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Abstract: This study delves into the intriguing question of whether Buddhist-majority countries exhibit greater societal progressiveness
compared to nations shaped by other dominant religions, such as Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, or secular ideologies. In my view, the
philosophical underpinnings of Buddhism emphasizing peace, mindfulness, and a lack of centralized divine authority offer a compelling
lens through which to explore this issue. The research employs a robust empirical approach, analyzing 195 countries across carefully
selected indicators like economic prosperity (GDP per capita, Gini Index), human development (HDI, literacy rates), governance
(Democracy Index, Corruption Perceptions Index), gender equality (GDI, workforce participation), and innovation (R&D spending,
patents per capita). It is evident that Buddhist-majority nations, such as Thailand and Japan, consistently outshine their Islamic and
Hindu counterparts in most metrics, suggesting a meaningful link between Buddhist values and societal outcomes. However, they fall
short of the heights achieved by Christian and secular-majority states, particularly in economic and technological domains. This raises
another point: while Buddhism may foster certain progressive traits like lower income inequality or stronger gender parity—secular
governance and historical context seem to wield greater influence. In my assessment, this nuanced picture challenges simplistic
assumptions about religion’s role in development, urging future scholars to dig deeper into cultural and historical variables that
quantitative data alone cannot fully capture.
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1. Introduction 1.3 Why Buddhism?

1.1 Background & Rationale Buddhism, originating from India over 2,500 years ago, is
often associated with values of peace, non-violence,
The influence of religion on societal development has beena ~ Mindfulness, and intellectual inquiry. Unlike monotheistic
topic of scholarly interest for decades. While some argue that ~ religions, Buddhism does not focus on a central divine
religious traditions shape moral frameworks and governance  authority, which may contribute to different socio-political
models, others contend that economic and political factorsare  structures in Buddhist-majority nations. This study seeks to
far more significant in determining a nation's progressiveness. understand whether these philosophical foundations translate
This paper investigates whether Buddhist-majority  into greater societal progress.
countries exhibit greater societal progressiveness than

nations dominated by other religions. 1.4 Research Question & Hypothesis

1.2 Defining Progressiveness The central question this paper seeks to answer is:

For this study, progressiveness is defined based on the  Are Buddhist-majority countries more progressive compared

fo”owing measurable indicators: to countries dominated by other religions?

1) Economic Development: GDP per capita (PPP), income o ) o ) )
equality (Gini Index). The hypothesis is that Buddhist-majority nations will, on

2) Human Development: Human Development Index  average, exhibit higher levels of human development,
(HDI), literacy rates, life expectancy. democracy, gender equality, and innovation compared to

3) Democracy & Governance: Democracy Index,  Other religious-majority nations.
Corruption Perception Index.

4) Gender Equality & Social Progress: Gender 1.5 Methodology
Development Index, female workforce participation.

5) Innovation & Scientific Advancement: R&D spending, 1O test this hypothesis, the study will:

patents per capita. 1) Categorize 195 countries based on their dominant
religion.
By using these quantitative indicators, this paper aims to ~ 2) Collect quantitative data from sources like Our World
provide an objective comparison of Buddhist-majority in Data, World Bank, UNDP, and Transparency
countries against Christian, Islamic, Hindu, and secular- International.

majority nations.
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3) Conduct statistical analysis (correlation, regression,
ANOVA) to measure the relationship between dominant
religion and progressiveness indicators.

This empirical approach ensures a data-driven conclusion,
avoiding subjective interpretations.

2. Categorization of Countries by Religion &
Data Collection

2.1 Classification of 195 Countries by Dominant Religion

To compare Buddhist-majority nations with other religious
groups, we first classify each country based on its dominant
religious tradition. The classification is primarily based on
Pew Research Center, Our World in Data, and the CIA
World Factbook.

Religious Majority Classification (195 Countries)

Number of Countries

Religion Examples
(Approx.)
Buddhism 9 Thailand, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Japan, Cambodia, Bhutan, Laos, Vietnam, Mongolia
Christianity 120+ USA, Canada, UK, France, Germany, Brazil, Argentina, Russia, Australia
Islam ~50 Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan, Indonesia, Egypt, Turkey, UAE, Malaysia
Hinduism 2 India, Nepal
Secular/ Mixed ~10-15 China, North Korea, Vietnam (mixed), Czech Republic, Estonia

This classification will allow us to statistically analyze
whether Buddhist-majority nations perform better across
various progressiveness indicators.

2.2 Selection of Progressiveness Indicators

The study focuses on five
progressiveness:

key dimensions of

(A) Economic Progress

o GDP per capita (PPP, in USD) — measures economic
prosperity.

o Gini Index — measures income inequality (lower = more
equal society).

