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  Abstract 
The constitutive statement if knowledge is power? Was an inspiration to the con-
struction of an empirical model to understand if the juxtaposition of social pow-
ers (gender and religious regulation) with knowledge (higher education) can be 
found to yield self- and gender empowerment and was tested among 435 partici-
pants: religious and non-religious Jewish and Muslim women. They completed a 
self-reporting questionnaire (1-5 Likert scale), indicating the existence of a sig-
nificant empirical SEM model. This confirmed the research hypothesis: gender 
regulation predicts religiosity, which in turn predicts a stronger perception of 
higher education as a resource, enhancing self- and gender empowerment. Sig-
nificant differences were found, by religions, among the groups in the model’s 
variables. This paper could demonstrate how higher education provides a space 
allowing and challenging empowerment as a dynamic, socio-cultural empirical 
model. 
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1. Introduction 
The article discusses a model according to which higher education can become a springboard for women to gain fur-

ther knowledge as a power and to empower themselves (Gilat, 2006; Gilat, 2015; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008). Po-
sitioning education and empowerment together was inspired first by Foucault’s (1980, p. 93) thoughts about the rela-
tionship between knowledge and power—and between power and knowledge and secondly by Freire’s works (1970) 
highlighting the influence education can have on people by helping them alter their awareness and understanding of 
their surrounding social reality. These led the current line of inquiry, especially the desire to understand empirically the 
mechanism by which power and knowledge generate empowerment and how that happens. 

In order to empirically examine this, Jewish and Muslim religious and non-religious women students were selected to 
illustrate issues of “power” and it’s centrality in gender and religious regulation. The dichotomous distinction between 
non-religious or religious, was made in order to simplify on one hand and strengthen on the other, some of the variabil-
ity and complexity involved in religious labels and identity in Israel. For issues of “knowledge”, the university was 
chosen, as a framework wherein knowledge can be acquired. This choice was strengthened by the rising numbers of 
women attaining their bachelor’s degrees. The United States has seen a rise from 1950, when women represented a mi-
nority (23.88%) of bachelor’s degree students, to 2008, when they represent the majority (57.30%) (Stromquist, 2013a, 
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p. 16). Israeli universities have observed a similar rise, from women representing the minority (39.5%) in 1990, to their 
constituting the majority (54.5%) in 2017 (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018a; Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018b). 

To better distinguish issues involving knowledge and power, a choice was made to focus on women who act on their 
own behalf, acknowledging their values, abilities, and powers. Such women act out of the need to empower themselves 
through achieving higher education, with all of the emotional, physical and financial investment needed to complete an 
academic degree; for example: to fight to overcome huge odds, including initial rejection, family disapproval, over-
whelming academic and familial tasks or to risk everything in order to deal with success and failure, in order to forge 
social contacts in a new environment often far from home and familiar environments.  

This article can help explain the role of higher education in human development. The literature review examines how 
issues of the power demonstrated through religious and gender regulation and issues of knowledge shown through the 
perception of higher education as a resource illuminate its value; the women attribute power to knowledge and convert 
the knowledge resources they have acquired into self and gender empowerment, through which they can achieve control 
over their lives. 

1.1 Issues of Power: Gender and Religious Regulation in Israel Today 
Three major religions are represented in Israel: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. At the end of 2018, the distribution 

of the population by religion was: Jews (74.7%) Muslims (17.8%), Christians (2%) and Druze (5.5%) (Central Bureau 
of Statistics, 2019). For women in Israel, belonging to a religious community of one of the three major religions means 
being subject to ascertain level of gender and religious regulation.  

Gender regulation involves the dictation of an individual’s behavior by ideologies, social norms, and institutional 
practices that designate particular behaviors as appropriate or inappropriate in terms of an individual’s gender (Zucker-
man, 1997); meaning how to live, how to present oneself to others, and how to bring one’s needs into harmony with 
religious beliefs. Social norms refer to the use of religion for one’s own ends, such as status, sociability, and 
self-justification (Cohen, Mazza, Johnson, Enders, Warner, Pasek, & Cook, 2017).  

