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nineteenth-century China, foot binding—the forced and unnatural 
bending of a female child’s feet—was associated with female chastity 
and subordination and was the essential criterion for any girl’s mar-
riageability, despite the fact that up to 10 percent of girls did not sur-
vive the treatment.84 As China became increasingly industrialized, 
two economic factors contributed to the decline of the practice. First,  

84 Gerry Mackie, “Ending Footbinding and Infibulation: A Convention Account,” American Socio-
logical Review 61 (December 2006).

Figure 3
Predicted Proportion of Women, by Country, Who Are 

“Fundamentalist” at Varying Levels of Wage Inequality and per  
Capita gdp a

a A wage parity of 1 indicates perfect equality between male and female income. Individual 
countries are denoted by circles, with vertical lines indicating the positioning of each; lines are dotted 
below the best-fit surface. Based upon results in Table 3.
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industrialization slowly created a market for female labor that offered 
women an outside alternative to making a favorable marriage.85 Second, 
the value of home spinning and weaving (the primary economic activity 
of women with bound feet) declined with the proliferation of machine-
manufactured textiles.86 In both scenarios the change in the economic 
environment resulted in a change in women’s incentives to work and 
hence in a change in their decisions about whether or not to follow 
what had previously been a widely practiced tradition.

Conclusions and Implications

In 2004 the Egyptian National Population Center conducted a survey 
of women aged fifteen to forty-nine and found that nearly 86 percent 
of those surveyed thought that husbands were justified in beating their 
wives under certain circumstances. In fact, 70 percent believed that 
husbands had the right to beat wives who refused to have sex and 63 
percent said a beating was justified if a woman was found talking to 
another man—both acts considered in Egypt to be a sign of weak re-
ligious devotion.87 What would lead women to support practices such 
as these that are so explicitly antiwoman? This study provides empiri-
cal evidence—at both the individual and the cross-national levels of 
analysis—consistent with a mechanism linking a lack of economic op-
portunity to support for fundamentalist belief systems among Muslim 
women worldwide. We do not claim that economic considerations are 
the only relevant factors. Rather, we demonstrate that among the many 
forces that may impel Muslim women to adopt a fundamentalist value 
system, a significant one is the quest for financial security.

Women with unfavorable economic prospects have more to gain on 
the marriage market by adopting fundamentalist beliefs than they do 
on the employment market by adopting secular—or even just nontradi-
tionalist—beliefs. We have shown in particular that women with lower 
levels of formal education have a much greater tendency to view the 
world from a traditionalist or fundamentalist perspective; and women 
who are married and lack outside employment are the most fundamen-
talist of all. At the national level, countries that are poorer and provide 
fewer economic opportunities for independent women contain more 
women (on a percentage basis) who hold fundamentalist beliefs.

85 Susan Greenhalgh, “Bound Feet, Hobbled Lives: Women in Old China,” Frontiers 2 (Spring 1977).
86 Hill Gates, “Footloose in Fujian: Economic Correlates of Footbinding,” Comparative Studies in 

Society and History 43, no. 1 (2001).
87 Al-Ahram Weekly, November 1–7, 2007.
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An important goal of this article has been to consider some of the 
economic motivations of Muslim women in a strategic context.88 This 
approach stands in stark contrast to the usual treatment of the Islamic 
world, which some seem to believe is dominated by immutable cultural, 
historical, and religious forces. Our intent has not been to target Islam 
as a religion with particular gender practices; rather it has been to try to 
explain the differences in attitudes that we observe across the Muslim 
world. We are interested in determining when Western norms regard-
ing gender are adopted and by whom.

What are the implications of these findings? Consider three broad 
areas. First, if we care about women’s rights in family protection, em-
ployment, and education in and of themselves, then these findings sug-
gest that increasing economic opportunities for women in the Muslim 
world will lead to a decrease in fundamentalism. Second, Natchwey and 
Tessler have argued that support for political Islam tends to be associ-
ated with cultural factors, like personal religiosity and attitudes toward 
gender equality.89 While Islamists in government are still a relatively 
rare phenomenon, the recent victory of Hamas in Palestine and the 
electoral successes of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt and the Islamic 
parties in Turkey suggest that political Islam is becoming an increas-
ingly important political phenomenon. Third, Fish posits that the in-
ferior status of women in Muslim countries accounts for at least part 
of the link between Islam and authoritarianism.90 From a normative 
perspective, if gender attitudes are a determinant of democratic capac-
ity, then these findings shed light on the possibility for the development 
of more democratic government in the Islamic world.

