakra-
vorty Spivak, amongst others), since the two ‘schools’ originated from different colonial experiences (Mendoza, 2016).  
Here, I would like to add that the term ‘postcolonial’ as such, not in relation to the academic ‘postcolonial turn’, but as a 
term to describe the so-called ‘post-colonial’ world, is, by some decolonial scholars, seen as a myth, given that decolonisation 
is not a finished project: “the heterogenous and multiple global structures put in place over a period of 450 years did not 
evaporate with the juridical-political decolonization of the periphery over the past 50 years. We continue to live under the 
same ‘colonial power matrix’” (Grosfoguel, 2007, p.8).  
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The second section centres around the coloniality of gender evidencing how the Swiss policies 

adhere to the colonial gender binary (Lugones, 2007) thereby negating the existence of other ‘gendered 

configurations’ (Oyewùmí, 1997). Additionally, I consider the policies’ privileging of gender which im-

plies that gender is the only source of women’s oppression. Ultimately, I attend to the critique on gender 

mainstreaming for failing to achieve substantial equality.     

In the third section I engage with the policies’ arguments made for increasing female participation 

and for including more women into militarised, masculinised, neoliberal and capitalist spaces. I evaluate 

the subject position of the ‘woman participant’ and argue that by framing ‘female empowerment’ ex-

clusively in personal terms, feminist movements are de-politicised. Finally, I question the Western fet-

ishization of equality policies considering that their exhibition does not necessarily generate more ‘live-

able lives’ (Browne et. al, 2019). 
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2. STATE OF THE ART  

2.1 Intersectionality 

To understand the central concepts, I examine significant contributions and their political-histor-

ical origins. This is indispensable since intersectionality has frequently been de-politicised and white-

washed (Carbado, 2013; Alexander-Floyd, 2012).  

Intersectionality is a highly contested concept whose history is predominantly related to Black 

feminism of the US (Mendoza, 2016; Kelly, 2019; Salem, 2018), yet sometimes also to ‘developing 

world’6 and Chicana feminism, queer theory (Almeida et. al, 2019) or Indigenous’ worldviews prior to 

colonisation (Clark, 2012). While acknowledging the “multivocality for which intersectionality is 

known” (Hancock, 2007, p.249), I here refer to Black feminists as intersectionality as a research para-

digm was officially coined by the Black feminist Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 (Henry, 2017). Although 

Crenshaw academically introduced intersectionality, Kelly (2019) argues that the beginnings of the idea 

of intersecting forms of oppressions go back to Sojourner Truth’s speech ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’, hold 1851 

in Akron, Ohio. Truth opened up the intersection of being a woman and being Black at a time when 

Black women were not viewed as women, but rather as objects or animals. Truth’s eagerness and cour-

age paved the way for many other Black women to speak up against white supremacy and sexist patri-

archy (hooks, 1982), amongst them Angela Davis (1972), who reflected on how enslaved Black women 

had to fight against different obstructions than enslaved Black men and faced complex oppressions.  

The Marxist, socialist Combahee River Collective (1977/2014), later on, added that Black female 

activists have always raised awareness about their sexual and racial identities that make their struggles 

unique. They have considered Black women’s battles due to their sex and race, but also due to class and 

the capitalist, imperial system. Audre Lorde (1980), besides addressing class, race and gender differences 

within the feminist movement of the 1970s/1980s, emphasised that sexual orientation and age are fur-

ther markers of discrimination and difference. Ignoring differences between women is a white feminist 

endeavour that erases various women’s experiences beyond the cis-heterosexual, white, middleclass 

 
6 When terms like ‘developing world’ or ‘developing countries’ are used, this does not represent my choice of wording, rather 
I assume those terms from the cited articles. I personally do not use them as they might reproduce the Eurocentric ‘devel-
oped/underdeveloped’ rhetoric that I avoid.  
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normativity. Lorde (1984, p.379) discussed differences between white and Black people and between 

white and Black women, but also differences within the Black female community, since Black lesbians 

are “caught between the racism of white women and the homophobia of their sisters”.  

 

The sequence of the above information might imply that during the development of the ideas of 

intersectionality, there was a tendency to ‘add’ differences between women that lead to increased dis-

crimination, which is not the intention of intersectionality theorists. Rather, it is “highly problematic to 

use intersectionality merely as a way of capturing multiple differences and their effects on individuals” 

(Henry, 2017, p.185). In fact, it is not about the sum of different systems of oppression, but about their 

intersections: Crenshaw’s (1989) radical and political conceptualisation of intersectionality, developed 

in relation to the US governmental and judicial system, has its goals in dismantling patriarchy, racism 

and capitalism, and particularly problematises the exclusion of Black, poor, working class women’s ex-

periences from white, mainstream feminist theory. To truly understand Black women’s discrimination, 

marginalisation and oppression, the intersections of race, class, gender and capitalist exploitation have 

to be studied.  

While Crenshaw did not claim to deploy intersectionality exclusively in the study of poor Black 

working class women within the US (Nash, 2016; Henry, 2017), it must not be detached from Black 

women’s bodies. This has occurred as soon as the concept became a travelling theory (Salem, 2018) and 

scholars have co-opted the concept for studying the (white, masculine) ‘elite’ (Henry, 2017), thereby 

erasing Black women’ s experiences (Jordan-Zachery, 2013). The disavowel of race (Hall, 2017) and of 

different forms and effects of colonialism are widespread phenomena in predominantly white societies 

(El-Tayeb, 2011).   

Contemporary postcolonial, socialist scholars contend that intersectional theorists have often dis-

regarded global power dynamics like neoliberalism (Mohanty, 2013), imperialism, global capitalist accu-

mulation, the exploitation of the ‘Global South’ (Federici, 2012), or the ‘geographies of colonial moder-

nity’ (Patil, 2013). Therefore, this study takes into account how coloniality intersects with race, gender, 

sexuality, neoliberalism and citizenship.  
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2.2 Coloniality/Decoloniality  

2.2.1 Coloniality 

Coloniality is a concept coined by Latin American scholars describing the ongoing global domi-

nation of once colonised regions and goes back to the conquest of the Americas in 1492. Coloniality is 

a remnant from colonialism, but it is not the same:  

Colonialism denotes a political and economic relation in which the sovereignty of a nation or a 

people rests on the power of another nation […]. Coloniality, instead, refers to long-standing 

patterns of power that emerged as a result of colonialism, but that define culture, labor, intersub-

jective relations, and knowledge production well beyond the strict limits of colonial administra-

tions (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p.243).  

The ‘coloniality of power’ refers to the Eurocentric cultural, economic, academic, political and episte-

mological rationality that controls structures of knowledge, history making, private and social life, and 

whose norms and standards are imposed ‘elsewhere’ (Quijano, 2007; 2000). By theorising coloniality, 

the ‘dark side’ of modernity is accentuated: while Europe, North America and former colonies such as 

Japan got wealthier through ‘modernisation’, neoliberalism and capitalism, those who once suffered 

from colonialism today face the underbelly of the West’s prosperity, and are still marginalised, dehu-

manised and racialised (Mignolo, 2018). Coloniality, through its modernising/civilising discourse, main-

tains the division of the world into binaries such as superior/inferior, rational/irrational, primitive/civ-

ilised, traditional/modern, rationality/spirituality (Mothoagae, 2014; Quijano, 2000; Lugones, 2007), 

developed/underdeveloped (Escobar, 1995) and self/other (Barth, 1969).  