Both gender regulation and religiosity aim to maintain control, through the family, over women’s behavior, in order 
to increase their commitment to traditional women’s roles, such as marriage and birth rate (Alexander, Pinson, &Yonah, 
2010; Yefet, 2016). Therefore, Israeli society is considered to be family oriented. This manifests itself in the division of 
authority and responsibilities and implies women’s dependent position. However, it is possible to detect differences 
between the attitudes of women belonging to different social groups, based on the form of gender regulation and reli-
giosity common to their communities (Birenbaum-Carmeli, 2009; Fogiel-Bijaoui, 2002; Okun, 2017). 

The effect of gender regulation on non-religious women in Israel within the family is less prominent because of the 
low status of religion and familyism in that group; There the status of the father is equal to that of the mother, and 
sometimes even lower than hers. The family does not interfere with the life of an individual: every man and every 
woman is given the freedom to choose their spouse. The marriage age is high, the number of children is low, and the 
divorce rate is high (Fogiel-Bijaoui, 2002; Lavy & Zablotsky, 2015; Yefet, 2016). These population groups can be de-
fined as having a weak sense of gender regulation and religiosity and are represented by both Jewish and Muslim 
non-religious women.  

Gender regulation affecting religious women in Israel within the family is more prominent because of the high status 
of religion and familyism. In religious families, the structure of the family is patriarchal: the father is the dominating 
authority figure. The family dictates lifestyle choices to the individual and prohibits digressions from the chosen path. 
In religious families, marriage age is low, the family plays a crucial role in choosing a spouse, the number of children is 
usually high, and the divorce rate is low (Aksoy & Billari, 2018; Meler, 2013; Moore, 2004; Schellekens & Atrash, 
2018). Such population groups can be defined as having a strong sense of gender regulation and religiosity. They are 
represented by both Jewish and Muslim religious women living in Israel.  

Despite these gender and religious regulations, many Jewish and Muslim women, even the religious and the orthodox, 
choose to study at the university level, even if this is inconsistent with their commitment to traditional women’s roles. 
In viewing higher education as a way to empower themselves with knowledge resources, these women take a step to-
ward developing strategies to negotiate the powers that gender and religious regulation imposes on their lives. Women’s 
perception of higher education as a knowledge resource can be seen as their ability both to resist and negotiate with. 

Resistance here refers to the development of an internal sense of personal power that enables women to act, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, against oppressive gender regulation and/or religious norms (Gilat, 2006; Gilat, 2015; 
Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008). This personal power acts as a factor that maintains active opposition or resistance and 
determines its strength (Minson, 1986). The entrance of these women into higher education can be understood as a form 
of “moral resistance”—the inner forces that emerge when people recognize the influences that oppress and impose in-
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justice upon them, leading them to develop a sense of moral obligation to stand up for themselves and their rights, and 
to search for solutions. Here this term serves to legitimize women’s struggle in coping with gender and religious regula-
tion by employing academic studies as a potential resource to build inner strength (Turiel, 2003, p. 126). 

1.2 Issues of Knowledge: The Perception of Higher Education as a Resource 
Higher education, perceived as a knowledge resource, can be seen both in the number of women turning to higher 

education at present and in this number’s increase over the years (Becher, Hubard, & Murphy, 2010; Delors, 2013). In 
2016/2017, Jewish and Muslim women (both religious and non-religious) constituted 54.5% and 62% of all students 
pursuing a bachelor’s degree, respectively, while the percentages of male students pursuing a bachelor’s degree-
were45.5% and 38%, respectively (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018a; Central Bureau of Statistics, 2018b). In 
2013/2014, 19% of Israel’s ultra-Orthodox religious (Haredi) population reported pursuing, or having pursued, an aca-
demic degree—a noticeable increase compared to 2007/2008, when this figure was at 15%. In addition, the percentage 
of women engaged in academic study (23%) was significantly higher than that of men (15%) (Malach, Cahaner, & 
Choshen, 2016, p. 12). In 2013, for the first time, the proportion of ultra-Orthodox women working outside the home 
reached 73%, compared to 81% among other Israeli Jewish women (Engelsman et al., 2018, p. 154). This increase can 
be analyzed as a way for women to identify the potential within higher education in a variety of areas. 

