
A Conversation with 
HAPPINESS

While strange things are happening in the Western world, a small kingdom squeezed in 
the Himalayas has plunged into Gross National Happiness.



Elder people of Bhutan - pre TV and Internet generation (both appeared there nearly in 2000 year), 
seem to be most happiest people in the country, not spoiled with influence of western civilization. The 
light of their eyes induced the authors change their perception of oldness.



Bhutan, located on the southern slope of the Himalayas 
with a height difference of 7500 metres in the north and 
200 metres in the south, has a diverse natural environ-
ment. A law designed in accordance with GNH stipulates 
that at least 60% of the territory must be covered by 
forests.



It is a different matter that presently there are two 
possible answers to that question: a scientific and a 
non-scientific one. Having identified “gross national 
happiness” as the principal macroeconomic indica-
tor, Bhutan has developed, with help from Western 
economists, a mathematical method for estimating 
the level of its citizens’ happiness, based on nine 
spheres, 33 indicators, and 124 variables.

The term “gross national happiness” was first used 
in 1979. Responding to a journalist’s question about 
the Bhutanese level of GDP, the country’s fourth 
king Jigme Singye Wangchuck jokingly remarked: 
“I have no idea what you are talking about. How-
ever, I know a more important thing – GNH, gross 
national happiness.” What initially looked like a 
catchphrase that referred to Bhutan’s desire to thor-
oughly follow the principles of Buddhism eventually 
evolved into an entire concept that was recognized 
by the Western countries and was finally expressed 
mathematically with their help. The Bhutanese 
Constitution of 2008 stipulates that the state is com-
mitted to creating the conditions for the increase 
in the indicator of GNH, and the year 2010 saw the 
publication of a lengthy document titled The GNH 
Index, which clarified the concept and reported 
how happy the population of Bhutan was. 

Particularly, the document said: “From a holistic 
perspective, the GNH indicator measures the quali- 
ty of life more accurately than GDP, and points to 
the fact that human society develops most effective-
ly when the material and the spiritual components 
complement and reinforce each other.” The Bhuta-
nese notion of happiness, it went on to say, differed 
from the Western one in that it was not based 
merely on momentary feelings and implied the need 
to take into account the interest of others. “True 
happiness is composed only of serving the people, 
living in harmony with nature, and awareness of our 
inner wisdom and the infinite possibilities of our 

mind,” the document quoted the words of Bhutan’s 
first Prime Minister. It also provided figures: in 
2010, 10.4% of the Bhutanese were happy, 47.8% 
were rather happy than unhappy, 32.6% were fairly 
happy, and 8.3% were profoundly happy. The Index 
also specified that, for instance, males were on 
average happier than females, and the unemployed 
were happier than office workers, housewives and 
farmers.

THE WRITER KUNZANG CHODEN, whom I 
wanted to meet and discuss the Bhutanes know-
how, is anything but unemployed. In addition to 
writing books for kids and adolescents, she, togeth-
er with her Swiss husband who came to Bhutan 30 
years ago, manages the museum of Bhutanese life 
and culture they have established. It is located in 
Kunzang’s ancestral Oygen Choling dzong in the 
Eastern part of the country, in the Tang Valley. A 
dzong is a Bhutanese fortress; the construction of 
these architectural masterpieces was initiated in the 
17th century by Bhutan’s founder, king Zhabdrung, 
who managed to unite the scattered principalities 
under his rule.

To earn a living and raise the money needed for 
the maintenance of the museum, Kunzang and her 
assistants have opened a small cafe and a tiny guest-
house. Things are going well: it is the only place in 
the valley that caters to tourists, so one is advised 
to reserve a table for lunch in advance. I was going 
to spend the night in this old dzong. Kunzang and 
her husband promised to have dinner with me and 
talk about happiness in general and “gross national 
happiness” in particular. 
At first sight, Kunzang is not very different from 
her female compatriots of the same age: the same 
national dress, the same hairstyle and facial features. 
Yet her look and manner of conversation betray her: 
higher education, travels around the globe and mar-
riage to a European have left their trace. She has

Asking a Bhutanese how happy he is does not show a lack of tact, but rather is 
an utterly normal practice. 
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One of the tenets of GNH is sustainable and balanced development. Sustainable development implies that nature 
must remain intact for the future generations. For this reason, the country has chosen the path of organic farming. 
Farmers work the fields mostly manually, refraining from the use of chemical fertilizers and herbicides. A woman 
is sifting rice after harvest.



