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Abstract: This paper examines the major factors that influence female autonomy in Asia and
Africa, focusing on child marriage, female genital mutilation (FGM), and women’s literacy. It
evaluates how gendered income disparities, labor force participation, patriarchal customs,
and religious traditions intersect to affect female decision-making power. The study draws on
case studies from various countries in the two regions to assess how cultural, financial, and
religious barriers influence the outcomes for young girls and women. It discusses how these
contexts impact women’s access to education, relationships with their bodies, and outlook on
marriage. The findings of the study support the hypothesis that income inequality, patriarchal
and religious structures, severely limit women’s autonomy. The persistence of FGM, child
brides, and female literacy varies across the two regions and shows how ingrained these
practices are in communities due to social and political pressures. The study has implications

for legal reforms and policy frameworks that call for political and cultural transformation.

INTRODUCTION

The rights of women have been an important
subject matter in recent centuries. Female
autonomy—the ability of women to make
independent decisions regarding their education,
health, body, and future—is a fundamental aspect
of human rights and gender equality. There are
significant variations in the level of autonomy
women have all over the world, as some countries
are more liberal and grant more opportunities for
women to control their lives. In contrast, some
parts of the world are highly patriarchal and
conservative, and women have limited power over
their

significant global

lives. Female autonomy remains a

issue, particularly in the
continents of Asia and Africa. Women in Asia and
Africa are often restricted by systemic, cultural,
and economic barriers that limit their agency in
both the household and in public settings.

The lack of autonomy that women face
regarding their own lives manifests in different
forms, including the circumcision of young girls
and older women, child-arranged marriages,
limited access to education,

that

and culturally

gendered expectations prioritize male
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authority over female independence. These all
serve to keep women from controlling the
decisions that impact their lives and exclude them
from actively participating in social, political, and
economic spaces. While some progress has been
made through policy reforms, international
advocacy, and increased awareness, many women
in these regions still face structural constraints
that hinder their ability to be fully independent.
This paper examines how systemic inequalities
and gendered discrimination lead to the reduced
autonomy of women and young girls in the
pursuit of answering: What are the major factors
that influence female autonomy in Asia and
child
marriage, and female genital mutilation, and how

Africa, focusing on women’s literacy,
do these issues vary across the two regions? This
research is significant because it addresses global
issues related to female autonomy, such as
gendered inequality, education, and human
rights. Female disenfranchisement perpetuates
cycles of inequality and poverty and limits the
power of women. Practices like child marriage and
female genital mutilation disproportionately

affect young girls and women, endangering not



only their lives but also their access to resources
like education and a better standard of living.
These practices foster violence and gendered
inequality as females are not granted the same
standard of autonomy and liberation that males
are.

BACKGROUND

Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a grave
human rights violation that has long-lasting
physical and psychological impacts on women.
Addressing this issue is crucial for improving the
well-being and health of young girls. The World
Health Organization describes female genital
mutilation as the partial or total removal of the
external female genitalia or other injuries to the
female genital organs for non-medical reasons
(WHO 2025). FGM is classified into four distinct
types. Type 1 involves the partial or total removal
of the clitoral glans. Type 2 involves partial or
total removal of the clitoral glans and the labia
minora (the inner folds of the vulva), with or
without removal of the labia majora (the outer
folds of skin of the vulva). Type 3, also known as
infibulation, involves the narrowing of the vaginal
opening through the creation of a covering seal.
Type 4 includes all other harmful procedures to
the female genitalia for non-medical purposes
(WHO 2025). This paper focuses on types 1, 3, and
4 because type 2 is less prevalent in Asia and
Africa. FGM is a global issue affecting over 230
million young girls and women, with Africa
accounting for over 144 million of those cases,
Asia accounting for over 80 million, and the
Middle East accounting for over 6 million
(UNICEF 2024).

FGM has been practiced for centuries and is
deeply rooted in social, cultural, and religious
traditions. It is viewed as a path to womanhood in
some cultures and a form of control, preventing
women from sexual freedom, in others (UNFPA
2025). Some cultures consider it a necessity for
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marriage to emphasize the idea of “purity” based
on religious ideologies that focus on the chastity
of women (UNFPA 2025). FGM affects females of
all ages, starting from age 3 and above. It is a
custom held by previous generations that have
experienced cutting and now consider it the norm
for their children. Despite being deeply rooted in
religious ideologies, no world religion explicitly
demands the circumcision of women, illustrating
the patriarchal influence of this tradition (UNFPA
2025).

Many communities uphold the practice as a
rite of passage that is necessary for the
marriageability of girls (UNFPA 2025), furthering
the patriarchal system. There have been a good
number of personal anecdotes from women who
have been subjected to FGM and forced to marry
at a young age. For example, the creator of the
Desert Flower Foundation, Waris Dirie, who
illustrated the impact of FGM in her movie
“Desert Flower”. The movie is a biographical film
that portrays her undergoing FGM at the age of 3
while living in a rural village in Somalia with her
family. When she turns 14, she is forced to marry
an older man who already has multiple wives, so
she decides to run away. She becomes a maid at
the Somali embassy in London and eventually
becomes an international supermodel. She suffers
from health complications due to being cut and
does not realize she had been wronged until a
doctor told her it was not normal (Dirie and Miller
1999). This movie portrays the physical and
mental effects of female genital cutting and the
normalization of early marriage in Africa.
Furthermore, it highlights the disadvantages
faced by young girls and the considerable effort
required to overcome the challenges they
encounter.