 

A specific attempt to “constitute the social world into homogenous categories” (García, 2018, 

p.932) is the dominant Western conceptualisation of gender as a binary of men/women. The ‘colo-

nial/modern gender system’ (Lugones, 2007) describes the violent and destructive imposition of heter-

osexualism, patriarchy and biological/sexual dimorphism7 in colonised societies and, hence, inherits a 

“genocidal logic of ‘classification’” (Icaza, 2018, p.12).  

 
7 ‘Biological/sexual dimorphism’ refers to the understanding that there are only two identifiable sex/gender categories, men 
and women, which are supposedly opposed to each other as well as hierarchically related.  
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Additionally, people were grouped based on their race (Quijano, 2000): the colonisers introduced 

a racial division that organised people hierarchically on the principle of white supremacy, a system that 

“distorts, disfigures and destroys” (Fanon, 1968, p.51) BIPOC’s8 past, present and future.  

 

However, “where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, 1978, pp.95-96): although the 

ongoing coloniality has partially led to the internalisation of inferiority of the oppressed (García, 2018), 

no form of power is undisputable, and hence, the coloniality of power has always been contested (Lu-

gones, 2010; Glenn, 1999).  

 

2.2.2 Decoloniality 

Decoloniality involves discourses and practices to counter coloniality. It requires ‘epistemic diso-

bedience’ (Mignolo, 2009), that is, the delinking from the hegemonic forms of knowledge and rational-

ities. Maldonado-Torres (2006, p.117) circumscribes decoloniality as “the dismantling of relations of 

power and conceptions of knowledge that foment the reproduction of racial, gender, and geo-political 

hierarchies”. Decolonial practices centre alternative epistemologies, histories and history-telling 

(Cusicanqui, 2012) and entail the “freedom to choose between various cultural orientations” (Quijano, 

2007, p.178). Those practices need to be radical, holistic, transnational and continuous, as decolonisa-

tion is neither a metaphor (Tuck & Yang, 2012), nor can it be completely ‘finished’ in the foreseeable 

future (Mendoza, 2016).  

Decolonial thought cannot approach its goals through a reductive standpoint that focuses on 

racial injustices or on gender as single categories (Grosfoguel, 2011; Lugones, 2010). Only through 

intersectional, decolonial practices and “by challenging the epistemic racism, imperialistic, colonialist, 

Christian-centric, hetero-normative, patriarchal exercising of power” (Mothoagae, 2014, p.24) can co-

loniality be combatted.  

 

 

 
8 The acronym BIPOC stands for Black, Indigenous and People of Colour. Sometimes authors differentiate between POC 
and Black / Indigenous people (e.g. Eddo-Lodge, 2018), but I here use BIPOC as this term is used by many Indigenous, 
Black and People of Colour themselves. It serves to “highlight the unique relationship to whiteness that Indigenous and 
Black people have” (The BIPOC Project, no date, para. 2). Accordingly, I use BIWOC for Black, Indigenous and Women of 
Colour. When I use the terms ‘black’ / ‘Black’ or ‘brown’, I do so because I adopt the terms from the cited articles.  
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2.3 Swiss Colonialism  

In its public discourse, Switzerland upholds the so-called ‘colonial unknowing’, that is, the phe-

nomenon of not having and not wanting to know about the colonial doings of the past and present 

(Baldwin cited in Vimalassery et. al, 2016). However, postcolonial scholars combat colonial unknowing 

by disrupting the image of Swiss ‘colonial innocence’ and ‘exceptionalism’ and by centring alternative 

histories and marginalised knowledge about Switzerland (Purtschert & Fischer-Tiné, 2015a; Purtschert 

et. al, 2013; Fässler, 2005). Purtschert and Fischer-Tiné (2015b, p.7) speak of Swiss ‘colonialism without 

colonies’, and highlight the “different ways of participating in, profiting from and supporting colonial 

endeavours by countries that were not formally involved in colonial expansion”. For instance, Swiss 

actors have facilitated financial transactions in World War II and Swiss banks are infamous for their 

bank secrecies, which includes money laundering and the hoarding of private fortunes of dictators9. 

Switzerland represents a peculiar contemporary case in relation to colonial narratives, as “colonial cul-

tures were highly influential in Switzerland while the country did not have to undergo a period of de-

colonization” (ibid., p.4).  

 

Purtschert (2019), in another publication, examines Switzerland’s white history by theorising the 

intersections of coloniality and gender, thereby identifying two central Swiss subjectivities: the ‘house-

wife’ and the male ‘alpinist’. By historizing how those idealised subjectivities came to be the prototypes 

of Swiss ‘bourgeoisie’, she finds that colonial whitewashing is a central element of the Swiss nation. 

In another book that Purtschert co-edited, scholars investigate the phenomenon of racial profil-

ing in Switzerland and ascertain that contemporary racism goes back to the colonial era. Their research 

describes how ‘othered’ individuals experience racial profiling distinctly depending on how race, ethnic 

belonging, gender identity, sexuality, age, habitus, profession, citizenship, appearance, (dis)ability and 

adaptability interplay (Wa Baile et. al, 2019).  

 

Further postcolonial and/or intersectional articles worth consideration scrutinise how structural 

barriers impede skilled Latin American, Middle East and South-eastern European women from 

 
9 The dictators that are mentioned are Sani Abacha, Ferdinand Marcos and Sese Seko (Purtschert & Fischer- Tiné, 2015b). 
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accessing upper segments of the labour market through the overlaps of class, ethnicity, gender, migra-

tion and migration policies (Riaño, 2003; 2011; Riaño & Baghdadi, 2007). Other studies examine the 

‘Othering’ of Sinti and Roma women along discriminatory categories such as class, race and gender 

(Jonuz & Schuch, 2017) or how racialised politics of marriage are complicated by its intersections with 

gender and sexuality (Lavanchy, 2014).  

 

2.4 Swiss Gender Equality Policy  

Lastly, this short review focuses on Swiss gender equality policy. A collection of articles on Swiss 

gender equality policies and practices has been published by Liebig et. al (2016) who elucidate that 

gender equality policy in Switzerland has started late as the right to vote for women was only granted 

in 1971. The book enumerates important milestones regarding gender equality policy, such as the Gen-

der Equality Act (GEA) in 1995, the ratification of the CEDAW Convention10 in 1997, the European 

Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the 4th UN World Conference on Women in Beijing 1995 

that have sensitised the Swiss public on gender equality. The book involves comparative, quantitative 

and ethnographic articles about tax policies, childcare policies and wage discrimination. They conclude 

that although more policies have been drafted, substantial gender equality is far from reached and there 

needs to be further research on why gender equality policies, so far, have had limited effects.  

Besides this collection of articles, there are historical, geographical and comparative (Bühler et. 

al, 2001; Bühler & Heye, 2005) as well as legal analyses (Hausammann, 2002) of how gender equality 

has evolved over time, however, those contributions do not actually analyse the policies themselves. 

The study of Lanfranconi and Valarino (2014) about gender equality and parental leave policies reveals 

how the predominant economic-oriented discourse of policies silences institutionalised inequalities and 

disadvantages people due to their gender and class belonging.  