The types of potential that women see in higher education as a knowledge resource can be divided into five catego-
ries: first is its potential as a professional resource, embodied by the possibility of attaining an academic education and 
professionalization that ensures economic and social status (Benjamin, 2016; Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012; Stromquist, 
2013a; Maharaj, Blair, & Chin Yienkee, 2016). Both in the religious and non-religious Jewish and Muslim communities, 
women’s higher education is legitimized as a potential resource for the family’s economy (Offer & Sabah, 2011; Khur-
shid, 2019). 

The second category is the potential of higher education as a source of self-fulfillment, in that it promotes personal 
and intellectual growth, broadening the learner’s horizons. This perception is typical among non-religious Jewish 
women. It is not common among religious Jewish and Muslim women, since they are expected to find self-realization 
through religion and their family role (Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008). 

The third category—the potential of higher education as a social knowledge resource, lies in the options the academic 
campus offers for creating connections and encounters with persons both similar and different from oneself. These op-
tions include interpersonal relationships, friendships, rivalries, cultural and political affiliations, and additional possibil-
ities (Deil-Amen, 2011). There is little information available regarding the social interactions of religious Jewish wom-
en students who turn to higher education. It is known that religious and especially ultra-Orthodox women turn to reli-
gious studies such as the “Beit Yaakov” schools, where they can remain close to their families and communities (Cap-
lan & Stadler, 2012) which dictate their degrees of freedom for forming social ties (Engelman et al., 2018; Layosh, 
2014). Muslim women students who turn to university studies generally distance themselves from their families and 
from parental supervision; their potential social resources lie in their manifestations of autonomy in decision making, 
concern for basic needs, independence, and learning new habits and roles (Herzog, 2004; Schellekens & Atrash, 2018).  

The fourth category is the potential of higher education as an affiliation resource, influenced by religious and gender 
segregation (Ayalon & Yogev, 2005; Smith, 2011). It seems that the women often chose their field of study based on its 
potential for affiliation. Jewish women choose first and foremost the two areas of study that are traditionally considered 
feminine—teaching and nursing; only in third place do they choose the field of business. Muslim women, on the other 
hand, choose the field of science, which is considered neutral, followed by the field of humanities. Students from both 
sectors rarely choose the field of technology, which is widely perceived as a traditionally male field (Alon & Gelbgiser, 
2011; Feniger, Mcdossi, & Ayalon, 2014). 

The fifth category is the potential of higher education to serve the woman’s community of origin by contributing es-
sential knowledge resources to it (Goldner & Golan, 2018; Neal, 2014). Religious women choose to specialize in pro-
fessions that meet the needs of their religious community. Specialization in subjects such as special education, psy-
chology, counseling, etc., addresses the needs of families and children with difficulties (Caplan & Stadler, 2012; Cohen 
& Malach, 2017). Among Muslim women, this community-supporting potential is reflected in their desire to give back 
to their communities by contributing to areas such as health, education, family, politics, and employment. They aspire 
to see their community as highly educated and of high value both to themselves and to other communities in Israeli so-
ciety (Aish & Gaby-Egozi, 2019; Feniger et al., 2014; Goldner & Golan, 2018; Khurshid, 2019). Women’s perception 
of higher education as a resource can be seen as their ability to identify its inherent potential and use it to acquire both 
self and gender empowerment in order to achieve control over their lives. 
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1.3 Empowerment: Gaining Knowledge Merges into Power  
Empowerment through higher education is ideally seen as a continuous holistic process engaging cognitive, psycho-

logical, economic and political dimensions to achieve emancipation. Empowerment in its emancipatory meaning carries 
wide-ranging implications (Stromquist, 2013b, p. 13)—it brings up the question of personal agency (Gilat, 2015, p. 54; 
Jones, 2017) rather than reliance on intermediaries, links actions to needs, and results in significant collective change. 
Therefore, women’s perception of higher education as a knowledge resource can be viewed as their ability to identify 
the potential inherent in it, including the actions they take to mobilize this potential for themselves in the emancipatory 
sense (Stromquist, 2013b, p. 13) of self-empowerment. 

Self-empowerment through higher education can be evaluated using three indicators (Menon, 1999). The first is the 
level of significance assigned to education, meaning the value or importance attributed by students to their academic 
studies (Gilat, 2015). The second is the extent of perceived control, meaning the development of a sense of autonomy, 
expressing an individual’s freedom to initiate and direct his or her actions (Garcia-Juan, Escrig-Tena, & Roca-puig, 
2018; Menon, 1999; Spreitzer, 1996). These indicators refer to the degree of control gained in the process of dealing 
with educational challenges, such as writing demanding papers or theses; the ability to put theories into practice; and 
developing the skills required for various academic accomplishments. 

