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INTRODUCTION 

The winning coalition of the Swedish 2014 elections, a green and social democratic party 

alliance, stated after its government formation that they would advocate and carry out a 

"feminist foreign policy". This was largely met with enthusiasm from political supporters and 

the general population, but also by some skepticism and questions. The general skepticism 

revolved around the question of what such a foreign policy practically entails, apart from 

idealized rhetoric, and if there would be any clear changes from previous governments’ 

foreign policy, since Sweden historically has been a strong advocate on the international 

scene for female empowerment (Taylor, 2015). Criticism has also been raised pointing out 

parts of Swedish foreign policy that are deemed incompatible with its feminist policy 

ambition, such as its arms trade and in recent years, its new and restrictive migration 

policies after the refugee crisis (Concord, 2017). Adding to this complex picture, empirical 

evidence indicate that the foreign policy decisions made by the Swedish government, since 

the launch of the feminist foreign policy, has caused a strain on diplomatic relations with 

countries such as Saudi Arabia and Israel. The latter through the recognition of Palestine and 

the former caused by open criticism towards the human rights record of the Saudi 

government (Nordberg, 2015). These occurrences might be used as proof that the 

government is willing to take risks and push forward their feminist and human rights based 

agenda, despite possible drawbacks. At the same time, it can also be a sign of conflicting 

interests and priorities within the Swedish government, where the normative implications of 

the feminist foreign policy might have to stand against economical and security based 

considerations.   

As previously alluded to, one case where the conflict between a Feminist foreign policy and 

Sweden´s arms trade created dissonance was short after its implementation in 2015, taking 

the form of a diplomatic conflict with Saudi Arabia, one of the main destinations of Swedish 

arms export. The diplomatic conflict arguably had its start when the Swedish foreign 

minister, Margot Wallström, publicly criticized the Saudi government for human rights 

abuses, and called their methods of punishment “medieval”. This arguably caused Saudi 

Arabia to recall their ambassador from Stockholm, and large parts of the Muslim world 

openly went out and criticized the Swedish government for having criticized Islam. Closely 

interconnected in time, the Swedish government also choose to not renew a military 
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agreement with the Saudi government, after large scale internal criticism towards the 

implementation of the deal. This case indicates a clear conflict between the self-perceived 

and proclaimed image of Sweden and its government as promoters of humanitarianism and 

feminist policies, while Sweden is exporting weapons to regimes that are guilty of severe 

human rights abuses (Aggestam, Bergman 2016:329-230). From a role theoretical 

perspective, this thesis will therefore explore this case as an example of how normative 

actors on the international scene handle conflicting interests while being confronted and 

prompted to act in accordance with their stated normative ideals.    

 Purpose and Research Questions 

This thesis has two purposes: The first is to distinguish and analyze what general role 

conception the introduction of the “feminist foreign policy”, which was introduced after the 

current Swedish government´s election win in 2014, entails. The second is to explore the 

role-conflict that arose when tensions between this new role-conception and already 

exciting roles raised to the surface during the diplomatic crisis between Sweden and Saudi 

Arabia in 2015. This will be done through conducting a qualitative text analysis, focused on 

rhetorical statements made by central Swedish political actors during the central case. A 

principal assumption within the paper is therefore that the initiation of the feminist foreign 

policy raised the stakes for accepted foreign policy behavior within the Swedish domestic 

sphere. This in turn contributed to domestic internal uproar regarding appropriate behavior 

by the government, concerning its relationship towards Saudi Arabia and a military 

agreement put in place 10 years earlier (Eriksson, Rosén 2015).  

To achieve the goal of the thesis, a role theory analysis will be conducted. This adheres the 

call for further research into the domestic mechanism of role conceptions and contestation 

(Cantir and Kaarbo 2012). Most previous role theory research has used the expression of 

role conception as the independent variable to explain foreign policy behavior. However, 

this has been problematized in recent years, with scholars arguing that role theory research 

should expand its focus to the internal and domestic dimensions of role conceptions and 

contestation. This argumentation is based on the fact that previous role theory research has 

shown that multiple role conceptions can exist within the same actor or state, and that role 

conceptions can be contested within the political elite (Breuning 2011, Cantir and Kaarbo 

2012). Based on these theoretical findings, this thesis will test how central actors handled a 
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case of role conflict between an overarching normative role and context-specific roles, which 

are focused on trade and national interest. 

Research that does not assume a consensus when observing role expressions and then 

aggregates this information to fit in to a certain role, open up the opportunity to analyze the 

phenomena of role contestations and conflicting roles in the domestic sphere. When 

discussing gaps in role theory research, Breuning (2011:30-31) argues for further 

investigating the adaption and change of national role conceptions. An important part of this 

is the understanding of the circumstance under which role change and contestation occurs, 

and its connection to foreign policy behavior. This ties in to the issue of multiple role 

conceptions, within the same actor or state, in relation to different actors or issues. This type 

of contestation adds a dynamic perspective on the national role conceptions where 

domestic actors voice differing opinions regarding the country’s role in the world. In the light 

of this, this paper will seek to answer the two following research questions:  

What type of overarching role conception does the announcements of the feminist foreign 

policy entail?  

And how did the domestic role-conflict between this overarching role conception and other 

roles unfold during the diplomatic crisis between Sweden and Saudi Arabia in 2015? 

These two interconnected research questions will be answered through a two-step analysis. 

Firstly, the study will conceptualize an overarching role conception (a so called meta-role) 

held by the current Swedish government, as it has been presented in general statements of 

foreign policy goals and in academic literature on the subject. Moreover, it will also 

distinguish observable implications (expected role enactment) for this role as well as a few 

alternative roles (so called context-specific roles), expressed by internal alters criticizing the 

government’s action during the crisis.   

In the second step, through examining statements observed in the case, the analysis will 

proceed to investigate how central actors during the diplomatic crisis through verbal role 

enactment expressed the roles that were identified in the first step of the analysis. 

Furthermore, this part of the analysis will examine how these expressions can be related to 

and explain the role-conflict present in the case.  



5 
 

Answering these two research questions will both contribute to the previously discussed 

gaps in role theory research, and further the understanding of how key Swedish political 

actors made it through a political crisis where stated ideals, goals and material interests 

were clashing and at play.  
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GENERAL BACKGROUND 

The diplomatic crisis between Sweden and Saudi Arabia in early 2015 has been described as 

the perfect storm between two lines of Swedish foreign policy ambition, the one of being a 

humanitarian superpower, on the forefront of progressive issues and human rights 

promotion, and the one of pragmatism and financial interests (Eriksson, Rosén 2015, 

Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamond 2016). This clash between idealism and real politics 

manifested itself when criticism towards Saudi Arabia from the Swedish foreign minister 

caused an uproar, with the potential of hurting trade and diplomatic relations between the 

two countries. The following is a brief presentation of the unfolding of events in this case. 

The diplomatic crisis between Sweden and Saudi Arabia in 2015 

On January 19, 2015, the Foreign minister of Sweden Margot Wallström, called up the 

ambassador of Saudi Arabia to discuss concerns she had about human rights related issues in 

the country. The catalyst for this meeting was the fact that a human rights blogger, named 

Raif Badawi, had recently received a sentence of public lashing for his criticism of the Saudi 

government, which Wallström criticized publicly on several occasions, referring to the 

punishment as a “medieval” method (Eriksson, Rosén 2015).  

Running parallel to Margot Wallström´s statements, a discussion surrounding the renewal of 

a military agreement with Saudi Arabia signed in 2005 was gaining attention in Swedish 

public debate. Prominent voices both within the government as well as from the opposition 

spoke up against the renewal of the deal, claiming it was not compatible with a feminist 

foreign policy (Sveriges Radio 2015a). In contrast to these sentiments, when asked about the 

arms deal in January of 2015, regarding a possible cancellation of it, prime minister Stefan 

Löfven expressed that; “We believe that the deal should be renegotiated. There are parts of 

the it that we definitely can stand for” (Svenska Dagbladet, 2015a, own translation).  