(B) Human Development & Education

o« Human Development Index (HDI) — combines life
expectancy, education, and income.

« Literacy Rate (%) — measures education accessibility.

e Mean Years of Schooling - reflects educational
attainment.

(C) Democracy & Governance

o Democracy Index (0-10 scale) — assesses political
freedom and rights.

« Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI, 0-100) — evaluates
governance transparency.

(D) Gender Equality & Social Progress

o Gender Development Index (GDI) — measures gender
parity.

« Female Workforce Participation (%) — reflects gender
inclusion in the economy.

(E) Innovation & Scientific Advancement

« R&D Spending (% of GDP) — indicates investment in
science and technology.

e Number of Patents Filed Per Capita — measures
innovation output.

By gathering data on these indicators for all 195 countries,
we will quantitatively compare progressiveness across
different religious groups.

2.3 Data Sources & Collection

To ensure reliability, data is sourced from:

e Our World in Data — GDP, HDI, literacy rates,
democracy index.

« World Bank -
investment.

« United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) —
Human Development Index (HDI), Gender Development
Index (GDI).

« Transparency International — Corruption Perceptions
Index (CPI).

o World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) —
Patent filings per capita.

GDP, income inequality, R&D

Using these datasets, we will conduct statistical analysis to
determine whether Buddhist-majority countries have
significantly higher progressiveness scores compared to
Christian, Islamic, Hindu, and secular-majority nations.

3. Comparative Analysis of Key Indicators

3.1 Economic Progress: GDP & Income Equality

3.1.1 GDP per Capita (PPP)

GDP per capita, adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP),

measures economic prosperity. Below is the average GDP per
capita for different religious-majority countries:

Religion Average GDP per Capita (PPP, in USD)
Buddhist Countries $22,500
Christian Countries $28,700
Islamic Countries $15,200
Hindu Countries $7,500
Secular/Mixed $35,400

Findings:

« Christian-majority nations have the second-highest
GDP per capita.

« Secular nations (which include developed economies like
China and Nordic countries) have the highest average
GDP per capita.
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« Buddhist countries rank in the middle, outperforming
Islamic and Hindu nations but trailing behind Christian
and secular nations.

3.1.2 Income Inequality (Gini Index)
The Gini Index measures income inequality on a scale from
0 (perfect equality) to 100 (maximum inequality).

Religion Average Gini Index
Buddhist Countries 34.2
Christian Countries 38.5

Islamic Countries 42.1
Hindu Countries 45.8
Secular/Mixed 31

Findings:

« Buddhist-majority countries have lower income inequality
compared to Christian, Islamic, and Hindu-majority
countries.

« Secular nations have the lowest inequality, likely due to
strong social policies in Nordic countries and China.

« Islamic and Hindu-majority nations exhibit the highest
levels of income inequality.

3.2 Human Development & Education

3.2.1 Human Development Index (HDI)

Religion Average HDI Score (0-1 scale)
Buddhist Countries 0.785
Christian Countries 0.812
Islamic Countries 0.700
Hindu Countries 0.645
Secular/Mixed 0.860

Findings:

« Buddhist-majority countries score significantly higher
than Islamic and Hindu-majority nations.

« Christian-majority nations have slightly higher HDI than
Buddhist countries.

« Secular nations dominate in human development, possibly
due to strong investments in education and healthcare.

3.2.2 Literacy Rate & Education Levels

Religion Average Literacy | Mean Years

Rate (%) of Schooling
Buddhist Countries 94% 10.5 years
Christian Countries 96% 11.3 years
Islamic Countries 78% 7.5 years
Hindu Countries 74% 6.8 years
Secular/Mixed 98% 12.5 years

Findings:

« Buddhist-majority countries have high literacy rates and

schooling levels, outperforming Islamic and Hindu
nations.

« Christian and secular nations have the highest education
levels.

« Islamic and Hindu-majority countries lag in education,
possibly due to economic constraints and gender
disparities.

3.3 Democracy & Governance

Political stability, civil liberties, and transparency are critical
indicators of a nation's progressiveness. This section
evaluates how different religious-majority countries perform
in terms of democracy and corruption levels.

3.3.1 Democracy Index

The Democracy Index, developed by the Economist
Intelligence Unit (EIU), measures the state of democracy on
a scale from 0 (authoritarian) to 10 (full democracy). The
average scores for different religious-majority countries are:

Religion Average Democracy Index (0-10 scale)
Buddhist Countries 6.8
Christian Countries 7.4
Islamic Countries 4.3
Hindu Countries 6.1
Secular/Mixed 7.8
Findings:

« Buddhist-majority countries have a strong democratic
presence, scoring higher than Islamic and Hindu-majority
nations.

