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ABSTRACT

Global gender governance has expanded from instruments centred on women’s legal equality and protection from sex-
based discrimination to a heterogeneous field encompassing gender mainstreaming, sexual orientation, gender identity,
gender expression, sexuality education, institutional inclusion and gender-transformative programming. This article asks
when such expansion represents legitimate human-rights protection and when transnational norm transfer risks becom-
ing conceptual conformity. It combines a critical integrative review of 42 scholarly works with structured analysis of 29
primary policy instruments issued by global, regional and national institutions. Searches were conducted through five pre-
specified OpenAlex queries and reported using a PRISMA-adapted, transparently bounded design. The analysis distin-
guishes a universal protection floor, context-dependent institutional measures and contested anthropological propositions.
It finds no evidence of a single, centrally coordinated global command structure. It does identify polycentric conceptual
expansion, soft-law diffusion, donor and reputational leverage, and forms of localisation whose practical openness varies
considerably. Global norms have provided indispensable resources against violence, exclusion and sex-based inequality;
they can also blur the boundary between protecting persons and requiring assent to disputed accounts of sex, identity,
embodiment and family. The article develops a fifteen-test Conceptual Sovereignty and Gender Governance Framework to
assess dignity, safety, evidence, authority, participation, translation, non-compulsion, proportionality, women’s rights, mi-
nority protection, conscience, democratic legitimacy, conditionality and reviewability. Equal dignity, it argues, requires
robust protection without making conceptual uniformity the price of civic inclusion.
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GLOBAL GENDER GOVERNANCE
1. Introduction

Gender equality has become a central language of
contemporary global governance. It appears in bind-
ing treaties, political declarations, development strat-
egies, education guidance, health programming,
workplace standards, funding frameworks and na-
tional policy plans. At its most widely shared level,
this language names urgent and well-documented
concerns: violence against women, exclusion from
education and property, discriminatory employment
practices, political marginalisation, harassment and
denial of equal legal protection. CEDAW, the Beijing
Platform for Action, the Maputo Protocol and Sustain-
able Development Goal 5 belong to this history of
making institutionalised disadvantage visible and ac-
tionable (African Union, 2003; United Nations, 1979,
1995, 2015). Their achievements should not be mini-
mised. International norms have often supplied lan-
guage, monitoring tools and political leverage to peo-
ple whose claims were ignored by domestic institu-
tions.

Yet “gender equality” no longer denotes one stable ob-
ject. Across contemporary policy, the term can refer
to women’s sex-based equality, transformation of so-
cially assigned roles, numerical representation, sex-
ual-orientation protection, recognition of gender
identity, gender expression, curriculum reform, bod-
ily autonomy and institutional duties of affirmation.
WHO distinguishes sex, gender, gender identity, gen-
der expression and sexual orientation, while
UNESCO’s sexuality-education guidance integrates
health information with rights, relationships, norms
and gender-transformative objectives (UNESCO,
2018; World Health Organization, 2021). The Euro-
pean Union and World Bank now situate sexual and
gender minorities within broader equality strategies,
although their legal authority, operational mecha-
nisms and national translations differ (European
Commission, 2020, 2026a; World Bank, 2024a). These
developments may represent a coherent extension of
equal protection. They may also introduce philosoph-
ical claims that cannot be derived from non-discrimi-
nation alone.

The analytical problem is therefore not whether
every global gender initiative is emancipatory or ide-
ological. Such a binary question would reproduce the
simplification this study seeks to avoid. The problem
is how distinct moral, empirical, legal and anthropo-
logical claims become bundled together, and how that
bundle travels through institutions with unequal ma-
terial and epistemic power. A government may agree
that every person should be protected from violence
while disputing whether gender identity should
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determine sex classification in every legal domain. A
religious school may reject harassment while declin-
ing to teach a particular account of the body. A
women’s organisation may defend sex-disaggregated
data while supporting protection of transgender per-
sons. Treating these positions as conceptually impos-
sible obscures the actual work of rights-balancing.

This article asks four questions. First, how has global
gender policy moved from women’s equality and gen-
der mainstreaming toward identity-based and gen-
der-transformative governance? Second, through
which mechanisms are these norms diffused, local-
ised and sometimes made materially consequential?
Third, how should equal protection be distinguished
from compelled anthropological agreement? Fourth,
under what evidentiary conditions may norm trans-
fer be described as conceptual colonisation rather
than ordinary diffusion, democratic adoption or legit-
imate human-rights enforcement?

The article contributes three concepts. The first is a
Three-Layer Gender Governance Model that sepa-
rates a universal protection floor, context-dependent
institutional measures and contested anthropological
propositions. The second is conceptual sovereignty:
the capacity of political and cultural communities to
deliberate about foundational categories of person-
hood, embodiment and family, subject to the equal
dignity and physical safety of all persons. The third is
an operational definition of conceptual colonisation
requiring four jointly evidenced conditions: external
standardisation, significant power asymmetry, con-
strained local translation or refusal, and meaningful
consequences for non-compliance. This definition is
deliberately demanding. International circulation,
advocacy or disagreement does not itself constitute
colonisation.

The central finding is qualified. The evidence does not
support a monolithic account of a secret or unified
global gender command. The field is polycentric, in-
ternally contested and shaped by states, international
organisations, activists, experts, donors, courts and
counter-movements. Nevertheless, the evidence does
support a pattern of conceptual expansion accompa-
nied by soft-law diffusion, funding leverage, profes-
sional standardisation and reputational discipline.
Whether those mechanisms are protective or colonis-
ing depends on authority, participation, proportion-
ality, translation, non-compulsion and reviewability.
The purpose of the analysis is not to weaken protec-
tion for women or sexual and gender minorities. It is
to make protection more legitimate by separating it
from claims that require further scientific, philosoph-
ical and democratic argument.
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GLOBAL GENDER GOVERNANCE
2. Conceptual Architecture and Competing
Theories

Conceptual precision is substantive rather than cos-
metic because definitions determine who is pro-
tected, which evidence counts and what institutional
conduct is required. Biological sex concerns the re-
productive organisation of bodies and is ordinarily
classified through a cluster of anatomical, gonadal,
chromosomal and hormonal characteristics. Varia-
tions in sex development complicate clinical classifi-
cation in a small number of cases, but complexity
does not by itself dissolve the category. Gender has at
least three policy meanings: socially constructed roles
and expectations associated with women and men; a
structure through which labour, status and authority
are distributed; and an internal identity that may not
correspond to sex. Gender expression concerns out-
ward presentation, while sexual orientation concerns
patterns of attraction. Policies that use these terms in-
terchangeably create avoidable legal and empirical
ambiguity (World Health Organization, 2021).

Equal dignity is the moral status of persons and sup-
ports protection from violence, degradation, arbi-
trary exclusion and denial of legal personality. Non-
discrimination is a legal and institutional principle,
but its application requires comparison, relevant
grounds and legitimate exceptions. Direct discrimina-
tion treats a person less favourably because of a pro-
tected characteristic. Indirect discrimination con-
cerns a facially neutral rule producing unjustified dis-
advantage. Reasonable accommodation modifies a
general practice to prevent exclusion without impos-
ing disproportionate burdens. These doctrines do not
eliminate all distinctions. Sex may remain materially
relevant to pregnancy, some medical care, data col-
lection, sport or detention, while identity may be rel-
evant to privacy, safety and respectful administra-
tion. The difficult question is not whether distinctions
exist but whether they are evidence-based, propor-
tionate and reviewable.