Third is the extent of perceived competence, defined as a student’s ability to succeed in dealing with educational 
challenges (Delors, 2013; Martin, 2009; Seake, Gibson, Haynes, & Potter, 2015), such as the ability to read complex 
theoretical material and perform proficiently in complex exercises. Evaluation of a student’s capabilities helps the stu-
dent understand how to act in different settings: a student with a stronger sense of self-efficacy will set more challeng-
ing goals for themselves and have a stronger sense of obligation to achieve them, consequently acquiring greater em-
powerment (Bandura, 1997; McQuillan, 2005; Stajkovic, Locke, Bandura, & Lee, 2018).  

Among women opting for higher education, the “university effect” appears—that is, the ways in which numerous as-
pects of a woman’s life (such as her sense of self and gender empowerment) are affected by her being educated in aca-
demia (Tezer, 2018). Their exposure to many different opinions, varied and expansive knowledge, and ideologies that 
advocate freedom and emphasize independence accumulate, along with the importance of building equal relationships 
across genders. Women who have turned to higher education tend to support the equal division of domestic chores and 
avoid stereotypical concepts regarding gender roles. More and more women belonging to the lower socioeconomic 
strata consider pursuing higher education and building a career mainly as a result of reflecting on gender inequality, 
both generally, and in their own families (Gilat, 2006; Gilat, 2015; Khurshid, 2019). 

Self and gender empowerment of women through higher education therefore requires the development of a compre-
hensive range of skills and characteristics in order to achieve various educational goals employing inner strength, such 
as diligence in the face of difficulties and personal, social, religious or cultural constraints; the ability to ignore distrac-
tions that could sabotage the study process; and the determination to maintain control over events influencing academic 
progress towards the accomplishment of tasks. Thus, the research question was, if it is possible to build an empirical 
model of acquiring self and gender empowerment through higher education for four groups of female students who live 
in Israel? 

The following six hypotheses were formulated in order to answer this question: (1) a positive correlation can be 
found between gender regulation and religiosity; and (2) between these variables and the perception of higher education 
as a resource; as well as (3) between the perception of higher education as a resource and a form of self-empowerment; 
and (4) between the perception of higher education as a resource and a form of gender empowerment. It was hypothe-
sized that (5) the perception of higher education as a resource serves as a mediator between the independent variables of 
gender regulation and religiosity and the dependent variables of self-empowerment and gender empowerment. Finally, 
it was hypothesized that (6) differences can be found between the four groups of female students in terms of the fol-
lowing variables: gender regulation, perception of higher education as a resource, self-empowerment, and gender em-
powerment. 

2. Methodology 
The Participants were 435 students belonging to four groups: Jewish non-religious women (114), Jewish religious 

women (112), Arab Muslim non-religious women (109), and Arab Muslim religious women (100); they were between 
ages 19 and 30. The students were studying for their bachelor’s degree (B.A.) at one of four Israeli universities that of-
fer undergraduate and graduate studies in humanities and social science faculties. The participants were chosen using 
stratified nonrandom sampling from among the Israeli universities fulfilling the above criteria. 

The average age of the students was 22.83 years and the range was 19-30 years (SD=2.13 years). Most were not mar-
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ried (79.8%); most married women (with or without children) came from Jewish or Muslim religious backgrounds. 
Most were third-year students (62.8%), followed by second-year students (25.5%), and finally fourth-year students 
(11.7%). Most of the students were studying in the faculties of social science (38.4%) and humanities (33.3%), some in 
the faculties of health and welfare (14.9%), and a few in the faculty of education (13.3%). During the academic year, 
most students received financial support from their families to cover tuition fees (53%) and living costs (48.3%). Nev-
ertheless, most students (52.4%) also worked eight hours per week on average (SD=11.38 hours). 

