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Abstract

This study examines the evolution and impact of Sweden’s human rights
foreign policy since 2009, addressing the research problem of whether
Sweden maintains its position as a global leader in human rights oriented
foreign policy amidst shifting domestic and international dynamics.
The objectives include analysing Sweden’s foreign aid practices, refugee
policies, peace and security contributions, and gender equality initiatives,
with a particular focus on the implementation and implications of
the Feminist Foreign Policy (FFP) introduced in 2014. Employing
a qualitative analysis of academic sources, governmental reports, and
policy documents, this research identifies key trends and challenges
within Sweden’s human rights agenda. The findings reveal that Sweden
(at least partially) continues to assert its leading role, demonstrating
a commitment to promoting human rights globally, albeit with notable
shifts in priorities influenced by domestic political changes and global
migration trends. While Sweden’s refugee policies have faced scrutiny
and the FFP having prompted both significant domestic cultural shifts
and controversy, issues remain regarding the coherence of its arms export
policies and the perceived decline of its Bryskian “gold standard” status. At
the same time, the utilisation of digital diplomacy has emerged as a critical
avenue for Sweden’s advocacy, enhancing its engagement on human rights
issues internationally.
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Introduction

Sweden has long been recognised as a frontrunner in the realm of
human rights policy and implementation. This reputation becomes
apparent even with a cursory review of media and academic sources,
some of which explicitly characterise Sweden as a leader in this field. For
instance, the title Sweden Is a World Leader in Peace, Security, and Human
Rights (Carlson-Rainer, 2017) underscores this perception. There are
indeed objective factors that contribute to such an image, as has been
acknowledged in the literature (Ratajczak, Bros, 2023, pp. 148-150).

However, the scholarship on the role of human rights in Sweden’s
foreign policy is neither as visible nor as extensive. It occupies a niche
at the intersection of human rights and international relations studies.
Nevertheless, this is a critical, albeit underexplored, area of research that
holds significant relevance in today’s global context. One seminal work
in this field is Alison Brysk’s Global Good Samaritans: Human Rights as
Foreign Policy (2009), which examines how certain states prioritise human
rights in their foreign policies, labelling them “Global Good Samaritans”.
These states engage in consistent, principled politics to foster a more just
and equitable world (Brysk, 2009, p. 3). Brysk positions Sweden as the
“gold standard”, praising its sustained commitment to human rights,
which includes generous funding for human rights initiatives, progressive
asylum policies, active mediation in conflicts, and consistent advocacy
against human rights abuses (Brysk, 2009, pp. 42-65). At the same time,
other scholars examining Sweden’s foreign policy from normative or
human rights perspective have reached generally similar conclusions,
albeit with minor variations (Bergman, 2007; Lawler, 2005). Importantly,
however, Brysk’s work stands out as the only study in the field that moves
beyond purely normative or descriptive analysis of the role of human
rights in Sweden’s foreign policy, making her comparative methodology
and criteria the most prominent in this understudied area of research.

This article revisits Brysk’s assessment by examining the evolution
of Sweden’s human rights foreign policy since 2009. Drawing on Brysk’s
theoretical framework and incorporating more recent sources, it analyses
Sweden’s contemporary performance across several key areas (Brysk,
2009, pp. 19-22). Particular attention is paid to the impact of significant
policy shifts, notably the introduction of the Feminist Foreign Policy
(hereinafter, the FFP) in 2014 and its subsequent discontinuation in
2022}

! Sweden’s FFP was a pioneering initiative, which aimed to systematically integrate
a gender perspective throughout its foreign policy (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling,
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By examining Sweden’s human rights foreign policy through
a Bryskian lens, this article provides a timely reassessment of its status
as a “Global Good Samaritan”. It explores whether Sweden continues
to hold its “gold standard” position and addresses the complexities
and challenges of promoting human rights in an evolving geopolitical
landscape. Additionally, this analysis places Sweden’s approach within
both a historical and contemporary context, offering insights into its
foreign policy developments.

The article proceeds with a discussion of the theoretical approach and
methodology, followed by a historical overview of Sweden’s approach to
human rights in foreign policy. It then analyses the main policy changes
since 2009 and concludes with a discussion of Sweden’s human rights
foreign policy through the Bryskian framework.