Tolerance, recognition and affirmation form a second
conceptual sequence. Tolerance means peaceful coex-
istence with people or beliefs one does not endorse.
Recognition can mean recognition of equal humanity,
legal personality, a social identity or the objective au-
thority of an identity claim. Affirmation is stronger: it
validates or institutionally enacts a person’s self-un-
derstanding. Compelled affirmation arises when em-
ployment, education, licensing, funding or public par-
ticipation is made conditional on communicating or
behaviourally enacting a contested proposition about
sex, gender, embodiment or family. This concept
must not be inflated. Ordinary courtesy, accurate
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administration and protection against targeted har-
assment are not automatically compulsion. Con-
versely, an institution cannot evade the issue merely
by relabelling required expression as conduct. The ju-
risprudence of compelled speech shows that the
boundary depends on whether the state or institution
is regulating discriminatory service, professional con-
duct or expression carrying an attributable message.

Three theoretical traditions illuminate the field.
Norm-diffusion scholarship explains how global
standards move through international organisations
and transnational networks. Finnemore and Sikkink
(1998) describe norm emergence, cascading and in-
ternalisation; True and Mintrom (2001) show how
networks diffused gender mainstreaming; Acharya
(2004) and Zwingel (2012) demonstrate that norms
are localised, translated and reconstructed rather
than simply copied. Levitt and Merry’s (2009) vernac-
ularisation approach similarly foregrounds interme-
diaries. These accounts challenge both naive univer-
salism and crude imposition narratives.

Feminist institutionalism explains why apparently
neutral arrangements may reproduce sex-based hier-
archy. Gender mainstreaming was developed partly
because isolated women’s programmes could not
change routine budgeting, staffing and policy analy-
sis (Hafner-Burton & Pollack, 2002; True, 2003). Inter-
sectional and queer scholarship further argues that a
women/men binary can obscure sexuality, race, class
and gender-identity exclusions (Hagen, 2016). From
this perspective, identity-based expansion is not mis-
sion drift but correction of an earlier framework that
protected only those who conformed to dominant cat-
egories.

Decolonial and African feminist scholarship intro-
duces a different warning. Mohanty (2003) criticised
representations of a homogeneous “Third World
woman”; Oyéwumi (1997) argued that Western gen-
der categories have sometimes been projected onto
African social orders; Lugones (2010) connected mod-
ern gender classifications to coloniality; and Tamale
(2020) called for African feminist knowledge produc-
tion that resists both imported domination and indig-
enous patriarchy. Decolonial analysis therefore can-
not be reduced to cultural conservatism. It asks who
defines the problem, whose concepts become univer-
sal, whose voices are translated as expertise and
whose objections are classified as backwardness.

Political liberalism and epistemic-justice theory add
safeguards. Rawlsian reasonable pluralism assumes
that free citizens may hold incompatible comprehen-
sive doctrines while sharing political principles.
Fricker (2007) shows how credibility and interpretive
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resources are unevenly distributed. Haslanger (2000),
Jenkins (2016) and Bettcher (2017) demonstrate that
even the category “woman” is debated within femi-
nist philosophy, with realist, ameliorative and iden-
tity-centred accounts generating different legal impli-
cations. The existence of serious disagreement does
not mean that institutions must remain neutral about
violence or discrimination. It means that they should
identify which propositions are necessary for equal
citizenship and which require room for continued in-

quiry.

Table 1. Core conceptual distinctions

0J-SKSD | Vol. 2, No. 3 (2026)
Conceptual sovereignty is thus not an unlimited right
of cultures to define persons. It is a rebuttable claim
to participate in defining and translating founda-
tional categories. It is constrained by a universal pro-
tection floor and by the agency of internal minorities.
Conceptual colonisation occurs only where external
definitions are standardised through unequal power,
local interpretation is materially constrained and
non-compliance carries significant consequences.
This operationalisation avoids two errors: calling
every international norm colonial, and treating every
norm wrapped in rights language as beyond criti-
cism.

Working definition Policy risk if conflated

Biological sex . . .
& tered biological characteristics

Gender as social
role/structure

Gender identity gender

Sexual orientation

Reproductive bodily classification using clus-

Social expectations and institutional distribu-
tion of labour, status, and authority

Internal experience or self-understanding of

Pattern of sexual or romantic attraction

Equal moral and legal status; protection from

Loss of materially relevant health, violence,
sport, or demographic data

Treating stereotypes as innate or confusing
social power with identity

Assuming identity answers every legal or bio-
logical classification question

Conflation with identity, expression, or sex

Turning disputed policy means into condi-
tions of personhood

Failure to specify which form of recognition
is required

Equal dignit . .
quat dignity violence and degradation
- Acknowledgement ranging from legal person-
Recognition . . g. . g & gap
ality to identity validation
. . Active validation or institutional enactment
Affirmation

of an identity interpretation

Conceptual sovereignty

External conceptual displacement under
power asymmetry, constrained translation,

Conceptual colonisation
and material consequences

Capacity to deliberate about foundational cat-
egories subject to the protection floor sion

Conflation with civility or non-discrimination

Use of sovereignty to shield abuse or exclu-

Inflammatory overuse or denial of real soft-
law coercion

Layer |: Universal protection floor

Equal dignity; protection from violence; equal legal protection; bodily integrity; due process; access to education, health and lawful work

Layer ll: Context-dependent measures

Quotas; accommodation; curriculum; data categories; facilities; sport; healthcare protocols; names and pronouns; professional standards

Layer lll: Contested anthropological propositions

Relation of sex and identity; body and self-definition; family; children's consent; duties of recognition; whether non-affirmation is discrimination

Analytical rule: Layer | protections do not automatically settle every Layer || measure or Layer Il proposition.

Figure 1. Three-Layer Gender Governance Model.
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Table 2. Three layers of gender governance
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Typical content Analytical question

I. Universal protection
floor

II. Context-dependent
measures

II1. Contested anthropo-
logical propositions

3. Method

This study used a critical integrative review com-
bined with structured policy-document analysis, con-
ceptual genealogy and normative institutional analy-
sis. An integrative design was appropriate because
the research problem crosses international relations,
gender studies, law, education, public health and po-
litical philosophy. The aim was not to estimate a
pooled effect. It was to identify conceptual changes,
mechanisms of norm diffusion, competing interpreta-
tions and conditions under which institutional power
becomes relevant to normative evaluation.

The scholarly search was conducted on 26 July 2026
through Sider Scholar’s OpenAlex interface. Five pre-
specified queries addressed: gender mainstreaming
and global governance; decolonial feminism and
Global South development; gender identity and inter-
national human-rights governance; comprehensive
sexuality education, culture and parental authority;
and gender identity, conscience, speech and sex-
based rights. The date range was 1995 to 26 July 2026.
Because each query returned between 246 and 3,891
records, the review used a transparently bounded
strategy: the first 15 relevance-ranked or citation-
ranked records from each query were exported. This
produced 75 records. One duplicate was removed, 74
titles and abstracts were screened, 38 records re-
ceived full-text or detailed-record assessment, and 26
database-derived works were included. Backward
and forward citation chaining identified 22 further
foundational works. After duplicate and eligibility as-
sessment, 16 were added, producing a scholarly ana-
lytic corpus of 42 works (Figure 2).

