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I. Introduction

In a 2020 report, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) points out that gender inequalities in the world have hardly decreased since 2010. 1 According to the report, this situation is partly due to the persistence of gender stereotypes, which "reinforce gendered identities and determine power relations that constrain women's and men's behaviour in ways that lead to inequality" (p. 6).

To measure the prevalence of gender stereotypes at country level, the UNDP uses an index called the Gender Social Norms Index (GSNI). The GSNI of a given country corresponds to the percentage of its population with at least one (GSNI) or two (GSNI2) gender stereotype(s) out of seven items tested. Overall, higher GSNI values indicate higher bias against gender equality. 2

Commenting the UNDP report in the Journal de Montréal, the famous French-speaking journalist, novelist, and feminist Denise Bombardier argues that the UNDP seeks to overlook what she sees as an obvious correlation: the countries where gender stereotypes are most prevalent are Muslim countries. 3 Islam would thus be a cause of the persistence of sexist stereotypes in the world and, therefore, a cause of the persistence of gender inequalities.

However, the apparent link between Islam and high levels of gender stereotypes can mask more important factors, starting with countries' level of development. Indeed, visual inspection of the UNDP data suggests that countries with the lowest levels of gender stereotypes (Andorra, Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway, etc.) are all highly developed and educated countries.

Moreover, as Denise Bombardier herself acknowledges, some non-Muslim countries, but where religious sentiment is strong, are also at the top of the list of the most sexist countries (e.g., Zimbabwe, Ghana, the Philippines, India). Therefore, it is possible that it is not Islam per se that is associated with strong gender stereotypes, but high levels of religiosity, regardless of the religion in question.

In this working paper, we explore whether and to what extent the following three variables explain the international variance of gender stereotypes: Islam, religiosity, and development. Our results, based on data from 75 countries accounting for 81 percent of the world population, suggest that religiosity and development are more important factors explaining the international variance of gender stereotypes than Islam.

II. Material and Method

Dependent variable

Gender Social Norms Index (GSNI and GSNI2)

The GSNI of a given country corresponds to the percentage of its population with at least one (GSNI) or two (GSNI2) gender stereotype(s) out of seven items tested (e.g.: "Men make better political leaders than women do"; "University is more important for a man than for a woman"; "Men make better business executives than women do"). Overall, higher GSNI values indicate higher bias against gender equality.

The GSNI and GSNI2 are based on data from the World Values Survey wave 5 (2005)(2006)(2007)(2008)(2009) and wave 6 (2010)(2011)(2012)(2013)(2014). These data include 75 countries accounting for 81 percent of the world population.

Source of the data: Human Development Perspectives report (2020), Tackling Social Norms: A game changer for gender inequalities, United Nations Development Programme, Table A1, 20-21, http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/hd_perspectives_gsni.pdf

Independent variables

Muslim-majority countries

The 75 countries for which we had a GSNI and a GSNI2 were classified as either predominantly Muslim countries (1) or not (0).

Muslim-majority countries (1): N = 23; other countries (0): N = 52.

Religiosity

To assess the level of religiosity of the 75 countries included in this study, we used the responses to item V9 of the World Values Survey wave 5 (2005)(2006)(2007)(2008)(2009) andwave 6 (2010-2014). This item is as follows: "How religion is important in your live?" Responses range from 1 = "Very important" to 4 = "Not at all important". We recoded the responses to this item to reverse its directionality. Therefore, in our study, responses range from 1 = "Not at all important" to 4 = "Very important". Then, we averaged the responses by country. The average of each country corresponds to its level of religiosity.

Source of the data: World Values Survey wave 5 (2005)(2006)(2007)(2008)(2009) and wave 6 (2010-2014), http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWV6.jsp

Human Development Index (HDI)

The UNDP describes the Human Development Index as follows: "The Human Development Index (HDI) is a summary measure of average achievement in key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, being knowledgeable and have a decent standard of living. The HDI is the geometric mean of normalized indices for each of the three dimensions. The health dimension is assessed by life expectancy at birth, the education dimension is measured by mean of years of schooling for adults aged 25 years and more and expected years of schooling for children of school entering age. The standard of living dimension is measured by gross national income per capita."

We used the HDI of 2010 for all countries, which corresponds to the midpoint of the GSNI and Religiosity data collection period (2005)(2006)(2007)(2008)(2009)(2010)(2011)(2012)(2013)(2014).

Source of the data: United Nations Development Programme, http://hdr.undp.org/en/data# All data used in this study are in the Appendix of this paper.

Analyses

We performed multiple linear regression analyses to assess the relation between GSNI and GSNI2, as dependent variables, and Muslim majority, Religiosity, and HDI as independent variables. Figure 4 -GSNI2 of the non-Muslim countries (on the left, in brown; N = 52) and of the Muslim countries (on the right, in green; N = 23). The difference between the two groups of countries is significant (bilateral t-test: t(73)=7.53, p < 0.001).

III. Results

Descriptive statistics

Figure 5 -Religiosity of the non-Muslim countries (on the left, in brown; N = 52) and of the Muslim countries (on the right, in green; N = 23). The difference between the two groups of countries is significant (bilateral t-test: t(73)=5.99, p < 0.001). The difference between the two groups of countries is significant (bilateral t-test: t(73)=3.32, p < 0.01).

Analytical statistics

Table 1 -Multiple linear regression analysis, dependent variable: GSNI; independent variables: Muslim majority, Religiosity, and HDI. N = 75 countries.

non-Muslim countries (N=52) Muslim countries (N=23) 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Table 2 -Multiple linear regression analysis, dependent variable: GSNI2; independent variables: Muslim majority, Religiosity, and HDI. N = 75 countries.

IV. Discussion

Results of this study show that Islam per se is not the main cause of the persistence of gender stereotypes in the world. Among the 75 countries included in this study, the prevalence of gender stereotypes is more strongly correlated with levels of religiosity and development than with Muslimmajority countries versus other countries. Moreover, regression analyses show that religiosity and development are factors explaining the international variance of both GSNI and GSNI2, while Muslim majority is a significant additional factor in the explanation of the international variance of GSNI2 only (i.e., the percentage of the population with at least two gender stereotypes out of seven).

There are undoubtedly many other factors associated with the persistence of gender stereotypes around the world. But low levels of development -hence, low levels of education -and strong religiosity seem to play an important role in this regard. 

Appendix: Data used in this study

Country

Figure 1 -Figure 2 -

 12 Figure 1 -Pearson correlations between all the variables. N = 75 countries. All p < 0.01.

Figure 3 -

 3 Figure3-GSNI of the non-Muslim countries (on the left, in brown; N = 52) and of the Muslim countries (on the right, in green; N = 23). The difference between the two groups of countries is significant (bilateral t-test: t(73)=5.09, p < 0.001).

Figure 6 -

 6 Figure6-HDI (2010) of the non-Muslim countries (on the left, in brown; N = 52) and of the Muslim countries (on the right, in green; N = 23). The difference between the two groups of countries is significant (bilateral t-test: t(73)=3.32, p < 0.01).