Theoretical Approach and Methodology

This article adopts a theoretical approach based on Alison Brysk’s
theoretical foundations. Brysk compares states that promote human rights
internationally to the “Good Samaritan” in the biblical parable, arguing
that these states — often non-dominant in the global system — project their
values with the goal of fostering a more cooperative and stable world.
This form of human rights promotion is framed as “constructive identity
politics”, going beyond mere guilt or charity (Brysk, 2009, pp. 6-7).

Brysk employs a so-called “report card” approach to assess a state’s
commitment to human rights in its foreign policy, taking into account
several key factors. A state qualifies as a “Global Good Samaritan” if:
a) its primary stated foreign policy objective is humanitarian protection
or empowerment; b) its employed resources and strategies align with
a humanitarian orientation, according to a reasonable observer; and c) it
demonstrates significant and sustained efforts across various areas of
human rights promotion (Brysk, 2009, pp. 20-30).

Brysk identifies several key areas for evaluating a state’s performance
in promoting human rights internationally. These include, inter alia:
1) financial support for human rights organisations and initiatives;
2) providing refuge for individuals fleeing persecution; 3) engaging
in diplomatic efforts to resolve conflicts and promote human rights;
4) speaking out against human rights abuses and promoting human
rights norms; 5) integrating human rights considerations into bilateral
relationships; 6) supporting and participating in international
organisations and agreements that promote human rights; and 7) ensuring

2022; Kuovo, 2019). Discussed further below.
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that arms export policies do not contribute to human rights violations.
Additionally, Brysk emphasises that states must possess a moderate level
of development and security to pursue long-term cosmopolitan goals.
This allows them to meet basic domestic needs while focusing on global
human rights. While democratic, developed countries are generally
expected to treat their own citizens well, Brysk acknowledges that
a state’s internal human rights record can influence its foreign policy
(Brysk, 2009, pp. 6-7, 19-22).

Brysk identifies Sweden as a “gold standard” in human rights foreign
policy, citing its substantial financial support for human rights initiatives,
its provision of asylum to those fleeing persecution, its active role in
international conflict resolution and peacebuilding, and its consistent
condemnation of human rights abuses (Brysk, 2009, pp. 42-65).

This article’s theoretical approach groups the above areas into broader
categories: foreign aid; refugee policy; peace and security; advocacy;
and gender equality. The analysis utilises Brysk’s theoretical grounding
to examine Sweden’s human rights foreign policy across these areas by:
1) assessing Sweden’s commitment to development assistance, its focus
areas, and the extent to which human rights principles are integrated into
its aid programs; 2) examining Sweden’s refugee reception policies, their
evolution, and the challenges in balancing humanitarian commitments
with domestic political considerations; 3) analysing Sweden’s role in
international peacebuilding and conflict resolution, particularly its
contributions to multilateral peacekeeping operations and mediation
initiatives; and 4) applying Brysk’s criteria to evaluate Sweden’s FFP,
assessing its impact, limitations, and legacy within the broader framework
of Sweden’s human rights foreign policy.

This study employs a qualitative methodology based on an in-depth
literature review to assess Sweden’s human rights foreign policy. The
analysis draws on a range of scholarly sources and official documents,
focusing on the key areas of Sweden’s foreign policy identified above. While
the literature review does not encompass all possible sources, it includes
a representative sample? of 13 academic sources and two governmental
documents in English, covering both historical and contemporary
perspectives on Sweden’s foreign policy and human rights.

Thelimitations of this analysis are primarily due toits reliance on source
interpretations. Alternative perspectives or methodological approaches

2 The sample includes a diverse range of sources authored by both Nordic and non-
Nordic scholars, all writing in English but drawing on a variety of linguistic materials.
It also incorporates two of the most recent and relevant official Swedish government
documents covering Sweden’s approach to human rights in its foreign policy.
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could yield different results, although any variance in conclusions would
likely be minor rather than radical.

Sweden’s Human Rights Foreign Policy:
A Historical Overview

A comprehensive analysis of Sweden’s human rights foreign policy
would exceed the scope of an academic article, requiring a multi-volume
study. However, to provide readers with a relevant and concise overview,
this article presents a timeline of key events, followed by a contextual
discussion of Sweden’s evolving foreign policy and its integration of
human rights principles. The timeline below highlights key moments
and policy shifts based on analysed academic sources:

18t"-19* Centuries: Early Signs of Human Rights Advocacy

1766: Sweden becomes the first country in the world to introduce
freedom of the press, laying the groundwork for a culture of transparency
and freedom of expression (Carlson-Rainer, 2017, p. 83).