In many parts of Asia and Africa, young girls
are still denied access to quality education due to
gendered cultural expectations and poverty.

Without educational opportunities, these girls are



more likely to get married young and face greater
structural inequalities in the future. They are less
likely to obtain employment and are often forced
to depend on their male family members, such as
their husbands (World Bank 2018). In these
societies, women are also denied the ability to

make independent decisions about their
reproductive health, including their access to
contraception and awareness about their

reproductive rights. Harmful practices such as
child marriage and FGM limit the amount of
control women have over their bodies and lives,
their
development. International organizations, such as
the United Nations, Save the Children, and the
Desert Flower Foundation, have advocated for

often limiting chances at personal

legal reforms to address these issues. Although
some progress has been made, cultural resistance
and economic limitations continue to influence
these issues. Numerous scholars have extensively
studied the persistence of structural barriers that
limit female development, as the existing
literature discusses how these barriers manifest
across various contexts. The following literature
review explores the major trends that appear in

prior studies and how those trends relate to FGM,

child marriage, and women’s educational
attainment.
LITERATURE REVIEW

INTRODUCTION TO THE LITERATURE

The movement to empower women began in
1848 and has since been a significant subject
matter in recent centuries (National Women's
History Alliance 2019). Female autonomy remains
a significant global issue, particularly in the
continents of Asia and Africa. The lack of
autonomy that women face in regards to their
own lives manifests in different forms, including
the circumcision of young girls and older women,
child arranged marriages, and limited access to
education, all of which serve to hinder women
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from controlling the decisions that impact their
lives and exclude them from being able to
participate in social, political, and economic
spaces actively. This literature review examines
existing research on the topic of female
disenfranchisement, highlighting key themes and
arguments while assessing the factors that mostly
contribute to the suppression of women’s rights
in hopes of answering the question: What are the
major factors that influence female autonomy in
Asia and Africa, with a focus on women’s literacy,
child marriage, and female genital mutilation, and
how do these issues vary across the two regions?

FEMALE AUTONOMY

Researchers like Anderson and Eswaran have
pointed out that female empowerment in
developing countries has become a forefront
policy goal (Anderson and Eswaran 2008). They
have argued that female autonomy leads to
long-term benefits such as reduced fertility,
higher child survival rates, and more resources for
in the households

Eswaran 2008). In addition to more resources for

children (Anderson and
the children, Howard-Hassmann has argued that
with increased autonomy, women devote more of
their resources to their families and communities
(Howard-Hassmann 2011).
also added that autonomous women are more

Howard-Hassmann

likely to devote themselves to the people around
them than autonomous men (Howard-Hassmann
2011). They emphasized the point that studies
have shown an increase in the decision-making
power and control over resources for women who
have access to employment outside of their homes
(Anderson and Eswaran 2008).

Similarly, Cornwall has argued that to truly
transform how women are empowered, solutions
need to go beyond providing women with income
and business opportunities to manage their
poverty and address the root causes of poverty
and the structural bias that oppresses women



(Cornwall 2016). She argued for a shift in
which

normative beliefs and expectations that keep

consciousness, includes transforming

women in situations of subordination and
dependency (Cornwall 2016). She also advocated
for the overturning of cultural and social biases
and fighting against everyday interactions that
sustain inequality (Cornwall 2016).

Furthermore, the Cornwall study in Cairo
revealed a conditional cash transfer program that
showed that what mattered most to women was
not just the need for their own income, but also
better working and living conditions, more
attention from the state, and better treatment
from service providers (Cornwall 2016). The
Lansford & Banati handbook presented a chapter
that dictated the status of young girls’ autonomy
in the world. They dictated that the four broad
areas in which young girls are disadvantaged are
health and education, security and safety, access
to economic resources and opportunities, and
opportunities to exercise personal agency and
leadership (Lansford and Banati 2018). They
emphasized that the lack of adolescent girls'
autonomy creates an intergenerational cycle of
poverty (Lansford and Banati 2018), building on
the notion that inequalities in the household lead
to worse life outcomes for girls (Sharma and Tarp

2018).

FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION

Scholars, such as Ayenew et al., have argued
that FGM is a global issue, but it is most prevalent
in Africa (Ayenew et al. 2024). All of the literature
on female genital mutilation states that the
process of female genital mutilation has zero
health benefits for women. They all commonly
share the same belief that the act of cutting leads
to long-term complications and risks, including
physical, mental, and emotional trauma. The
majority of the literature on female genital
mutilation points to culture and religious beliefs
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as the driving factors of FGM. Ayenew et al. have
studied the prevalence of FGM among women and
girls in Africa and concluded that the driving
factors of FGM in the region are centered on
cultural and religious beliefs, the level of poverty,
living in rural communities, and family values
(Ayenew et al. 2024). Studies like the occurrence
of FGM in Chad from the Ahinkorah article have
explained that patriarchal societies commonly
encourage the circumcision of females as a way to
keep women “pure” and fit for marriage
(Ahinkorah 2021).