The contribution that is thematically most similar to this dissertation’s topic, is Fredrichs (2014) 

‘gender geography’, a geographical, feminist study on Swiss peace and security politics. Whilst Fredrich 

is not conducting an analysis of policy texts themselves, she is invested in finding out how gender is 

 
10 The CEDAW Convention refers to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 
It presents the most important international tool to achieve equality between men and women. It is monitored by the 
homonymous CEDAW Committee (Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women), a UN treaty body 
that monitors the global implementation of the CEDAW Convention.  
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negotiated within Swiss political, public and military spaces. Her empirical research includes interviews 

with military staff and feminist activists and contains sections about the United Nations Security Coun-

cil resolution (UNSCR) 1325 and the Swiss National Action Plans (NAPs) on WPS. She argues that the 

symbolic power of 1325 has been useful for arguing to include a gender-perspective within male-centred 

spaces, but that gender has been mostly converged with women, thereby not challenging the prevalent 

power dynamics. However, Fredrich’s examination does exclusively focus on gendered discrimination 

within elitist ‘expert-discourses’ while ignoring the social impact of those very discourses.  

 

2.5 Research Gaps  

Deriving from the revision of the literature, I identify two main research gaps on Swiss coloniality 

and gender equality policies: first, there is a lack of feminist research on the intersections of racism, 

coloniality, gender, sexuality and the resulting social impacts (Purtschert, 2019), and secondly, research 

on gender equality policies in Switzerland is nearly absent (Liebig et. al, 2016). This dissertation aims at 

filling those research gaps that, furthermore, say little about how supposedly ‘emancipatory’ gender 

equality policies might not be free from colonial undertones, but rather sustain them.  

Moreover, there is a press for research on questions of power and dominance (Mansfield et. al, 

2014), and hence, for research on coloniality, since “as modern subjects we breath coloniality all the 

time and every day” (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p.243). By applying a decolonial instead of a postcolonial 

lens, I emphasise that today’s coloniality goes back several centuries, which urges to “interrogate the 

power structures at the global and national level that are still informed by racist/colonial ideologies/dis-

courses" (Mothoagae, 2014, p.13). Whereas coloniality divides the world into binaries, the decolonial 

approach complicates dichotomies such as coloniser/colonised, colonial/postcolonial, domestic/for-

eign, here/there and donors/beneficiaries (Randeria, 2013; Achilleos, 2018; Scharffscher, 2011).  
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3. METHODOLOGY  

In this chapter I circumscribe the intersectionality-based policy analysis (IBPA) and specify which 

policy texts are selected as central data.  

3.1 Intersectionality-Based Policy Analysis 

What differentiates the IBPA from a traditional policy analysis is its conceptualisation of policies 

as ‘performative’ (Ahmed, 2004), inherently political, contextual and historical (Shaw, 2004). IBPAs 

“focus on the ways in which context, gender, race, and other factors vary the effects of a particular 

policy” (Shaw, 2004, p.59, i.a.11) and aim at exposing the policies’ ‘malestream’ and ‘whitestream’ 

(Grande, 2003). The IBPA uncovers “that a policy […] is not experienced in the same way by all pop-

ulations” (Hankivsky & Cormier, 2011, p.218) and “how policy itself reifies the oppressive conse-

quences of intersecting social locations” (ibid., p.219). By conducting an IBPA, intersecting narratives, 

hidden forms of inequality (Hankivsky & Cormier, 2011) and overlooked ‘mainstream white power’ 

(Clark, 2012), embedded in policies, can be detected. To conduct an IBPA represents a contradiction 

within itself: whereas policies generally contain standardised information and short time solutions, re-

duce complexity, obscure meaning and increase “the distance between those who administer policy and 

those who experience its effects” (Hunter, 2008, p.511), intersectionality as a holistic approach endeav-

ours long-term transformations (Hankivsky & Cormier, 2011; Cook et. al., 2017)12. The policy analysis 

of this study is intersectional and decolonial, meaning that “the point of departure then is not gender, 

but classification and dehumanization of some but not all bodies” (Icaza, 2018, p.12).  

 

While policy constitutes an immense field for analysis, this study exclusively engages with the 

policy texts themselves. Albeit a clearly defined intersectional methodology is still lacking (Nash, 2008), 

I qualitatively analyse the policy texts by applying close and in-depth reading strategies as “reading 

closely is the most effective way to achieve deep comprehension” (Boyles, 2012, p.37).  

 
11 i.a. stands for ‘italics assumed’, which means that I assumed the italics from the original quote.   
12 Intersectionality can be deployed as an empirical research method and as a theoretical concept (Hancock, 2007), which 
has been done in this dissertation.  
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The ‘living’ policy documents are written, discussed and negotiated by people and hence “take on 

the characteristics of humans; they judge, form networks, communicate and work performatively gen-

erating symbolic attachment and identity” (Hunter, 2008, p.508). This account deconstructs the hu-

man/non-human or subject/object binary and complicates the relationship between documents and 

practices.  

 

In this dissertation, data sources include a variety of governmental and non-governmental policy 

texts, international reports, related website texts and other publications associated with women’s rights 

and gender equality in Switzerland13. In terms of governmental policies I analyse the four Swiss NAPs 

on WPS (FDFA14 2007; 2010; 2013; 2018), the FDFA’s Strategy on Gender equality and Women’s 

Rights (FDFA, 2017), the Swiss SDS 2016-2019 (Swiss Federal Council15, 2016)16 aiming at achieving 

‘gender equality’, the Federal Act on Gender Equality from 1995, revised in 2020 (GEA, 1995/2020), 

the Swiss Action Plan on equality between woman (FOGE, 1999), the ‘Gender in Practice’ toolkit 

(SDC, 2003) 17, and a governmental analysis of the situation of women and girls refugees living Swiss 

asylum centres (Swiss Federal Council, 2019)18. Related to the last-mentioned report, I also consult the 

studies on the situation of refugee women executed by the Swiss Center of Expertise in Human Rights 

(SCHR, 2019) and by the Swiss State Secretariat for Migration (SEM, 2019). To ensure greater multi-

plicity of perspectives, I consider reports from the NGO ‘Terre des Femmes’ Switzerland (Doering, 

2011; Doering et. al, 2014) and information from the independent association Swiss Refugee Council19 

(SRC, no date).  

 
13 Some of the documents were published in German and others in English. When I cite sections or terms from German 
reports, these are my own translations. Some of the policies are directed to ‘solve’ national issues(inward-facing), while 
others are directed at ‘foreign’, international issues (outward-facing).  
14 Federal Department of Foreign Affairs, FDFA.  
15 In German: ‘Bundesrat’, which consists of the seven leaders of the Swiss government.  
16 The Swiss Sustainable Development Strategy 2016-2019 was drafted to implement the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 
17 The toolkit of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) contains practical information that aims at 
helping SDC staff and partners, as well as non-governmental organisations working ‘in the field’ to apply gender-main-
streaming (SDC, 2003).  
18 The Federal Council reacted to the submitted postulate from the National Councillor Yvonne Feri in 2016 to analyse the 
refugee women’s situation in the state’s accommodation centres (in German ‘Bundeszentren’, BAZ) and in the collective 
centres on a cantonal level (in German: ‘Kantonale Kollektivunterkünfte’) (Feri, 2016). As Switzerland has a federal political 
system, the state shares its responsibilities with the cantons, and, hence, there are state-led and canton-led asylum centers.  
19 In German: ‚Schweizerische Flüchtlingshilfe‘ SFH.  
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Additionally, I examine Switzerland’s 4th & 5th country report on the implementation of the 

CEDAW Convention (Swiss CEDAW country report, 2014)20, the shadow report on the Swiss 

CEDAW country report (NGO-Coordination post Beijing Switzerland, 2016) and the concluding ob-

servations of the CEDAW Committee on Switzerland’s 4th & 5th country report (CEDAW, 2016).  