This ambiguity related to the government´s official stance related to the military agreement, 

caused domestic uproar and debate, as political commentators and parts of the opposition 

demanded clear answers in relation to the deal and the government’s relations with Saudi 

Arabia (Eriksson, Rosén 2015). Following this criticism, and in response to the fact that 

Stefan Löfven seemingly had avoided referring to Saudi Arabia as a dictatorship during his 

statements regarding the renegotiation of the deal, Margot Wallström stated the following: 
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“It is obvious that the politics of Saudi Arabia is far from feminist politics. Above all, women´s 

rights are being violated. They are not even allowed to drive cars. Bloggers are being 

whipped, and there is a royal family with absolute power. It is obvious that we cannot use 

any other word than dictatorship” (Sveriges riksdag, 2015). 

Then, on March 8th, after a closed internal process the government decided that the 

controversial agreement would not be renewed. An escalation of the diplomatic crisis 

quickly followed this decision, and on March 10, the Arab League stopped a planned speech 

by Wallström at their 2015 summit, and took back her invitation to the event. Moreover, on 

the 18th of March, Saudi Arabia called home its ambassador from Stockholm, and the 

following day they stopped issuing business visas to Swedish citizens. During the same 

period, the Saudi government received massive support from the Arab world in its criticism 

against Margot Wallströms statements, and influential actors such as the Arab League and 

the Gulf Cooperation Council all condemned her actions as an interference in Saudi Arabia’s 

domestic sphere, and as criticism against Islam (Nordberg, 2015). Meanwhile in Sweden, the 

government now faced domestic criticism from corners of the opposition, as well as 

important actors within the business community, who both criticized the cancelling of the 

agreement as well as how the government was handling its diplomatic relations in general 

with Saudi Arabia (Dagens nyheter 2015, Horvatovic 2015). 

Perhaps adhering to this criticism, at the end of March the government made the choice to 

send a representative with letters to the Saudi government (whose content has not been 

revealed), signed by the Swedish King and prime minister. These letters were declared to be 

delivered in an effort to normalize the relations between the two countries, but official 

Swedish statements emphasized that they did not contain any apologies related to Margot 

Wallström´s statements. A couple of days after the letters had been delivered, Saudi Arabia 

sent back their ambassador to Stockholm and Wallström declared that the diplomatic 

relations had been normalized between the two countries (Magné, 2015), which marked an 

end to the diplomatic crisis between the two countries.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter will outline the essential elements of role theory needed to understand this 

thesis theoretical and analytical tools. In doing so it will discuss role theory as way to 

understand and analyze foreign policy, vital concepts within the theory and the idea of role-

conflict. Lastly the chapter will present a theoretically framed historical background of 

Swedish foreign policy and role conceptions, with the purpose of putting the thesis research 

questions into perspective, as well as providing information necessary to carry out the 

analysis.  

Motivation of the choice of theory 

Role theory has been described as a tool to understand and possibly predict foreign policy 

behavior and change. Lisbeth Aggestam (2004:77) refers to role conceptions as “images that 

foreign policy-makers hold concerning the general long term function and performance of 

their state in the international system”. Hence, since roles, constructed through an 

interaction between alter and ego role conceptions, identity and history, constitutes a 

framework for decision makers to act upon, one can assume that when a particular role has 

been cemented, it can help explain foreign policy behavior. However, since this paper 

intends to investigate the case of Sweden’s diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia in 2015, 

where different interests and expectations clearly created an atmosphere of confusion and a 

potential for role conflict (Aggestam, Bergman 2016:329-230), its theoretical perspective will 

be one the domestic and internal aspects of role conceptions and contestation.   

 Role theory in international relations 

Role theory as a conceptual framework and tool to understand and analyze foreign policy 

decisions was first introduced by K.J Holsti in 1970 with his article “National role conceptions 

in the study of foreign Policy”. In this article, Holsti lay down the ground-works for how role 

theory (which first originated within the field of sociology) could be applied in the study of 

international relations (Harnisch 2011:7). Literature on the subject has identified two main 

categories of roles that actors possess, so called meta-roles and context-specific roles. Meta-

roles can be defined as over-encompassing roles, who brings with them expectations of 

behavior over time and in relation to a multitude of issue areas. Context-specific roles are 

roles that are connected to specific and small policy issues or regions (Bengtsson, Elgström 
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2011:114). Dissonance between expected behavior in relation to a meta-role and a context-

specific role can cause role conflict, another central concept within role theory which will be 

discussed at length further down in this theoretical chapter.  

At its core, role theory assumes that national role conceptions held by the political elite of a 

certain country will affect their foreign policy decisions. Therefore, the idea of national role 

conceptions, which can be defined as “the policymakers’ own definitions of the general kinds 

of decisions, commitments, rules and actions, suitable to their state, and of the functions, if 

any, their state should perform on a continuing basis in the international system or in 

subordinate regional systems” (Holsti 1970:245-246), is an essential concept within role 

theory. To exemplify the reasoning that roles affect foreign policy behavior, a country who 

defines itself as for example a “balancer” is expected to act with the intention to balance 

between powers to maintain autonomy (Cantor, Kaarbo 2012:5-6). National role 

conceptions are believed to be created in an interplay between an actor’s own conception of 

its place in a structure, in addition to alter expectations of role behavior (Wehner, Thies 

2014:414).     

A few key concepts within role theory that are central to this study are: role conception, role 

expectation and role enactment. As previously mentioned, a role conception refers to how an 

actor interprets and judges its state´s position in the international system. The basis for 

these role conceptions is a combination of interpretations of alter expectations and an 

actor´s own definition of its role (Harnisch 2011:8). Hence, national role conceptions 

determine policy makers´ ideas of their institutions role is in the international community, 

and how they should act within it (Holsti 1970:40).   

Role expectation refers to the expectations that alter actors prescribe to the actor in focus, 

and the type of behavior they expect that actor to perform. The importance of role 

expectations stems from the idea that states act within an international structure that 

contributes with expectations (alter expectation) of particular behavior (Aggestam 2004:64). 

There are also domestic sources of role expectations, which are the role expectations this 

paper intends to focus on, so called ego-expectations. These refers to internal ideas, 

individual or collective, of what role an actor should perform on the international scene 

(Harnisch 2011:8).  
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Role enactment refers to an actor’s actual behavior and actions when performing a certain 

role in the international arena (Harnisch 2011:9). Factors such as attitudes, commitments 

and statements towards other actors are counted as patterns of behavior that together 

encompass a state’s role enactment (Holsti 1970:245). It is important to note that even 

though role enactment are believed to be in part shaped by role expectations, through 

processes such as negotiations and debate (Bengtsson, Strömberg 2011:114 ), it is common 

that role enactment does not correlate with ego and alter role expectations (Harnisch 

2011:9). 

Most of the literature on role theory assume that elites and policymakers share a common 

consensus with one another and with the public (Cantir & Kaarbo, 2012:6ff). This black-

boxing does not allow for researchers to examine divergence of national role conceptions 

among elites, which Cantir & Kaarbo (2012) term “horizontally-contested roles”. 

Additionally, role theory is often associated with the prevalent agent-structure debate within 

international relations, and has been seen as a theory that could bridge the gap between the 

two. Within international relations theory, the agent-structure debate refers to what extent 

political behavior can be attributed to a set of structures that agents act within, or to what 

extent political decision-making can be explained by individual will (Aggestam 2004:36). This 

idea of agent versus structure is closely tied to an increased understanding regarding the 

domestic contestation of roles, which will be discussed further down in the theory chapter.  