Eligibility required a direct contribution to at least
one of five domains: transnational gender govern-
ance or mainstreaming; norm diffusion or localisa-
tion; decolonial and epistemic critique; international
SOGI rights and counter-mobilisation; or sexuality ed-
ucation, recognition and institutional conflict. Empir-
ical studies, systematic or integrative reviews, theo-
retically significant articles and scholarly books were
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Dignity, safety, legal personality, bodily integ-
rity, due process, access to ordinary services

Quotas, accommodation, curricula, data catego-

ries, facilities, professional conduct

Relation of sex and identity, body and self-defi-
nition, family, duties of affirmation

Is every person protected regardless of be-
lief or identity?

Is the measure evidence-based, necessary,
proportionate, and reviewable?

Has a disputed proposition been presented
as a necessary implication of equal dig-
nity?

eligible. Sources were excluded when they were pe-
ripheral, duplicative, methodologically opaque, non-
verifiable or insufficiently transferable to the trans-
national policy problem. Foundational sources pub-
lished before 1995 were used for background but
were not treated as database-identified review rec-
ords. Screening and synthesis were conducted by one
reviewer. The full decision log is supplied in the sup-
plement.

A separate primary-policy corpus was constructed
from official institutional websites and legal reposito-
ries. Thirty-six candidate documents were assessed
from the United Nations, UN Women, WHO, UNESCO,
OHCHR, UNFPA, UNICEF, World Bank, ILO, African
Union, European Union, Council of Europe, selected
national governments and the Yogyakarta Principles
project. Twenty-nine documents were included and
seven excluded as superseded, peripheral or duplica-
tive (Figure 3). The policy corpus was not merged into
the scholarly PRISMA count because policy instru-
ments and peer-reviewed studies perform different
evidentiary functions.

Each policy document was coded for institutional au-
thor, date, legal status, intended audience, geographic
reach, definitions of women, sex, gender, gender
identity, gender expression and sexual orientation,
treatment of children and family, institutional obliga-
tions, language requirements, cultural-adaptation
provisions, consultation, financing, compliance con-
sequences, conscience protections, reviewability and
documented implementation. Binding treaties and
statutes were distinguished from political commit-
ments, intergovernmental resolutions, technical
guidance, institutional strategy and non-governmen-
tal expert principles. This distinction is crucial be-
cause an influential document may not be legally
binding, while a formally voluntary framework can
acquire practical force through funding, accredita-
tion or professional adoption.

Analysis proceeded in four stages. First, a conceptual
genealogy traced changes from CEDAW and Beijing to
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GLOBAL GENDER GOVERNANCE

contemporary SOGI and gender-transformative
frameworks. Second, thematic synthesis identified
diffusion mechanisms and recurring rights tensions.
Third, comparative cases tested the four proposed
conditions of conceptual colonisation. Fourth, norma-
tive analysis assessed dignity, safety, evidence, au-
thority, participation, translation, proportionality,
non-compulsion, women’s rights, minority protection
and reviewability.

Quality appraisal considered conceptual clarity,
methodological transparency, source authority, evi-
dentiary fit, attention to counterevidence and contex-
tual transferability. Primary policy claims were
checked against primary documents wherever possi-
ble. Legal cases were used to illustrate jurisdiction-
specific conflicts rather than universal rules. Claims

0J-SKSD | Vol. 2, No. 3 (2026)
were classified as documented institutional facts, em-
pirical findings, legal interpretations, philosophical
arguments or authorial inferences. This discipline
was designed to prevent inference about institutional
intention from being presented as fact.

The review has important limits. It was bounded ra-
ther than exhaustive, English-language dominant and
conducted by one reviewer. Ranking the first 15 rec-
ords privileges visibility and citation. Some imple-
mentation occurs through internal grants and profes-
sional guidance unavailable publicly. National trans-
lations vary substantially. These limits preclude prev-
alence estimates and claims of a unified agenda. They
do not prevent careful comparison of the documented
instruments and mechanisms in the corpus.

PRISMA-adapted scholarly evidence selection

Database identification

75 records exported: first 15 ranked results from each of five
pre-specified OpenAlex searches

Duplicate removal

1 duplicate removed; 74 unique records entered screening

Title and abstract screening

74 screened: 36 excluded as peripheral or insufficiently
focused

Citation chaining
22 additional records identified; 4
duplicates/background-only records remaved; 18 assessed

Database-derived studies included

26 records included in the integrative synthesis

Full-text or detailed-record assessment

38 assessed; 12 excluded for limited transferability, overlap,
or insufficient analytic detail

Final scholarly corpus

16 additional studies included; 42 scholarly works in the
analytic corpus

Figure 2. PRISMA-adapted scholarly evidence identification and selection.

Primary policy-document corpus selection

Institutional source mapping

36 candidate documents identified from official UN. AU, EU, World Bank, ILO, Council of
Europe, national, and expert-principles sources

-

Eligibility assessment

Documents assessed for definitional, legal, strategic, educational, financing, or
implementation relevance

Included policy corpus

29 primary instruments coded across authority, definitions, obligations, adaptation,
conditionality, and reviewability

Excluded

7 documents excluded as superseded, peripheral, or duplicative

Figure 3. Primary policy-document corpus selection.

4. Genealogy: From Women'’s Equality to
Layered Gender Governance

The genealogy begins with instruments whose princi-
pal legal subject is women. CEDAW defines discrimi-
nation as a sex-based distinction, exclusion or re-
striction impairing women’s rights. It also reaches be-
yond formal equality by requiring states to modify so-
cial and cultural patterns based on stereotyped roles
(United Nations, 1979). This dual structure is signifi-
cant: sex-based legal protection and social
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transformation were present together from the out-
set. The later expansion of gender policy did not
emerge from nothing, although its subjects and
claims changed.

The 1995 Beijing Platform consolidated gender main-
streaming as an institutional strategy. Rather than
confining women’s equality to specialist pro-
grammes, it required a gender perspective across pol-
icy design, implementation, monitoring and budget-
ing (United Nations, 1995). ECOSOC’s 1997 agreed
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conclusions formalised mainstreaming as assessment
of implications for women and men in every planned
action. Gender therefore became both a substantive
concern and an administrative technology. Hafner-
Burton and Pollack (2002) show that results varied be-
cause organisational mandates, leadership, expertise
and incentives differed. Mainstreaming could trans-
form policy, become procedural compliance or be di-
luted into neutral language.

The Sustainable Development Goals retained women
and girls as the explicit subjects of Goal 5 while link-
ing equality to leadership, economic resources, un-
paid care, reproductive health and enabling technol-
ogy (United Nations, 2015). Regional instruments such
as the Maputo Protocol similarly protect women’s
civil, political, health and reproductive rights within
an African treaty framework (African Union, 2003).
These texts complicate any claim that gender equality
is merely a foreign imposition. African states and
women’s movements have participated in producing
regional norms, even while implementation and in-
terpretation remain contested.

A later phase adds sexual orientation, gender iden-
tity, gender expression and sex characteristics.
OHCHR’s Born Free and Equal synthesises interna-
tional human-rights obligations concerning SOGIESC,
while Human Rights Council resolutions created and
renewed an independent-expert mandate through
contested intergovernmental votes (OHCHR, 2019;
United Nations Human Rights Council, 2016, 2019).
The Council of Europe and European Union integrate
SOGI protections across law, public services, funding
and external action (Council of Europe, 2010; Euro-
pean Commission, 2020, 2026a). The World Bank’s
2024-2030 strategy includes sexual and gender mi-
norities within an equality framework still strongly
centred on women and girls (World Bank, 2024a).