 

Considering that reflexivity and positionality are crucial decolonial and intersectional research 

principles, I wish to declare that I carry out this analysis from a privileged, but ethically responsible 

position attempting to contribute to the decolonisation of Western knowledge production and its heg-

emonic socio-political epistemologies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 In the case of the Swiss CEDAW country report I have only considered the latest report (2014). 
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4. FINDINGS 

In what follows I present the findings of this study. As noted earlier, I have identified three main 

themes21 that are expanded below.  

4.1 Locating Suffering ‘Elsewhere’ 

As a means to uncover how the Swiss policies reproduce gendered, colonial and racialised imag-

inaries, I criticise the colonial impulse of locating suffering and the lack of gender equality ‘elsewhere’. 

This phenomenon can be observed especially in ‘outward-facing’ (Shepherd, 2016) policies such as the 

Swiss NAPs22 to implement the WPS agenda23 and in the SDC’s (2003) gender toolkit.    

4.1.1 Switzerland as Women-friendly  

Switzerland, by drafting dozens of gender equality policies and by ratifying the CEDAW and the 

Istanbul Convention24, commits to and promotes gender equality (Bias et. al, 2020). The FDFA (2020, 

para. 1), for instance, states that “gender equality, respect for women’s and girls’ rights, and the prohi-

bition of all forms of gender-based discrimination” are “fundamental Swiss values”. Hence why Swit-

zerland has joined the ‘NAP industry’ (Swaine, 2017) to implement the WPS agenda: the Swiss NAPs, 

originally meant to be national action plans, only name very few national recommendations such as 

increasing the numbers of women in military and diplomatic services, at middle and higher management 

level in the FDFA and to integrate a ‘gender perspective’ in the security sector (FDFA, 2013). 

 

 
21 Other themes that prevailed throughout most of the policies were protection, persecution, combatting sexual violence 
against women, poverty, domestic violence, wage equality, equality of work, Female Genital Mutilation (FGM), forced mar-
riage, reproductive rights, reproductive work and care work. As a methodological choice, however, and to engage with 
themes that are relevant within the WPS framework and in the national context, I selected the main themes of ‘locating 
suffering elsewhere’, ‘the coloniality of gender’ and the arguments made for ‘including women’ and/or increasing ‘female 
participation’. Those themes are the most insightful ones to answer the research question of this study. 
22 As in many other Western states, the main responsible department who develops the NAPs is the Federal Department of 
Foreign Affairs (FDFA). Other departments that share some responsibility are the Federal Department of Defense, Civil 
Protection and Sport (DDPS), the Federal Department of Justice and Police (FDJP) and the Swiss Federal Office for Gender 
Equality (FOGE). 
23 The WPS agenda has been launched with the UNSC’s first resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) on WPS: UNSCR 1325 “shows 
how women and a gender perspective are relevant to negotiating peace agreements, planning refugee camps and peacekeep-
ing operations and reconstructing war-torn societies for sustainable peace” (Peace Women, no year, para. 2). After UNSCR 
1325 (2000), there nine follow up resolutions were drafted: UNSCR 1820 (2009); 1888 (2009); 1889 (2010); 1960 (2011); 
2106 (2013); 2122 (2013); 2242 (2015), 2467 (2019), and 2493 (2019). 
In 2002, UN member states were asked to develop NAPs to implement the UNSCR 1325 (UNSCR, 2000), and, therefore, 
Switzerland who joined the UN quite late (in 2002) adopted its first NAP on the 31st of January 2007 (FDFA, 2007) and 
revised it three times (FDFA, 2010; 2013; 2018). 
24 The Istanbul Convention is the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women 
and domestic violence (Bias et. al, 2020). Switzerland has ratified the Istanbul Convention in 2017.  
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The fact that most of the recommendations are directed at other states, is striking, especially when 

considering the CEDAW Committee’s (CEDAW, 2016) concerns about the Swiss implementation of 

the CEDAW Convention: in Switzerland, women are greatly underrepresented in governing bodies, in 

high level management and decision-making positions of companies, in academia and in courts. More-

over, deep-rooted patriarchal attitudes and stereotypes about gender roles prevail and prevent signifi-

cant improvement of gender equality. Women within Switzerland suffer from a high prevalence of 

unprosecuted violence against women (VAW)25, there is no NAP to combat VAW, there are not enough 

shelters for domestic violence survivors, as well as not enough funding for NGOs who support survi-

vors (CEDAW, 2016). Especially victims of trafficking, rural women, female domestic workers, sex-

workers, refugee women and migrated, undocumented or minority women (e.g. Muslim women and 

Sinti and Roma women) lack substantial governmental support (Dankwa et. al, 2019; Riaño, 2003; 2011; 

Kaya, 2012; Jonuz & Schuch, 2017). 

 

Despite all those national problematics, the regions where Swiss ‘outward-facing’ policies are fo-

cusing on, are the Balkans, Colombia, Nepal, Afghanistan, Egypt, Tunisia, Libya (FDFA, 2010; 2013), 

Tanzania, Niger and Benin (SDC, 2003). The NAPs drafters problematise that in Nepal, “there is still 

a long way to go […] before gender equality finally becomes reality” (FDFA, 2010, p.19) and that the 

‘Balkans’ represent a “society where masculinity is synonymous with power, physical force and hero-

ism” (ibid, p.18).  

 

The FDFA’s and SDC’s commitment to secure women’s rights in ‘conflict-affected’ regions seem 

implausible considering that the Swiss state allows private enterprises to sell weapons to regions where 

women and girls the ones most affected by armed violence (CEDAW, 2016). Swiss enterprises, in 2018, 

sent munitions to 64 different countries26 and made a profit of around 510 million Swiss francs (Bernet, 

2019). Moreover, the Swiss government, instead of granting more money to ‘women-friendly’ depart-

ments, prefers to invest 21 billion Swiss francs in fighter jets (Gafner, 2020). Ultimately, it has been 

 
25 Amnesty International Switzerland evidenced that at a minimum, every fifth women within the country has experienced 
sexual assault and more than every tenth women had to undergo sexual intercourse against her will (Amnesty International, 
2019). 
26 Including countries such as Pakistan and for a long time Saudi Arabia (Wiget, 2019). 
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evidenced that the Swiss financial secrecy jurisdiction and the resulting cross-border tax abuses have 

negative impacts on women’s economic, social and cultural rights in ‘developing countries’ (CESR, 

2016).  