 Multiple role conceptions and role conflict  

Another crucial aspect of role theory is that actors can hold multiple role conceptions, in 

relation to different situations, other actors or policy areas. This perception of multiple roles 

can create role conflict, both in situations where certain role expectations go against the 

expected behavior in a situation, as well as when differing roles are not compatible in a 

certain context (Nabers 2011:76). In the light of these findings, one of the main criticism 

towards role theory is that it tends to “black box” state’s role conceptions, assuming that 

they stem from internal consensus. Since his tendency reveals an underlying assumption 

that roles are shared amongst the political elite, and that the general population agree on 

their worldview (Cantir, Kaarbo 2012:5).  The criticism brought forward questioning this 

approach argues that it is a mistake to overlook the possible internal contestation of role 

conceptions, both in regards to the public and the political elite. This problematization is 
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based on the belief that changes in public opinion, leaders and within public institutions can 

affect and possibly change national role conceptions. Additionally, when not taking a 

consensus regarding national role conception for granted, the possibility for questioning 

expressions of role conceptions emerges. 

Role conflict has been identified to affect foreign policy behavior and processes, since 

individual actors have been judged to resist structural pressures and stand up for their 

individual believes (Kaarbo, Cantir 2013:748). Researchers have identified two kinds of role 

conflict; inter-role conflict and intra-role conflict. The former, which this paper will focus on, 

is understood as conflicts regarding role expectations between state and non-state actors, as 

well as conflicts between different role conceptions. The latter instead stems from the 

complexity within foreign policy and role conceptions, which leads to political actors having 

great leeway in interpreting and adjusting roles. This can cause tension to arise within one 

role conception over what constitutes appropriate role behavior (Harnish, et al. 2011:256, 

Hansel, Möller 2015:81). Role conflict often stems from domestic institutions where 

different political actors have individual identities, interests and characteristics (Kaarbo, 

Cantir 2013:468).  

This paper´s examination of the behavior of Swedish political actors during the diplomatic 

crisis with Saudi Arabia in 2015 will be regarded as an exploration of an event illustrating 

inter-role conflict, where different interest, ideals and role expectations created confusion 

and conflict over appropriate behavior in a particular situation. Previous research has 

identified different sources of domestic role conflict, which can be disagreement within 

national parliaments, between public expectations and the political elite or between 

different political actors (Brummer, Thies 2015:279). When role-conflict occurs, actors are 

expected to try to mediate these, both to achieve a coherency in policy and to be perceived 

as a stable and reliable actor on the international scene. Literature on the subject suggests a 

few strategies which actors can use to solve role conflict. These are that an actor can 

persuade others to change their positions, change positions through an internal process of 

reflection, or change behavior temporarily to match role expectations of alters (Nabers 

2011:77).  

Following the same line of reasoning, additional identified tactics for role conflict 

management are; 
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- Actors might try to change the conditions of its external circumstance, to separate 

roles from different conditions, so that they do not collide.  

- Actors might try to modify the power of certain role requirements, to minimize the 

apparent clash of roles in a certain situation.  

- Actors can try to unite conflicting role conceptions to fit in to one role, or simply 

ignore one role in certain situations to make room for another, and through this 

remove role conflict. (Brummer, Thies 2015: 279-280) 

Role conflict as a point of departure 

Based on the theoretical framework presented above, the overarching proposition of this 

thesis is that the domestic political uproar identified in Sweden during the diplomatic crisis 

with Saudi Arabia is a sign of inter-role conflict, between a new meta-role conception, 

introduced on the scene with the announcement of the Feminist foreign policy, and 

previously existing context-specific roles. A ground work for the conceptualization of these 

will be presented in the following background of Swedish foreign policy efforts and general 

role conceptions.    

Furthermore, based on the theoretical concepts of multiple role conceptions and role 

conflict, this study´s theoretical outset will problematize the aggregation of national role 

conceptions and map out the dynamics of a diplomatic crisis, and its domestic ramifications. 

To do this, it is essential to look within the Swedish political system, and observe how 

Swedish political actors expressed themselves and their role conceptions during a particular 

role-conflict. Since the purpose of this essay is to investigate the expression of role 

conceptions and role conflict within the Swedish political elite, it holds true the assumption 

that exploring underlying mechanisms in regard to role contestation and domestic role 

conceptions are inherently valuable to further the understanding of national role 

conceptions and foreign policy behavior.   

 Swedish foreign policy and role conceptions 

To put the question of the diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia in to perspective, from the 

perspective of Swedish foreign policy and ideals, the following section will present a brief 

historical account of Swedish foreign policy, with a focus on role and identity. This will help 

to put this paper’s research regarding political actor’s actions in relation to the role 
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conception of a “feminist actor” in to a broader perspective, by knowing what general role 

Sweden has assumed in the world historically.  

One of the main aspects of Swedish foreign policy since the first world war has been its non-

alignment policy, stemming from the goal to be neutral in possible conflicts and wars 

(Bjereld, 1995). Generally, Swedish foreign policy after World War Two has been described 

as having great continuity, characterized by the belief that the country has an important part 

to play in the international community. Moreover, its foreign policy stance has historically 

been described as activist, stemming from a sense of global responsibility. This sentiment 

has been considered being shared across party lines, which can help explain its continuity 

(Egnell 2016:571-572).  

Throughout the 1960s in to the 80s, Sweden was often labelled a “moral superpower”, by 

both supporters and adversaries. The country was known to oppose the hegemony of the 

two superpowers during the Cold War, and had as its policy to support the global south 

(Brommesson 2010:229). Moreover, Sweden was known to openly criticize governments of 

states such as South Africa and Israel for human rights abuses.  To support this claim, 

statistical analysis has confirmed the view that Swedish political officials during this period 

criticized other states to a larger extent than other countries of similar size and influence 

(Bjereld 1995:29). Sweden was also known to vote in favor with the global south in the UN 

assembly, often going against the wishes of the western world, supporting the cause of 

reforming an economic system that was perceived to be systematically unjust (Bjereld 

2016:15-17).   

After the end of the cold war, Swedish foreign policy went through a period of change and 

reorientation. As a part of this, the new world view was a belief in a new Europe, who after 

its unification could enter a more prosperous future. This reorientation is believed to be 

connected to Sweden´s entry in to the European Union in 1995, which required a more 

European outlook to foreign policy issues (Brommesson, 2010:233-234). In practical terms, 

this change in foreign policy meant that Sweden reoriented their policies to fit in to the 

European framework, scaling back its criticism and activism in questions such as the Israel-

Palestine conflict and disarmament issues (Bjereld 2016:17-19).   
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In accordance to the previously discussed historical track record of Swedish foreign policy, it 

has been argued that its foreign policy after the Second World War has been characterized 

by three main role conceptions, namely the “Passive”, the “Active” and the “European”. The 

passive role corresponds with the time right after the end of the second world war, up until 

the “active” period of the 60s, 70s and 80s, when Sweden’s active stance in for example 

human rights issues gave the country its nickname “a moral superpower”. After the end of 

the cold war and Sweden’s entry in to the European union, its main role conception changed 

to “the European” (Brommesson, 2015:1-2). 

The reorientation from the “activist” role conception to the one of the “European” has been 

labeled a case of “normative Europeanization” by scholars, where Sweden, who had 

previously prioritized its non-alignment policy and development issues in the south, started 

to reorient its focus towards European issues (Brommesson 2010:224-225). This shift has 

been argued to entail a new perception among decisionmakers of the European “entity” as a 

norm, both territorially and in reference of general morals and values. During this 

reorientation, expressions of Swedish foreign policy started to entail a belief in the 

obligation to protect common European values and interests, which stands in contrast to the 

more internationally minded world view and policies of the 60s, 70s and 80s. Hence, 

Swedish foreign policy efforts, and its identified general role conception, can be described as 

having gone through a transformation, from “internationalist” and “activist” to “the 

European” (ibid 44-45).  
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METHODOLOGY AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The following chapter will outline the general research design, methodology and analytical 

framework of this thesis. It will present a discussion surrounding case selection, choice of 

material and actors, as well as addressing general validity concerns. Lastly, the analytical 

framework of the study will be presented.  

