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ABSTRACT:
What makes people happy? Can we find it and turn it into policy? This paper explores how social justice in the Rawlsian sense might contribute to well being in Denmark—the happiest nation on earth. To do this, I look into a variety of factors that contribute to happiness as they exist in Denmark, including economic distributions, health, and education to see if those same factors also instantiate a Rawlsian view of justice. I find that Denmark, in many ways, resembles the Rawlsian conception of social justice, establishing a correlation between the two. However, I also found that Denmark also has a long way to go to fully realize Rawls in its policy, and that many important cultural factors also contribute greatly to Denmark’s high level of subjective well being. 
DENMARK, HAPPINESS, AND THE RAWLSIAN CONCEPTION OF SOCIAL JUSTICE
Introduction: Government and Happiness

For centuries, philosophers have debated the proper role of government in the lives of its citizens. Some have argued that the happiest, freest, and most just societies are the ones whose government steps in the least. Others have argued that government intervention is necessary because, where government does not intervene, the strong are free to take advantage of the weak. One theorist who favors the extensive use of government to adjust for natural inequalities is John Rawls. Rawls argues that his difference principle—wherein the prospects of the least advantaged are maximized—is critical to the creation of a just society. 
Political philosopher Adam Smith argued that one element of happiness is tranquility, which he argues, in part, results from the feeling of a clear conscience.
 A clear conscience could be interpreted as a form of personal justice, since the individual is free of guilt and, as Smith writes, is happy with the knowledge that he has acted virtuously.
 If justice on a personal level contributes to individual happiness, then surely it should do so on the state level as well. Philosophers as far back as Plato have implied that justice and happiness go together in a society. If that is the case, and we also accept that Rawls’ conception of justice is the most correct, the society that most closely resembles Rawls’ ideal state must also be the happiest. Does adhering to the difference principle necessarily make a nation happy or unhappy? Indeed, while the economic prospects and advancement opportunities of the least advantaged may be one aspect of a nation’s happiness, it is certainly not the only factor. 

According to the Gallup World Poll,
 and Adrian White’s happiness rankings,
 Denmark boasts the happiest citizens on the planet. In addition, the Legatum Prosperity Index ranks Denmark second, just behind Norway for a compilation of many factors.
 How closely does Denmark adhere to Rawls’ conception of justice? If Denmark is truly Rawlsian, is it because of this philosophy that the Danish rank happiest? Can money itself be the greatest generator of happiness—whether by increasing incomes for the rich or raising the economic prospects of the poor? Or is there more to happiness than money? Since according to Rawls, the justice of a society must surely be related to the prospects of the least advantaged, happiness (if correlated with justice), must also be based on the outcomes of those who have the least. However, one must also wonder: would every society that corresponds to this type of social justice be among the happiest? 
One aspect that makes this determination of happiness so difficult, is that happiness itself is defined differently depending on the context. For example, research has revealed a dichotomy between daily happiness and overall life satisfaction. In the Gallup World Poll, Denmark ranked the happiest for overall life satisfaction because more Danes are considered “thriving” than citizens in any other nation. On the other hand, Denmark falls to twelfth when looking at daily happiness. In terms of daily happiness, the distribution is widely spread between rich and poor countries from all over the world. However, some perceivable trends do emerge when looking into the top five countries for life satisfaction. The top five nations in the Gallup Poll, ranked by percentage thriving are: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands. All of these nations are relatively less populated in comparison with many of their developed European neighbors, all are wealthy Scandinavian countries, and all of them, with the exception of Finland, are constitutional monarchies with parliamentary style democracies.
 They all boast thriving and generous welfare systems. However, neither the size of the state nor the system of government must be the sole contributor. After all, the United Kingdom is a constitutional monarchy and it ranks 17, while Iceland, which is home to only 300,000 citizens, ranks as low as 23 in the poll.
 Therefore, happiness must have both universal traits which apply to all nations (such as income and wealth) as well as subjective characteristics that are more influential in some places than others. The theory that there are objective measures of happiness is espoused by many political theorists, including Rawls himself.
 Additionally, many others argue that while there are objective measures of happiness, cultural factors also play a role.
 In this paper, I argue that Denmark is the most Rawlsian society existing today, and this level of justice correlates to a measure of happiness, but other cultural factors also contribute to high levels of subjective well being in Denmark. 
Principles and Institutions of Justice According to Rawls