The Study Measures consisted of a questionnaire (Gilat, 2006; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008). The first part in-
cluded background information: age, nationality, religion, personal status, economic status and employment, etc. The 
second part included items measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (highly disagree) to 5 (highly agree): 
Gender Regulation (α=.87) includes five items; for example: “Women’s first priority should be to fulfill their roles as 
mothers and wives”; and “It is best that women be committed to their families first and their career later”. The measure 
of Religiosity was encoded as a dichotomous variable: non-religious or religious. This decision was made in order to 
simplify some of the variability and complexity involved in religious labels and identity in Israel and was based on a 
suggestion by Muslim students. The Perception of Higher Education as a Resource (α=.90), included 25 items, for 
example: “I chose higher education out of the desire to acquire a profession;” and “I chose higher education as a means 
for self-fulfillment”. 

The measure of self-Empowerment (α=.87) included 16 items; for example: “My studies give me the voice and lan-
guage required to have influence;” I am able to use the strategies I acquired during my studies to elevate my grade av-
erage;” the measure of Gender Empowerment (α=.81) included four items; for example: “Higher education gives me 
the knowledge, tools and power to act on behalf of women;” and “During my studies, I clarified for myself my values 
and goals as a woman”. The questionnaire was printed and given in Hebrew, which is the primary language for reading 
and writing in academic studies in Israel. The students participated in the study voluntarily. The researcher introduced 
herself to the students as being interested in the students’ personal and academic development during their academic 
studies.  

Data Analysis included the examination of the connections between the variables by structural equation modeling 
(SEM) using AMOS 15. The differences between the four groups were examined using a two-way multivariate analysis 
of variance (two-way MANOVA).  

3. Results 
Based on the SEM analysis, the model presented in Figure 1 was constructed. β-values are presented on the black ar-

rows. R2-values are presented in the ellipses above variables names. The compatibility measures of the structural model 
are given at the bottom of Figure 1. 

χ2(106)=327.28, p<.0001
  NFI=.91; CFI= .94; GFI=.92; RMSEA=.069

χ2(106)=327.28, p<.0001
  NFI=.91; CFI= .94; GFI=.92; RMSEA=.069

β=. 59

Gender Regulation

Perception of Higher 
Education as a Resource

β=. 7 0β=. 7 5

Religiosity
R2=35%R2=35%

β=. 57

R2=39%R2=39%

Self-Empowerment

R2=49%
Gender 

Empowerment

R2=60%

 
Figure 1. SEM of the Relations Between the Research Variables.  
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As can be seen in Figure 1, the normed fit index (NFI) is equal to .91, the comparative fit index (CFI) is equal to .94, 
and the goodness of fit index (GFI) was .92, which is borderline significant. In combination, these values indicate the 
model’s adequate degree of accuracy. The root means square error of approximation (RAMSA) index, whose value 
should be less than 0.1, is equal to .069, thus also pointing towards a positive correlation (Edwards, Wirth, Houts, & Xi, 
2012). 

All six research hypotheses were confirmed when gender regulation predicted 35% of the variance in religiosity, that 
predicted 39% of the variance in perceiving higher education as a resource. The latter was mediated between gender 
regulation and self- and gender empowerment. Perceiving higher education as a resource predicts 49% of the variance 
in self-empowerment and 60% of the variance in gender empowerment. The sixth study hypothesis was tested and pre-
sented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1. Multivariate Analysis of Variance of the Differences Between the Four Groups by Religion 

Variable 

Non-Religious 
Jews 

N=114 

Religious 
Jews 

N=112 

Non-Religious 
Muslims 
N=109 

Religious 
Muslims 
N=100 

  

M 
(S.D) 

M 
(S.D) 

M 
(S.D) 

M 
(S.D) F(1, 431) 

Eta 
Squared 

Gender Regulation 2.18 
(0.64) 

3.87 
(0.86) 

3.84 
(0.80) 

4.36 
(0.53) 190.86*** .57 

Perception of Higher Education as a 
Resource 

3.22 
(0.54) 

3.85 
(0.50) 

3.87 
(0.61) 

3.87 
(0.50) 47.46*** .25 

Self-Empowerment 3.63 
(0.67) 

4.01 
(0.56) 

3.63 
(0.70) 

4.10 
(0.52) 17.55*** .10 

Gender Empowerment 2.30 
(0.85) 

3.33 
(0.82) 

2.57 
(0.97) 