  Research design and case selection 

This paper has a within-case research design because of its narrow focus on the diplomatic 

crisis between the Swedish government and Saudi Arabia in 2015. When executing case 

studies within social science research, it is essential that the researcher can answer the 

essential question; what is this a case of? And why have you decided to study this particular 

case? Having a goof answer to these two questions are essential for the generatability of 

social science research, because of the assumption within this research field that one can 

observe patterns of behavior in social life. A case study should therefore aim to say 

something about general patterns of society, and not just one particular case (Esaiasson et 

al. 2012:27). The case of this thesis was partly selected based on theoretical considerations, 

since one aim of the study is to investigate an example of domestic contestation and conflict 

related to role conceptions and enactment. Furthermore, the case is an example of a clear 

discrepancy between stated ideals and real-politic goals. Sweden has for decades been 

known as a humanitarian actor on the international scene, profiling itself on issues related to 

human rights and democratization. However, the country is at the same time a large-scale 

arms exporter in relation to its size (Ramqvist, 2011). On the basis of these considerations, 

the case was selected both as an exemplifying case of role conflict, as well as a case that can 

demonstrate how political actors navigate situations were highly stated normative goals 

clash with economical and strategic interests. 

To limit the scope of the thesis and to adhere to the role theoretical underpinnings of the 

study, the choice has been made to focus on a few central actors for analysis that will 

considered as “carriers” of the overarching meta-role of a feminist actor (which will be 

conceptualized in the first part of the analysis). These actors will be the following 

government representatives; Foreign minister Margot Wallström, Prime Minister Stefan 

Löfven and Green party representatives (which will not be distinguished to individual actors 
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since the party expressed a clear line of argumentation throughout the crisis: they wished to 

cancel the military agreement since it was considered incompatible with a feminist foreign 

policy). These three central actors all belong to the Social Democratic-Green Party 

government which announced the Feminist foreign policy after its election victory in 2014. 

Additionally, so called internal alters will be included in the analysis as carriers of conflicting 

context-specific roles and projectors of role expectations towards the government. These 

actors will be politicians from oppositional parties and highly positioned business leaders. 

The choice to focus on a few central actors was made both to stay within the scope of the 

paper, and to adhere to the idea within role theory that the political elite are barriers and 

interpreters of role conceptions. 

Methodological considerations 

With the aim of identifying and interpreting expressions of national role conceptions by 

Swedish political actors, the method of qualitative text analysis has been chosen. Qualitative 

text analysis allows the researcher to identify, interpret and understand essential elements 

of a text, by critically assessing it and asking it questions. Furthermore, text analysis is an 

appropriate choice of method when you want to investigate certain elements of a text, and 

not the text as a whole (Esaiasson et al. 2012:210-211). This reasoning is applicable in this 

thesis since it aims to identify expressions of role and statements connected to role 

expectations, which will be done through identifying small parts within texts with the help of 

the analytical framework discussed further down in the chapter.  

Choice of material 

The material used in the paper´s analysis stems from parliamentary debates, newspaper 

interviews and statements made by relevant actors in direct connection to the unfolding of 

the diplomatic crisis. The material for analysis was selected based on the following criteria. 

Firstly, it had to stem from the time of the case, or in close proximity to it, to make sure that 

actual behavior connected to the case was observed. Secondly, the material had to be 

concerning the previously presented central actors of the case, which are Margot Wallström, 

Stefan Löfven and Green part representatives, or internal alters expressing diverging role 

conceptions or role expectations upon these actors (or the government they are 

representing). Additionally, as previously alluded to, it is important to point out that the 

focus in this thesis analysis will be on internal reactions and statements of Swedish actors, to 
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identify internal expressions of role conflict. The analysis will therefore not contain 

statements from Saudi representatives, or any other external actors mentioned in the case 

overview, and will thus overlook the “external alter” part of its role analysis. This decision 

was made both to limit the scope of the research, and also because of the stated theoretical 

ambition of the paper to contribute to the call for a furthering of the understanding of 

domestic role contestation.  

 Discussion regarding validity concerns 

The issue of validity in social science research refers to the issue within methodology 

regarding; is the researcher measuring what is intended to be measured? Reputable validity 

can therefore be obtained through a well-functioning link between the theoretical aspects of 

a paper and its empirical research (Esaiasson et al. 2012:57-58). In the light of this, validity in 

this paper will be ensured through a thorough presentation of the construction of the 

analysis. Furthermore, presented below is an analytical framework which clearly identifies 

the indicators of the theoretical concepts used in the study, which will enable the reader to 

follow the development of the analysis. Furthermore, the empirical material will be heavily 

present in the analysis through quotes exemplifying its reasoning and conclusions. 

It is also important to point out that the external generalizability for this study can be 

considered low, both because of the fact that it is heavily theory based, which means that 

attempts to understand the case through another theory might lead considerably differing 

results. Additionally, since the analysis is conducted through a qualitative text analysis, the 

conclusions might depend on the researcher interpretations of the data (Buttolph, Johnson 

Reynolds 2012:60). The study does not aim to generalize its conclusions to other cases or 

policy areas. However, making the assumption that there is an observable structure of 

behavior within the political sphere, this case study can serve as an example of how actors 

act and express themselves in situations of inter-role conflict. 

 Analytical framework 

To successfully study a case of role conflict, it is essential to conceptualize the main 

components and identifiable elements of the roles being examined. The first part of the 

paper´s analysis will therefore conceptualize the feminist role conception as presented by 

the Swedish government during its launch of the feminist foreign policy agenda, and discern 

a model of expected and ideal behavior steaming from it. Central actors in the case will then, 
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for the second part of the analysis, be assumed to be carriers of this meta-role. Their 

rhetorical behavior will be analyzed in relation to role expectations and conceptions held by 

internal alters, which can be identified to be carriers of other context-specific roles. 

To discern this meta-role, which will be labeled “feminist actor”, the following approach will 

be utilized. To discern role conceptions in statements made by political actors, previous 

research has used the method of identifying political actor’s expressions of “commitments, 

duties, functions and responsibilities” in relation to expected behavior of the state (Aggestam 

2004:78). These expressions were then used to aggregate and determine role conceptions, 

and to outline a typology of the roles states adhere to. To exemplify how statements can be 

analyzed to determine an actor´s ideas of for example duties and responsibilities, previous 

research has identified sentences which for example expresses “I wish”, “I believe” and “we 

must” and utilized these to determine role conceptions (Thumerelle, Le Prestre 1997:142-

143). This methodical strategy has been applied in this paper when discerning and describing 

the “feminist role conception”, as well as a few context-specific roles discussed below. 

Additionally, it is important to point out that the first-hand sources used to create the 

theoretical model in the first part of analysis are all joint statements by the government (the 

foreign policy declaration of 2015 and official policy documents), and not individual actors 

speaking on behalf of themselves or their individual party or platform. This means that the 

model is based on principles officially agreed upon by the government, and that an official 

consensus exits regarding the goals and aspirations being expressed among key political 

actors.   

The second part of the analysis will examine the case and detangle its sequence of events as 

a case of role-conflict between two or more identifiable roles. To do this, the notion of how 

to identify and interpret expression of role must be presented. Role theory proposes that 

the dynamic interaction between concepts such as role expectations, role enactment and 

role conceptions shape foreign policy behavior (Bengtsson, Elgström 2011, Kaarbo Cantir 

2012, Brummer, Thies 2015). In the light of this, the analysis of this paper will aim to identify, 

distinguish and explain the interaction of these in the chosen case, which will help answering 

the papers overarching research question of how the role-conflict played out. 

To achieve this aim, the following theoretical concepts will be identified and analyzed; 
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Role expectations are vocally expressed expectations of behavior from an alter referring to a 

specific actor (Bengtsson, Elgström 2011:114). The alter actor can be both international or 

domestic, but this paper will focus on domestic alters, who, depending on the context, can 

be an oppositional politician, a party member or an opinion leader. To exemplify this 

reasoning, a statement like “The military arms agreement between Sweden and Saudi Arabia 

must be cancelled before the 15th of May (…) Sweden´s position in international questions 

regarding human rights must be as clear as glass” (Socialdemokratisk ungdom, 2015), will be 

considered as an example of an explicit role expectation, since it articulates an expectation 

of behavior.  