19% Century: Sweden pioneers social reforms, including being the
first country to legalise divorce for any reason, reflecting a commitment to
individual rights and liberties (Rydstrom, Mustola, 2007, p. 17; Carlson-
Rainer, 2017, p. 83).

Early 20" Century: Neutrality, Internationalism, and Humanitarian
Action

World War I & II: Sweden maintains neutrality during major global
conflicts, allowing it to play a humanitarian role by providing refuge to
those fleeing war and persecution. This period fosters a growing awareness
of Sweden’s potential to contribute to global peace and stability (Carlson-
Rainer, 2017, pp. 81-82).

Mid-20" Century: Strengthening International Engagement

Post-World War II: Sweden actively participates in the establishment
of the United Nations, signalling a commitment to multilateralism and
a rules-based international order (Carlson-Rainer, 2017).

1945: Influential Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal articulates a vision
of Sweden as a champion of “universal interest”, advocating for a just and
equitable world order (Malmborg, 2001, p. 141; Carlson-Rainer, 2017, p. 81).
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1950s-1970s: Sweden experiences economic growth and begins to
expand its foreign policy, aligning with the opportunities presented by
decolonisation and superpower détente. This period sees a gradual shift
from a cautious neutrality towards a more active foreign policy (Brysk,
2009, p. 60; Sgndergaard, 2023, p. 326).

1970s: A More Active Foreign Policy Centered on Human Rights
and Solidarity

Early 1970s: Sweden adopts a more activist foreign policy, prioritising
international solidarity and human rights as core elements of its
international engagement. This shift is driven by growing awareness
of global interdependence and the belief that economic inequality and
poverty pose threats to international security (Bjereld, Johansson, Molin,
2008, pp. 224-275; Sgndergaard, 2023, pp. 326, 329).

1970s: Sweden becomes a vocal critic of human rights abuses within
the UN framework, condemning practices including religious persecution,
racial discrimination, torture, and capital punishment (Sgndergaard,
2023, p. 327; Makko, 2012; Makko, 2017).

1970s: Scandinavian countries, including Sweden, significantly
increase their development aid contributions, driven by international
and domestic pressure and a commitment to social justice and a global
redistribution of wealth (Rosas, 1986; Sgndergaard, 2023, p. 328).

Late 1970s: Sweden actively engages in UN debates on economic
inequality and human rights, taking a favourable position on both
the New International Economic Order (NIEO) and the Basic Needs
Development Strategy. Sweden views these concepts as complementary
pathways to realising economic and social human rights (Sgndergaard,
2023, pp. 321-322).

Late 20"-Early 21 Centuries: Deepening Human Rights
Commitments

1990s: Sweden strengthens its commitment to gender equality as
it joins the European Union, further integrating human rights into its
foreign policy framework (Karlsson, 2024, pp. 4-5).

Late 1990s: Sweden becomes increasingly involved in regional
institutions such as the EU and OSCE, using these platforms to advance
its human rights agenda (Brysk, 2009, pp. 47-48).

2000s: Sweden continues to provide significant economic and
organisational resources for human rights protection, including funding
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global civil society initiatives and contributing to peacekeeping operations
(Brysk, 2009, pp. 43, 50, 53).

2014-2022: The Era of Feminist Foreign Policy

2014: Sweden elects a self-proclaimed “feminist government” and
becomes the first country in the world to formally adopt a feminist foreign
policy (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022, p. 314; Aggestam, Bergman-
Rosamund, 2016, p. 322).

2017: Sweden joins the UN Security Council and actively promotes the
Women, Peace, and Security agenda, leveraging its platform to address
issues including sexual and gender-based violence in conflict (Zhukova,
Rosén Sundstrom, Elgstrom, 2022, pp. 202-203; Kuovo, 2019, p. 80).

2014-2022: Sweden’s feminist foreign policy focuses on promoting
women’s and girls’ rights, representation, and resources, emphasising the
interconnectedness of these areas with peace, security, and sustainable
development (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022, p. 314; Aggestam,
Bergman-Rosamund, 2016, p. 324; Hydén, 2019, pp. 11-13).

2014-2022: Sweden utilises digital diplomacy to project its feminist
foreign policy globally, leveraging social media platforms and online
campaigns to advocate for gender justice (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling,
2022).