The Handbook of Women in Developing
Countries cites multiple reasons for why some
places the
protecting women

keep practice alive, including

from unwanted sexual
intercourse, keeping them from an “uncontrolled
sexual appetite,” and suppressing their sexuality
(Kinnear 2011). The handbook explains that FGM
serves as a way to keep young girls virgins,
married women faithful, and enhance their
femininity and fertility (Kinnear 2011). It also
states that most men in those communities would
not marry a woman who did not undergo the
procedure (Kinnear 2011). Similarly, scholars like
Ahinkorah have argued that religion greatly
influences the rate of FGM

particularly for Muslim families, which have been

in a country,

estimated to be more likely to circumcise their
daughters as compared to Christian families
(Ahinkorah 2021). Ahinkorah’s research explained
likely to
circumcise their daughters because of the belief

that Muslim women were more

that it is a path to womanhood. This idea
connects to Ayenew et al., who also argued that
the purity mindset is a catalyst for the occurrence
of FGM in a community (Ayenew et al. 2024).

The literature also highlights that education
plays a significant role in the prevalence of FGM,
as mothers with lower levels of education were
more likely to mutilate their daughters, while
mothers with higher levels of education were



more against the act. (Ahinkorah 2021). The
education of mothers, or lack thereof, has been
presented as a determining factor in whether a
young girl would be cut. Scholars argue that when
the mother is educated beyond the primary level,
they show more resistance to practicing FGM on
their children because they are more aware and
exposed to its negative aspects (Ahinkorah 2021).
Scholars also argue that whether or not a mother
had been circumcised is another consideration in
the occurrence of FGM in a family. Families where
the mother had also been cut were more likely to
pass on the tradition to their children, whereas
families where the mother had not been cut were
less inclined to circumcise their daughters
(Ahinkorah 2021).

Furthermore, existing studies point to the
location of a community as another factor in the
perpetuation of FGM. Families that lived in rural
communities were more likely to engage in FGM
as compared to families that lived in urban
communities (Ayenew et al. 2024). Communities
that had higher rates of literacy were also less
inclined to emphasize female circumcision due to
increased awareness and knowledge, whereas
with
illustrated more acts of female circumcision
(Ahinkorah 2021). This point is briefly mentioned
but not further developed, presenting a gap in the

communities lower rates of literacy

literature.

CHILD MARRIAGE

Scholars estimate that, in the world, about 15
million girls get married before they turn 18 every
year (Sundaram et al. 2018). Child marriage is
described as a violation of human rights because
the girls are too young to consent and understand
the lifetime commitment that marriage entails
2018). The of
researchers show that the psychological and

(Sarachaga-Barato findings

medical impacts of a girl getting married too
young include post-traumatic stress disorder
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(PTSD), increased risk of suicide, early pregnancy,
intimate partner violence, sexually transmitted
diseases, and depression (Sarachaga-Barato
2018). Research also underscores that child brides
are subjected to conditions that align with
slavery, such as servile marriage, sexual slavery,
child servitude, child trafficking, forced labor, and
early and frequent pregnancies (Sarachaga-Barato
2018). The implications of early pregnancies in
the lives of young girls include obstetric fistula
and hemorrhages or even death, because their
bodies are not yet developed to carry a baby
(“Child Marriage in Southern Asia - Policy
Options for Action — Afghanistan” 2012). Studies
also indicate that early marriage results in
repressed personal development in girls because
their decision-making power is limited, and they
are forced to depend on their husbands and
in-laws (“Child Marriage in Southern Asia -
Policy Options for Action — Afghanistan” 2012).
Some scholars define child marriage and child
prostitution as the same thing (Sarachaga-Barato
2018). Sarachaga-Barato also argued that early
marriages are more common in rural areas where
there are high instances of gender inequality and
2018).
Sarachaga-Barato also stated that Sub-Saharan
Africa had the overall highest rate of child brides,
but South Asia reported the greatest rate of young

poverty (Sarachaga-Barato

girls being forced into marriage before their 15th
birthdays (Sarachaga-Barato 2018). An estimated
1.2 billion children will be forced into marriage
before their 18th birthdays by 2050, which could
be even more realistic as not all countries report
their  birth
(Sarachaga-Barato

rates or marriage  rates
2018). Studies child
marriages point to disproportionate educational

on

attainment as a contributing factor to the poverty
women face. Girls with higher education were less
likely to get married young, but girls with no
education were more likely to become child brides
(Sarachaga-Barato 2018).



WOMEN'’S LITERACY

Studies have shown that the world’s highest
illiteracy rates are found in Sub-Saharan Africa
(King and Hill 1991). Scholars like Kachiwanda
have estimated that there were about 774
uneducated people in the world, and 64% of that
figure are women (Kachiwanda 2011). The gender
gap in literacy in Africa has been cited as a
consequence of colonialism due to Christian
missionaries spreading Western ideologies that
centered on rigid gender roles (Kachiwanda 2011).
These rigid gender roles dictated that social,
economic, and political power should only belong
to men, and that a woman’s morality would be
diminished if she were too educated (Kachiwanda
2011). These structures reflected a patriarchal
structure that influenced the role of women in the
economy and limited their control over activities
that could give them an income (Kinnear 2011).
The lack of education caused women to only be
qualified for subordinate roles like support and
administrative assistant (Kachiwanda 2011).