Role enactment is the actual observable behavior of an actor in a social context (Bengtsson, 

Elgström 2011:114). Examples of role enactments are speeches, statements, policy 

suggestions and implementations. When role conflict occurs, actors might end up in 

situations where expected behavior do not match the role conception. Examples of role 

enactment will therefore be used in this paper both to identity role conflict.  

Previous research has identified role conflict as “a disagreement between two roles towards 

the same situation and between role expectations from outside the country and role 

conceptions inside the country towards the same issue” (Kaarbo, Cantir 2013:466). Expanding 

this line of reasoning to inter-role conflict (conflict between two separate roles) on the 

domestic level in this paper, role conflict can be empirically observed in several ways. One 

main way to identify role-conflict is when two roles express diverging expectations of 

behavior in regards to the same situation. Other ways of identifying role expectations are for 

example; when there is a discrepancy between a role conception held by a central actor and 

expressed role expectations of an internal alter. Alternative, a sign of role conflict can be 

observed when rhetorically stated conceptions of duty and responsibility from an individual 

actor or a state diverges from its role enactment.  
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ANALYSIS 

This paper´s analysis is divided in to two main parts. The first section concerns an outlining 

and conceptualization of the feminist role conception as well as a few context-specific roles, 

judged to be present in the case. The second part will present an examination of role 

conceptions, expectations and enactment identified in the case. These together will then 

reveal how central actors, through rhetorical statements, acted in a situation of role conflict 

between a newly invigorated meta-role and conflicting context-specific roles. The quotes 

presented in the analysis are my own translations.   

 The Meta-role of a “Feminist actor” 

As a first step in the analysis, the following section outlines a Feminist actor role conception, 

that the Swedish government is assumed to ascribe to. The breakdown of the Feminist actor 

role conception, which will be treated as the main meta-role of the Swedish government, 

will guide the investigation and discern how Swedish political actors related to this role, in 

the case of the diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia in 2015. The rationalization behind the 

framing of the Feminist actor role as a meta-role lies in the fact the announcement of the 

intent to conduct a Feminist foreign policy, which the conceptualization of the role is based 

on, was presented as a reorientation of Swedish foreign policy conduct (Egnell 2016:584). 

Additionally, it was also presented as a strategy and outlook from which all foreign policy 

efforts should from that moment forward take in to consideration (Regeringskansliet, 2017). 

Furthermore, the feminist foreign policy was announced at the new governments first 

foreign policy declaration after the election win in 2014, which further suggests that it was 

intended as a declaration of the government´s general foreign policy intent, orientation, and 

character. 

When first announcing the “feminist foreign policy” in the foreign policy declaration of 2015, 

Margot Wallström described its goals as being the following: fight female discrimination, 

work for the betterment of women’s life conditions and to contribute to peace and 

prosperity (Foreign Policy declaration, 2015).  The feminist foreign policy agenda has been 

described as an agenda for change, change that entails an increase of representation and 

rights for women, all over the world (Leading a feminist foreign policy, 2017:161). Some of 

the focus areas for the feminist foreign policy are to work to further women’s economical 
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and rights based empowerment, as well as their participation in politics and peace 

negotiations (Ministry of foreign affairs, 2017). Additionally, when announcing the “the 

feminist foreign policy”, the government made it clear that the feminist agenda was meant 

to permeate all foreign policy areas, and foreign policy work with the statement: “A feminist 

foreign policy shall infuse all foreign affairs and aims to strengthen women´s rights, increase 

women´s access to resources and female representation” (Margot Wallström, in the foreign 

policy declaration of 2015). 

Academic interpretation of the implementation of the “feminist foreign policy” has pointed 

out the governments belief that to achieve the general goals of most forward thinking 

foreign policy’s, of peace and prosperity, the underlying issue of female oppression must be 

mended, and already existing policies adjusted with this goal in mind (Rubert, 2015). Hence, 

the “feminist foreign policy agenda” seems to reflect the belief that female empowerment 

has value in and of itself, but also as an instrument to achieve sustainable development and 

security (Egnell 2016:572). Additionally, it has also been judged to represent a normative 

reformation of foreign policy, where the normative principles are guided by cosmopolitan 

believes (Aggestam, Bergman-Rosamund 2016:323).  

It is important to connect this presentation of the “feminist actor” role conception with the 

previously presented historical account of Swedish foreign policy ambition. This reveals that 

Swedish foreign policy has been strongly focused on topics within the feminist foreign policy 

since the cold war, and that the announcement of the “feminist foreign policy” should 

therefore not be seen as a direct break from previous policy, but rather a development of 

previous thinking. In line with this reasoning, it has been argued that the “feminist foreign 

policy” has offered a strengthened focus on areas such as female representation and rights, 

and a new framework to look at these issues from (Egnell 2016:584).  

Accordingly, a Feminist actor role conception means that actors carrying this role conception 

are expected to express statements and act in accordance with the following viewpoints and 

guidelines: 

- Promotion of democratic governance: 

” To achieve peace and development, contributions to further democracy, sustainable 

development, equality and a conscious use of natural resources are required ”(Margot 
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Wallström in the Foreign policy declaration of 2015). This statement reveals a belief that 

democratic governance is an instrumental goal to achieve one main overreaching goal of 

foreign policy, to achieve peace and development. Additionally, Sweden has a long 

history of contributing to democratization work and aid, and has been regarded to view 

itself as a “global democracy promoter” (Mikaelsson, 2008:250-251).  An actor with a 

Feminist actor role conception is therefore expected to express a commitment towards 

the development of democratic governing. 

 

- A focus on women’s right and empowerment:  

”Safe guarding human rights is a corner-stone of Swedish foreign policy. A strategy for 

human rights, democracy and constitutional governing is now being created.” – (Margot 

Wallström in the foreign policy declaration of 2015). 

With this exemplifying statement, in combination with previous research referring to the 

self-perceived image of Sweden as a “humanitarian superpower”, the sub-role of human 

rights and female empowerment promoter is distinguished, which entail a perceived 

responsibility to advocate for human rights, with an emphasize on women´s enablement.  

Another example of the focus put on human rights comes from highlighted issue areas in the 

Swedish foreign policy plan for 2015-2018, where highlighted areas of focus are 

reproductive rights, sexual violence prevention and economic empowerment (Department 

of foreign affairs, 2016). An actor with a Feminist actor role conception therefore perceives 

one of its functions to be a promotor of human rights and female empowerment on the 

international scene. 

- An active stance in the above-mentioned issue areas: 

This principle is based on both statements taken from the foreign policy declaration of 2015, 

where Margot Wallström expressed that it is: “It is the solid will of this government that 

Sweden, in a time of unrest, will take global responsibility through being a strong voice in the 

world” (Margot Wallström in the foreign policy declaration of 2015) and previous research 

referring to Sweden as having an “activist role conception” during the time of the cold war. 

Moreover, the declaration of the feminist foreign policy has been interpreted as being an 

attempt to once again position the country as an independent and principled actor on the 

international scene. 
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When following these principles, an opportunity for an active stance in areas related to 

human rights promotion, female empowerment and anti-discrimination opens up. If an actor 

with an expressed Feminist actor role conception criticizes human rights abuse, advocates 

for policies and programs aimed at furthering women´s position in societies, they are acting 

in accordance to this conceptual model of the “feminist actor”. The conceptual framework 

for behavior related to the Feminist actor role also creates limitations connected to expected 

behavior. Since actors are required to express themselves in a way that is deemed 

appropriate for the advocacy and furthering of the previously presented principles, 

involvement in affairs or with actors that are deemed counteractive to the aims of the role 

will be considered as going against expected role enactment, which can lead to legitimacy 

issues. To exemplify this reasoning, if an actor expresses statements of positive nature about 

a dictatorship, it has broken against the “democratic pillar” of the “feminist actor” role 

conception.  