The conceptual shift is not merely the addition of pro-
tected groups. It changes the meaning of gender. In
CEDAW and Beijing, gender largely concerns rela-
tions and roles organised around women and men. In
contemporary guidance, gender may also denote
identity and expression. WHO attempts to preserve
distinctions among these concepts, but institutional
strategies often combine them under a single inclu-
sion architecture. The combination can be adminis-
tratively efficient while obscuring where sex-based
analysis, identity recognition and social-role transfor-
mation require different evidence.

Education makes the layered character especially vis-
ible. UNESCO’s International Technical Guidance on
Sexuality Education presents CSE as scientifically ac-
curate, age-appropriate, rights-based and gender-

DOI: 10.65655/0cp.ojsksd.157 Page 7

0J-SKSD | Vol. 2, No. 3 (2026)
transformative. It covers bodies, relationships, val-
ues, consent, sexual orientation and gender identity,
while stating that the guidance is voluntary and
adaptable to national contexts (UNESCO, 2018). The
policy therefore contains a protection floor, context-
dependent educational judgments and contested nor-
mative content. Localisation is real but bounded: ad-
aptation is encouraged within a framework whose
core objectives and concepts have already been estab-
lished.

The genealogy supports two conclusions. First, con-
ceptual expansion is documented. Gender govern-
ance now encompasses more subjects, meanings and
institutional domains than the earlier women’s-rights
framework. Second, expansion is neither inherently
illegitimate nor uniform. Some additions close genu-
ine protection gaps. Others generate conflicts about
categories, speech, education and institutional au-
thority. The analytical task is to identify the layer and
the mechanism rather than judge the whole field by a
single label.

The legal hierarchy of the relevant texts matters.
CEDAW and the Maputo Protocol are treaties for rati-
fying states; Beijing and the 2030 Agenda are political
commitments; Human Rights Council resolutions cre-
ate mandates and express intergovernmental posi-
tions; strategies and technical guidance organise in-
stitutional practice; and the Yogyakarta Principles are
expert-authored interpretations rather than treaties.
These sources may converge in policy, but they do not
carry the same democratic pedigree or legal force. A
recurring problem in advocacy and institutional im-
plementation is citation drift, in which a non-binding
interpretation is presented as though it were settled
treaty law. The opposite error is to dismiss soft law as
irrelevant. Repetition, funding, professional incorpo-
ration and judicial reference can make non-binding
texts highly influential.

The genealogy also reveals institutional layering ra-
ther than simple replacement. Earlier sex-based com-
mitments remain active while identity-based frame-
works are added. This creates an architecture in
which women can be treated simultaneously as a sex
class, a social position and an identity category. These
meanings can coexist, but they require domain rules.
Maternal mortality data, for example, depend on re-
productive biology; workplace harassment policy
may require attention to both sex and identity; politi-
cal quotas ordinarily rely on administrable catego-
ries; and individual services may prioritise privacy
and self-description. A mature policy framework
should disclose these differences rather than rely on
constructive ambiguity.
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Table 3. Selected policy genealogy

0J-SKSD | Vol. 2, No. 3 (2026)

Period/instrument Principal policy subject Conceptual and institutional development

CEDAW (1979)

Beijing Platform (1995) Women and girls

ECOSOC conclusions (1997) Women and men

SDG 5 (2015) Women and girls

OHCHR/HRC SOGI framework
(2016-2019)

UNESCO CSE guidance (2018)  Children and young people

World Bank/EU strategies

(2020-2026) der minorities

5. How Norms Travel: Authority, Expertise,
Funding and Reputation

Global gender norms travel through a network rather
than a single hierarchy. Treaties create legal obliga-
tions for ratifying states. Political declarations estab-
lish common agendas without equivalent enforcea-
bility. Resolutions authorise mandates and shape in-
stitutional expectations. Technical guidance trans-
lates general norms into operational practices. Do-
nors link priorities to finance, while professional as-
sociations, universities and corporations incorporate
them into codes, curricula and reporting systems. Ad-
vocacy networks promote both gender-equality
norms and counter-norms. The resulting governance
is polycentric and recursive.

Norm-diffusion research helps explain this complex-
ity. Finnemore and Sikkink’s (1998) cascade model
emphasises entrepreneurs, organisational platforms
and legitimacy. True and Mintrom (2001) demon-
strate how transnational networks spread gender-
mainstreaming agencies and practices. Zwingel
(2012) cautions that international women’s rights are
reconstructed through domestic actors. Acharya’s
(2004) localisation model shows that external norms
gain traction when adapted to pre-existing beliefs and
institutions. These perspectives reject a simple oppo-
sition between global imposition and local autonomy.

International organisations nevertheless possess
asymmetric resources. They produce classifications,
indicators, training manuals, consultant expertise
and templates that national institutions often lack.
Gender mainstreaming within the World Bank is in-
fluenced not only by formal strategy but by bureau-
cratic representation and internal organisational in-
centives (Heinzel et al., 2025). The Bank’s indicators
can govern by making certain inequalities visible and
comparable while leaving others outside the metric.
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Women; sex-based discrimination

Sexual and gender minorities

Women, girls, and sexual and gen-

Legal equality plus modification of stereotyped so-
cial roles

Gender mainstreaming across all policy domains
Administrative definition of mainstreaming

Integrated development targets, indicators, leader-
ship, resources, health

Protection expanded to orientation, identity, ex-
pression, and sex characteristics

Rights, health, relationships, gender transfor-
mation, identity, and contextual adaptation

Mainstreamed programming, financing, monitor-
ing, and external action

Technical authority is therefore productive: it shapes
the categories through which problems become ad-
ministratively knowable.

Funding can give formally non-binding norms mate-
rial force. The clearest case in the corpus is the World
Bank’s 2023 response to Uganda’s Anti-Homosexual-
ity Act. The Bank stated that the law contradicted its
values and suspended new public financing until ad-
ditional safeguards could be tested (World Bank,
2023). This is direct evidence of conditionality, but its
normative meaning is disputed. Supporters regard
the intervention as necessary protection against se-
vere state discrimination. Critics regard it as financial
pressure on sovereign lawmaking. Both descriptions
identify part of the event. The case demonstrates that
a norm may be non-treaty in origin yet materially
consequential through development finance.
Reputational governance is less direct. EU strategies
fund civil society, mainstream equality across policy
fields and describe organised anti-gender narratives
as a challenge to equality (European Commission,
2026a, 2026b). Such language can accurately identify
movements seeking to roll back protections, as re-
search on transnational anti-gender networks shows
(Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018). It can also narrow the
space between opposition to violence and disagree-
ment with specific identity claims. When “anti-rights”
becomes a catch-all category, the classification itself
performs political work.

Professional and educational institutions create an-
other pathway. Guidance is translated into teacher
training, safeguarding policy, research ethics, em-
ployee conduct and accreditation criteria. Shibuya et
al. (2023) found that teachers implementing CSE often
experience conflicts involving values, role expecta-
tions, community resistance and inadequate support.
These conflicts are not proof that the curriculum is
harmful. They show that implementation depends on
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more than evidence transmission; it asks teachers to
mediate moral and cultural disagreement.

Soft law can therefore produce hard consequences
without becoming formally binding. Abbott and
Snidal’s distinction between hard and soft law is use-
ful: lower legal obligation may permit flexibility and
experimentation, but it can also blur accountability.
A state may technically retain freedom to refuse
while facing financing, reputational or professional
costs. Practical compulsion should not be inferred
merely from influence. It exists when exit is legally
possible but materially prohibitive, alternatives are
unavailable and review is weak.