3.66 
(0.70) 60.86*** .30 

***p<.001 

Significant differences in gender regulation were found between the four groups according to their religiosity. The 
highest values were obtained for the religious Muslim students and the lowest ones for the Jewish non-religious students. 
Significant differences in perceiving higher education as a knowledge resource and a tool in self-empowerment were 
found only between religious and non-religious participants, with the former scoring higher. Significant differences in 
gender empowerment were found between Jews and Muslims, with Muslims scoring higher, and between religious and 
non-religious students, with religious students scoring higher. These findings support the empirical model for acquiring 
self- and gender empowerment through higher education, as well as the existence of significant differences between the 
four groups of participants.  

4. Discussion 
The discussion section will be presented according to the six hypotheses: The first hypothesis confirmed that the 

stronger the gender regulation reported by the female students, the stronger their religiosity was. This correlation sup-
ports the strong affinity between these two variables, demonstrating that religious supervision over mainstream gend-
er-based behaviors of religious women was defined first and foremost as a mother and wife and fulfilling traditional 
gender roles (getting married, giving birth to children, and building a family), which are stipulated by the laws of the 
Jewish Halacha and the Muslim Sharia, both perceived as the core of the holy commandments, and sometimes even 
sanctioned by state legislation (Alexander et al., 2010; Birenbaum-Carmeli, 2009; Yefet, 2016; Schellekens & Atrash, 
2018). This context provides the background for the next correlation, between religiosity and the perception of higher 
education as a knowledge resource.  

The choice to apply for university studies, even if it goes against the conventions of gender and religiosity regulation 
can be explain as a subversive action, expressing opposition to methods or patterns of control; such struggles are cha-
racterized as local because they represent cases in which people criticize their living conditions, relationships, impact of 
people or certain groups or institutions on their lives. This concept of power opens a way to understanding its dynamics 
through the concept of resistance, of which empowerment is one of its manifestations, and the force that sustains, de-
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termines its power and manages it (Foucault, 1982; Minson, 1986). 
In the context of resistance, higher education provides a legitimate opportunity for women: on a practical level, it is 

an opportunity—to leave home for the university; on an ideological level, it is an opportunity to gain access to various 
resources that reduce commitment to traditional women’s roles, increase their commitment to themselves, and help 
them obtain control over their lives and functions (Gilat, 2006; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008; Stromquist, 2013a; 
Stromquist, 2013b; Tezer, 2018). Acquiring knowledge resources, such as a profession, improves the socioeconomic 
status of women and their families; attaining knowledge and skills through higher education provides women with so-
cial legitimacy (especially in traditionally religious communities) to join the workforce and financially support their 
families by using the knowledge resources they acquired during their studies (Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012; Offer & Sabah, 
2011).  

This conceptualization also seems to be confirmed by the connection that was found here between the perception of 
higher education as a resource and between self and gender empowerment. Perceiving higher education as a resource 
means that the individual envisages the realization of her latent potential through education, for example by utilizing 
personal abilities; developing a professional career and achieving financial prosperity; making social contacts and es-
tablishing friendships; enriching her traditional role with newly acquired knowledge in order to improve her lifestyle; 
and expanding her potential for social or political promotion within her community of origin. This is a process of em-
powerment, meaning that the individual is able to take advantage of the realization of latent resources and strengthen 
personal capabilities to perform academic tasks at the university, such as writing, critical reading and thinking, improv-
ing proficiency in communication, verbal expression and the ability to convince others; and initiating actions for one’s 
own sake and for the sake of others (Gilat, 2006; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008; Jones, 2017).  

The research findings demonstrate that for the participants, self and gender empowerment meant taking advantage of 
the possibility of gaining access to knowledge, tools and power in order to advance, yet it also necessitated the clarifica-
tion of the participants’ goals and personal values as women. This finding is supported by previous research, describing 
higher education as an opportunity exposing students to different opinions, extensive and wide-ranging knowledge and 
ideologies that advocate freedom and stress the need for independence, and the importance of building relationships in 
which there is gender equality (Benjamin, 2016; Deil-Amen, 2011; Feniger, Mcdossi, & Ayalon, 2014; Goldner & Go-
lan, 2018). 