Furthermore, King and Hill suggest that the
lack of data from a good number of countries in
Africa is a limitation when studying the factors
that influence women’s education in the region
(King and Hill 1991). They state that the data on
education, especially regarding women, was often
outdated and lacking the necessary information
(King and Hill 1991). They focus on enrollment,
attainment, wastage, and achievement to measure
the female level of education and reported that
the educational status of women was significantly
lower than that of men in developing countries
(King and Hill 1991). Other studies have also
shown that educated women have more control
over their lives, including their reproductive
rights, as they have more of a choice in how many
children they have (Kinnear 2011). Studies have
reported that parents in South Asia and
Sub-Saharan African countries were more likely to
send their sons to school over their daughters due
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to the belief that the girls would get married and
depend on their in-laws, so there would be no
return on the investment of sending them to
the
successful and take care of them (Kinnear 2011).

school, whereas boys would become
They also cited domestic reasons for keeping girls
out of school, such as taking care of their siblings,
helping with household chores, and cooking,
which was perceived as their responsibility

(Kinnear 2011).

GAP IN THE LITERATURE

While existing literature has thoroughly
examined the factors that influence female
autonomy, especially regarding child marriage,
female genital mutilation, and women’s literacy
in developing countries, some gaps prompt
further research. Much of the literature assesses
the factors on a regional scale rather than on a
localized scale, which could provide deeper
insights into the cultural variations between
Africa and Asia. There also needs to be a more
intersectional approach that considers how
socioeconomic factors influence female autonomy
in young girls, not just adult women. Additionally,
the

implemented to limit the occurrence of female

intervention programs and policies
disenfranchisement need to be evaluated in the
long term to assess their effectiveness. In this
paper, I will analyze the underlying structural and
cultural factors that influence female autonomy
in Asia and Africa. I will specifically highlight how
entrenched traditions and socioeconomic barriers
FGM,

further child marriage, and gendered

educational gaps.

METHODOLOGY

The overarching research question of this
study is: What are the major factors that influence
female autonomy in Asia and Africa, focusing on
women’s literacy, child marriage, and female
genital mutilation, and how do these issues vary



across these two regions? The methodology of
this  paper
including both qualitative and quantitative data,

employs descriptive statistics,

to analyze the relationships between financial

dependency, patriarchal religious

structures, and female agency. The World Bank

structures,

presents the labor force participation rate of
females above the age of 15 in Africa and Asia,
with varying by
development, which will be used to measure

sections income and
financial dependency. I will define low financial
dependency as countries where 60% or more
females are in the labor force, and I will define
high financial dependency as countries where 59%
or more females are inactive in the labor force.
OECD reports the gender wage gap in selected
OECD countries, which I will use to measure
gendered income disparities. I will define high
gendered income inequality as countries with a
20% or more wage gap and low gendered income
inequality, as countries with a less than 20% wage
gap. Pew Research Center also presents average
worship attendance rates in the world, which I
will use to measure religious influence in Asian
and African countries. I will classify high religious
influence as countries where 50% or more of the
population attends weekly religious gatherings,
and I will classify low religious influence as
countries where less than 50% of the population
attends weekly religious gatherings. To measure
the influence of patriarchal cultural values, I will
use the traditional vs. secular-rational values
index from the World Values Survey Database. I
that
traditional values as greatly patriarchal and

will classify countries score high on
countries that score high on secular-rational
values as more inclusive.

Furthermore, UNICEF presents statistical data
on the percentage of girls who have undergone
FGM as reported by their mothers. This report
provides a better picture of the prevalence of FGM

in the world, focusing on the most dominant
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regions in Africa and Africa. The World Bank also
provides information on the female literacy rate
in the world, focusing on specific regions and
income variations. Statista reports the prevalence
of child marriage worldwide by region. This report
is sourced from the Child Marriage Data Portal.
UNICEF also presents a country-by-country
analysis of the number of child brides in the
world. These two reports contextualize the impact
of child brides on female independence across
Asia and Africa. The sources of the above
descriptive statistics are reliable because these
organizations use standards, methodologies, and
classifications that are internationally accepted.
This section seeks to examine whether there is
enough evidence to support the overarching
hypothesis- countries with higher gendered
income disparities and patriarchal cultures and
religious traditions present more instances of
limited female agency with the following
outcomes:
1. In countries with higher gendered income
disparities, patriarchal cultures, and
religious traditions, I expect to see more
instances of limited female agency.
In countries with low gendered income
disparities, I expect to see fewer instances
of female disenfranchisement.
with
patriarchal/religious traditions, I expect to

In countries higher
see more limited female agency.

In countries with low gendered income
of

patriarchal/religious structures, I expect to

disparities and lower instances

see more female autonomy.

CASE PRESENTATION

This section evaluates the overarching themes
that hinder female independence: how patriarchal
structures, religious traditions, and income
disparities influence female autonomy in Asian

and African countries. It also examines labor force



participation connected to income inequality,
patriarchal cultures, and religious influences at
the continental level, followed by examples of
specific countries within the two continents. It
then presents a cross-regional analysis of the
three variables- child marriage, women’s literacy,
and female genital mutilation, with instances of
the variables in specific countries in the two
regions. The findings of this section seek to find
whether there is support for the hypothesis
regarding the relationship between economic and
cultural structures and female autonomy. For the
purpose of this study, “Africa” refers specifically
to Sub-Saharan Africa, which has reported higher
structural barriers to female empowerment.
“Asia” refers primarily to South and Southeast
Asian countries, with two examples of East Asian
countries: Japan and South Korea. The countries
chosen as case studies were selected based on
data availability, relevance to overarching themes,
and their representation of broader regional
trends related to the key variables.