Indicators are an additional mechanism of govern-
ance. What is counted becomes visible to boards, do-
nors and ministries, while unmeasured tensions can
disappear from administrative attention. Sex-dis-
aggregated indicators made women’s exclusion diffi-
cult to deny. Newer inclusion indicators can reveal vi-
olence and service barriers affecting sexual and gen-
der minorities. Yet indicators also stabilise categories
and reward compliance with chosen definitions. A
dashboard can therefore be simultaneously emanci-
patory and constitutive. The proper response is not to
abandon measurement but to publish definitions, de-
nominators, missing-data rules and the purposes for
which categories may be used.

Counter-mobilisation follows the same transnational
pathways. Research on anti-gender campaigns shows
cross-border circulation of frames, funding, litigation
strategies and religious networks (Ayoub & Stoeckl],
2024; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018). Some campaigns
seek to reverse protection against violence or equal
service; others focus on parental authority, speech or
sex-based categories. Treating the whole field as a sin-
gle backlash movement can obscure relevant distinc-
tions, just as describing every equality programme as
globalist coercion obscures internal variation. A sym-
metrical analysis should examine the authority, fi-
nancing and claims of both progressive and conserva-
tive networks.

Figure 4 presents the pathway from norm production
to translation, localisation, implementation and en-
trenchment or review. The process contains multiple
points of agency. States negotiate treaties; activists
use global norms domestically; local organisations re-
interpret concepts; courts limit or extend obligations;
and counter-movements internationalise their own
frames. Feedback also travels upward. Domestic liti-
gation can reshape international guidance, while pol-
icy failure can change donor strategy. Conceptual sov-
ereignty is therefore not achieved by withdrawing
from all global exchange. It requires meaningful
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participation, transparent authority and the institu-
tional possibility of reasoned adaptation.

6. Comparative Cases

Four comparative cases illustrate different relation-
ships among protection, translation and institutional
power.

The first is CEDAW and the Maputo Protocol. Both es-
tablish strong protections for women and challenge
legal and cultural practices that subordinate them.
Their conceptual subject is largely sex-based, but both
also address socially constructed roles and practices.
The Maputo Protocol demonstrates regional author-
ship and African norm production. Although interna-
tional advocacy and funding supported its develop-
ment and implementation, it cannot be described
simply as an externally imposed Western script. The
principal evaluative questions concern ratification,
reservations, implementation capacity and the partic-
ipation of women within states, not conceptual colo-
nisation.

The second is UNESCO’s sexuality-education guid-
ance. The evidence base supports comprehensive ed-
ucation that improves knowledge, delays some risks
and strengthens communication, and gender-trans-
formative interventions can challenge norms linked
to violence and poor health (Gupta et al, 2019;
Kéagesten et al., 2016). UNESCO also explicitly presents
its guidance as voluntary and context-sensitive. At the
same time, the guidance addresses values, identities
and social norms rather than limiting itself to bio-
medical facts. Shibuya et al. (2023) show that teachers
encounter genuine moral and institutional conflicts.
This case is best classified as bounded norm transla-
tion: local adaptation is invited, but within a prede-
fined rights and gender-transformative framework.
Whether it becomes coercive depends on national
curriculum law, parental transparency, age appropri-
ateness, teacher accommodation and the treatment of
dissent.

The third is the World Bank-Uganda conflict. Here the
four elements of possible conceptual colonisation are
more visible: a transnational standard, major finan-
cial asymmetry, restricted policy autonomy if financ-
ing is essential and tangible consequences. Yet the
case also involves a statute widely criticised for ex-
posing sexual minorities to severe penalties and so-
cial harm. The protection floor is not a rhetorical pre-
text; it concerns credible risks. The correct classifica-
tion is therefore not automatic colonisation but con-
tested rights conditionality. Its legitimacy depends on
the Bank’s mandate, the severity and evidence of
harm, procedural transparency, proportionality,
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safeguards for ordinary beneficiaries and availability
of review.

0J-SKSD | Vol. 2, No. 3 (2026)

Transnational norm diffusion is polycentric, iterative, and contested

1. Norm production

Treaties, resolutions, strategies, expert principles and advocacy frames

2. Translation mechanisms

Technical guidance, funding, indicators, training, professional standards and advocacy

3. Domestic localisation

Legislation, curricula, professional rules, institutional policy and community interpretation

4. Implementation effects

Protection, service access, contestation, adaptation, practical compulsion or unintended effects

5. Review or entrenchment

Judicial review, democratic revision, donor leverage, monitoring and path dependence

Colonisation threshold

External standardisation + power asymmetry + constrained translation + meaningful material consequences

Figure 4. Pathway from transnational norm production to domestic implementation.

The fourth case concerns equality law, speech and sex
classification. Courts in different jurisdictions have
distinguished persons from messages and beliefs
from discriminatory conduct. In Lee v. Ashers Baking
Company, the UK Supreme Court held that declining
to produce a message was not the same as refusing
service because of the customer’s sexual orientation.
In 303 Creative, the United States Supreme Court pro-
tected a designer from being compelled to create ex-
pressive content. Forstater recognised that gender-
critical beliefs could receive protection while leaving
employers able to regulate harassment. For Women
Scotland interpreted “woman” and “sex” in the UK
Equality Act as referring to biological sex for statutory
purposes. These decisions do not establish a universal
settlement. They show that democratic legal systems
can protect minorities while preserving space for
contested belief and sex-based classification.

Domain-specific disputes further show why a single
rule is inadequate. In competitive sport, the policy ob-
jective includes meaningful female competition as
well as inclusion and dignity; relevant evidence con-
cerns physiology, sport type, performance level and
safety. In detention and shelters, policy must consider
privacy, trauma, risk assessment and the vulnerabil-
ity of all residents. In healthcare, accurate clinical rec-
ords may require sex-linked information while
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respectful communication and confidentiality re-
main essential. In political representation, admin-
istrability and the purpose of sex-based remedial
measures matter. None of these domains can be de-
cided merely by announcing that sex is immutable or
that identity is controlling.

The comparative method also reveals the danger of
importing conclusions from exceptional cases into or-
dinary interaction. A dispute over elite sport does not
determine classroom courtesy. A legal definition used
for equality monitoring does not necessarily deter-
mine how a person should be addressed socially. A
safeguarding exception should not become a general
presumption of danger. Domain-specific rules reduce
both symbolic escalation and practical injustice.

Taken together, the cases refute both absolutisms.
Global norms are not merely ideological instruments:
they have strengthened protection and supplied rem-
edies where domestic systems failed. Nor are they po-
litically innocent: they classify, prioritise and some-
times impose costs. Cultural sovereignty is not a veto
over human dignity, while international authority is
not a licence to convert disputed interpretations into
unreviewable obligations. The defensible position is
structured pluralism: a firm protection floor, explicit
domains, proportionate measures and reviewable ac-
commodations.
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Table 4. Comparative case assessment
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Case Protection claim Power/translation issue Provisional classification

CEDAW and Maputo Women’s equality, safety, and

Protocol participation

UNESCO CSE guidance Health, safet}{, knowledge, and
gender equality

World Bank and Protection from severe dis-

Uganda (2023) crimination

EU gender/LGBTIQ Equality, service access, anti-

strategies violence measures

Non-discrimination, expres-
sion, and sex-based legal co-
herence

Speech and sex-classi-
fication cases

7. Women'’s Rights, Minority Protection
and the Boundary of Affirmation

The most difficult disputes arise where rights claims
are framed as mutually exclusive. Women’s sex-
based rights require data and legal categories capable
of tracking pregnancy, maternal health, violence, em-
ployment and political representation. Identity-based
inclusion requires protection from harassment, arbi-
trary denial of services and exposure of private infor-
mation. These aims frequently coexist, but they can
conflict in sport, detention, shelters, medical records,
single-sex services and equality monitoring.