 

In summary, the role conception of a “feminist actor” contains a commitment and perceived 

duty to work to further human rights, with an emphasis on equality and female 

empowerment. A feminist role conception also entails a perceived responsibility to actively 

take a stance against human rights violations, which stems from a cosmopolitan worldview 

and a goal to be an active and independent actor on the international scene. Moreover, a 

feminist actor advocates democratic governing and democratization efforts and sees as one 

of its functions to act to promote these.  

 

Context-specific roles 

Based on the previously discussed historical account of Swedish role conceptions, as well as 

empirical evidence outlining central actors and alters behavior and attitudes observed in the 

case at the center of this study, a few context-specific role conceptions will be outlined 

below. These will be identified and treated as role conceptions held by internal alters 

included in the second part of the analysis, as well as putting the meta-role of "feminist 

actor" in to perspective, showcasing the multitude of interests and viewpoints that already 

existed in the Swedish political sphere. 
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The EU member: 

The EU member role is heavily based on the “Europeanized” role conception identified by 

Douglas Brommesson, which he argues has been the main role conception found in Swedish 

foreign policy conduct since the end of the Cold War (2015:12). Moreover, since a 

“normative Europeanization” has been observed to have occurred in Swedish foreign policy 

behavior after its entry in to the European union (as discussed in the theoretical chapter), it 

is safe to assume that these tendencies and thinking still persists despite the new active 

tendencies in the Feminist Role. The EU Member role entails a duty to support joint EU 

action in foreign policy efforts, and to advocate the official "EU line". The EU member role 

conception also entails a commitment towards treating Europe as a political unite, and not 

Sweden as an independent actor.  

The pragmatist: 

The Pragmatist role conceptions emphasizes a duty and commitment towards the furthering 

of national interest. Hence, this role shows itself in a commitment for the Sweden to act in 

accordance with perceived economical and security based interests in specific issue areas. 

An example of a statement revealing a pragmatist role conception from the case of the 

diplomatic crisis between Sweden And Saudi Arabia is the following; “Of course we can 

choose another path, to sit in Falun and judge. But I am convinced that this path will isolate 

Sweden more than it will isolate Saudi Arabia” (Bildt, 2015). 

The reliable trade partner: 

The Reliable trade partner role is closely tied to the pragmatist role, but with a focus on 

trade and business-related issue areas. Stems from Sweden´s position of being a small and 

export dependent trade nation (SCB, 2017). Because of this status, much effort is put in to 

nurturing the country´s trade agreements and opportunities (Sjöstedt 2014:109-110). This 

role therefore includes a commitment and duty to further and prioritize Swedish trade 

relations. In the case of the diplomatic crisis between Sweden and Saudi Arabia, this role was 

for example enacted in the following statement; “Credibility as a trade partner is crucial for a 

small export dependent country like Sweden, and our credibility as a trade partner have been 

hurt” (Karin Enström as quoted in Sveriges riksdag 2015a). 

Based on the historical background and empirical evidence that these context specific role 

conceptions stem from, the second step of the analysis will assume that the commitments 
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and duties within these roles have the potential to clash with the overarching feminist role 

conception, and that the case of the diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia showcases this 

phenomena. From a role theoretical perspective, this conflict can be explained by an 

incoherence regarding expected role behavior of the meta-role versus expected behavior 

within a context specific role (Bengtsson, Elgström 2011:114). In empirical terms, the military 

agreement with Saudi Arabia, which caused internal strife and confusion regarding 

appropriate and expected behavior of the government in relation to the military agreement 

with Saudi Arabia, can potentially be assumed to stem from an inability of Swedish 

government officials to properly rationalize and combine the normative implications of the 

stated Feminist foreign policy, with pragmatic and interest based considerations. Behavior 

that before the reorientation implicit in the declaration of the feminist foreign policy had 

been less controversial and volatile. Therefore, for role conflict to not occur, the meta-role 

of feminist actor must be able to accommodate role expectations stemming from diverging 

context- specific roles.  

 Domestic role-conflict during the diplomatic crisis 

The analysis will now proceed to map out the case from a role theoretical perspective and 

examine how the role conflict was handled by central actors within it. It will do this through 

identifying verbal expressions of role conceptions, role enactments and role expectations 

identified during the crisis. The structure of the second part of the analysis will be the 

following; the first two sections will focus on the central actors Margot Wallström and Stefan 

Löfven respectively, tracking their change of reasoning during the crisis. After that, the 

subsequent section will present a discussion surrounding the possible contradictory role 

enactments carried out by the government in cancelling the agreement while sending 

representatives to repair its relations with the Saudi Government. And lastly, a discussion 

regarding what role the context-specific roles played during the crisis will be presented.  

Margot Wallström during the crisis  

In her original statement that arguably started the diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia, 

Margot Wallström expressed negative sentiment towards and criticized the Saudi 

government for conducting human rights violations in one specific case, the lashing of 

blogger Raif Badawi; ”We will use open and clear messaging as often as we can. Here you 

have to protest against something that is similar to medieval methods” (Sydsvenskan 2015). 
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Similarly, during a foreign policy debate on February 11th, Wallström again voiced her 

criticism; 

“It is obvious that the politics of Saudi Arabia is far from feminist politics. Above all, women´s 

rights are being violated. They are not even allowed to drive cars. Bloggers are being 

whipped, and there is a royal family with absolute power. It is obvious that we cannot use 

any other word than dictatorship” (Riksdagen 2015a). 

I the first statement, it is obvious that Wallström wanted to protest the punishment of Raif 

Badawi, which is perceived as a violation of human rights. She is taking an active stance, 

arguing against the violation of human rights. This is in line with the feminist role 

conception. The second statement further develops the same line of reasoning, including a 

reference to democratic governing as reason to voice negative sentiment towards Saudi 

Arabia. These two examples can therefore be regarded as statements that perfectly 

incapables a “feminist role conception”. It brings forward criticism towards a foreign state, 

which can be seen as an active stance, and the denunciation mentions women’s rights 

(women not being able to drive), human rights in general (through the mention of blogger 

being whipped), as well as support for democratic governing (in relation to the negatively 

connotated words of “absolute power” and dictatorship).   

During the most turbulent time of the diplomatic crisis, when Wallström was stopped from 

speaking during the Arab League summit and criticism was directed towards her from large 

parts of the Arab world, several statements show Wallström refusing to back down from her 

criticism of human rights abuses:” I have nothing to be ashamed off. I stand for what I have 

said and will not back down regarding my comments on democracy and human rights in 

Saudi Arabia” – (Margot Wallström as quoted in Melzer, 2015). With these types of 

statements, Wallström is still in line with the Feminist actor role conception. Her refusal to 

rhetorically back down from her criticism of human rights abuse shows that she perceives it 

as her responsibility to voice criticism when these ideals are being broken, even when she 

faces backlash and negative consequences for her actions.  

One March 20th, the question of the Saudi Arabic diplomatic relations was once again 

discussed in parliament, about a week after it had been announced that Sweden had chosen 

to not prolong the military agreement with Saudi Arabia. The question was this time raised 
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by a representative for Folkpartiet (a liberal oppositional party), Alan Widman, who had 

voiced his criticism against the agreement in connection to the crisis as early as January 

2015. In this early request for debate in parliament, Widman expressed a role expectation 

towards the Swedish government, wanting to know what steps Margot Wallström was 

willing to take to limit Sweden´s association and involvement with Saudi Arabia (Riksdagen 

2015a). When this interpellation was brought up for debate, the criticized agreement had 

already been cancelled, and Widman expressed his appreciation for this action, praising the 

“clarity she has expressed when it comes to Sweden´s respect for human rights and our wish 

to see a more democratic world” (Riksdagen, 2015a). This indicates that Widman as an 

internal alter expressed the role conception of a feminist actor both before and after the 

discontinuation of the agreement, criticizing the government for not cancelling it before it 

was announced that they would pursue this action and positively acknowledging them when 

they did.   