In order to truly determine how closely Denmark measures up to Rawls’ conception of justice, we must first take a look at the principles of justice he espouses.  The most uniquely Rawlsian aspect of justice is the difference principle. Rawls contends that if citizens did not know any morally arbitrary characteristics about themselves—if they were under a veil of ignorance—they would ultimately select a principle of justice in which the situation of the least well-off would be maximized.
 Rawls’ theory of justice employs two main principles. First, each individual in a Rawlsian society receives an equal right to all basic political liberties. His second principle states: “Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both: (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with the just savings principle, and
(b) attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.”
 
As one of its aspects, this second principle makes up the essence of the difference principle. This second principle also raises a question about another Rawlsian conception—fair equality of opportunity. Theorists conceive of liberty and opportunity differently. Classical liberals argue that fair equality of opportunity is defined by careers which are open to talents so that each one may have the legal right to achieve the same office or position as another so long as they are of equal skill, ability, and motivation. Rawls contends that this system remains unjust, that the initial position is arbitrary from a moral perspective, and therefore, government must act in order to ensure equality of opportunity for each person.
  
Another consideration Rawls raises is that of different types of liberty. Negative liberties, which classical liberals emphasize, are those liberties that are “freedoms from.” In other words, freedom from (usually) government intervention in a particular area might be an example of negative liberty. On the other hand, there are also positive liberties. According to Rawls and other liberal thinkers, how can an individual truly exercise his liberties if he does not have the means to do so? How can an individual be happy and carry out his rational life plan if he has no wealth? In this way, Rawls suggests that the worth of political liberty (in his first principle) may be undermined by situations in which some individuals (perhaps very wealthy) are more able to exercise their freedoms than others. According to Rawls, the worth of political liberties cannot be undermined by arbitrary characteristics. On the other hand, when considering Rawls, it is important to remember that he does not argue that happiness is a measure from which governments should base policy. Because, he says, an individual’s personal conception of happiness might be fundamentally unjust—one which aims to detract from the liberties of others or leads to some type of hedonism.

Danish Statistics: Income Distribution, Inequality, Welfare, and Employment


As alluded to before, if Denmark is the happiest extant society, then it should be the best place to begin a comparison between Rawlsian justice and individual happiness. If the Danish are truly the happiest people, and social justice is a critical factor for happiness, then Denmark should be the society most representative of Rawlsian justice. 
Denmark is a small and culturally homogenous home to around 5.5 million people.
 Though Denmark did not escape the recent financial crisis, the tiny European nation has maintained a low unemployment level of 4.3 percent.
 It is also a wealthy country, boasting a per capita GDP of approximately $36,000 in 2008,
 but the Danes put a large emphasis on their social programs and are, on the whole, quite satisfied with what their government is doing to alleviate socioeconomic inequalities.
 On the other hand, the Danes also boast freer markets than most of their European counterparts, ranking eighth (and immediately preceding the United States) on the 2011 Index of Economic Freedom and first on the Legatum Index for “Entrepreneurship and Opportunity.”
,

Income Distribution and Inequality
A quintessential element of Rawls’ theory of justice is the manner in which income is distributed in a particular nation. In fact, the distribution of primary goods is an important indicator of the justice of a society. Because the Rawlsian conception of justice is meant to maximize the prospects of the least advantaged (and by doing so, maximize opportunities and happiness for everyone), the proportion of after-tax income which the lowest quintile receives is an important indicator. The Gini index (a mathematical measurement of inequality) translated into a scale of 1-100 (where one is the least unequal) has rated Denmark a 23—the lowest index of any of the OECD nations.
 Another important indicator is the percentage share of income. Table 1 illustrates the distribution of income in Denmark by quintile. As evidenced in the 