GNH calls for preserving the culture of Bhutan. Some of the decisions appear nontrivial: the law requires 
citizens to wear traditional clothing in public places, while all of the school subjects except for the national 
language, Dzongkha, are taught in English.

partly lost her aboriginal charm, yet proved to be 
the most comprehensible representative of her 
nation for me, a kind of bridge between Planet 
Bhutan and European civilization. We had a long 
conversation and reached a conclusion that this 
idea had worked, first and foremost, as a marketing 
ploy which made the whole world talk of Bhutan. 
Yet when it came to the attention of the Western 
economists, the country, which had only recently 
emerged out of the Middle Ages, was compelled to 
accept their rules of the game.

“The international organizations gave us money and 
said: go and make GNH measurable. In this way, 
the first four “pillars” of GNH were determined: 
sustainable economic development, environmen-
tal protection, support of cultural traditions, and 
effective governance. Then the number of GNH 
spheres increased to nine, and we no longer under-
stood what was going on, – Kunzang says, – What’s 
really important in the Bhutanese idea of happiness, 
which is based on Buddhist philosophy, is the word 
“enough”. These days it is so hard to tell yourself: 
“Enough”. Look at me: I have a wonderful house, 
and yet I want to build a new one. It is a part of hu-
man nature – we always want more. Yet Buddhists 
believe that we are only guests in this world, and 
one must know when to stop. In the Western world 
everything is the other way round: if you invest 100 
dollars, you want to get back 200.”

MAKING MONEY AT ANY COST is not a part of 
the Bhutanese ethos. Being one of the poorest coun-
tries in the world (rated 168th according to the level 
of GDP by the UN in 2013), Bhutan follows the “do 
no harm” principle, inventing ways to replenish 
the budget without compromising the country’s re-
sources, traditions, and culture. Its tourism policy is 
a vivid example. It can be said that the country was 
forced to start accepting tourists. About 20 foreign-
ers were invited to the coronation of Jigme Singye 
Wangchuck in 1974. Three guest palaces had been 
built and about a dozen cars had been imported 
 from the USA for them. After the ceremony was 
over, the country had to do something with the 
empty buildings and idle cars. The government of 
Bhutan decided to develop tourism. Yet since its 
hosting capacity was limited, it allowed students 
into the country in small groups and charged every 

one of them $100 per day for food, lodging, guide 
services, and a car with a driver. This scheme is 
still at work, although the minimum amount has 
increased to $200 per day. At first it was met with 
widespread scepticism. A trip to Bhutan was even 
dubbed “the most expensive tour to the world’s 
poorest country”. Yet today, in comparison with 
the neighbouring Nepal, which apparently suffers 
from mass tourism, the wisdom of this decision is 
unquestionable.

In addition, Bhutan consciously refrains from 
exploiting its shared trump card with Nepal – the 
Himalayas. In 2003 the country completely banned 
mountain limbing, which could bring considerable 
revenues to the kingdom’s treasury. There are no 
eight-thousanders here, but a lot of seven-thou-
sands, which, naturally, had been unclimbed when 
mountaineers rushed into Bhutan in the early 
1980s with the permission of the authorities. As 
they stayed in tents, the fee was less than $100 per 
day, yet, considering the long periods of stay and 
the size of mountaineering teams, the total amount 
still ended up being quite substantial. However, the 
country failed to sustain this source of income due 
to the problem of porters. The government of Bhu-
tan, which needed an inflow of currency, attempted 
to oblige the farmers to take this function upon 
themselves. Yet it appeared that the time of the year 
that was favourable for climbing coincided with 
the most labour-intensive period of working on the 
farm. Outraged by the prospect of losing what was 
dearest to them, the farmers complained to the king 
about being unable to “do their work because of 
those who have no work to do.” The king ordered to 
leave them alone. In this way, Bhutan had to refuse 
to accept mountaineering groups, which, among 
other things, were unwelcome by the locals because 
they disturbed the gods who lived on the snow-
capped peaks.