Interestingly however, this debate marked a change in Wallström´s argumentation. Instead 

of once again defending her criticism towards the Saudi Government, she instead focused on 

high-lightening the importance of well-functioning relations between the two countries;  

”Saudi Arabia is an important land in a region of big importance for Sweden and Europe. The 

Saudi king is guarding the two most holy Islamic mosques (…) Saudi Arabia is also an 

important partner for many Swedish companies and is a country who invests in Sweden” 

(Riksdagen  2015a).  

This quote clearly exemplifies a different line of reasoning then Wallstöm´s initial statements 

criticizing Saudi Arabia’s perceived human rights abuses. These reconciliatory remarks 

instead emphasize Saudi Arabia’s influential position in their region and the world, both 

culturally and economically, which is used as an argument for the importance of well 

function relations between the two countries. Moreover, Wallström does allude to and 

therefore recognizes Sweden´s economical interest in good relations with Saudi Arabia. 

Human rights and women´s situation are absent from the reasoning presented in the 

statement, which instead showcases an articulation expressing the role conceptions of the 

Pragmatist and the Reliable trade partner. This is a sign of the inter-role conflict present in 

the case, and is an example where Wallström rhetorically backed down from her previously 

active stance.  
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On May 7th, a couple of months after the diplomatic relations between Sweden and Saudi 

Arabia had become normalized, the issue of the government´s management of the crisis was 

once again discussed in parliament. The interpellation was raised by Karin Enström, a 

parliament member representing Moderaterna (the main center-right oppositional party in 

Sweden) who prompted Wallström to answer how the government planned to restore 

diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia after the crisis. The main focus in her criticism 

regarded the fact that the government, as a result of their actions during the previously 

occurred diplomatic crisis, had hurt Swedish diplomatic and trade relations with large parts 

of the Arab world. She voiced the common argument that Sweden, to be able to further 

human rights in the Arab world, needs to be a “strong actor in the region” (Riksdagen 2015b) 

which does not showcase a direct criticism regarding the normative implications of the 

overarching role conception of Feminist actor, but does criticize the government’s actions 

while enacting the role, specifically its “activist” elements. Her reasoning will therefore be 

judged to be in line with the Pragmatist role conception.   

As a response to this criticism, Wallström expressed concern regarding what she perceived 

to be other parties’ inability to properly stand up for human rights when economic interests 

were at play, stating that: “All parties here should be able to say this, because it is Swedish 

and European politics to stand behind our views on democracy and human rights” (Sveriges 

riksdag, 2015b). This can both be interpreted as Wallström once again being ready to stand 

up for and accept negative consequences for activist role enactment, while expressing an 

expectation for the rest of parliament to support this priority.   

Stefan Löfven during the crisis 

Prime Minister Löfven´s official attitude towards the military agreement shifted during the 

timespan of the crisis. In January, he was quoted saying that he wished to renegotiate the 

deal expressing that; “There are parts of the deal that we definitely can stand for” (Svenska 

Dagbladet, 2015). This shows that Löfven, at this point in time, goes against the role 

expectation often expressed in the case, that a continuation of the agreement would have 

been incompatible with the feminist foreign policy (Linde, 2015). This indicates that Löfven, 

prime minister of the government that has expressed a general “Feminist actor” role, at this 

time held the role conceptions of the Pragmatist, wanting to stand up for an agreement 

initiated by his own party in 2005 and accepted without similar controversy up until the 
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crisis in 2015 (Lönnaeus, 2012). When expressing the view that the agreement should be 

negotiated, Löfven is breaking against expected behavior stemming from the Feminist actor 

role. It also demonstrates that the context-specific roles conflicting with the meta-role does 

not only persist within internal alters but are also expressed through central actors. In 

accordance with this line of reasoning, it has been argued that the arms agreement 

represented a significant dilemma for the prime minister, finding himself in a situation 

where he at the same time had to satisfy flanks within his own government party who 

strongly argued against the continuation of the deal and the business community who 

argued for its renewal (Johansson, 2015).  

Shortly after the announcement of the discontinuation of the arms agreement, which 

occurred less than 2 months after Löfven expressed the view that it should be renegotiated, 

the prime minister was once again pressed on the subject. When addressing the reasoning 

behind the government decision he now stated that; 

 “the situation regarding human rights is too negative. What is happening to bloggers and 

against women in Saudi Arabia is not in the caliber that we want to stick to military 

agreement” (Hansson, 2015).  

This change in reasoning refers back to the human rights promotion and activist elements of 

the Feminist actor role, since the government executed the independent action canceled the 

agreement. It therefore also serves as an underpinning of an additional interesting aspect of 

the case, namely how the reinvigorated “activist” elements of the “feminist role conception” 

made behavior previously accepted (Eriksson 2015) more volatile.  This idea is supported by 

the fact that expressions of role expectations, as in the example of; “Few places on earth 

practices such systematic and cruel oppression of women as Saudi Arabia (…) How is it even 

possible for a government to call itself feminist and consider a continued military agreement 

with Saudi Arabia?” (Linde, 2015) often referred back to the launch of the feminist foreign 

policy when arguing for the discontinuation of the military agreement, and when expressing 

their support for Wallström´s strong statements.  

From a role theoretical perspective Löfven´s change in reasoning cam be judged as him 

adopting the “Feminist actor” role (a role conception he by others is “expected” to hold 

because of his position as the head of a government that has declared the intention to 
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practice a Feminist foreign policy) after being exposed to criticism and consequences of role 

conflict.   

Cancelling the agreement and repairing relations: conflicting role enactment?   

On March 10th 2015, it was officially announced that the Swedish government would not 

extend the controversial military agreement with Saudi Arabia (Sveriges Radio 2015b). This 

can be judged to be a role enactment strictly in line with the feminist role conception. 

Accordingly, government representative Åsa Romson (The Greens) commented on this 

decision and stated that: “This is a win for a direct foreign policy based on respect for human 

rights and a moral compass where this type of far reaching military agreements quite clearly, 

does not fit in” (Svenska Dagbladet 2015b).  

However, the announcement was not met with universal praise. Criticism was imminently 

voiced from Sweden’s business community, claiming that government hurt important 

business opportunities (Dagens nyheter, 2015), and also from political actors (Bildt, 2015, 

Hallands Nyheter 2015). Perhaps most prominently, former prime as well as foreign minister 

Carl Bildt expressed in newspaper interviews that Sweden should continue the agreement 

since it would be a “rude action” to cancel it, and that the government would be perceived 

as unreliable pursuing this course of action (Sveriges Radio, 2015c). These reactions are ones 

again a sign of role conflict within the Swedish domestic sphere, since alters express role 

expectations not in line with the government’s action. This is a clear example were 

expectations and requirements to live up to the Reliable trade partner role collides with the 

expectations within the Feminist actor role of not militarily cooperating with states such as 

Saudi Arabia, and an actor like Bildt clearly does not share the sentiment that Sweden has a 

responsibility to end the agreement.     

At the end of March, the Swedish government sent prominent envoy, Björn von Sydow, with 

letters from the Swedish king to the Saudi Government. The content of these letters has 

been classified as confidential, but official comments regarding the purpose of the visit said 

that; “I have said that we regret if there have been feelings of misunderstanding regarding 

what has been said from the Swedish side, and forwarded that we want a dialog” (Björn Von 

Sydow, as quoted in Flores 2015). In direct connection to the meetings held during this visit, 

the Saudi government announced that their ambassador would return to Stockholm (Flores 

2015). The example of the Swedish government sending representatives and messages from 
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the king can ones again perfectly exemplify one of the elements of role conflict present in 

the case of the Saudi diplomatic crisis, if viewed as a contradictory action in relation to the 

cancellation of the military agreement. The conflict is apparent because of the fact that the 

Swedish government was ready to openly criticize human rights abuses perpetuated by the 

Saudi government, but then immediately attempts to repair the negative outcomes of said 

criticism. The normative and active stance of cancelling the agreement is therefore 

immediately countered by an act that at least from a symbolic standpoint goes against the 

Feminist actor role. It therefore seems like the government in these two occurrences is 

acting in accordance with all three roles observed in the case, the Feminist actor, the 

Pragmatist and the Reliable trade partner, by cancelling the agreement but also immediately 

attempting to repair the negative outcomes of said act.  