	Income Share by Quintile (%)
	Denmark

	Bottom Quintile
	9.9

	Second Quintile
	15.0

	Third Quintile
	19.1

	Fourth Quintile
	23.1

	Top Quintile
	32.9


table, the distribution of income in Denmark is highly egalitarian. The bottom 20 percent of individuals in Denmark receive around 10 percent of the income after taxes and transfers while the top 20 percent of individuals in Denmark receive only about 33 percent—a relatively low figure among developed nations.
 According to Rawls’ second principle, any economic or social inequality that exists within a nation should maximize the prospects of the least advantaged. In other words, any change in income that makes the wealthiest better off without increasing the incomes of the least advantaged is fundamentally unjust. Therefore, both the Gini index of inequality and the distribution of income by percentage share are valuable indicators for how closely Rawls’ society is met. While it is difficult to determine an exact level of well being for less advantaged people from these indicators, the Gini coefficient and income distribution in Denmark offer promising signs. 
Redistributive Effects of Taxation
Denmark’s high degree of equality is largely achieved through taxation and transfers. Though Denmark has recently seen some income tax cuts, the tax burden amounted to 48.3 percent of the GDP or $97.6 billion in 2008.
 The income tax range begins at 45 percent at the minimum and rises to 56 percent at the maximum.
 A quick look at pre-government income distributions will suffice to measure the effect of taxes on inequality.  As evident in Table 2, the income of the least advantaged is severely lower before transfers—a full 8.8 percent difference. Conversely, the top quintile received 42.1 percent of the income before taxes, which declined 9.2 percent after taxation. In Denmark’s distribution, unlike that of the United States, Canada, and several European nations, the third quartile (or “middle middle” class) actually loses income as well—a modest but present 0.5 percent.
 


	Income Share by Quintile (%)
	Denmark

	Bottom Quintile
	1.1

	Second Quintile
	10.6

	Third Quintile
	19.9

	Fourth Quintile
	26.7

	Top Quintile
	42.1


According to Rawls, every individual should have the primary goods necessary to achieve his rational life plan. It is this fulfillment of a rational life plan that Rawls believes is the essence of happiness in an objective sense. Rawls believes that those on the bottom should have a chance to live a good life. From a Rawlsian perspective, the only way these people have a chance to do so is if the inequality with which they were born does not keep them from pursuing that rational life plan. Rawls suggests that income redistribution can make just that correction. While Rawls recognizes that those men and women at the top of the spectrum will receive the most, he believes that inequalities should be arranged so that those at the bottom have a better chance at achieving their rational life plans (through maximized prospects) in the presence of the inequalities than without them. 
Social Expenditure and Health Care

As may be evidenced by post-tax income distribution, the Danes spend a significant portion of their gross domestic product on social programs aimed especially at equalizing opportunity for primary goods. In 2007, Denmark spent 30.8 percent of its GDP on gross public social expenditure. Even after adjusting for taxation on these benefits, the Danes exceed the OECD average of 20.2 percent.
 While Rawls supports redistributing income to cure injustices, this redistribution may not simply result from direct transfers, but perhaps other means as well—such as through health care. Of the social programs Denmark employs, the government spends a significant portion of income on a nationalized health care system. Health expenditure made up 9.7 percent of Denmark’s gross domestic product in 2007, which stands above the overall OECD average of 9 percent.
 When this figure is broken down between private and public expenditure, we find that 84.5 percent of healthcare expenditure in Denmark is made up of public funding.
 Per capita health care spending is also high at $3,540 per head in 2007. For all this spending, which on a per capita level is much higher than many other Nordic countries, Denmark’s health care system is poor compared to its neighbors. In the World Health Organization’s rating of health care systems published in 2000,
 Denmark ranked 34 out of 191, falling behind every other Scandinavian country. In fact, Denmark fell behind much of Europe and barely outperformed the United States, which ranked 37.
 