REGIONAL OVERVIEW: AFRICA

Africa is a good representation of economic
inequality, patriarchal customs, and religious
traditions that often oppress women and further
the position of men. Women have limited agency
and limited decision-making power. According to
the United Nations Women (2024), women in
Africa earn approximately 92 cents less for every
$1 that men earn per hour. This varies across
different parts of the region and is often worse in
rural areas where the women face limited
ownership rights and a lack of employment
opportunities. Reports have stated that as of
2023, Sub-Saharan Africa has closed 68.2 percent
of its gender gap. This means females were, on
average, about 32 percent less likely to have the
same opportunities as males on the continent. On
a local basis, contributions to closing this gap
varied greatly. For example, Namibia, South
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Africa, and Rwanda presented the best results,
each with an index of roughly 0.8, which showed
an average gender gap of approximately 20%. This
positioned Namibia among the top nine countries
to close more than 80% of the overall gender gap
in the world. On the other hand, Chad had the
lowest performance in Sub-Saharan Africa,
achieving a score of 0.57, illustrating the widest
gender gap in the region (Statista 2023).

Furthermore, labor force participation rates
for females vary greatly across the continent,
illustrating that in some places women have more
employment opportunities and more control over
their finances. In 2023, countries like Madagascar
and Tanzania had an 83% and 80% female labor
force participation rate, respectively (Statista
2023). These two countries have the highest
percentage of females aged 15+ who are active in
the labor force, portraying a great amount of
female autonomy in financial independence.
However, other countries in the region, like
Somalia, present a lower percentage of labor force
participation rate for women (21%), highlighting
less financial independence and income
opportunities for women in the country (Statista
2023).

Patriarchal cultures and religious traditions
play a major role in limiting female agency in
Africa. Many African societies maintain deeply
rooted customs that prioritize male authority in
community and family decisions over female
authority. Religion is very important in Africa, as
the two most dominant religions in the region are
Christianity and Islam. Countries in sub-Saharan
Africa with predominantly Christian or Muslim
populations have the world’s highest levels of
regular worship attendance; in the average
country, 79% of adults attend services weekly. In
12

eight-in-ten or more adults are weekly attenders;

sub-Saharan African countries surveyed,

no country surveyed in any other region reaches
this level (Pew Research Center 2018). These



religious doctrines, particularly conservative
Christian and Islamic parts, reinforce gendered
expectations that restrict female autonomy.
Countries like Nigeria, Ghana, and Ethiopia have
above 80% of religious importance, illustrating
areas where religion plays a major role in the
customs of the area. Countries like these also
present more traditional values that emphasize
family cohesion, deference to authority, and
rejection of “secular” things like divorce and
abortions, things considered taboo

patriarchal norms (WVS Database 2017).

under

REGIONAL OVERVIEW: ASIA

Asia presents a similarly intricate landscape
where economic inequality, patriarchal customs,
and religious traditions intersect to limit female
agency. The continent has varying amounts of
gendered wage disparities, with some countries
having a wider income gap between men and
women. Based on OECD data, South Korea has the
highest gender wage gap in Asia with the average
man outearning his female counterpart by 29.3%
in 2023, and similarly in Japan, the wage gap
between the sexes was 22.0% in 2023 (Fleck 2024).
This
independence due to limited career advancement

is an example of a lack of financial

opportunities in the region, further limiting the
control women have over their lives. Similarly, the
labor force participation rates for females in Asia
vary significantly. In Vietnam, for instance, the
female labor force participation rate is 70%,
reflecting more female participation and active
employment, thereby bettering the Ilives of
women in the country. Vietnam also presents the
highest labor force participation rate for females
aged 18+ in the Asian region (Statista 2023). On
the other hand,

Afghanistan

countries like Yemen and
reflect more unequal gendered
economic representation, with a female labor
force participation rate of 5% each. This reflects
greater cultural and economic barriers that
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prevent women from increasing their autonomy
and entering formal employment.

Furthermore, patriarchal norms and religious
beliefs deeply influence gendered expectations
across many Asian countries. Like Africans, many
Asians are greatly religious and uphold customs
that tend to prioritize male authority and grant
men more decision-making power within the
community and the household. Countries like
which
enforce more traditional norms that emphasize

Afghanistan, is dominantly Muslim,
family cohesion under male authority and the
rejection of Western secularism, which involves
restricting women from educational and
employment opportunities (WVS Database 2017).
96% of Afghans and 87% of Iranians—both
overwhelmingly = Muslim  populations-report
praying daily, reflecting a global pattern of high
levels of prayer in Muslim-majority countries
(Pew Research Center 2018). This example can
also be used for other conservative countries like
Iraq and India, where rigid gender roles are
enforced, further limiting women’s control over
their lives, making them dependent on the men

they are surrounded by.

CHILD MARRIAGE IN ASIA AND AFRICA

The existence of child brides remains a
significant barrier to female empowerment,
limiting young girls’ access to education,
decision-making and economic
opportunities. According to UNICEF, in 2018, the

global number of child brides was approximately

power,

650 million, including those under age 18 who
have already married and adult women who
married in childhood. The highest instances of
child marriage are found in Sub-Saharan Africa
and South Asia (UNICEF 2018). As of 2024,
Sub-Saharan Africa still has the highest
percentage of girls married under the age of 18
(31%), followed by Central and Southern Asia
(25%) (Statista 2025).



CASE STUDY: NIGER

As of 2021, Niger has the highest prevalence
of child marriage in the world, with 5 million child
brides (UNICEF 2021). An estimated 76% of young
girls are married before the age of 18 (UNICEF
2021), and the country shows no progress in
eliminating the practice. Early marriage is often
the result of financial constraints and economic
burdens, as families in poverty consider marrying
their girls as a way out of poverty due to the
dowries and financial benefits they may receive.
Niger currently stands as one of the poorest
countries in the world, with “over 80% of its
population living under the poverty line and
coming in as the lowest-ranking country on the
Human Development Index” (Crawford 2022). The
dowry money received from their daughters'
marriages is used to settle debts and help alleviate
food shortages and droughts that the country is
susceptible to (Crawford 2022).

The practice of marrying young girls is also
deeply rooted in cultural norms in Niger, as it is
viewed as a way to maintain family honor in the
community and as a way to ensure “purity” of the
girls- to preserve their virginities and avoid
premarital pregnancy, which would bring shame
to the family. If premarital pregnancies do occur,
families force the girls into an early marriage to
“cover up’ the dishonorable behavior and keep
face” (Crawford 2022). These young girls end up
stuck in domestic roles and are forced to abandon
their thereby their
opportunities for personal and professional

education, limiting

advancement. The Nigerian government has

taken steps to prevent the practice from
continuing by raising the legal age of marriage to
18, but customary laws and expectations still
further the practice (Rhodes 2025). Niger shows
how extreme poverty and the dominance of
the highest

prevalence of child brides globally. It illustrates

patriarchal cultures result in
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the compounding effects of poverty and culture
on limiting the agency of young girls.

CASE STUDY: BANGLADESH

As of 2022, Bangladesh still has one of the
highest rates of child brides in the world with 59%
of young girls being married, even though it is a
sharp decrease from the 93% of child brides
reported in the 1970s (Naved et al. 2022). The
practice of child marriage is perpetuated by
cultural norms that emphasize reproductive
control over young girls.

Families are expected to marry off their girls
as a way to “preserve girls’ chastity and maintain
family honor through their daughters’ virginity
and reputable marriage in this patriarchal and
predominantly Muslim society” (Naved et al.
2022). This highlights how religion and patriarchy
also play a major role in the existence of this
practice in Bangladesh. The tradition of a dowry
in the country encourages parents to find
husbands for their daughters before they get
older, as the older the girl is, the higher the dowry
the parents have to pay. Even though the tradition
is illegal in the country, it is more popular in rural
areas because “cheaper dowry expectations
encouraged parents to marry daughters early,
which is a direct cause of early school dropout for
(Akter et al. 2021). The Bangladeshi
government has made some efforts to limit the
practice, but the establishment of the Child

Marriage Restraint Act still allows child marriage

girls”

if consent is secured from both a legal guardian
and the court, hindering the decline of the act
(Naved et al. 2022). Bangladesh shows how deeply
rooted patriarchal social norms and financial
despair influence a girl’s future, despite the legal
frameworks put in place to prevent such practices.

FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION IN ASIA AND
AFRICA



Female Genital Mutilation is a harmful
practice that affects young girls and women of
different ages. The act of mutilation has severe
and long-lasting effects that affect the victim
both physically and psychologically. The practice
is often rooted in patriarchal and religious beliefs
that make dismantling the act very difficult. As of
2024, the United Nations has estimated that over
200 women and young girls have been cut, and
this figure is mainly focused in Africa, Asia, and
the Middle East (Ayenew et al. 2024). In Africa,
144 million women have undergone FGM,
followed by Asia with 80 million women, and the
Middle East with 6 million women (UNICEF 2025).

CASE STUDY: SIERRA LEONE

In Sierra Leone, 83% of women and young
girls have undergone FGM as of 2019, according to
the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS).
has the sixth-highest FGM
prevalence in the world and is classified as a

Sierra Leone
Group One country according to UNICEF, which
means it is a “very high prevalence country”
(28TOOMANY 2021). 45% of women aged 15-49
were cut before their 14th birthday, and 94.9% of
women aged 45-49 had been cut (28TOOMANY
2021). FGM is commonly practiced as an initiation
ritual into the “Bondo Secret Society” in the
country, which is considered to be culturally and
politically important. The act of cutting is
considered a social norm and a tradition that is
greatly emphasized in communities, especially in
rural areas of the country. Women in rural areas
who are part of tight-knit communities are at
more risk of undergoing cutting as the percentage
of women who have had FGM is higher in rural
areas than in urban areas (89% and 76%,
respectively) (UNFPA 2019). It is believed to be a
rite of passage to womanhood and a way to ensure
“purity” so that women’s bodies are limited to the
bounds of marriage. FGM is so deeply entrenched
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in the culture that women who do not undergo it
are considered “unclean” and “impure”. Religious
beliefs in the community also influence instances
of FGM, as 87% of Muslim women are more likely
to have had FGM compared to 69% of Christian
women (UNFPA 2019). Sierra Leone highlights
how cultural (non-religious) traditions sustain
FGM and limit female autonomy and presents a
case where traditional rites are the primary
barriers to women’s rights.

CASE STUDY : MALAYSIA

Female Genital Mutilation is referred to as
“female circumcision” in Malaysia as a way to
medicalize the practice and perpetuate the idea
that it enhances cleanliness and is a necessity like
male circumcision. Religion is the main driver of
FGM in Malaysia, as Islamic schools of thought
use this wording to deny the existence of
mutilation and promote the idea that it is
beneficial and important for Muslim women. The
Malaysian government has gone so far as to deny
the existence of FGM and dictate that FGC (female
genital cutting) is instead practiced in the
country. Due to the lack of accessible data in
Malaysia, the Orchid Project estimated the
prevalence of female genital cutting (FGC) to be a
minimum of 53% of all female citizens; 7.5 million
or more Malay-Muslim women and girls are
believed to have undergone FGC (Orchid Project
2024).

Types 1 and 4 of FGM are commonly practiced
in Malaysia, and the majority of Malay girls have
been reported to undergo cutting before the age
of 1. Female Genital Cutting has been deemed a
medical practice in the country, and 75.4% of
doctors think FGC should continue, and 63.9%
believe doctors should be the ones to conduct it
(Orchid Project 2024). FGC is considered to be a
religious observance in Malaysia that prevents
engaging in pre-marital sex and confines their



“naturally ‘wild> female libido” (Orchid
Project 2024) to ensure sexual modesty. Malaysia
presents a case where extreme religious
conservatism impacts the bodily autonomy of

women.

WOMEN?’S LITERACY IN ASIA AND AFRICA
method of
empowerment that a great number of females in

Education is a significant
Asia and Africa do not have access to. The female
literacy rate in the world was reported to be 84%
in 2023 (World Bank Open Data 2024). The
majority of the world’s illiteracy lies in
Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, as young girls
are denied access to quality education due to
gendered cultural norms and poverty. Without
educational opportunities, these girls are more
likely to get married young and face greater
structural inequalities in the future. They face
limited opportunities for personal development
and are forced to depend on others, most often

men.

CASE STUDY: CHAD

In 2022, the female literacy rate in Chad was
19% (World Bank Open Data 2024), positioning
Chad with one of the world's lowest female
literacy rates. Gender roles are the driving force
for the lack of female education, as young girls are
given less priority when it comes to schooling due
to cultural expectations derived from poverty that
include early marriage and domestic work. Young
girls are often married to ease the financial
burden of their parents. Education is not
considered a necessity, as their responsibilities at
home are deemed much more important. At such
young ages, “these girls are not fully educated, yet
they are forced to take care of others rather than
prioritize what is right for them” (Borgen Project
2018).

informal sector, where they predominantly hold

Women are more concentrated in the

caretaker positions and work in the agricultural
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sector. According to the 2024 Global Gender Gap
Chad has the
attainment scores globally (World Bank Open

report, lowest educational
Data 2024). The lack of education puts women at
a disadvantage that often results in dangerous
situations like gendered violence and domestic
violence, especially through early marriage. With
limited education, women in Chad are unable to
pursue a broader range of career opportunities,
which forces them to rely on their husbands for
financial support. Chad illustrates how economic
barriers and patriarchal beliefs intersect to

control the lives of women.

CASE STUDY: AFGHANISTAN

Afghanistan illustrates a complex country
deeply embedded in religious and cultural beliefs
that hinder girls from achieving an education.
According to UNESCO, as of early 2023, 80% of
school-aged Afghan females—a total of 2.5
million-were out of school (Ahmadzai 2023). The
return of the Taliban to power in 2021 has
significantly impacted female education in the
The Taliban it
inappropriate for young girls to get an education

country. have deemed
based on their interpretation of the Quran, even
though the Quran calls for everyone, regardless of
gender, to be educated (Ahmadzai 2023). The
Taliban created numerous barriers for women to
increase their knowledge as they closed down
schools and universities in the country. The lack
of female education has a substantial impact on
both young girls and the overall Afghan society.
With the girls out of school, they are subjected to
harmful such as

practices early marriage,

domestic abuse, and gendered violence
(Ahmadzai 2023). As a result, Afghanistan now
faces a shortage of professional women in the
public and private sectors, along with a decline in
their capital (Ahmadzai 2023).

Afghanistan provides a case of extreme religious

human

and patriarchal control, and how religious



extremism, instead of economic Dbarriers,

contributes to female disenfranchisement.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The findings of this study seek to evaluate

whether there is evidence to support or reject the

following hypotheses:

1.

In countries with higher gendered income
disparities, patriarchal cultures, and
religious traditions, I expect to see more
instances of limited female agency.

The cases of Chad and Niger support this
outcome as both countries show how
economic barriers, religious expectations,
and cultural norms intersect to limit
female decision-making power.

In countries with low gendered income
disparities, I expect to see fewer instances
of female disenfranchisement.

This outcome is partially supported by
Malaysia, as even though Malaysia has a
lower income inequality than other South

3. In countries with high
patriarchal/religious traditions, I expect
to see more instances of limited female
autonomy, and

° Sierra Leone and Afghanistan support this
outcome, as both countries show how
greatly patriarchal and religious beliefs
suppress women’s rights.

4, In countries with low gendered income
disparities and fewer instances of
patriarchal/religious traditions but high
patriarchal religious structures, I expect
to see more female agency.