Beyond 2022: A Question of Continuity

2022: A new liberal-right coalition government comes to power in
Sweden and announces that the country’s foreign policy will no longer
be officially labelled “feminist”. This decision raises questions about the
future trajectory of human rights in Swedish foreign policy (Karlsson,
2024, pp. 2, 4-5).

End of Timeline

An analysis of the sources used inter alia to construct this timeline
shows that Sweden’s history as a small, sheltered power has profoundly
influenced its human rights foreign policy. Its historical trajectory has
shaped a distinct approach to international relations, one centered on
peace, multilateralism, and projecting its values globally.

Analysed sources point out that Sweden’s longstanding policy of
neutrality, particularly during World Wars I and II, allowed it to remain
sheltered from the direct consequences of conflict, yet it did not translate
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into isolationism. Instead, neutrality provided a platform for Sweden to
engage in international diplomacy, mediation, and humanitarian efforts
(Carlson-Rainer, 2017, p. 81). This neutral stance fostered a culture of
internationalism, promoting global peace and stability, values that have
become central to Sweden’s foreign policy identity (Ratajczak, Bros, 2023,
p. 154).

Initially, Sweden’s peace promotion was driven by a defensive need to
protect its own security interests as a declining regional power. However,
post-war economic growth allowed Sweden to adopt a more proactive,
value-driven foreign policy, as evidenced by its activism in the 1970s,
championing international solidarity and human rights (Sgndergaard,
2023, p. 326). This shift reflected a growing awareness of global
interdependence and the understanding that poverty, inequality, and
human rights violations threaten international security (Carlson-Rainer,
2017, p. 82).

As a small state with limited military capacity, Sweden has relied on its
“soft” power to exert influence on the world stage, leveraging diplomacy,
development aid, and civil society outreach to promote human rights
and shape international norms (Carlson-Rainer, 2017). Sweden openly
criticises human rights violations and engages in bilateral dialogues with
countries with poor human rights records.

Sweden strongly supports multilateral institutions including the
UN, EU, and OSCE, viewing them as essential in the promotion of
human rights. It actively participates in those organisations, providing
significant financial resources and advocating for reforms to strengthen
them. Sweden’s development aid program, one of the largest globally, is
strongly oriented towards human rights, recognising the interdependence
of all human rights (Brysk, 2009, pp. 43-50).

Sweden’s commitment to human rights is deeply linked to its domestic
social democratic model, which emphasises social welfare, equality, and
a strong state role in promoting public well-being. Swedish policymakers
project these values internationally, advocating for a more just and
equitable world order (Brysk, 2009, pp. 59-60, 63-64). This has led
Sweden to be perceived as a “moral superpower” and a norm entrepreneur,
shaping international standards (Carlson-Rainer, 2017, p. 81). However,
Sweden’s human rights policy has faced contradictions. Balancing human
rights with national security and economic interests has been a challenge,
particularly regarding Sweden’s arms exports (Brysk, 2009, pp. 57-58;
Kuovo, 2019, p. 70). The 2015 decision to cut a military agreement with
Saudi Arabia due to human rights concerns highlights this tension
(Carlson-Rainer, 2017, p. 81), although critics argue that Sweden has yet
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to fully align its arms exports with its human rights principles (Aggestam,
Bergman-Rosamund, 2016, p. 328). Additionally, while Sweden has
a history of generous refugee policies, it went through a consistent
tightening of immigration policies, raising questions about the limits of
its human rights commitments (Brysk, 2009, p. 54; Hagelund, 2020).

Despite these challenges, the analysed sources indicate that by at least
2009, Sweden had established itself as a leading actor in the international
human rights arena. Its commitment to human rights, rooted in its
history, culture, and domestic policies, provided a strong foundation for
its foreign policy.

Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy:
A Turning Point?

Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy, introduced in 2014, represents
a significant shift in its approach to human rights advocacy and foreign
policy orientation (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022; Zhukova, Rosén
Sundstrom, Elgstrom, 2022). Although academic sources acknowledge
Sweden’s long-standing commitment to gender equality, they characterise
the FFP as a more radical and transformative initiative that transcends
traditional gender mainstreaming methods (Aggestam, Rosamond,
Hedling, 2022, p. 314; Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund, 2016, p. 323;
Kuovo, 2019, p. 66).

The analysed academic sources present several compelling arguments
for considering the FFP a turning point. One of the most notable aspects
is the explicit adoption of feminist terminology, which marks a bold
departure from more neutral phrases such as “gender equality”. This
deliberate choice was intended to underscore acommitment to challenging
existing power structures and gendered norms within international
relations (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022; Aggestam, Bergman-
Rosamund, 2016; Kuovo, 2019, pp. 65, 71).

