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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

What Makes a Country Happy?

While the world wait-
ed for Trump’s response 
the usual blame game 
and denials surfaced. The 
fact is that Syria is one of 
the unhappiest places on 
earth. But it is not alone. 
It is followed by Afghan-
istan, Burundi and Togo 
in the latest World Hap-
piness Report.

The constitutions of 
a number of countries 
state specifi cally that the 
happiness of its citizens 
is a desired objective. In 
the United States consti-
tution ‘life, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness’ 
is clearly enunciated as a 
strategy of good gover-
nance. Since 2002 West 
Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Brazil, Bel-
gium, South Korea and 
Dubai have become out-
spoken about the need 
for happiness to be a 
plank of eff ective social 
and economic policy.

Money can’t buy hap-
piness. The United States 
is a good example of a 
country that has become 
richer but has failed to 
make the top 10 in the 
World Happiness index. 
Norway has replaced 
Denmark as the happi-

tional Day of Happiness 
was powerful enough to 
persuade several nations 
to adopt a resolution at 
the United Nations to 
dedicate a day for it.

In 2012 a UN Confer-
ence on Happiness took 
place and on March 20, 
2013 the fi rst Interna-
tional Day of Happiness 
was celebrated. In the 

last four years Scandi-
navian countries have 
topped the list as be-
ing among the happiest 
countries. In 2016 it was 
Denmark, and in 2017 it 
is Norway. Why is that 
these countries top the 
list even though they 
have a ‘ long, cold and 
dark winter?’

It is argued that the 
answer comes down to 
‘neighborly support be-
tween citizens and state 
support programs for 
those in need.’ The ‘so-
cial capital’ is not taken 
into account by the econ-
omists and statisticians 
when they look at well-
being. When Denmark 
topped the list in 2016 
it was found that social 
support in times of need 
was crucial to feelings of 
security and wellbeing. 
According to one Danish 
economist money was 
not as important as so-
cial life.

The freedom of the 

individual to make de-
cisions, to participate 
in the political process 
and to help each oth-
er in times of need is 
particularly striking in 
Denmark and indeed in 
Scandinavian countries. 
While income tax is high 
the social benefi ts are ap-
parent. For example, ma-
ternity leave in the Unit-
ed States is around 10 
weeks but in Denmark 
families receive a total 
of 52 weeks of parental 
leave.

The children have ac-
cess to free or low cost 
child care. This enables 
mothers to return to their 
previous jobs. The 2017 
World Happiness Re-
port states that Norway 
was chosen because of a 
number of factors that in-
clude, ‘caring, freedom, 
honesty, health, income, 
and good governance.’

One Norwegian so-
cial scientist explains 
that his country is the 
happiest because,  ‘the 
schools, health care, 
police, and the bureau-
cracy treat people with 
respect and makes us 
happy, makes us trust 
each other, makes us 
feel a part of the whole 
community.’ There is no 
question that transparen-
cy and accountability are 
a precondition for good 
governance. Corruption, 
rigged elections and fa-
voritism have no place 
in a healthy democracy. 
They do not contribute 
to the good life.

The 2016 presidential 
elections in the United 
States drew varied com-
ments on the composi-
tion of a perfect society. 
Bernie Sanders wanted 
to shake up America and 
bring it in line with the 
Scandinavian countries. 
He said, ‘ In Scandinavia 
like Denmark, Norway 
and Sweden, they are 
very democratic coun-
tries. The voter turnout is 
high than it is in the Unit-
ed States. Health care is 
the right of all people. 
And in those countries, 
college education and 
graduate school are free.’

But Scandinavia is 
not utopia. There is a 
paradox in paradise and 
it shows that Scandina-
via experience depres-
sion that leads to high 

rates of suicide. In addi-
tion, with a fi fty percent 
taxation rate one would 
expect education and 
health care to be the best 
in the world. But the fact 
is that the schools and 
hospitals ‘ are struggling 
and creaking’ according 
to author Michael Booth.   
Nordic exceptionalism is 
also tied to immigration 
policies. 