4.1.2 Switzerland as Refugee-friendly  

Besides defining gender equality as a ‘Swiss value’, the FDFA (2013, p.6) writes that Switzerland’s 

“search for lasting solutions for refugees and other persons in need of protection” is a “priority in 

Switzerland’s humanitarian engagement”. Furthermore, the Confederation encourages “regular and safe 

migration, decent working conditions, and respect for the human rights of migrants” (Swiss Federal 

Council, 2016, p.38/3927). The refugee-friendly self-image of Switzerland has a long tradition: a postcard 

from 1917 describes Switzerland as being full of ‘labours of love’28, for instance, to care for refugees 

(Hagmann, 2010). Unsurprisingly, the Swiss NAPs on WPS, apart from the recommendation to ‘ana-

lyse’ the situation and needs of refugee women within Switzerland (FDFA, 2018), solely problematise 

the refugee women’s situation in foreign refugee camps.  

 

The situation of women refugees in Swiss asylum centres has now been analysed and uncovers 

that, actually, Switzerland appears to be the opposite of refugee-friendly: the SCHR (2019) identifies a 

lack of systematic access to female security, support and medicine staff, a lack of childcare29, of gender 

sensitive leisure activities, of educated staff in relation to sexual and reproductive health, of transcultural 

translators and of victim identification strategies in relation to SGBV30. In case someone has experi-

enced SGBV, they can require ‘victim protection’ only as long as the ‘harm’ took place in a foreign 

country, as the Law on Victims Assistance31 does not apply when the assault was committed on Swiss 

territory (Swiss Federal Council, 2019; SCHR, 2019).  

 

 
27 The Swiss SDS 2016-2019 document numbers its pages in this way rather than with single numbers.  
28 In German: „Die Friedensinsel Schweiz und ihre Liebestätigkeit” (Hagmann, 2010, p.253).  
29 In order for mothers to have time for medical/supportive appointments.  
30 Stands for sexual and gender-based violence.  
31 In German: «Opferhilfegesetz» (OHG; Strafrecht 312.5) (Swiss Federal Council, 2019).  
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Refugee women, a quarter of all asylum seekers in Switzerland, must receive asylum due to ‘gender-

specific reasons’32 (FOGE, 1999), which are, in practice, often not accounted for sufficiently33. This is 

because the Swiss state usually supposes that women are protected by the law and/or by the government 

of their country of origin, which is not always the case (Doering, 2011).  

The SCHR (2019) concludes that the standards of the international law in relation to medical, 

psychological/psychiatric, juridical and material support34 of refugee women, are not fulfilled in Swit-

zerland and as a consequence, refugee women and girls face enormous difficulties to live a dignified 

life. The restrictive and gender-blind migration policies and the exceptionally stressful asylum procedure 

intersecting with gendered harms make recovery from lived trauma almost unfeasible. Additional vul-

nerabilities such as pregnancy, single motherhood or LGBTQ/I+35-identities intermingling with the 

above problematics, put those individuals in an extremely precarious condition (ibid.). This state has 

been circumscribed as constantly finding yourself in an ‘liminal space’ (Holvikivi & Reeves, 2020) whilst 

“the prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants” (Anzaldúa, 1987/2012, p.25).    

 

4.1.3 Problematic Double Standards 

The two previous subsections illustrate the Swiss double standard of ‘caring elsewhere but ignor-

ing at home’ (Aroussi, 2017): while pointing to other countries’ lack of gender equality and support for 

refugee women, the policies fail to address insecurities of women within Switzerland. For Switzerland, 

refugee women seem to be important only as long as they are located far away from home, but once 

they cross borders, they are considered ‘unworthy of protection’ (Aroussi, 2017).  

The Swiss double standard reproduces deeply colonial imaginaries as it naturalises “an imagined 

hierarchical difference between a safe Europe and an unsafe extra-European space” (Holvikivi & 

Reeves, 2020, p.137). As shown in the theoretical part, dividing the world into binaries such as 

 
32 Such as sexual harassment, rape, forced marriage, forced prostitution, FGM or misogynistic legislation (SRC, no date).  
33 The SHCR (2019) emphasises that it is safe to assume that the majority of the women who flee their country experience 
sexual violence and/or exploitation either during their flight and/or within Switzerland. 
34 What governmental asylum centres, according to international standards, should provide, are ‘gender sensitive’ accommo-
dation (female-only bedrooms with lockable doors, separate entrances to gendered bathroom facilities), appropriate, ‘gender-
sensitive’, women-friendly occupation programmes, sensibilisation and training for staff, information for victims of SGBV 
and victim identification strategies (Swiss Federal Council, 2019; SEM, 2019). 
35 Often, acronyms like ‘LGBTQ’ or ‘LGBTI’ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer / inter) are used to capture a diversity of 
gender and sexual identities. I believe that the ‘+’ is necessary to describe other gendered configurations (such as e.g. hijra 
or kothi, Dutta, 2012) which are not included in the Western-centric ‘LGBTQ/I’ acronym. 
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safe/unsafe, peaceful/violent, gender-progressive/patriarchal symbolises a colonial mechanism that 

creates a discourse that “constructs the South as less modern, less developed, and less peaceful, and 

links the Global North to notions of peace and security” (ibid., p.150). Socially and politically produced 

(metaphorical) ‘borders’ (Anzaldúa, 1987/2012), serve to distinguish the Swiss ‘self’ from the foreign 

‘other’ (Said, 1978; Spivak, 1985; Barth, 1969): the sense of the secure, gender-progressive self, vis-à-vis 

the insecure and patriarchal other “maintains a growing number of women in dangerous borderlands” 

(Holvikivi & Reeves, 2020, p.152).  

The designers of the NAPs, hence, are portrayed as ‘masters’ of their area of study, who apply 

their knowledge on the ‘people being studied’ (Motlafi, 2018), which replicates “racialised, imperialistic 

narratives that situate Western states as benevolent saviours of women in the conflict ridden and pov-

erty-stricken Global South” (Aroussi, 2017, p.29). By locating suffering exclusively out there, colonial 

language designating Swiss ‘experts’ as heroic protectors of “the brown women from the brown men” 

(Spivak, 1988, p.92) is evoked (Pratt, 2013).  

 

Policies like the SDS 2016-2019 (Swiss Federal Council, 2016) promoting ‘gender equality at the 

international level’, mainly drafted by white individuals and directed at improving the lives of BIPOC, 

risk reproducing the ‘white saviour complex’ (Bandyopadhyay, 2019), referring to the phenomenon of 

white Europeans travelling to Africa to become ‘godlike’ saviours under the banner of ‘making a dif-

ference’ (Cole, 2012). That the development projects of the SDC are largely directed to African coun-

tries, is unsurprising, given that in regard to ‘Afro-Swiss relations’, the “dependency aid model is still 

the dominant modus operandi” (Purtschert & Fischer-Tiné, 2015b, p.13, i.a.). Historic narrations of Swiss 

missionaries who went to African countries have produced images of ‘backwardness’ that still serve 

Swiss society to ‘measure’ its own ‘development’ (Harries, 1997).  

 

The self-depiction as a woman- and refugee-friendly welfare state obscures that Switzerland has 

multiple, complex connections to the broader world. Moreover, the ascription of suffering to other 

regions and the ranking of foreign atrocities (Von der Lippe, 2012) disregards racialised and gendered 

harms within Swiss borders (Motoyama, 2018), the interconnectedness of harms as well as the global 

continuum of violence (Achilleos, 2018; Aroussi, 2017).  
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4.2 The Coloniality of Gender  

Considering that the Eurocentric gender system violently imposes heterosexualism, patriarchy 

and biological/sexual dimorphism (Lugones, 2007), I now scrutinise the policies’ conceptualisation of 

gender. 