Another argument centres on the significant shift in focus and
methodology within Sweden’s foreign policy. The FFP sought to
systematically incorporate a gender perspective into all facets of Sweden’s
foreign policy, extending beyond traditional realms of development
assistance or the women, peace, and security agenda (Aggestam,
Rosamond, Hedling, 2022, p. 315; Zhukova, Rosén Sundstréom, Elgstrom,
2022, p. 198; Kuovo, 2019, pp. 75-76). Additionally, the FFP emphasised
a “rights-based” approach that focused on the full realisation of human
rights for women and girls, while also prioritising increased representation
of women in decision-making processes, including at the highest levels of
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diplomacy (Hydén, 2019; Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022; Zhukova,
Rosén Sundstréom, Elgstrom, 2022). Furthermore, it sought to ensure that
women had equal access to resources and opportunities, recognising the
economic dimensions of gender equality (Hydén, 2019, p. 11; Aggestam,
Bergman-Rosamund, 2016, p. 323).

Moreover,itis posited thatthe FFP placed considerable emphasison
normative change, aspiring to transcend mere policy implementation
and contribute to a global shift towards gender equality (Aggestam,
Rosamond, Hedling, 2022; Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund, 2016,
pp- 322, 326-327; Kuovo, 2019, p. 83). Sweden actively promoted its
FFP as a model for other states, seeking to foster a broader movement
for feminist foreign policy. This involved engaging in international
forums and coalitions to advance gender equality norms and
advocating for policy reforms (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022,
p- 320; Zhukova, Rosén Sundstrom, Elgstrém, 2022, pp. 195-198,
215), while leveraging digital diplomacy and social media to amplify
its message and connect with global audiences on feminist issues
(Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022, pp. 315, 320; Hydén, 2019,
pp. 16-17; Kuovo, 2019, p. 72).

The analysed sources also highlight significant domestic impacts of
the FFP. It is argued that the introduction of the FFP led to a cultural
shift within the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, promoting a more
thorough integration of gender perspectives in its operations. The FFP
fostered increased training and awareness on gender equality issues among
Swedish diplomats and officials (Kuovo, 2019, pp. 75-76) and resulted in
a substantial rise in the number of women serving as Heads of Missions
abroad (Hydén, 2019, pp. 16-17).

Despite these transformative aspects, it is essential to recognise
the complexities and limitations of the FFP as noted by the academic
sources. The implementation of the policy produced certain tensions and
contradictions; for instance, the FFP’s focus on human rights occasionally
conflicted with Sweden’s continued arms exports to authoritarian regimes.
This contradiction raised questions about the coherence and effectiveness
of a “feminist” approach. Additionally, the FFP faced criticism for
potentially sidelining other foreign policy priorities and interests (Kuovo,
2019, pp. 65,79, 85; Zhukova, Rosén Sundstrom, Elgstrom, 2022, pp. 196—
197; Karlsson, 2024, p. 10).

The sources further indicate challenges in the FFP’s implementation,
as translating its broad goals into concrete and measurable actions across
all areas of foreign policy proved increasingly complex. There were
notable gaps between the rhetoric of the FFP and its actual impact on the
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ground, particularly in more challenging contexts (Kuovo, 2019, pp. 68,
77; Karlsson, 2024, p. 10).

Importantly, the FFP became a topic of political debate and polarisation
within Sweden, culminatingin its abolishment in 2022 by the newly-elected
government (Karlsson, 2024, pp. 6, 10). This development underscores the
fragility of policy initiatives in the face of shifting political landscapes.

Interestingly, the analysed sources present varying perspectives on the
overall impact and legacy of the FFP. Some studies assert that the FFP
successfully heightened awareness, prompted internal changes within the
Swedish Foreign Ministry, and contributed to a broader global discourse
on feminist foreign policy (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022;
Zhukova, Rosén Sundstrom, Elgstrom, 2022; Hydén, 2019). Conversely,
other studies emphasise its limitations in addressing complex global
challenges and inconsistencies with other dimensions of Swedish foreign
policy (Kuovo, 2019; Karlsson, 2024; Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund,
2016).