General discussion: Context-specific roles as sources of criticism  

Over-all, one can say that the government faced criticism and discordant role expectations 

from two general camps. At the beginning of the crisis, when the agreement was still in 

practice, role expectations regarding the incompatibility of the agreement with the feminist 

foreign policy was prominent, which clearly shows that parts of the Swedish political sphere 

perceived the “Feminist actor” role and its incompatibility with the military agreement as it 

was implemented at the time. When this belief was expressed towards the government as a 

role expectation, it stemmed from both oppositional party representatives, as well as from 

within the government, since it was known that the Green Party opposed the agreement 

during the time running up to its cancelation. Walter Mutt, at the time official spokesperson 

for the Green Party regarding foreign policy issues, expressed in January 2015 that; “We are 

definitely saying no to that (a continuation of the agreement). Having a military agreement 

with one of the world’s worst dictatorships is for the Green Party an unconscionable thought” 

(Öhman, 2015). Similar role expectations were voiced from representatives of oppositional 

parties (Svenska Dagbladet, 2015a), as well as from the social democrats own youth 

organization (Socialdemokratisk ungdom, 2015). It is therefore important to point out that 

the role conflict in the case cannot be simplified to contesting role conceptions between for 

example left and right-wing parties, or between the government and the opposition. 

Criticism regarding the agreements incompatibility with a declared feminist foreign policy, 

which is interpreted as a role expectation towards the government as well as an enactment 
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of a “Feminist actor” role conception in and of itself, stemmed from central actors (Green 

party representatives), as well as from internal alters (Eriksson, Rosén).  

The other camp of critics gained momentum after the cancellation of the agreement, which 

was followed by a peak in the crisis when Saudi Arabia recalled their ambassador from 

Stockholm. Just a few days before the official announcement regarding the cancelation of 

the agreement, a prominent group of 30 Swedish business leaders wrote a joint debate 

article, where they alleged that Sweden would lose their credibility as a business partner if 

they pulled out. However, their reasoning in this article was not absent of references to 

Sweden´s role as a human rights promoter, bringing forward the argument that the best way 

for Sweden to achieve their humanitarian and democracy goals is to further trade and 

sustain well-functioning international relationships (Dagens Nyheter, 2015). At the same 

time as this debate article is a clear example of role enactment in line with the Reliable trade 

partner role conception, it also exemplifies the internal consensus within Sweden regarding 

the human rights focused elements within the Feminist actor role conception. However, it 

does not support its activist elements, since it argues to stick to the status quo, and 

showcases a commitment to sustain agreements and relationships that will support Swedish 

interests related to trade.  

Hence, no conflict can be discerned regarding the normative values supposed to be 

supported and promoted within the feminist role conception, and actors from varying 

political parties, both in government and opposition express the notion of Sweden as a 

human rights promoter. From observing parliamentary debates on the subject, were actors 

from different parties have a chance of expressing themselves, one can discern two main 

ways of reasoning regarding how human rights promotion should be enacted. Firstly, there is 

the reasoning supported by for example Karin Enström, stating that Sweden, if wishing to 

have any influence over the human rights situation on countries like Saudi Arabia, needs to 

have good diplomatic relations with them (Sveriges riksdag, 2015b). This view is never 

directly opposed by actors like for example Margot Wallström who has a more active stance 

in the issue, but she seems to propose that well-functioning trade and diplomatic relations 

and the ability to stand of against human rights abuses, should coexist. Keeping this in mind, 

the conclusion can be made that the inter role-conflict observed in the case is not due to the 

aspects within the “Feminist actor” of role human rights promotor, but rather its activist 
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elements, which are not well equipped to handle role expectations within the Reliable trade 

partner and Pragmatist roles.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis set out to understand the internal turmoil within the Swedish political sphere 

during the diplomatic crisis with Saudi Arabia in 2015 from a role theoretical perspective. In 

doing so, it identified a role conflict between the meta-role conception of Sweden as a 

Feminist actor, asserted through the announcement of the Feminist foreign policy, and 

previously existing, more pragmatic, context-specific role conceptions. These relating to 

appropriate behavior in relation to Swedish trade and its diplomatic relations with the Saudi 

government. The analysis therefore highlighted problems that can occur when a government 

presents a normative meta-role that has difficulties encompassing previously accepted 

policy behavior, stemming from context-specific roles already present in the domestic 

political sphere.  

The first part of the thesis´ two step analysis showcased that the meta-role of “Feminist 

actor” as expressed by the Swedish government, is an active and normative role, which 

entails a perceived duty, commitment, responsibility and function towards taking an active 

stance and independently work to further human rights, democratic governing and female 

empowerment. The second part of the analysis then showcased how this meta-role was 

expressed and enacted by government officials during the diplomatic crisis with Saudi 

Arabia, as well as exploring the role-conflict present in the case. This part of the analysis 

clearly showed that while there was no expressed conflict regarding Sweden´s role as a 

human rights promoter, which is a prominent aspect within the Feminist actor role, there 

were significant disagreement and strife regarding the role´s activist elements. The activist 

elements of the “Feminist actor” role is arguably an explanatory factor both for Margot 

Wallström´s clear criticism towards Saudi Arabia, as well as the government´s decision to 

cancel the military agreement at the center of the conflict. However, these active stances 

received criticism from internal alters claiming that they hurt Swedish diplomatic relations 

and trade opportunities, which is a sign that the Feminist actor role in its active elements has 

issues incorporating the roles of Reliable trade partner and Pragmatist. 

The analysis also identifies role conceptions and enactment by the central actor´s in the case 

study, Margot Wallström, Stefan Löfven and the Green Party. Wallström was observed to 

largely stick to the Feminist actor role throughout the whole process, refusing to back down 
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from her initial criticism and activist stance in defense of human rights. However, she was 

also observed making statements that can be interpreted as accommodating the context 

specific role requirement within the Good trade partner role, by making statements in 

parliament regarding Swedish economic interests in good relations with Saudi Arabia. This 

can be understood as a sign of modification within the “Feminist actor” role or as an 

expression of the Good trade partner and Pragmatist roles in and of itself. Stefan Löfven 

went from publicly stating that he wanted to renegotiate the military agreement, which is 

interpreted as an expression of the Pragmatist role, to publicly supporting its cancellation by 

referring to human rights issues within Saudi Arabia. However, this study cannot comment 

on if this change is due to an individual change in role conception or for example internal 

political pressure. The Green party´s official stance during the crisis was that the agreement 

was incompatible with a feminist foreign policy, which will be judged as an unchanged and 

stable enactment of the Feminist actor role. 

The scope of this paper does not allow for a concluding remark over whether the role 

conflict observed in this case study resulted in any change in Swedish foreign policy conduct 

or its rhetorical framing over time. However, since role theory suggests that role-conflict is a 

possible trigger for such role change, this might have been a result of the circumstances 

observed in this study. Aspects of contemporary Swedish role conceptions that would 

benefit from further studies is the question of whether there has been a change in the 

expression and enactment of the “Feminist actor role” after the diplomatic crisis in 2015, 

especially regarding how the role is expressed in sensitive issue areas such as arms trade and 

Sweden´s diplomatic relationships with authoritarian regimes.  

The use of role theory as an analytical toolbox within this case-study has been a fruitful way 

of understanding the domestic dynamics of its central case. Since the empirics of the case 

clearly showcased that there existed a varied amount of ideas of appropriate behavior and 

priorities among political elites during the crisis, role theory offered an instrument to 

understand these differences and comprehend why the conflict occurred and played out the 

way it did. This is a sign that the call made by Cantir and Kaarbo (2012) for further studies in 

to the domestic contestation of roles is legitimate, and that opening the black box of a 

state´s role conceptions is an endeavor full of opportunities to further the understanding of 

foreign policy behavior.     
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