There is an anti-im-
migration stand in Scan-
dinavian countries; mi-
grants fi nd it diffi  cult to 
adjust to life. As far as 
the Caribbean is con-
cerned Trinidad and To-
bago tops the list as the 
happiest place. Jamaica 
and Surinam are in the 
middle of the 156 coun-
tries surveyed. There are 
no statistics for Guyana 
or its famed hospitality.

The United States 
with all its resources is 
slipping down the hap-
piness ladder. What 
would it take for the US 
to move up? The realiza-
tion that happiness be-
gins with the individual 
is a good starting point. 
Meditation, less con-
sumerism, physical and 
mental health, access 
to housing and employ-
ment, compassion for 
others, better treatment 
of women, a quality edu-
cation, and transparency 
in government are but a 
few prescriptions. The 
presidency of Donald 
Trump has caused a rise 
in anxiety. Many see the 
recent fi ring of FBI Di-
rector James Comey as a 
cover-up to the Russian 
investigation. When will 
Trump settle down and 
govern? Is impeachment 
on the cards?

There are those 
whose idea of happiness 
is to see Mike Pence take 
the oath of offi  ce as Pres-
ident!

est country for 2017 and 
the others in the top ten 
are Iceland, Switzerland, 
Finland, Netherlands, 
Canada, New Zealand, 
Australia, and Sweden. 
What makes a country 
happy? Social planners 
argue that a happy na-
tion will meet certain re-
quirements.

People in happy na-
tions will enjoy a high 
Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) but this is only 
one of many other fac-
tors. They will have lon-
ger life expectancy rates, 
‘healthier lives; have 
more social support, 
have freedom to make 
life choices, experience 
less corruption, and more 
equality of happiness.’

Professor Jeff rey 
Sachs says that the 
United States has fo-
cused more on economic 
growth and has neglect-
ed the happiness of the 
people. The US he says, 
‘is chasing money’ while 
the social fabric and faith 
in government is deterio-
rating. Costa Rica, a rel-
atively poor Latin Amer-
ican country is ahead of 
the US because it places 
emphasis on human and 

environmental health.
The International Day 

of Happiness was in-
spired by Bhutan, a coun-
try with a population of 
about 750,000 persons. It 
was Bhutan that came up 
with the idea of a Gross 
National Happiness in-
dex in which material 
and spiritual develop-
ment are integrated in a 

synergy to produce the 
wellbeing of its citizens. 
There are four pillars of 
Gross National Happi-
ness as follows: good 
governance, sustainable 
socioeconomic develop-
ment, cultural preserva-
tion and environmental 
preservation.

According to travel 
writer John Wehrheim, 
Bhutan has managed 
to balance the material 
and spiritual needs of 
the people. He adds that 
Bhutan is a land where 
‘work and worry are low 
priorities and Gross Na-
tional Happiness wins 
over Gross National 
Product.’

But the present seems 
to be encroaching on 
Bhutan in a hurry. Televi-
sion was fi rst introduced 
there in 1999 and the in-
ternet in 2000. Violence 
has increased and fam-
ily values have become 
strained. Nevertheless, 
the idea of an Interna-

The images from Syria are horrible. 
Why would a ruler want to use 

chemical weapons against his own 
people? There are many tragic scenes 
that tug at the heart but one man hold-
ing his dead twin daughters will for-
ever be seared in the memory. 

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do not 
necessarily represent the views of the 
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Wegie, the happy cat, is interwoven in 
Norwegian myths and legends. Wegie is 
warm and lovable and helps to brighten 
up the long and dark winters! 

This week we salute 
Dr. DHANPAUL NARINE 

for completing 13 years as a 
columnist with THE WEST INDIAN. 
We thank him for his dedication 

to this publication and for his 
commitment to community work. 

Dr. Dhanpaul has not missed a 
week since he started writing for 
this newspaper, covering a wide 
range of issues pertinent to our 

community. We are grateful for his 
service and wish him the best 

in the years ahead.

EDITOR’S NOTE:


