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Female genital mutilation in Africa persists despite modernization, public
education, and legal prohibition. Female footbinding in China lasted for
1,000 years but ended in a single generation. I show that each practice is a
self-enforcing convention, in Schelling’s (1960) sense, maintained by inter-
dependent expectations on the marriage market. Each practice originated
under conditions of extreme resource polygyny as a means of enforcing the
imperial male’s exclusive sexual access to his female consorts. Extreme po-
lygyny also caused a competitive upward flow of women and a downward
flow of conjugal practices, accounting for diffusion of the practices. A
Schelling coordination diagram explains how the three methods of the Chi-
nese campaign to abolish footbinding succeeded in bringing it to a quick
end. The pivotal innovation was to form associations of parents who pledged
not to footbind their daughters nor let their sons marry footbound women.
The “convention” hypothesis predicts that promotion of such pledge asso-

ciations would help bring female genital mutilation to an end.

Female genital mutilation (clitoridectomy
and infibulation; hereafter FGM), a

painful and dangerous practice, is one of the
major human rights and public health prob-
lems in the world today. It affects perhaps as
many as 100 million women across some two
dozen countries in Africa. Opposition to
FGM is now part of American human rights
policy (U.S. Department of State 1994:xvi),
and the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment is assisting the African organizations
working to eradicate it (Mann 1994).

Rather than diminishing with moderniza-
tion, the practice is spreading. Many observ-
ers, especially those indigenous, predict that
ending infibulation will be slow—taking up
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to 300 years, according to one educated
Sudanese (Lightfoot-Klein 1989:135). Pain-
ful and dangerous footbinding afflicted most
Chinese women for a thousand years, and re-
form-minded Chinese women at one time
“agreed that footbinding was of no use, but
could only be given up by degrees” (Little
1899:152). Yet footbinding ended, for the
most part, in a single generation. I will show
that footbinding and infibulation are closely
equivalent practices, and thus that the suc-
cessful campaign to end footbinding in China
has lessons for the efforts to end infibulation
in Africa.

Footbinding and infibulation correspond as
follows: Both customs are nearly universal
where practiced; they cre persistent and are
practiced even by those who oppose them.
Both control sexual access to females and
ensure female chastity and fidelity. Both are
necessary for proper marriage and family
honor. Both are believed to be sanctioned by
tradition. Both are said to be ethnic markers,
and distinct ethnic minorities may lack the
practices. Both seem to have a past of conta-
gious diffusion. Both are exaggerated over
time and both increase with status. Both are
supported and transmitted by women, are
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performed on girls about six to eight years
old, and are generally not initiation rites.
Both are believed to promote health and fer-
tility. Both are defined as aesthetically pleas-
ing compared with the natural alternative.
Both are said to properly exaggerate the
complementarity of the sexes, and both are
claimed to make intercourse more pleasur-
able for the male. Important general differ-
ences between Imperial China and Sudanic
Africa are elite concubinage in China versus
commonplace polygyny in Africa, exogamy
versus endogamy, and agrarian and commer-
cial versus pastoral and horticultural produc-
tion.! Important similarities between Impe-
rial China and Sudanic Africa are their histo-
ries of imperial female slavery and their rules
of emancipation for the children of concu-
bines. )
As far as I know, Ortner (1978) was the
first on record with a theory relating the
complex of female purity, family honor, se-
clusion, chastity, and fidelity (with reference
to footbinding and female genital mutilation)
to a past of highly stratified empires. Ex-
treme resource polygyny and consequent
hypergynous competition in an imperial past
elicited the complex of honor and modesty,
which persists beyond the originating condi-
tions.? Stacey (1983:40-43) applied Ortner’s
theory to the case of footbinding. Dickemann
(1979, 1981) presented a similar theory of
paternity confidence in much greater detail,
but with a strongly sociobiological bent. I
borrow and modify the paternity-confidence
hypothesis and, with the help of simple game
theory, supplement it with an explicit theory
of the endurance and demise of mutilating
practices. I use Schelling’s (1960, 1978) ac-
count of conventions as solutions to recur-
rent coordination problems to explain the lo-
cal universality and persistence of foot-
binding and infibulation, which originated as

U'In this article, Sudanic refers to the region
across Africa, and Sudan refers to the country in
Northeast Africa.

2 For the periods under discussion, a man in
China could have one wife and additional concu-
bines, in non-Islamic Sudanic Africa many wives
and concubines, and under Islam four wives and
additional slave concubines: All are termed po-
lygyny for the purposes of this article. Hypergyny
is when women marry up—that is, a pattern of
females marrying into higher ranking families.

paternity-confidence mechanisms under con-
ditions of imperial female slavery. The stron-
gest alternative theory—ascribing female
mutilation to patriarchy—does not explain
the nonuniversality of the practices under
universal patriarchy, maintenance beyond
originating conditions, or the end of
footbinding. I use a Schelling coordination
diagram to show that the end of footbinding
was a convention shift in direct response to
the three methods of the abolition cam-
paigns. The major alternative theory of ces-
sation—generalized modernization—does
not seem to apply to footbinding or infibula-
tion. Therefore the methods used to end
footbinding in China might well work to end
FGM in Africa.

FOOTBINDING

Beginning at about age six to eight, the fe-
male child’s four smaller toes were bent un-
der the foot, the sole was forced to the heel,
and then the foot was wrapped in a tight ban-
dage day and night in order to mold a bowed
and pointed four-inch-long appendage. Foot-
binding was extremely painful in the first 6
to 10 years of formative treatment. Compli-
cations included ulceration, paralysis, gan-
grene, and mortification of the lower limbs
(Drucker 1981); perhaps 10 percent of girls
did not survive the treatment (Fairbank
1992). The saying was: A mother can’t love
both her daughter and her daughter’s feet at
the same time (Blake 1994:682). Bound feet
were malodorous, and treated women were
crippled and largely housebound. The cus-
tom was defended even by women and was
transmitted by them.

Footbinding appeared in the Sung Dynasty
(960-1279), a time of strong urbanization,
expanding bureaucracy, commercialization
of agriculture, monetization, and thriving
trade. The respective imperial capitals at the
opposite ends of the Grand Canal were the
largest and richest cities in the world
(Fairbank and Reischauer 1978:116-51). The
status of women declined in the Sung: Con-
cubinage expanded, upper-class dowries in-
creased, and a neo-Confucian ideology in-
cluding tenets of female chastity, seclusion,
and subordination, emerged and came to
reign (Ebrey 1991). The first unequivocal
record of footbinding is praise by an elev-
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enth-century poet of a dancer in “the palace
style.” A late fourteenth-century document
quotes an early twelfth-century discussion of
the recent origin of footbinding. Citing a
source otherwise unknown to China scholars,
the same discussion also states that foot-
binding was invented by a favorite dancer in
the palace of Southern T’ang emperor and
love poet Li Yu (937-978) and then spread
by imitation until people were ashamed not
to practice it. Casual references become
more common from the late twelfth century
on (Ebrey 1990; Levy 1966).

The practice effloresced along three di-
mensions over several centuries. First, it
spread from the imperial palace, to court
circles, to the larger upper classes, and then
to the middle and lower classes; eventually
the higher the social status, the smaller the
foot. Second, it became more exaggerated
over time; a practice supposedly originating
among dancers eventually made dance a for-
gotten art. Third, it radiated from the impe-
rial capitals to the rest of the empire. Foot-
binding was clearly the normal practice by
the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). As mea-
sured in 1835, it prevailed in the whole em-
pire among the Chinese, affecting 50 to 80
percent of women depending on the locale,
the disgraceful exceptions only among the
lowest classes, wherever woman’s work was
needed in the field or workshop (Levy
1966:23-106). The missionary Justus
Doolittle (1865: 201) reported that bound
feet were a sign of “gentility,” that “many
poor families prefer to struggle along for a
precarious living, bringing up their daughters
with small feet . . . in order to attain a more
competent support,” and that some Chinese
opposed footbinding as useless but felt
obliged to conform for the sake of proper
marriage.

The Manchu conquerors opposed foot-
binding, but their efforts to abolish it in 1665
failed entirely, despite intimidating penalties.
An 1847 Manchu edict against footbinding
also failed. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury the practice was condemned by influen-
tial liberal literati, but with no apparent ef-
fect (Levy 1966:68—74). Some of the Protes-
tant missionaries, particularly the women,
denounced the custom. The first antifoot-
binding society was founded in 1874 by lo-
cal missionaries for their converts. Inspired

by the American prohibitionist pledge to ab-
stain from alcohol, the society introduced the
effective technique of pledging members not
to bind daughters nor let sons marry bound
women. Western women organized the na-
tional Natural Foot Society, aimed at the
non-Christian elite, in Shanghai in 1895. An
indigenous Anti-Footbinding Society estab-
lished headquarters in Shanghai in 1897 and
eventually acquired 300,000 members. The
societies propagandized the disadvantages of
footbinding in Chinese cultural terms, pro-
moted pledge associations, and subtly con-
veyed international disapproval of the cus-
tom. By 1908, leading Chinese public opin-
ion was opposed to footbinding, and the
leadership of the Natural Foot Society was
transferred to a committee of Chinese
women. The Nationalist Revolution banned
footbinding in 1912, and the decree suc-
ceeded in many locales (Drucker 1981).
Footbinding started to end in China be-
tween the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 and the
Revolution of 1911, certainly among the up-
per strata of the larger cities. Although there
was local variability in onset of cessation,
available evidence is that whenever binding
did end, it ended rapidly. As measured by a
sociologist’s data, for example, the popula-
tion of Tinghsien, a conservative rural area
125 miles south of Peking, went from 99 per-
cent bound in 1889 to 94 percent bound in
1899 to zero bound in 1919 (Gamble 1943).
The Chinese offered various explanations
for footbinding. It was said to distinguish the
Chinese from the invading Mongols and
other barbarians and to enhance the differ-
ence between men and women. It was be-
lieved to promote good health and fertility
(Blake 1994:686). For Chinese men, bound
feet were universally associated with higher-
status love and sex, and so carried strong
connotations of both modesty and lascivious-
ness. Bound feet became a sexual fetish; they
were said to be conducive to better inter-
course, but this claim was medically false
(Van Gulik 1961:219). The leading neo-Con-
fucian philosopher Chu Hsi imposed foot-
binding on a southern province in the twelfth
century so as to enforce female chastity (an
apocryphal tale, according to Ebrey 1990).
The historical record contains several ex-
plicit statements over the centuries that the
purpose of footbinding was to hobble women



















