The way Bhutan takes care of its forests is no less 
revealing. The king has formulated the principle of 
managing the natural resources rather pompous-
ly: “As long as the divine Himalayas stand, snow 
and rain falls, and our forests remain pristine and 
untouched, the peace and security of our nation is 
under protection, and the government of Bhutan will 
keep pursuing this.” According to the Constitution, 



In Bhutan everything is permeated with the Buddhist culture; even the symbol of Bhutan, the takin – is 
considered a sacred animal. The zoologists are still undecided as to which species this animal should be 
attributed, and for a good reason: legend has it that the takin was created in the 15th century by the Lama 
Drukpa Kunley from the head of a goat and the skeleton of a cow.

The rural population of Bhutan, especially the youth, is gradually moving to the cities, while some are 
looking for an opportunity to go abroad to earn money. A woman has brought a bag of buckwheat on her 
shoulders to make flour in an old water mill.



Thanks to the wisdom of its kings, the tiny Bhutan (with total area of 38 394 sq. km. 
and a population of around 700 000 people), surounded by two great powers – India 
to the south and China to the north – has been able to remain sovereign. The secular 
government and the clergy are separated, although prior to the 1950s they jointly 
occupied a dzong in Punakha, the former capital of the kingdom.



The present-day happiness of the Bhutanese is based on an ancient tradition of coexistence of the new and the 
old. Buddhism came here in the 7th century and spread throughout the territory of contemporary Bhutan, 
peacefully incorporating the local animist beliefs. A ritual dance of driving out the evil spirits is being per-
formed during the annual Nalakhar Tshechu festival in Bumthang.

60% of the country’s territory must be covered by 
forest. This provision is conveniently supported by 
the local beliefs: the people of Bhutan hold forests, 
rivers and lakes to be inhabited by spirits who can-
not be disturbed under threat of a curse, and thus 
they never pollute the lakes, preserve the forests and 
try to never raise their voice.

UNDERSTANDING BHUTANESE FAITH requi-
res an effort on the part of a Western person. The 
Japanese Yoshiro Imaeda, who had worked for ten 
years as an advisor at the National Library of Bhu-
tan, recounts a typical story in his book Enchanted 
by Bhutan. Once, a precious manuscript arrived 
in the library’s collection – a collection of tantras 
of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism in 40 
volumes, which had previously been stored in a 
mountain temple. This relocation had been ordered 
by a minister who was with the safety of the books. 
Soon after that, peasants who lived near that temple 
came to the library and requested to return the 
manuscript, because after the relocation they had 
been suffering from poor grain crop. No arguments 
had any effect on them. The collection of tantras 
was moved back to the temple. 

In addition to belief in the miraculous properties of 
the holy books, the Bhutanese still feel great respect 
for their legends. In the same book Enchanted  
by Bhutan, Imaeda describes an incident in the 
Chumey valley which he himself witnessed. The 
Japanese was crossing a suspension bridge over 
the river with his monk friend and noticed that 
the latter poured some powder from his pocket 
in passing, explaining that it was fish feed. Out of 
curiosity, Imaeda decided to find out what kind of 
fish lived in this river. Buddhists do not kill ani-
mals, thus the Bhutanese do not catch fish, and it is 
usually not afraid of humans. Yet there was no fish 
in the river. The monk told his startled friend the 
legend of a prominent Lama who had lived here in 
the Middle Ages. Back then, the inhabitants of the 
valley still indulged in fishing, although the Lama 

was trying to convince them to quit. To ensure the 
well-being of both sides, the Lama made the fish in 
the river invisible. The inhabitants of the valley still 
believe this and are proud to have been born in such 
a special place.

Another memorable story related to fish was 
related to me by a monk called Dorji, whom I 
met at the Kharchu Buddhist monastic school not 
far from Bumthang. It is one of the best religious 
educatio- 
nal institutions in Bhutan, where young monks 
receive higher education in Buddhist philosophy. 
Later some of this school’s alumni go to Oxford 
and Harvard to study at the theology department... 
And almost always come back. The middle of 
December is the time of the winter final exams in 
all of the country’s colleges, including the Bud-
dhist schools. The spacious yard of the monastery, 
flooded by bright sunlight, was deserted and quiet. 
I entered the monastery for a walk inside and met 
a young monk with protruding ears and burning 
eyes. Like many Bhutanese of this age, Dorji spoke 
fluent English, and, like all the people of Bhutan 
without exception, yearned for interaction with 
foreigners. My questions about happiness made 
him sincerely delighted. “Even the fish in the river 
has GNH,” he concluded his long monologue.