Education

Another important aspect of both justice and happiness might be education. After all, those who are well-educated tend to arrive at better pay-off positions in the long run than those who are less educated. The inequality of birth may stunt the prospects of highly intelligent children if those children did not receive an equal chance at quality education both at school and at home. In order to curb this, those who are born at the lowest end of the economic strata must receive equal education. In order to attain equality in education, however, a nation must not simply fund each school or student the same, but must provide compensatory education for those born in a lower economic class. One means of doing this might include lifelong public funding, wherein everyone has access to a decent primary and secondary education from early on, and from then on, those who qualify, regardless of income, may be educated. 
The Danish philosophy on education is about life-long learning. On its website, the Danish government summarized its position: “Denmark has a long-standing tradition of lifelong learning for adults, building on the idea that a prerequisite for active participation in a democratic society is to provide education for all citizens on a lifelong basis.”
 In Denmark, about 84 percent of elementary and early secondary aged children attended public schools in 2006, 15 percent attended private schools, and less than one percent of students were schooled elsewhere (in the home, for example).
 Only 9 years of schooling are required by law in Denmark beginning at the age of 7, though many Danes are educated far longer. In addition to this, 99 percent of students participate in preschool at the age of 6, and 58 percent completed an optional tenth year of lower secondary school in 2004.
 Private schools in Denmark, while autonomous in many ways, receive substantial state subsidies.
After completing elementary school at the age of 15 or 16, students move into youth education which consists of either upper secondary education, which ultimately prepares the student for higher education or vocational school. In addition to all this, a special adult education is available from seventh year through master’s degree, but requires a fee.
 All public and most private universities are free of charge in Denmark for those who qualify to attend.
 Means-tested room and board subsidies are also available. Rawls would approve of the Danish system of division between vocational schools and higher education as long as students had a reasonable degree of choice in the matter. Specified training for individual students may allow each student to actively pursue his rational life plan. For example, students who wish to specialize in fine arts or trades do not have to spend extra time in upper secondary education when they could be pursuing their rational life plan by receiving the training they need earlier.
As previously stated, private schools rely to a substantial degree on state funding. Parents who wish to send their students to private schools rather than the public school within their municipality may do so with 80-85 percent of their costs covered.
 The vocational schools are also state-funded. Almost any educational program in Denmark is subsidized, and the students themselves receive measures of means-tested assistance in some cases. This scheme is quite similar to what a Rawlsian conception of education might be. Students, regardless of financial background have an equal (or almost equal) opportunity to receive education. On the other hand, it does not appear that students from low-income households receive any sort of “catch up” education to put them on par with other students. Still further, Denmark deviates from a Rawlsian conception in that the Folkeskole (the public primary and lower secondary schools) are funded by the municipalities.
 Schools do receive some funding from the federal government in the form of block grants.
 All state funding for schools is determined by the Danish taximeter system. The amount of funding received is based on the number of students enrolled and participating at the institution. 
The use of municipally-funded education does conflict in one way with Rawls’ conception of justice and fair equality of opportunity. Different municipalities may have different means of funding education. A poorer municipality will not have the same ability to compete with a wealthier one. On the other hand, Danish education is standardized (though the system allows municipalities freedom to set much of their own standards and curriculum after meeting state guidelines).
 Moreover, poorer districts are forced to compete with the introduction of heavily funded private institutions. Still, Rawls would note that the Danish system does not perfectly allow for fair equality of opportunity because poor students may still slip through the cracks, receiving a lesser education than wealthier students, which may deny them the objective happiness of pursuing a rational life plan. 
How Does Denmark Compare With Other Nations?


In a significant number of ways, life in Denmark is similar to the Rawlsian conception of justice. The education, medical care, and emphasis on providing for the least advantaged (which all have at least some impact on a nation’s happiness), coincide with Rawls’ two principles of justice. Those who are poor have the same (or almost the same) opportunities to live in health and security and live out their rational life plans. On the other hand, is this correlation with Rawls what makes Denmark the happiest nation on earth?


One point to consider might be how Denmark measures up in terms of social expenditure and inequality in other nations.  Table 3 illustrates different calculations of social expenditure in four nations: Denmark, Sweden, France, and the United States. In terms of gross public social expenditure, both Sweden and France outmatch Denmark. This gap becomes wider still when taxes and other factors are taken into consideration. Private social expenditure makes up miniscule amounts of social expenditure in all three European nations. Indeed, private social expenditure in the United States is more than three times as high as France and seven times higher than the same figure in Denmark when considering percentage share of the gross domestic product. Furthermore, when taking the net total social expenditure, which accounts for taxation on benefits, tax credits, and both public and private spending, the United States spends more on social programs than does Denmark and is similar to the figure in Sweden. France exceeds them all, spending 32.7 percent of its GDP on social expenditure. 