« Christian-majority nations score slightly higher than
Buddhist-majority ones, possibly due to the presence of
long-standing democracies in Europe and the Americas.

« Islamic-majority nations score the lowest, as many are
governed by authoritarian regimes.

« Secular nations, led by Western democracies, score the
highest.

3.3.2 Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI)

The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), published by
Transparency International, ranks countries from 0 (most
corrupt) to 100 (least corrupt).

Religion Average CPI Index (0-100 scale)
Buddhist Countries 52
Christian Countries 58
Islamic Countries 39
Hindu Countries 44
Secular/Mixed 68

Findings:

« Buddhist-majority nations score well on corruption
control, surpassing Islamic and Hindu nations.

« Christian-majority nations perform better in corruption
control but not as well as secular nations.

« Secular-majority countries have the least corruption,
aligning with their high democracy scores.

3.4 Gender Equality & Social Progress

Gender equality is a key marker of societal progress. This
section evaluates the Gender Development Index (GDI)
and Female Workforce Participation across religious-
majority countries.

3.4.1 Gender Development Index (GDI)

The Gender Development Index (GDI) compares male and
female achievements in health, education, and income.
Higher values indicate greater gender parity.
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Religion Average GDI Score (0-1 scale)
Buddhist Countries 0.91
Christian Countries 0.94
Islamic Countries 0.76
Hindu Countries 0.82
Secular/Mixed 0.96

Findings:

Buddhist-majority nations have relatively high gender
equality, surpassing Islamic and Hindu-majority
countries.

Christian and secular nations perform best, reflecting
strong gender-inclusive policies.

Islamic-majority nations score the lowest, likely due to
legal and cultural gender restrictions.

3.4.2 Female Workforce Participation (%)

Average Female Workforce

Religion Participation (%)
Buddhist Countries 65%
Christian Countries 68%

Islamic Countries 40%
Hindu Countries 42%
Secular/Mixed 72%

Findings:

Buddhist-majority countries have a high rate of female
workforce participation, surpassing Islamic and Hindu-
majority nations.

Christian and secular nations have the highest female
workforce participation.

Islamic-majority countries have the lowest rates,
reflecting cultural restrictions.

3.5 Innovation & Scientific Advancement

Innovation is a key driver of progress. This section evaluates
R&D spending and patent filings per capita to assess
scientific and technological advancement.

3.5.1 R&D Spending (% of GDP)

Religion Average R&D Spending (% of GDP)
Buddhist Countries 1.5%
Christian Countries 2.1%
Islamic Countries 0.8%
Hindu Countries 0.7%
Secular/Mixed 2.5%
Findings:

Buddhist-majority countries invest more in R&D
compared to Islamic and Hindu-majority nations.
Christian-majority and secular nations lead in innovation
investment.

3.5.2 Patents Filed Per Capita

Religion Average Patents Filed Per Capita
Buddhist Countries 45 per million
Christian Countries 65 per million

Islamic Countries 20 per million
Hindu Countries 18 per million
Secular/Mixed 80 per million

Findings:

« Buddhist-majority countries outperform Islamic and
Hindu nations in patent filings.

« Christian-majority and secular nations have the highest
innovation output.

4. Conclusion & Key Insights

4.1 Summary of Findings

Indicator Best Performing Buddhist-Majority

Group Performance
GDP per Capita | Secular countries Mid-range
Income Equality Secular countries Better than
(Gini Index) Christian/Islamic nations
HDI & Education | Secular countries Higher than I_slamlc/Hmdu
nations
Democracy Index | Secular countries Higher than I_slamlc/Hmdu
nations
Corruption - .
Control Secular countries Mid-range

Gender Equality Secular & Higher than Islamic/Hindu

Christian nations
Female Secular & Higher than Islamic/Hindu

Workforce Christian nations
Secular & Higher than Islamic/Hindu

R&D Investment Christian nations
. Secular & Higher than Islamic/Hindu

Patents Per Capita Christian nations

4.2 Is Buddhism  Associated with  Greater
Progressiveness?

e Yes, Buddhist-majority nations consistently outperform
Islamic and Hindu-majority nations in most progress
indicators.

o However, they do not surpass Christian or secular-
majority nations in economic, governance, and innovation
metrics.

« The findings suggest that factors such as secularism,
education policies, and governance models play a
bigger role than religion alone.

4.3 Policy Implications & Future Research

« Secular governance, education investment, and gender
equality drive societal progress, regardless of religion.

« Future studies should control for economic history,
colonial influences, and cultural differences to refine
conclusions.

« Additional qualitative research is needed to assess
Buddhism’s cultural impact beyond quantitative
measures.
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