Finally, this study has shown that there exists tremendous variation 
in ideological beliefs both within the Islamic world and among indi-
vidual Muslims. This suggests that interpretations of Islam are mutable. 
While fundamentalist attitudes toward women are widespread, being 
Muslim does not mean that one need adopt particular beliefs with re-
gard to the sexes. Binder has argued that the potential exists for Islamic 
liberalism, and this article has suggested one way that this liberal tradi-
tion may be activated.91

88 The strategic basis for male support for fundamentalism is just beginning to be explored and of-
fers another potentially fruitful area for research. See, for example, Daniel Arce and Todd Sandler, “An 
Evolutionary Game Approach to Fundamentalism and Conflict,” Journal of Institutional and Theoreti-
cal Economics 159 (March 2003).

89 Natchwey and Tessler (fn. 8).
90 Fish (fn. 8).
91 Leonard Binder, Islamic Liberalism: A Critique of Development Ideologies (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1988).
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Appendix 1

This appendix presents the countries in the study and the total number 
of individuals interviewed in each country by the wvs, tabulated by sex 
and Muslim religion. †Respondents in Algeria were not asked their 
religion. ‡Respondents in Pakistan were asked their sectarian affiliation 
(Sunni or Shia) rather than religion; with 97 percent of the Pakistani 
population Muslim, we assumed all respondents were Muslim.

Muslim Only

Percentage Percentage of
wvs Muslim Muslim in Respondents

Country Total Total Male Female Country in Sample

Algeria† 1282 1282 650 632 100.0 5.7

Azerbaijan 2002 1821 893 928 91.0 8.1

Bangladesh 1499 1378 761 617 91.9 6.2
Bosnia-
 H erzegovina 1200 485 235 250 40.4 2.2

Egypt 3000 2830 1446 1384 94.3 12.6

India 2002 217 119 98 10.8 1.0

Indonesia 1000 929 467 462 92.9 4.2

Iran 2532 2457 1324 1133 97.0 11.0

Jordan 1223 1168 569 599 95.5 5.2

Macedonia 1055 266 155 111 25.2 1.2

Montenegro 1055 221 109 112 20.9 1.0

Morocco 2263 1012 496 516 44.7 4.5

Nigeria 2022 640 338 302 31.7 2.9

Pakistan‡ 2000 2000 1041 959 100.0 8.9

Singapore 1512 574 272 302 38.0 2.6

Tanzania 1157 466 272 194 40.3 2.1

Turkey 4607 4460 2221 2239 96.8 19.9

Uganda 1002 170 94 76 17.0 0.8

Total   32413 22376 11462 10914 69.0 100.0
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Appendix 2

Sixteen World Values Survey questions are used in this study. wvs item 
numbers are given in brackets. The table contains the overall percent-
age of respondents giving each answer and the percentage tabulated by 
latent class, with cells containing estimated probabilities that a member 
of each class gives each response ( p̂jkr).

Secular-
Total Liberal Fund. Trad. Relig.

How important is 
religion in your 
life? [A006]

very important 0.814 0.209 0.945 0.847 0.906
somewhat important 0.142 0.497 0.048 0.145 0.091
not very important 0.035 0.234 0.004 0.008 0.003
not at all 0.009 0.060 0.003 0.001 0.000

When jobs are scarce, 
men should have 
more right to a 
job than women. 
[C001]

agree 0.673 0.447 0.899 0.736 0.467
disagree 0.223 0.432 0.045 0.142 0.379
neither 0.104 0.120 0.056 0.122 0.155

Do you think that a 
woman has to have 
children in order 
to be fulfilled or is 
this not necessary? 
[D019]

not necessary 0.198 0.401 0.113 0.142 0.213
needs children 0.802 0.599 0.887 0.858 0.787

On the whole, men 
make better po-
litical leaders than 
women do. [D059]

agree strongly 0.345 0.205 0.692 0.144 0.193
agree 0.328 0.318 0.201 0.617 0.219
disagree 0.235 0.325 0.077 0.226 0.384
disagree strongly 0.092 0.152 0.030 0.013 0.203