Ultimately, whether the FFP constituted a true turning point for
Sweden’s human rights foreign policy remains a subject of ongoing debate.
It undeniably pushed boundaries, challenged norms, and highlighted
critical issues. However, its lasting legacy will depend on how its successes
and failures are understood and integrated into future foreign policy
endeavours, both for Sweden and beyond.

Sweden’s Human Rights Foreign Policy Since 2009

Thelast part of this study’s analysis examined the evolution of Sweden’s
human rights foreign policy since 2009 by reviewing its activities in the
key areas identified earlier in the theoretical approach section: foreign
aid, refugee policy, peace and security, advocacy, and gender equality.

Regarding foreign aid, the sources indicate that Sweden has continued
to maintain high levels of international development assistance. It
consistently ranks among the top global donors in terms of aid-to-GNI
ratio, and its foreign aid programs remain closely tied to promoting
human rights and sustainable development. The Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) plays a central role in
administering these programs, which often include a “rights perspective”
and addresses a wide array of human rights, including economic and social
rights. Recent years have seen an increased focus on cost-effectiveness
in Swedish aid programs, reflecting a broader trend in development
strategies (Irwin, 2019; Ratajczak, Bro§, 2023; Swedish Government,
2020; Government Offices of Sweden, 2024).
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In terms of refugee policy, while Sweden has historically pursued
generous asylum policies, sources suggest a gradual shift in recent years.
For example, Sweden implemented stricter border controls and reduced
refugees’ rights by shifting protection beneficiaries from permanent to
temporary residence permits. Additionally, more rigorous requirements
for self-sufficiency and maintenance were introduced for individuals
applying for permanent residence or family reunification. Although
Sweden remains a strong supporter of refugee reception relative to other
nations, domestic political developments and global migration patterns
have contributed to a tightening of asylum policies. While it still ranks
highly among its peers, the shift away from earlier, more open policies
signals a narrowing of Sweden’s commitment to generous refugee
reception (Ratajczak, Bros, 2023; Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund, 2016;
Hagelund, 2020).

The analysis also notes Sweden’s continued commitment to peace
and security efforts. The country has maintained a strong track record
in mediating international conflicts and contributing to peacebuilding,
primarily through multilateral organisations such as the UN. This
tradition of peaceful diplomacy remains a hallmark of Sweden’s foreign
policy, with ongoing support for peacekeeping operations and conflict
resolution mechanisms (Carlson-Rainer, 2017; Ratajczak, Bro§, 2023;
Government Offices of Sweden, 2024).

When examining Sweden’s advocacy and gender equality efforts,
sources acknowledge that Sweden continues to be a vocal critic of human
rights abuses worldwide. However, they observe a shift in Sweden’s
approach toward diplomacy, with a greater focus on working through
multilateral forums including the EU rather than direct, bilateral
criticisms (Irwin, 2019; Government Offices of Sweden, 2024). While
Sweden has maintained its role in promoting human rights, progress in
advocating for indigenous peoples’ rights, for instance, has been marginal
(Carpenter, Tsykarev, 2021, pp. 121-122).

Furthermore, the FFP’s introduction in 2014 marked a significant
shift in Sweden’s foreign policy, aiming to systematically integrate
gender perspectives into all areas of its diplomacy. Until it abolishment,
the FFP focused on advancing women’s and girls’ rights, increasing
their representation in decision-making processes, and promoting their
access to resources. Sweden also used digital diplomacy and social media
to promote the FFP and engage with a global audience (Aggestam,
Rosamond, Hedling, 2022; Zhukova, Rosén Sundstrom, Elgstrom, 2022;
Kuovo, 2019; Hydén, 2019). Moreover, Sweden became more engaged in
global health initiatives, advocating for equitable access to healthcare and
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incorporating human rights into health policies (Irwin, 2019; Carlson-
Rainer, 2017).

Examined sources further show that Sweden’s embrace of digital
diplomacy has significantly evolved its engagement on human rights.
Initially, Sweden utilised digital platforms to project an image of a modern
and technologically advanced nation. This early phase focused on
showcasing Sweden’s digital capabilities and enhancing global outreach.
The adoption of the FFP marked a crucial shift towards “feminist digital
diplomacy”. Sweden began strategically using digital tools to actively
promote human rights, particularly gender equality, globally (Aggestam,
Rosamond, Hedling, 2022). This evolution involved using digital
platforms to advocate for women’s rights, representation, and resources
(Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund, 2016). Key elements of this phase
include the prominent use of hashtags such as #feministforeignpolicy
and the implementation of successful digital campaigns and initiatives
including #Shedecides and #WikiGap. These efforts aimed to mobilise
action and foster global conversations around human rights, especially
gender-related issues (Aggestam, Rosamond, Hedling, 2022). This
transformation highlights Sweden’s strategic adaptation of its diplomatic
tools in the digital age to prioritise and embed human rights principles
into its global engagement.