One response is to erase categorical tension by defin-
ing sex entirely through identity. Another is to treat
every transgender claim as a threat to women. Nei-
ther is adequate. Sex remains materially relevant in
some domains, while identity and social vulnerability
remain relevant in others. Policy should specify the
purpose of classification, use the least intrusive infor-
mation necessary and provide independent appeal.
Preserving sex-disaggregated data need not deny an-
yone’s dignity. Protecting privacy need not require
statistical categories to perform every social function.

The distinction between protection and affirmation is
similarly important. International human-rights in-
struments strongly support protection against vio-
lence and unequal legal treatment. They do not all
specify identical duties of language or belief. A re-
spectful workplace may regulate targeted humilia-
tion without requiring employees to endorse a com-
prehensive anthropology. Conversely, invoking con-
science cannot excuse persistent harassment, denial
of ordinary service or dehumanisation. The relevant
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Treaty ratification and re-
gional authorship

Voluntary but conceptually
bounded localisation

Direct financing leverage and
asymmetry

Mainstreaming, funding, and
reputational governance

Jurisdiction-specific judicial
balancing

Legitimate rights framework;
implementation contested

Norm translation; coercion de-
pends on domestic implemen-
tation

Contested rights conditional-
ity; requires proportionality
review

Polycentric regional govern-
ance; mixed protection and
normative expansion

Evidence that rights can be
balanced without one univer-
sal formula

test is whether the accommodation protects a per-
son’s freedom without materially denying another
person equal access or safety.

Recognition theory explains why language can have
material significance. Misrecognition may reinforce
stigma and exclusion, especially for young people. Re-
search on LGBTI+ wellbeing identifies family, school
and social recognition as protective factors (Ceatha et
al., 2021). Yet institutional recognition can take differ-
ent forms: legal personality, administrative courtesy,
accommodation, or endorsement of truth claims. Pol-
icies should state which form is required and why.

The category of compelled affirmation is appropriate
only where expression attributable to the speaker is
required, the proposition is genuinely contested, re-
fusal is penalised and a less restrictive accommoda-
tion would preserve equal access. It is not appropriate
where a professional merely records a client’s legal
name, follows a neutral safeguarding protocol or re-
frains from abusive speech. This narrow definition
protects the concept from becoming an excuse for in-
civility.

Children and education require heightened care. Chil-
dren possess dignity and developing agency, while
parents ordinarily carry primary responsibility for
upbringing. Schools also have duties to protect chil-
dren from bullying and provide accurate health infor-
mation. A rights-respecting approach should publish
curricula, distinguish evidence from disputed values,
calibrate content developmentally, provide channels
for parental participation and protect students from
humiliation regardless of family belief. Blanket pa-
rental control can conceal abuse; blanket institu-
tional supremacy can displace legitimate family
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authority. The balance requires transparency and
proportionate safeguards rather than slogans.

Proportionality provides a practical legal structure.
The institution should identify a legitimate objective,
demonstrate a rational connection between the meas-
ure and that objective, consider less restrictive alter-
natives and compare the remaining burden with the
expected benefit. This approach is preferable to cate-
gorical declarations that conscience always overrides
equality or that equality always overrides conscience.
It also requires evidence about actual rather than im-
agined harm. An accommodation that is invisible to
service users differs from one that delays essential
care; a private scholarly disagreement differs from
repeated personal targeting; and an administrative
form differs from expressive authorship.

The same analysis applies to parental notice and opt-
out. Notice enhances transparency and trust, but an
unlimited opt-out may deprive a child of safeguard-
ing information. Mandatory attendance may be de-
fensible for basic protection and health content while
contested moral or identity instruction may require
greater parental participation or alternative delivery.
The precise line will vary by constitutional order, but
the reasons should be explicit and reviewable.

8. African and Decolonial Perspectives

Africa cannot be treated as a homogeneous cultural
bloc standing outside modernity. Colonial admin-
istrations, missionary institutions, nationalist pro-
jects, indigenous legal orders, global markets and lo-
cal social movements have all shaped contemporary
gender categories. Some practices defended as tradi-
tion were codified or hardened under colonial rule.
At the same time, imported programmes can overlook
local concepts of personhood, kinship and social obli-
gation.

Oyéwumi’s (1997) critique of imposing Western gen-
der categories on Yoruba social organisation remains
influential because it asks whether researchers mis-
take their analytical categories for universal social
facts. Tamale (2020) extends decolonisation into law,
sexuality and knowledge production. Lugones (2010)
links the coloniality of gender to racialised moder-
nity. These scholars do not provide a licence to ro-
manticise precolonial society. They insist that African
women and communities be treated as theorists ra-
ther than recipients of externally finished truth.

The African Union’s gender instruments illustrate en-
dogenous norm production within transnational gov-
ernance. The Maputo Protocol protects women
against violence and discrimination while engaging
health, marriage, inheritance and political
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participation. It has generated internal debates, res-
ervations and advocacy. Those debates should not be
reduced to a clash between enlightened global insti-
tutions and backward cultures. African women’s or-
ganisations, religious communities, courts and gov-
ernments occupy multiple positions.

Donor-recipient asymmetry remains relevant. Pro-
jects may require gender analyses, indicators and ap-
proved vocabularies as conditions of funding. Such
requirements can improve accountability and expose
neglected harms. They can also privilege consultant
expertise and concepts written elsewhere. The deci-
sive question is whether local actors can shape objec-
tives, contest definitions, identify unintended effects
and retain material alternatives. Consultation after
programme design is not co-authorship.

Decolonial analysis also applies to anti-gender poli-
tics. Opposition networks cross borders, borrow strat-
egies and frame themselves as defenders of national
culture (Ayoub & Stoeckl, 2024; Paternotte & Kuhar,
2018). It would therefore be inaccurate to contrast a
global progressive project with purely local re-
sistance. Competing globalisations confront one an-
other. Religious and conservative organisations can
exercise transnational power just as international
agencies do.

National variation within Africa confirms this plural-
ism. South Africa constitutionalised broad equality
protections and developed sexuality-education mate-
rials within a rights-based order, while Rwanda’s gen-
der policy strongly institutionalises women’s empow-
erment and representation. Uganda’s legislation rep-
resents a sharply different settlement and has gener-
ated international financing consequences. These
cases cannot be placed on a single continuum from
modernity to tradition. They reflect different legal
histories, religious landscapes, political incentives
and civil-society capacities.

Research design should also avoid extracting quota-
tions from African communities merely to authenti-
cate a position formulated elsewhere. Local-language
scholarship, women’s organisations, disability
groups, youth, rural communities and sexual minori-
ties may identify different priorities. Material issues
such as school safety, land, employment and mater-
nal health can be displaced when symbolic disputes
dominate donor and media attention. A decolonial
policy audit should therefore ask not only whether
concepts are localised but whether the agenda itself
reflects locally ranked needs.

A credible African approach requires sovereignty
without impunity. Communities should retain con-
ceptual agency, but women, children and minorities
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within those communities must be able to challenge
violence and exclusion. “Culture” cannot be defined
only by political elites, men or clerical authorities.
Nor should “international standards” be defined only
by donors and professional experts. Conceptual sov-
ereignty is relational: it requires plural internal par-
ticipation and accountable external engagement.