° This outcome is unsupported by the cases
chosen for this study, as none of them
display more female empowerment in
association with low-income disparities
and lower patriarchal/religious structures.

The comparative table below presents the
individual case studies and their variations,
categorized by their independent and dependent

Asian countries, religious and patriarchal variables.
structures still hinder female autonomy.
Table 1. Variations in Case Studies
Country Region IV (Independent Variable) DV (Dependent Variable)
Sub-Saharan Patriarchal Cultures (High
Niger . . ] ( . gh) Child Marriage (High)
Africa Economic Barriers (High)
Patriarchal Cultures (High)
Religious Influence
Bangladesh South Asia & Child marriage (High)
(Moderate)

Economic Barriers (High)
Patriarchal Cultures (High)

. Sub-Saharan o .

Sierra Leone Afi Religious Influence FGM (High)
rica
(Moderate)
. . Patriarchal Cultures (High) .

Malaysia Southeast Asia o . FGM (High)

Religious Influence (High)
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Sub-Saharan Patriarchal Cultures (High) . .
Chad . . ] . Female Literacy (High)
Africa Economic Barriers (High)
Afghanistan South Asia Religious Influence (High) Female Literacy (High)

REGIONAL TRENDS AND VARIATIONS

The cases of Sierra Leone and Malaysia
highlight how the persistence of female genital
mutation varies across Africa and Asia. In Sierra
Leone, FGM is enforced mainly through culture,
whereas in Malaysia, it is mainly enforced
through religion. Although some aspects of
culture are tied to religious beliefs, the distinction
illustrates that harmful practices like FGM cannot
be addressed solely through cultural and religious
reform; rather, the two need to be addressed
separately. Bangladesh and Niger show how
culture and religion intersect to limit the
autonomy of young girls as gendered expectations
furthered by

community

are religious teachings and

expectations to keep girls in
submissive and inferior positions.

The cases of Chad and Afghanistan illustrate
how the causes for women’s illiteracy vary across
Africa and Asia. Women'’s illiteracy is enhanced by
in

the political oppression of the Taliban

Afghanistan, whereas poverty and gendered
norms further the illiteracy of young girls in Chad.
These

conditions and religion can be leveraged to

two cases illustrate how economic

restrict female decision-making.

CONCLUSION

This study sought to examine the major
factors that influence female autonomy in Asia
and Africa, focusing on female genital mutilation,
child marriage, and women’s literacy. An analysis
of gendered income disparities, labor force
participation, patriarchal structures, and religious
tradition was used as the overarching theme to
evaluate the persistence and variations of these

major factors across the two regions. Across the
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case studies of Niger, Bangladesh, Sierra Leone,
Malaysia, Chad, and Afghanistan, the findings
largely supported the hypothesis of whether or
not financial, cultural, and religious barriers
impact female autonomy, illustrating how
economic conditions, patriarchal structures, and
religious traditions influence women’s
empowerment and rights.

The key takeaways from this study are that
economic development alone cannot address
female disenfranchisement, as religion and
culture also need to be addressed, as restrictive
religious and cultural beliefs perpetuate female
oppression. Legal reforms and  policy

this

oppression must take into account the economic

interventions targeted at addressing
hardship, religious beliefs, and cultural norms
that serve as barriers to improving female
outcomes. Policy frameworks that ensure quality
and affordable education for girls beyond the
primary school level, while also creating direct
pathways to good employment opportunities, will
increase labor force participation among women
and enhance their economic empowerment. There
also needs to be stricter laws that are heavily
enforced through discipline and penalties.

there

assistance from countries that have successfully

Furthermore, is a need for more
reduced these barriers to determine what can be
done to support young girls and women. Social
awareness is also a major factor that needs to be
considered, especially in rural areas where these
harmful practices are more prevalent, as more
awareness and education on the dangers of these
practices can limit their occurrence and dismantle
these Rather than
opposing religion and culture outright, policy

patriarchal  structures.



frameworks should work with religious groups
and communities influenced by harmful cultures
to reinterpret these traditions in ways that uplift
young girls and women instead of condemning
their beliefs straight off. This reinterpretation
would still maintain the religious and cultural
integrity of different
protecting the rights of girls. Additionally, the

communities, while
variation in various types of FGM requires
strategies that distinguish between them and
address each type accordingly, rather than
treating them uniformly. Types 1 and 3 are
considered the most harmful, as they carry
profound health consequences. In contrast, type
4, which involves piercings or other bodily
modifications, is culturally accepted in Western
societies and does not have the same level of
harm as the other types, as it is far less invasive.
This distinction is vital as not all FGM practices
carry the same level of danger, which is necessary
in combating the most dangerous ones first.

This research contributes to the existing
literature by providing a cross-regional analysis of
female autonomy in Asia and Africa, highlighting
how income inequality, patriarchal culture, and
religious beliefs intersect to limit female power.
While previous studies have focused on these
factors

separately, this study brings them

together to examine their interaction. By
incorporating data from multiple regional and
international sources, as well as case studies, this
research provides a more nuanced understanding
of how political, economic, and cultural forces
impact gender inequality across diverse contexts.
Addressing the complexity of female genital
mutilation, child marriage, and women’s literacy
in Asia and Africa requires an approach that
integrates legal frameworks, economic reforms,

and cultural advocacy.
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