Nonetheless, tensions between Sweden’s values and interests have
persisted. A key area of criticism involves its arms export policies, which
often contradict Sweden’s stated commitment to human rights. Despite
its advocacy for human rights globally, Sweden has continued to export
arms to countries with poor human rights records, provoking criticism
from NGOs and political parties (Kuovo, 2019; Aggestam, Bergman-
Rosamund, 2016). The extent to which the FFP influenced arms export
policies remains unclear, and this area of Swedish foreign policy continues
to generate debate that seems to indicate regress in Swedish human rights
agenda.

Feminist Foreign Policy itself faced criticism domestically and
internationally, with some arguing that it had been either ineffective
or overly focused on specific issues at the expense of broader foreign
policy priorities. The policy’s abolishment in 2022 by the newly-elected
government further highlights the fragility of such initiatives amid
shifting political landscapes, raising questions about the continuity of
Sweden’s human rights foreign policy (Karlsson, 2024; Kuovo, 2019;
Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund, 2016).
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Conclusions

Sweden’s foreign policy since 2009 reflects a continued commitment
to promoting human rights on the global stage, sustaining its reputation
as a “Global Good Samaritan”, in line with Brysk’s characterisation. The
enduringfocusoninternational developmentaid,peacebuildinginitiatives,
and advocacy for gender equality underscores Sweden’s persistent role as
a proponent of human rights. The integration of a rights-based approach
in its foreign aid programs, Sweden’s contributions to international peace
efforts, and the promotion of gender equality, particularly through the
now-defunct FFD, reaffirm its dedication to advancing these causes. Even
with the challenges it has faced, Sweden’s historical role as a champion of
human rights remains evident.

However, the analysis also reveals that Sweden’s human rights foreign
policy has not been immune to shifting priorities and external pressures.
Domestic political developments, resource constraints, and broader
global trends have influenced the direction of its policies. The tightening
of Sweden’s historically generous asylum policies, driven by internal
political debates and global migration challenges, suggests a recalibration
of its traditionally open stance towards refugees. This shift indicates
a growing tension between Sweden’s identity as a humanitarian leader and
the complex realities of balancing domestic interests with international
commitments.

Moreover, it is not as clear anymore whether Sweden still holds its
(Bryskian) “gold standard” position in human rights foreign policy.
While it continues to be a significant actor in promoting global human
rights, several factors have raised doubts about its leadership in this
area. The continued export of arms to countries with questionable
human rights records, for instance, directly contradicts its human rights
agenda and has drawn criticism from both domestic and international
observers. Additionally, the abolishment of the FFP in 2022 by a newly-
elected government marks a significant shift in Sweden’s approach to
gender-focused diplomacy, raising questions about the continuity and
future direction of its human rights efforts. These developments suggest
a potential erosion of the idealistic and moral authority Sweden once
enjoyed in the human rights arena.

At the same time, Sweden’s embrace of digital diplomacy marks
anotableevolution in how it engages with the global community on human
rights issues. By utilising digital platforms and social media, Sweden has
found innovative ways to amplify its voice and reach wider audiences.
This digital engagement not only modernises its approach to advocacy
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but also allows Sweden to maintain a presence in global discussions on
human rights, even as traditional aspects of its foreign policy come under
scrutiny. Digital diplomacy has enabled Sweden to promote its values more
effectively on a global scale, reflecting an adaptation to the increasingly
interconnected and media-driven nature of international diplomacy.

Overall, while Sweden’s human rights foreign policy remains
a significant force in global diplomacy, the country’s position is more
contested than in previous years. The tensions between its human
rights ideals and practical policies — such as arms exports and shifts in
refugee policy — complicate its legacy as a moral leader. Furthermore,
the abolition of its FFP signals a broader re-evaluation of its approach
to international human rights advocacy. Nevertheless, Sweden appears to
continue finding new ways to assert its influence, particularly through
digital diplomacy, suggesting that while the form of its leadership may be
changing, its commitment to human rights persists. The ultimate legacy
of Sweden’s human rights foreign policy will depend on how it navigates
these internal and external pressures in the years to come.
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