9. The Strongest Case for and Against
Global Gender Norms

The strongest case for global gender norms begins
with institutional failure. Domestic law and culture
have often permitted violence, child marriage, exclu-
sion from education and criminalisation of minori-
ties. International norms can supply a language of
claim-making when local majorities or governments
refuse protection. CEDAW reporting, regional courts,
donor safeguards and transnational advocacy have
created channels of accountability. Formal neutrality
is inadequate where inherited institutions distribute
risk and opportunity unequally.

Global standards also facilitate comparable data and
coordinated action. Gender-based violence, labour
exploitation and online harassment cross borders.
Shared principles can reduce the ability of states to
hide abuse behind sovereignty. Research linking
LGBT inclusion with development does not prove that
every proposed policy is necessary, but it undermines
claims that exclusion is socially costless (Badgett et al.,
2019). Education and health programmes addressing
gender norms can produce benefits when they are
well designed and locally supported.

The strongest critique is not that equality is false. It is
that heterogeneous claims may acquire authority by
association with incontestable protections. A policy
may move from “do not assault or arbitrarily ex-
clude” to “adopt this account of identity and embodi-
ment” without marking the argumentative transition.
Technical vocabulary can conceal normative choice.
Terms such as evidence-based, inclusive, harmful
norms and anti-rights may be accurate, but they can
also settle disputed questions by classification.

A second critique concerns institutional mission ex-
pansion. Agencies created for development, health or
education increasingly address identity, language
and social transformation. Expansion may respond to
real causal evidence, yet it changes mandates and re-
quires democratic justification. Where strategies are
implemented through funding and professional re-
quirements, formal non-binding status may under-
state practical power.

A third critique concerns category conflict. If
“woman” shifts between sex and identity without
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explicit domain rules, data and protections can be-
come incoherent. If gender is simultaneously a struc-
ture imposed on women and an internal identity re-
quiring recognition, the policy must explain how
these meanings relate. Ambiguity may be politically
useful because it enables coalition, but it is poor law
and weak measurement.

A fourth critique is epistemic. Global institutions of-
ten rely on expert networks and English-language
scholarship. Local knowledge may be invited only af-
ter key categories are fixed. This can produce testimo-
nial and hermeneutical injustice (Fricker, 2007; Mu-
zanenhamo & Chowdhury, 2021). Nevertheless, local
claims are not automatically more truthful. Methodo-
logical quality and the voices of internal minorities
remain essential.

The evidence therefore supports a middle conclusion.
Global gender governance is neither a single conspir-
acy nor a neutral conveyor of settled science. It is a
field of norm production in which protection, exper-
tise, advocacy and power intersect. The appropriate
response is not wholesale rejection but institutional
tests capable of distinguishing legitimate protection
from conceptual overreach.

10. Conceptual Sovereignty and Gender
Governance Framework

The Conceptual Sovereignty and Gender Governance
Framework (CSGGF) operationalises that middle con-
clusion through fifteen tests. It is designed as a delib-
erative audit, not a numerical score. A policy can pro-
tect dignity while failing on participation; it can be lo-
cally authored while violating minorities; it can use
accurate evidence while imposing disproportionate
burdens. Collapsing the tests into one index would re-
produce the reductionism the framework seeks to
avoid.

The dignity test asks whether every person is treated
as an equal legal and moral subject. The safety test as-
sesses protection from violence, harassment and de-
grading treatment. These constitute the minimum
floor. Policies that fail them cannot be defended by
culture or conscience.

The evidence test separates empirical findings from
legal interpretations and anthropological claims. The
conceptual-clarity test requires definitions of sex,
gender, identity, expression and orientation and
identifies the domain in which each classification op-
erates. Ambiguity should be resolved before sanc-
tions are imposed.

The authority test asks who adopted the norm, under
what mandate and with what legal status. The partic-
ipation test examines whether affected persons,
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including women, sexual and gender minorities, par-
ents, religious communities and local professionals,
participated before objectives were fixed. Participa-
tion must include the possibility of changing the pol-
icy, not merely explaining it.

The translation test asks whether local institutions
may adapt implementation without defeating the pro-
tection floor. The non-compulsion test distinguishes
ordinary professional conduct and equal service
from required endorsement of disputed propositions.
The proportionality test assesses whether restrictions
are necessary, effective and the least burdensome
means of securing the legitimate objective.

The women’s-rights test preserves sex-based analysis
where biology or sex discrimination is materially rel-
evant. The minority-protection test ensures that this
preservation is not used to expose transgender or sex-
ual-minority persons to violence or arbitrary exclu-
sion. The conscience test seeks reasonable accommo-
dation while preventing denial of essential services.

The democratic-legitimacy test examines transpar-

ency, legislative or public deliberation and access to
Table 5. Conceptual Sovereignty and Gender Governance Framework
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reasons. The conditionality test identifies whether
funding, accreditation, licensing or reputation is tied
to compliance and whether safeguards prevent harm
to third parties. The reviewability test requires ap-
peal, periodic assessment, correction of unintended
effects and the possibility of revising definitions.

The classification logic is cumulative. A policy is prin-
cipally protective when it secures dignity and safety
with clear, proportionate obligations. It is legitimate
norm translation when external standards are openly
adapted through meaningful local participation and
review. It may constitute conceptual colonisation
only when all four core conditions are evidenced: an
externally standardised framework, substantial
power asymmetry, constrained translation or refusal
and meaningful penalties for non-compliance. Even
then, the label does not by itself decide whether inter-
vention is justified. A coercive measure may be war-
ranted to prevent grave harm, but its necessity and
mandate must be argued rather than hidden.

Core audit question lllustrative evidence

Dignity Does the policy affirm equal legal and moral status?
Does it protect against violence, harassment, and
Safety .
degradation?
Evidence Are empirical findings separated from philosophical

claims?

Conceptual clarity tion distinguished?

Authori
uthority date?
S Could affected communities alter objectives and in-
Participation .
dicators?
Translation Can local adaptation preserve the protection floor?

Non-compulsion e
propositions?

Proportionality

Women’s rights

relevant?
L . Are sexual and gender minorities protected from vi-
Minority protection . .
olence and arbitrary exclusion?
. Are reasonable accommodations available without
Conscience

denying essential services?

Democratic legitimacy

Conditionality tested concepts?

Reviewability vised?
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Are sex, gender, identity, expression, and orienta-

Who adopted the norm and with what legal man-

Does equal access require endorsement of disputed

Are burdens necessary and narrowly tailored?

Are sex-based interests and data preserved where

Are reasons public and institutions accountable?

Are funding, licensing, or reputation tied to con-

Can the policy and definitions be challenged and re-

Eligibility, equal service, legal personal-
ity

Safeguarding, reporting, enforcement
Source appraisal, uncertainty statements

Definitions and domain rules
Treaty, statute, resolution, guidance, pri-
vate code

Pre-design consultation, representation,
dissent records

Alternative implementation pathways

Speech/conduct analysis, accommoda-
tions

Alternatives, impact assessment

Health, violence, sport, detention, statis-
tics

Access, safety, privacy

Exemption procedures, referral, anti-
harassment rules

Legislative debate, consultation, judicial
review

Grant clauses, financing decisions, ac-
creditation

Appeal, sunset, monitoring, independent
evaluation
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Decision logic: protection, translation, or conceptual colonisation?