4.2.1 Binary Understanding of Gender  

All the analysed policies adhere to a binary understanding of gender, notably, there exist simply 

men and women as opposites to each other. The SDC’s (2003, n.p.36) gender toolkit is the only document 

in which gender is explicitly defined, namely “a socially constructed definition of women and men”. 

Gender contains conceptions of female and male tasks, functions and roles in a certain society, and is 

‘political’ and ‘personal issue’ “since we are all either a woman or a man” (ibid., n.p.). Likewise, in the 

GEA (1995/2020), gender equality refers to the ‘true equality between men and women’. The binary 

conceptualisation of gender is also displayed in the FOGE’s (1999) Action Plan on gender equality and 

in the Swiss NAPs on WPS, where the drafters solely speak of women, girls, men and boys thereby 

excluding inter-sex, non-binary or trans individuals.  

The NAPs’ gender understanding is adopted from the UNSC’s resolutions on WPS, where mem-

bers of the LGBTQ/I+-community aren’t named either. This has been criticised as it depicts women 

and men as homogenous groups and it only addresses the needs of heterosexual, cis-gender women 

although LGBTQ/I+-individuals in ‘conflict-affected’ regions are especially vulnerable (Myrttinen et. 

al, 2016; Hudson, 2016; Hagen, 2016)37.  

 

The false gender binary generates “(im)possibilities of living one’s full humanity on one’s own 

terms” (Gill & Pires 2019, p.277), and negates the existence of individuals that neither identify with the 

female nor with the male gender. It is highly questionable why LGBTQ/I+-experiences are precluded 

in the analysed policies when in fact the “lack of protection is in striking contrast to the reality of their 

[LGBTQI+-individual’s] lives which are marked by discrimination, stigmatisation and violence” (NGO-

 
36 n.p. stands for ‘no page’ as the SDC’s document is unnumbered. 
37 Given that the acronym LGBTQ/I is itself a Western construction that does not encompass the variety of gender and 
sexual identities existing globally (Hagen, 2016), to include LGBTQ/I identities into the Swiss NAPs/WPS framework, 
would, consequently, still exclude certain individuals. 
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Coordination post Beijing Switzerland, 2016, p.7). LGBTQ/I+-individuals, in Switzerland, are discrim-

inated and marginalised by society, by law, in media, science and statistics as well as by the public health 

system (Health Promotion38, 2017). The mental wellbeing of young LGBTQ/I+-people is unattended 

by Swiss healthcare, and lesbian and bisexual women are particularly disadvantaged as federal and can-

tonal governments tend to focus on issues that affect gay men (NGO-Coordination post Beijing Swit-

zerland, 2016). At the time of the reports’ publication (2016)39, trans people were not allowed to change 

their names and official genders, which “violates the physical integrity and autonomy of trans people 

and plays an active role in excluding them from many areas of economic and social life” (ibid., p.19).  

 

The binary understanding of gender is neither natural nor universal, rather, it represents a con-

structed categorisation system that keeps erasing third genders, intersexual humans (Horswell, 2003), 

other gendered configurations (Oyewùmí, 1997) and ‘multiplicities of beings’ (García, 2018). Binaries 

like man/woman, black/white, rich/poor, abled/disabled and heterosexual/homosexual (Gill & Pires, 

2019), enforced during colonialism, are still preserved through policies that do not complicate those 

divisions.    

4.2.2 The Privileging of Gender  

The analysed policies, besides replicating the gender binary, generally focus on ‘women’s needs’ 

(FOGE, 1999) and privilege gender above other social power relations.  

The SDC (2003) conceptualises gender as an ‘identity’: whilst other ‘identities’ like “rich or poor, 

young or old, muslim or catholic” exist, “‘people’ are always women or men, meaning that gender is an 

unavoidable relation” (ibid., n.p., my emphasis). Gender ‘interacts’ with other identities such as race, reli-

gion, ethnicity, social orientation and abilities and “in different circumstances, one identity may prevail 

over others” (ibid., n.p., my emphasis). Gender, hence, is privileged over other social systems, although 

policies, in fact, are gendered, racialised, sexualised and classed.  

 
38 Original name in German: ‚Gesundheitsförderung‘.  
39 As the report of the NGO-Coordination post Beijing Switzerland was published in 2016, this does not reflect the current 
situation anymore: the situation has somehow improved, as the Federal Council announced in 2018 that a new policy should 
allow transgender people to change their legal gender and their first name without court-approval (Glass, 2018). Today, trans 
individuals still have to submit a request to the cantons to change their legal gender and the Swiss state does not allow an 
option for an official alternative gender (only male/female) (TGNS, no date).   
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The privileging of gender was found throughout all the policies, notwithstanding that some of 

them mention ‘racial discrimination’, ‘cultural diversity’ (Swiss Federal Council, 2016), ‘multiple identi-

ties’ (SDC, 2003), ‘indirect discrimination of foreigners’, ‘racism’, ‘racial discrimination’ and the “risk of 

intersectional discrimination faced by women due to their gender, religion and migratory status” (Swiss 

CEDAW country report, 2014, pp.13-14). In the Swiss CEDAW country report (2014), the drafters 

state that ‘multiple discriminations’ of lesbians, disabled women and migrant women, and women ex-

periencing pregnancy, motherhood or domestic violence, have to be ‘considered’.  

However, despite those policies’ reference to racial, ethnic, sexual, class or disability injustices, 

the ‘designers’ still conceptualise gender as the main analytical category, and, consequently, do not en-

gage with intersecting forms of power systems. By solely considering ‘multiplied’ or ‘added’ differences 

(Gill & Pires, 2019), the policies risk to contribute to the ‘oppression Olympics’ (Hancock, 2011), that 

is, the competition about who is the most oppressed or “who has it toughest” (ibid, p.22). This, instead 

of promoting cooperation, might lead to rivalries between oppressed groups (Martinez, 1993).  

 

By centring gender and de-centring race or other power structures, the policies exclusively address 

white, heterosexual, cis-gendered women and disperse the notion that gender is the single source of 

oppression of women (Salem, 2018), whereas for many women “there is no such thing as a single-issue 

struggle because we do not live single-issue lives” (Lorde, 1984, p.138). Since the category of gender is 

limited in its analytical potential, there is no political responsible way to isolate gender as a variable (Gill 

& Pires, 2019). 

 

4.2.3 Gender Mainstreaming  

This being said, gender mainstreaming (GM), the ‘global strategy for achieving gender equality’ 

(True, 2003), which also privileges gender, has to be problematised too.  

The analysed policies define GM as a strategy for governmental and non-governmental actors to 

systematically consider the ‘problematics of equalisation’, a ‘gender perspective’ (FOGE, 1999), ‘gender 

sensitivity’ (SDC, 2003), ‘gender specific differences’ (Swiss Federal Council, 2016), ‘gender-questions’, 
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‘gender sensitive language’40 (Swiss CEDAW country report, 2014) or the “different ways in which men 

and women are affected by conflicts and by human rights violations” (FDFA, 2007, p.9) at all stages of 

a programme or project.  

 

In scholarly, activist, feminist and policy circles, GM and its effects are strongly contested: its 

supporters defend GM “as an agenda-setting strategy in the context of current efforts to devolve gov-

ernment to make it both more efficient and more democratic” (True, 2003, p.370), whereas its oppo-

nents claim that GM is not a strategy for global social change and does not serve women’s basic needs.  