To conclude, the perception of higher education as a resource was an important variable in the context of this study. 
Functioning as a mediator, it acted as a link connecting gender regulation and religiosity to self and gender empower-
ment—stemming from and also engendering the participants’ resistance against gender regulation that is dictated by 
traditional roles. Empowerment provides the power to enforce this resistance, determining its degree and maintaining its 
efficacy (Gilat, 2006; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008; Maharaj et al., 2016); thus, a woman who sees higher education 
as a resource will gain the ability to forge her way toward the acquisition of both self- and gender empowerment. 

Each variable represented within the empirical model was also tested against religiosity, as is evident from the divi-
sion of participants into four different groups. The significant differences were found between the four groups in terms 
of gender regulation with the highest rates among non-religious Muslim women and all religious women (both Jewish 
and Muslim). The differences were found first to be supported by surveys reporting a subtle increase in the return to 
religion of the Muslim population occurring in Israel from the 1970s, and which continues to be one of the dominant 
features of Muslim Arabs living in Israel since then (Khurshid, 2019). Differences between the four groups in terms of 
gender regulation should be considered in light of other studies that indicate a strong sense of commitment to women’s 
traditional roles among Muslim women living in Israel, manifested by high marriage rates, high birth rates, and low 
divorce rates (Aksoy & Billari, 2018; Meler, 2013; Offer & Sabah, 2011); these characteristics are also typified by Jew-
ish religious women (Caplan & Stadler, 2012; Moore, 2004).  

Significant differences in perceiving higher education as a resource in self-empowerment were found between reli-
gious and non-religious participants: higher rates were evident among religious women. The key factor in the process of 
empowerment among women in general and religious women in particular is their perception of higher education as a 
knowledge resource, which helps them use their power and practice their abilities and competencies, their common-
sense and insight. This helps increase their confidence to express their views concerning their traditional roles, enabling 
them to attain greater control over their marriage age, more autonomy in their choice of spouse, and control over 
birth-giving age (Gilat, 2006; Gilat & Hertz-Lazarowitz, 2008; Fellabaum, 2011; Mihelich & Storrs, 2003; Stromquist, 
2013a; Stromquist, 2013b; Tezer, 2018).  

With regard to differences between the groups in terms of self-empowerment, while both Muslim and Jewish partici-
pants describe how higher education contributes to their personal empowerment, religious participants (in contrast to 
their non-religious counterparts) add the realization that higher education contributes to their survival as women in the 
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religious community, which denies them an equal position. Their status rises not only within their own family, but also 
within their communities—even within Jewish and Muslim orthodox religious communities, which are quite deter-
mined to exclude women from sources of power (Aish & Gabay-Egozi, 2019; Khurshid, 2019; Neal, 2014).     

The significant differences in gender empowerment found between Jews and Muslims, with higher rates among Mus-
lims, and between non-religious and religious women, and also with higher rates among religious women, can be ex-
plained by the fact that non-religious students, by opting for higher education, marked the beginning of their gender 
empowerment, completing the entire process during their studies. While non-religious students begin to pave their way 
towards gender empowerment before opting for higher education, religious students only begin this process in the aca-
demic world; nevertheless, for both groups, the acquisition of knowledge resources in the context of their academic stu-
dies is a way to attain gender empowerment (Abu-Baker & Azaiza, 2010; Alon & Gelbgiser, 2011; Benjamin, 2016; 
Engelsman, Huss, & Cwikel, 2018).  

The theoretical and methodological contribution featured in the article, sheds light on the process of empowerment 
acquisition through the mediation of knowledge resources, expressing them empirically so they can be generalized as a 
model for the larger population. Several theoretical claims (Foucault, 1980; Freire, 1970) related to the mechanism 
through which knowledge resources turn into power and then into empowerment, were supported by this study. An ad-
ditional contribution lies in the attempt to understand and illuminate the special context of women students from differ-
ent sectors in Israel, including unique groups such as Orthodox Jews and religious Muslims, whose participation in 
higher education is neither common nor self-evident, by comprehending how context (gender and religious regulation) 
influences women’s sense of “lack” with regard to resources, and how higher education in turn compensates for this 
lack, serving as a mediating mechanism generating personal and gender empowerment. All of these contributions help 
explain the role of knowledge and higher education in developing personal power and empowerment. 
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