YET, WITH ALL RESPECT to the faith and tradi-
tion of their people, since the 1950s the Bhutanese 
kings have been consistently implementing a poli- 
cy of democratization and modernization of the 
country. This was started by the third king Jigme 
Dorji Wangchuck, who established the National 
Assembly for the discussion of issues of national 
importance and the development of the political 
consciousness of the people in 1953. Yet the most 
important changes took place under the rule of the 
fourth king. In 1998 he withdrew fom leadership 
of the government and delegated the executive 
power to the cabinet headed by the Prime Minis-
ter. 



The people of Bhutan express their love for Buddhism by building stupas and shrines. The Khamsum 
Yulley Namgyal monastery in Punakha was built in the mountains in 1999 practically by hand, using a 
primitive lift.



Gross National Happiness is more important to Bhutan that Gross Domestic Product. Prayer flags are 
much more numerous than roads here, and our driver Lobzang finds this ratio appropriate. Guided by the 
astological calendar, the Bhutanese hang colourful flags to guard themselves from the demons, bring good 
luck, or bless a new home.



That was followed by the work on drawing up 
the Constitution, which handed the legislative 
power to a bicameral parliament and prescribed 
the king to retire at 65. It was adopted in 2008. 
By that time, the fourth king had already abdi-
cated in favour of his son Jigme Khesar Namgyel 
Wangchuck, stepping down from power 14 years 
earlier than it was officially required.

From a political point of view, the reasons for 
transition from absolute monarchy to a consti-
tutional one are understandable: the Wangchuck 
dynasty, which had come to power in 1907, 
wanted to protect the country from the destruc-
tion that the other Himalayan principalities had 
suffered. Tibet was taken over by China in 1959, 
and few of its cultural monuments survived. Sik-
kim, unable to cope with emigration from Nepal, 
was annexed by India in 1975, and its indigenous 
population is now in the minority. The kings 
of Bhutan realized that the only way out was to 
make the world aware of their country. And the 
concept of GNH came in very handy.

THESE THREE OLD WOMEN were sitting on 
stone slabs in the courtyard of the dzong by the 
entrance of a small “household” shrine. They 
were praying, telling the beads, and occasionally 
exchanging a few words. By that moment, I was 
not surprised anymore to see the local old men 
and women squatting or sitting cross-legged 
like yogi on cold stones for hours. These wom-
en were ancient, wrinkled like prunes, and so 
natural that it seemed impossible for them not to 
be in that place.

Their stories touched me to the bottom of my 
heart. One had never been married and had 
no children or relatives. She survived on what-
ever God and kind people gave her. Somehow 
she managed to work her small lot of land and 
grow her food on it. The other one had lost her 
husband back when she had been young. They 
had not had any children, and she never remar-
ried. The children of the third one grew up and 
moved away, her husband died, and none of her 
relatives were near. Thus, the three of them did 
their best to support each other… 

Building roads in a country with this kind of terrain and monsoon rains is a serious challenge, which was 
accepted as recently as merely 50 years ago. In some of Bhutan’s regions, the horse remains the only means 
of transportation. The first horse in a caravan is always decorated.



Watching the sacred flags from the mountain, a monk understands that measuring such a personal matter as 
happiness is impossible, especially on the basis of a universal set of criteria. GNH is essentially a set of rules of 
conduct and priorities for the country’s government and citizens, rather than a quantitative index.

If one pictures the history of Bhutan as a straight line drawn through points A and B, where A stands for the 
1950s (when the country practically existed in the Middle Ages) and B stands for the present (with available 
credit cards, modern hydroelectric power plants and abundant cheap goods), where should one put point C, 
in which this girl will end up when she reaches adulthood?

Frankly speaking, I expected to hear something ab-
solutely different from them. How can one encoun- 
ter three solitary, old, poor women in one place in 
the happiest country in the world? After all, this 
is precisely what unhappiness is – when you have 
nobody, and it will never be otherwise. Yet Bhutan 
has its own idea of happiness and unhappiness. The 
guide translated to me that the three of them sat 
on these stones reciting prayers in anticipation of 
death, which was about to come to them inevitably,  
and which they awaited like a welcome guest. They 
also said that they were generally happy. They could 

not explain why, but shared their advice on how to 
be happy – work more and pity oneself less.

At that moment I remembered Kunzang’s words: 
“The teachers of Buddhism say that happiness is 
always with you. One is born naked and dies leaving 
everything behind. Thus, one must be able to be 
happy with what one has right now. With the simple 
fact of breathing.”