 

In the Swiss case, although the policies demonstrate a commitment to integrate gender sensitivity 

in their programmes and projects, the CEDAW Committee (2016, p.5) denotes a “lack of an overall 

integrated strategy for gender mainstreaming” and of a “comprehensive national gender equality strat-

egy […] that addresses the structural factors causing persistent gender inequalities”. The transformative 

potential of GM is often debilitated by the policy makers’ and femocrats’ practices and/or by institu-

tional co-optation and de-politization of GM (True, 2003; Tolhurst et. al, 2012).  

 

4.3 Beyond Inclusion 

In all the analysed policies the drafters pledge for an increase in female ‘participation’ and/or to 

‘include’ more women into the existing framework, which is what I now turn my attention to.  

4.3.1 The Woman Participant 

The FDFA (2007; 2010; 2013; 2018) in the Swiss NAPs urges women to increasingly participate 

in peacebuilding and conflict resolution processes as this leads to gender equality which in turn brings 

about a more peaceful society. This is favourable as “Switzerland always benefits from contributions to 

global peace and security (FDFA, 2018, p.3, my emphasis). The FDFA’s emphasis on participation stems 

from the fact that participation is one of the four main pillars of the WPS agenda (Miller et. al, 2014; 

Swaine & O’Rourke, 2015). Therefore, the subject position of the ‘woman participant’ has extensively 

been discussed in relation to the WPS agenda (De Almagro, 2018; Pratt, 2013; Hendricks, 2015; 

 
40 In German and French, two of the official languages of Switzerland, gender-sensitive language is important, as for every 
word we use in German for example, there is a masculine, feminine and sometimes a gender-neutral term.  
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Dharmapuri, 2011; El-Bushra, 2018). To use the ‘women’s potential’ to positively influence peace pro-

cesses (FDFA, 2007) contains the notion of women being inherently peaceful (Coomaraswamy, 2015) 

and represents a deeply gendered essentialism of what women are and what they are able to do, thereby 

ignoring the various roles women play in conflicts (Dharmapuri, 2011).  

While ‘brown women’ (Spivak, 1988) in the WPS rhetoric are designated as ‘bringing peace’, 

‘brown men’ consequently undermine peace and security (Pratt, 2013), a colonial rhetoric that engen-

ders the criminalisation of male Black bodies. This criminalisation has been investigated in the context 

of Switzerland, where young Black men experience significantly more cases of racial profiling than Black 

women (Plümecke & Wilopo, 2019).   

 

The ‘woman participant’, however, does not include just any woman, but some ‘chosen, high ranking’ 

women that are “influential players in the […] democratisation process” (FDFA, 2010, p.19). The ac-

cepted woman participant embodies ‘progressive’ values (Aroussi, 2017) and speaks the ‘appropriate’ 

UN language, whereas women who challenge the very practices of the UN are silenced (De Almagro, 

2018, Gibbings, 2011). Through the process of choosing ‘suitable’ women for collaboration, race gets 

‘re-raced’ (Pratt, 2013): in order to become a legitimate participant, BIWOC must adopt the ‘habitus’ 

(Bourdieu, 1998) of the UN and hence, become white. This bears resemblance to Fanon’s (1970, p.12) 

poignant statement that says “for the black man there is only one destiny. And it is white”. Such at-

tempts of transforming ‘non-Europeans’ according to Eurocentric standards and agendas represent a 

deeply colonial impulse (Escobar, 1994; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013). 

 

4.3.2 Inclusion into Masculinised, Militarised, Neoliberal and Capitalist Spaces  

Women, as noted above, are encouraged to join state militaries, security forces and other milita-

rised spaces. The spaces where the negotiations take place, are not only highly militarised, they also 

follow a masculinist (white) agenda (Jauhola, 2016). Women who enter masculinised spaces as soldiers, 

gain symbolic power, while women who do not, remain victimised (Howell, 2005).  

 

Moreover, policies encourage women to access the sphere of politics (Swiss Federal Council, 

2016; Swiss CEDAW country report, 2014; FOGE, 1999) and of capitalist production: by increasing 
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female participation, the SDC (2003) believes to also enhance the efficiency of its development inter-

ventions. When women participate, they “become the agents of their own development” (ibid., n.p., my em-

phasis). Additionally, the FDFA (2017, p.9, my emphasis) states that “promoting gender equality is smart 

economics and the right thing to do for long-term prosperity: both society and the economy benefit from 

women having equal opportunities as men to participate actively in social, economic and political life”.  

 

The endeavour of incorporating women for the sake of development and prosperity unveils that 

Swiss policy drafters aim at including women in capitalist, neoliberal spaces. Whereas women have been 

excluded from the ‘productive’ sphere for so long, today they represent the ‘ideal subjects’ of neoliber-

alism (Gill & Scharff, 2011), given that neoliberalism “seeks to bring all human action into the domain 

of the market” (Harvey, 2005, p.3). Once the SDC (2003) writes that women are the ‘agents of their 

own development’, they promote the neoliberal notion of women as ‘actively responsible individuals’ 

(Rose, 1996) telling them that individual empowerment, autonomy and the participation in consumer-

ism are the very routes that lead to women’s independence and freedom (Butler, 2013). The emergence 

of neoliberal feminism reinforces the success story of the woman climbing up the corporate ladder as 

long as she just ‘tries hard enough’ (Bhattacharya, 2019). While individual success, enjoyment, agency 

and social mobility are celebrated, socioeconomic constraints and structural critique of patriarchy, cap-

italism and neoliberalism are silenced: “rather than seeking to abolish social hierarchy, it [neoliberal 

feminism] aims to ‘diversify’ it, ‘empowering’ ‘talented’ women to rise to the top” (ibid., p.11). Those 

women who benefit from this kind of increased participation, namely, white, middle-class, heterosexual 

subjects (Butler, 2013), already enjoy social, cultural and economic advantages, whereas the vast majority 

of women remain ‘on the bottom’ (Bhattacharya, 2019). 

By framing disadvantages in personal terms (Gill, 2007) feminism is de-politicised and de-radical-

ised and existing racial, sexual, class and gender hierarchies are upheld. Although inclusivity and diversity 

are claimed by giving BIWOC more visibility, their participation is strictly regulated (Butler, 2013): “the 

strategy of inclusion accepts difference to a certain extent: as long as it can be regulated and controlled 

to prevent the obstruction and endangerment of capital growth” (Marjanović, 2012, p.158). 
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Consequently, to advocate for women’s participation and their inclusion into spaces without problem-

atising those very spaces, implies that participation and inclusion are ‘empty signifiers’ (Laclau, 2005).  

 

4.3.3 The Fetishization of Equality Policies  

Given that inclusion is not always “in and of itself sufficient to bring about […] a power shift” 

(Holvikivi & Reeves, 2020, p.148), and that policies like the NAPs are limited in its effects (Aroussi, 

2017), I ask why equality policies, nonetheless, appear to be Western ‘fetish objects’ (Ahmed, 2007).  

 

The continuous and extensive drafting of equality policies might derive from the fact that design-

ing them is internationally seen as ‘good practice’ and ‘good governance’ (Strathern, 2000; 2006) and 

states who comply with this demand are deemed to create ‘better’ lives than those who do not (Browne 

et. al, 2019).   