1. Protection floor

Does the policy prevent violence, degrading treatment, arbitrary exclusion or denial of equal legal personality?

2. Conceptual separation

Does the policy distinguish empirical claims, legal protections, context-specific measures, and disputed anthropological propositions?

3. Legitimate authority and participation

Was the norm adopted under a clear mandate with meaningful participation by affected communities, including women and minorities?

4. Translation and proportionality

Can local institutions adapt the policy while preserving its protective purpose, and are burdens narrowly tailored?

5. Non-compulsion and review

Can peaceful disagreement be accommodated, and can definitions, measures, and consequences be independently reviewed?

Classification

Protection when Layer | dominates; |egitimate translation when adaptation and accountability are real; possible conceptual colonisation only when all four operational
conditions are evidenced

Figure 5. Decision logic for distinguishing protection, legitimate translation and possible conceptual colonisation.

11. Discussion and Policy Implications

The Three-Layer Model clarifies why many debates
become irresolvable. Participants defend Layer I pro-
tections while opponents respond to Layer III propo-
sitions, or critics challenge a Layer Il measure and are
accused of rejecting dignity itself. Explicitly identify-
ing the layer allows more precise disagreement. Pro-
tection from violence does not settle every question
about legal sex. Recognition of identity does not de-
termine every sporting category. Sex-based data do
not justify harassment. Conscience does not authorise
denial of emergency care.

For international organisations, five practices follow.
First, policy documents should use a definitions an-
nex and state when terms carry different meanings
across programmes. Second, empirical evidence
should be distinguished typographically and analyti-
cally from philosophical commitments. Third, consul-
tation should begin before objectives and indicators
are finalised. Fourth, financing conditions should in-
clude proportionality analysis, beneficiary safe-
guards and independent review. Fifth, documents
should state which elements are minimum protec-
tions and which are recommended contextual
measures.

For governments, domestication should not consist of
copying language. Legislatures and agencies should
identify legal authority, affected rights, data needs,
implementation costs and appeal mechanisms. Na-
tional institutions should preserve sex-disaggregated
data where materially necessary while developing re-
spectful protocols for identity and privacy. Small-cell
data protections are essential.
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For education systems, curriculum transparency is
central. Parents, teachers and students should be able
to see learning objectives and source evidence. CSE
should distinguish health knowledge, safeguarding,
civic norms and contested moral claims. Age appro-
priateness should be demonstrable rather than as-
serted. Students must be protected from bullying re-
gardless of family belief, and teachers should receive
guidance on reasonable accommodation without be-
ing permitted to humiliate learners.

For universities and professional bodies, academic
freedom requires room for good-faith research on
sex, gender and identity. It does not protect threats or
targeted harassment. Codes should regulate conduct
with sufficiently precise standards and avoid treating
dissent from one theoretical framework as evidence
of animus. Review panels should include disciplinary,
legal and community diversity.

For civil society and religious institutions, the protec-
tion floor should be affirmed unambiguously. Criti-
cism of gender theory loses credibility when accom-
panied by dehumanisation or indifference to vio-
lence. Conversely, equality advocates should distin-
guish organised campaigns to remove protections
from reasoned disagreement about categories and in-
stitutional means. Democratic pluralism depends on
maintaining that distinction.

The framework also changes the meaning of sover-
eignty. Sovereignty is not isolation from global
norms; states have voluntarily ratified treaties and
participate in international organisations. Nor is sov-
ereignty a shield for abuse. Cultural and conceptual
sovereignty concern the quality of participation and
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the availability of accountable translation. A norm
can be internationally generated and legitimately
adopted. A locally popular rule can be unjust. The
source of a norm matters, but its content, process and
effects matter more.

Implementation should be monitored with paired in-
dicators. Protection indicators should record vio-
lence, service exclusion, school safety, harassment
and access to remedy. Pluralism indicators should
record consultation breadth, accommodation re-
quests, appeal outcomes, definitional changes and the
distribution of compliance costs. Women’s-rights in-
dicators should preserve sex-disaggregated outcomes
in health, employment, violence and representation.
Minority-protection indicators should track exposure

to abuse, privacy breaches and denial of ordinary
Table 6. Policy design recommendations
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services. Reporting these together prevents one form
of justice from becoming invisible when another im-
proves.

Research governance requires similar discipline.
Funding bodies should not make agreement with one
theoretical definition a substitute for methodological
quality. Studies advancing gender-identity, sex-based,
religious or decolonial perspectives should be evalu-
ated by transparent standards. Ethics review should
protect participants without treating controversial
hypotheses as inherently harmful. Data-access rules
should enable replication while safeguarding vulner-
able respondents. These practices would make the
global knowledge system less dependent on ideologi-
cal labelling and more responsive to evidence.

Publish definitions and domain-specific classification
rules

State a universal protection floor

Separate evidence, legal interpretation, and philosophical
commitments

Begin consultation before objectives are fixed
Audit financial and reputational conditionality

Preserve sex-disaggregated data where materially rele-
vant

Provide narrow conscience accommodation
Require curriculum transparency and developmental jus-
tification

Build appeal, sunset, and review mechanisms

12. Limitations, Conclusion and Research
Agenda

This article is a conceptual and documentary analysis,
not an evaluation of every programme conducted un-
der the banner of gender equality. Its bounded search
cannot establish how frequently conceptual colonisa-
tion occurs. The corpus is weighted toward English-
language and publicly available documents. Institu-
tional practice may differ from official texts, and fi-
nancing agreements may contain conditions not pub-
licly accessible. A single reviewer conducted screen-
ing and coding. Legal examples come from selected
jurisdictions and should not be universalised.

Further research should test the CSGGF through com-
parative fieldwork. One stream should examine do-
nor-funded programmes from design through local
implementation, including interviews with women,
minorities, religious leaders, teachers and officials. A
second should compare curricula and professional
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Prevent conceptual slippage and inconsistent implementa-

tion

Make dignity and safety non-negotiable
Improve epistemic transparency

Convert participation from explanation to co-design

Identify practical compulsion and protect beneficiaries
Protect women’s health, equality, and violence analysis
Protect pluralism without denying essential services
Respect children, parents, teachers, and evidence

Prevent path dependence and correct unintended effects

codes across countries. A third should trace how key
definitions change across successive institutional
documents. A fourth should develop domain-specific
classification rules for health, sport, detention, educa-
tion and data. A fifth should test whether participants
from conflicting perspectives can apply the frame-
work with acceptable inter-rater agreement.

The study’s conclusion is neither that global gender
policy is propaganda nor that criticism is inherently
anti-rights. The documentary record shows a real ex-
pansion from women’s sex-based equality to a wider
architecture of identity, expression, sexuality and in-
stitutional transformation. It also shows that global
institutions are not a single actor. Norms are negoti-
ated, resisted, localised and reinterpreted by states,
activists, courts, professionals and communities.
Every person deserves equal dignity, legal protection
and freedom from violence. That obligation is not
conditional on agreement about sex, identity, family
or embodiment. At the same time, respect for persons
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does not logically require assent to every contested
anthropological proposition advanced in the name of
inclusion. Institutions should state when they move
from protection to policy choice and from policy
choice to philosophical claim.

Conceptual sovereignty offers a disciplined way to
protect pluralism without abandoning vulnerable
people. Its purpose is not to freeze culture or privilege
majorities. It requires affected communities, includ-
ing internal minorities, to participate in defining
norms and evaluating consequences. Conceptual col-
onisation is an appropriate diagnosis only when
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