A university educa-
tion is more impor-
tant for a boy than 
for a girl. [D060]

agree strongly 0.147 0.093 0.329 0.053 0.042
agree 0.173 0.133 0.193 0.296 0.053
disagree 0.368 0.375 0.245 0.511 0.386
disagree strongly 0.311 0.399 0.233 0.141 0.519

Is wearing a veil in 
public places an 
important trait for 
a woman? [D067]

very important 0.491 0.035 0.708 0.289 0.529
important 0.185 0.073 0.152 0.287 0.173
somewhat important 0.098 0.161 0.048 0.140 0.113
not very important 0.088 0.168 0.043 0.133 0.079
not at all important 0.139 0.564 0.049 0.151 0.105
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Secular-
Total Liberal Fund. Trad. Relig.

Is being religious an 
important trait for 
a woman? [D070]

very important 0.773 0.077 0.936 0.680 0.868
important 0.150 0.331 0.043 0.282 0.107
somewhat important 0.043 0.273 0.014 0.031 0.020
not very important 0.021 0.181 0.007 0.007 0.004
not at all important 0.014 0.138 0.000 0.000 0.002

To what extent do you 
agree or disagree 
that it is acceptable 
for a man to have 
more than one 
wife? [D076]

agree strongly 0.069 0.032 0.155 0.013 0.017
agree 0.106 0.054 0.153 0.128 0.040
neither 0.140 0.185 0.108 0.231 0.082
disagree 0.449 0.592 0.429 0.506 0.389
disagree strongly 0.237 0.137 0.156 0.122 0.472

To what extent 
do you agree or 
disagree that a 
wife must always 
obey her husband? 
[D077]

agree strongly 0.376 0.135 0.685 0.223 0.191
agree 0.329 0.274 0.202 0.611 0.266
neither 0.139 0.286 0.061 0.102 0.219
disagree 0.114 0.250 0.041 0.059 0.210
disagree strongly 0.043 0.055 0.011 0.005 0.114

How important is 
God in your life? 
[F063]

not at all (0) – (9) 0.155 0.563 0.092 0.124 0.057
very important (10) 0.845 0.437 0.908 0.876 0.943

Do you find that 
you get comfort 
and strength from 
religion? [F064]

no 0.038 0.252 0.006 0.005 0.011
yes 0.962 0.748 0.994 0.995 0.989

How often do you 
pray to God 
outside of religious 
services? [F066]

every day 0.566 0.178 0.615 0.570 0.628
once a week or more 0.155 0.175 0.119 0.201 0.143
once a week 0.080 0.115 0.074 0.086 0.061
once a month or more 0.063 0.088 0.051 0.069 0.063
several times a year 0.054 0.198 0.040 0.032 0.044
less often 0.039 0.118 0.033 0.030 0.035
never 0.044 0.127 0.069 0.012 0.027

Politicians who do 
not believe in God 
are unfit for public 
office. [F102]

agree strongly 0.521 0.123 0.731 0.293 0.677
agree 0.226 0.106 0.135 0.463 0.143
neither 0.076 0.220 0.031 0.085 0.069
disagree 0.115 0.319 0.056 0.141 0.062
disagree strongly 0.062 0.232 0.047 0.018 0.049



Secular-
Total Liberal Fund. Trad. Relig.

Religious leaders 
should not influ-
ence how people 
vote in elections. 
[F103]

agree strongly 0.317 0.444 0.400 0.067 0.401
agree 0.381 0.350 0.248 0.628 0.304
neither 0.116 0.090 0.095 0.171 0.115
disagree 0.132 0.062 0.169 0.125 0.126
disagree strongly 0.053 0.054 0.088 0.009 0.054

Religious leaders 
should not influ-
ence government 
decisions. [F105]

agree strongly 0.290 0.446 0.400 0.030 0.413
agree 0.399 0.329 0.236 0.679 0.244
neither 0.137 0.132 0.141 0.160 0.145
disagree 0.135 0.049 0.155 0.122 0.162
disagree strongly 0.039 0.043 0.069 0.009 0.037

Which of these traits 
should a good gov-
ernment have? It 
should implement 
only the laws of the 
shari’a. [F111]

agree strongly 0.387 0.031 0.572 0.138 0.330
agree 0.290 0.033 0.226 0.443 0.299
neither 0.180 0.369 0.098 0.240 0.242
disagree 0.091 0.379 0.064 0.128 0.074
disagree strongly 0.052 0.189 0.040 0.051 0.054
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