However, Browne et. al (2019) succinctly disprove that the simple drafting of policies automati-

cally makes ‘lives more liveable’, nor does the lack of those policies make life ‘not liveable’. As a matter 

of fact, claims of inclusion have always co-existed with exclusion and subordination (Kapur, 2006) and 

“supposedly inclusive legislations can reiterate existing power relations creating new (stigmatized) oth-

ers, and/or demand sameness/normalizations that undermine the differences that constitute vibrant 

societies” (Browne et. al, 2019, p.14).  

 

To exhibit policies does not mean that they are implemented: in regard to Switzerland, the 

CEDAW Committee (2016) identifies implementation gaps in regard to the Convention as many people 

do not know what the CEDAW Convention is or what it claims.  

Solely committing to gender equality, ultimately, is far from enough: “statements of commitment 

can thus be understood as opaque: it is not clear what they are doing if they are not doing what they are 

saying. A commitment does not necessarily commit the institution to anything or to doing anything” 

(Ahmed, 2012, p.116).  
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5. CONCLUSION  

This dissertation has aimed at unmasking the colonial imaginaries of Swiss gender equality policies 

and at contributing to dismantle Swiss colonial innocence. I have asked how Swiss gender equality 

policies reproduce gendered, colonial and racialised narratives and how the policies address the needs 

of women facing multi-dimensional struggles. To answer those questions, I have applied decolonial and 

intersectional theories which allowed me to detect the policies’ colonial narratives that still inform the 

gendered, racialised and sexualised images of BIPOC circulating within contemporary Swiss society 

(Fröhlicher-Stines & Mennel, 2004).  

 

In the first part of the main discussion, I have evidenced how the Swiss policies’ women- and 

refugee-friendly self-portrayal coupled with the localisation suffering ‘elsewhere’, inscribes an imperial-

ist and interventionist role of Switzerland that exports its ‘gender expertise’ to ‘less progressive’ states. 

The policies’ ignorance of the refugee women’s situations is not coincidental: foreigners in Switzerland 

have always been socially excluded and identified as a threat to Swiss identity (Riaño & Wastl-Walter, 

2006). By locating suffering ‘over there’, Swiss policies fail to address women’s vulnerabilities nationally, 

thereby leaving the most disadvantages in a liminal space of insecurity and un-liveability. Moreover, this 

gendered and racialised rhetoric designates ‘brown’ women as victims and ‘brown’ men as oppressors 

and reproduces a deeply colonial logic. Critical scholars have therefore suggested to re-conceptualise 

‘conflict-affectedness’ as being attached to bodies ‘on the move’ (Holvikivi & Reeves, 2020) and to 

include the national marginalisation of refugee women into Western states’ NAPs on WPS (Aroussi, 

2017).  

 

The second section sought to deconstruct the Swiss policies’ binary understanding of gender and 

to uncover how this dichotomy dehumanises third genders, non-binary and trans bodies. The policies’ 

failure of complicating the man/woman-juxtaposition negates the very existence of LGBTQ/I+-indi-

viduals within Switzerland.   

Going forth, I directed my attention to the privileging of gender and the erasure of heterogenous 

lived realities beyond the white, heterosexual, cis-female normativity. I argued that by mentioning mul-

tiple vulnerabilities but not their intersections, rivalries between oppressed groups are possibly fuelled. 



 

 32 

The additive approach allows Swiss policy drafters to ‘pick’ their category of interest, often not coin-

ciding with the concerns of the many. Chomsky (1999, p.40) succinctly concludes that “what’s right for 

the people of the world will only by the remotest accident conform to the plans of the ‘principal archi-

tects’ of policy”. In line with García (2018), I therefore urge Swiss policymakers to conceptualise gender 

as a necessary but not definitive analytical category.  

I have furthermore discussed the Swiss failure of achieving sustainable gender equality through 

its GM strategies, which might derive from a lack of financial and human resources or the fact that the 

feminist goals of power redistribution do not conform with neoliberal goals of economic growth (True, 

2003). However, I encourage the ‘policy architects’ to consider other mechanisms such as intersectional, 

feminist or multi-dimensional approaches that reject binary thinking in policy questions (Hankivsky & 

Cormier, 2011).  

 

Finally, the last section was dedicated to scrutinising the policies’ arguments made for women’s 

inclusion and female participation. The subject position of the woman participant has been problema-

tised due to its designation of women as inherently peaceful and its undermining of other female sub-

jectivities that do not converge with the Swiss conceptualisation of legitimate participants.  

Next, I revealed that the policy drafters argue for women’s participation in masculinist, capitalist 

and neoliberal terms rendering women’s ‘failure’ a personal issue. The policies forget that social mobility 

remains a myth and that the ones empowered through neoliberal policies have already enjoyed gen-

dered, racial and financial privileges before. At this point, I must acknowledge that economic arguments 

are sometimes strategically used to obtain funding for women’s programmes, however, arguing for fe-

male participation in exclusively economic terms risks that resources are misused for consumption and 

further economic growth (True, 2003).  

Lastly, I have observed that the mere drafting of equality policies does not automatically improve 

everyday people’s lives due to, inter alia, implementation gaps. As a matter of fact, Swiss gender equality 

policies create ‘othered’ subjectivities and do insufficiently respond to the needs of heterogenous social 

groups.  
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This dissertation evidenced that Latin American and Caribbean decolonial thought is also influ-

ential when applied in another regional context, although Switzerland represents a case not automati-

cally associated with coloniality. This study, on a macro-level, hopefully provides insights on today’s 

global power configurations and offers an opportunity to think about structural change (Almeida et. al, 

2019). Although this might sound too optimistic, I wish that this study encourages policymakers to 

revise their gender equality policies and to reflect on their colonial and racialised imaginaries. I believe 

that constructive collaborations between researchers, policy drafters and practitioners could be fruitful 

to identify the potential and the dangers of policies.  

If this is not the case, I wish to mobilise privileged people to engage in the project of decolonisa-

tion as “the decolonization work performed by the colonized will not be complete without the colo-

nizer’s deimperialization” (Chen, 2010, p.23).  

 

The limitation of this study is its depth: it would have been interesting to expand more on the 

situation of marginalised LGBTQ/I+, as well as of disabled and other vulnerable individuals. Method-

ologically, there is a need for further qualitative, ethnographic research that investigates the effects of 

Swiss policies on everyday people’s lives. To exemplify, none of the reports about the refugee women’s 

situation in Switzerland has actually spoken with the women themselves, but only about them.  

 

For the future of those policies, and to achieve true gender equality, there are several proposals 

worth consideration: First of all, “a setting where one is included ‘per se’ […] and the other has to be 

included cannot lead to any promising and anti-discriminatory politics” (Marjanović, 2012, p.157), 

meaning that inclusion as a very claim might itself be problematic. I suggest that policies should respond 

to the interests of all marginalised groups, and yet also, that the Swiss state makes additional efforts to 

improve vulnerable people’s lives (SCHR, 2019).  

This thesis must not be seen as a prompt to get rid of gender equality policies, but to re-envision 

policies that make sense of social struggles without re-colonising such experiences (Icaza, 2018). How-

ever, I pledge to go beyond the drafting of policies, as long-term change requires not only pieces of 

paper, but personal and collective growth, and the ambition to seek lives that are ‘worth living’ (Browne 

et. al, 2019).  
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