	Type of Social Spending

	Denmark
	Sweden
	France
	United States

	Gross Public (percent of GDP)
	30.8
	32.1
	32.8
	17.4

	Net Public (%)
	23.9
	26
	29.9
	18.9

	Net Voluntary Private  (%)
	1.4
	1.8
	2.8
	10.1

	Net Total Social Expenditure (%)
	25.3
	27.8
	32.7
	27.5

	Net Public and Private Per Capita

	$5,800
	$6,700
	    --

	$6,700

	Rank in Gallup World Poll

	    1
	     4
	     44
	     14



It is true that the Gini coefficient of all of these countries is lowest in Denmark and that the tiny Scandinavian nation has a smaller population than both France and the United States, but in terms of per capita spending, Denmark’s remains low. Further confounding the situation, if spending on transfer payments, or even the education system and medical care, truly maximized the situation of the least advantaged (and made them happier), a country like France should rank higher. France has a Gini coefficient of only 28,
 its nationalized health care ranks first in the world,
 and the French spend significantly on their education system, so it would seem that France should rank higher than the United States in Gallup’s findings. Indeed, while Denmark boasts a thriving rate of 82 percent in the Gallup poll, in France only 34 percent report themselves as thriving and six percent are reported as suffering. Furthermore, daily experience in France rates only a 7.0 on the ten point scale—0.3 less than the Unites States and nearly a full point from Denmark’s rating of 7.9.


Still further confounding matters, is the aforementioned differentiation between daily happiness and life satisfaction. The country which ranked the highest in terms of daily experience in the Gallup World Poll was Panama, ranking an 8.4 and yet in Panama, only 58 percent describe themselves as thriving. Even more telling is the rank of Mali which rated daily experience at an 8.0—higher than Denmark, France, and the United States. This nation, which peculiarly ranked so high in daily experience, ranks 141 out of 155 for overall life satisfaction because only five percent of the population is thriving, 77 percent are struggling, and a full 18 percent are suffering.
 While increasing the incomes of the least advantaged does seem to increase their overall subjective well being, there must be more to happiness than money. Surely there must be other factors that help explain Denmark’s happiness. 
Denmark and Happiness Research

It is important to take a look at what social science research has to say about happiness and how this compares to Rawls’ conception of justice (and happiness). While Rawls does not directly address happiness as the number one goal of government, he does acknowledge that in his system, happiness should follow social justice. To Rawls, happiness is achieved when a person is “in the way of a successful execution (more or less) of a rational plan of life drawn up under (more or less) favorable conditions, and he is reasonably confident that his intentions can be carried through.”
 Therefore, in Rawls’ society, wherein the prospects of the least well-off are maximized, the least advantaged have fair and equal opportunity to achieve their rational life plans. This pursuit of a rational life plan, when met with an adequate level of primary goods, makes for what Rawls describes as objective happiness. If happiness hinges most directly on the least advantaged in a society, then helping those most in need should indicate well being. Unfortunately, there is no strong consensus about what makes people happy. 

It is true that a nation can best increase the overall well being of its citizens by improving the incomes and opportunities of less advantaged individuals. After all, the simple conception of marginal utility and diminishing returns might point to that fact. On the other hand, happiness, even as Rawls points out, is not solely determined by income or wealth. Truthfully, money does increase subjective well being, but only up to a point. Health, relationships, and stress level all factor in to a person’s daily experiences and many of these factor into life satisfaction as well. Though the Danish health care system is not spectacular in comparison with other European nations, the Danes are relatively healthy. They are avid cyclists and maintain healthy weights. Furthermore, Danes enjoy six weeks of paid vacation and 52 weeks of fully or mostly paid maternity and paternity leave.
 The workweek in Denmark is a steady 37 hours, and the Danes enjoy flexibility in their hours. Often, employees must simply reach an average of hours over several weeks so that they can complete their work when they please.
 Moreover, the Danish do not feel a strong pressure to work overtime. The wage for even low skilled workers is quite high, amounting to about $16 per hour. (Of course, it may be noted that this high wage is also met with a relatively high cost of living.)
 Even further, while it is easy to get fired in Denmark, it is also relatively easy to get rehired, and even if a potential employee is out of work, unemployment benefits last for two years (even after cutting unemployment benefits in half from four years recently).


While the Danes enjoy all this, others attribute happiness in Denmark to low expectations. Consistently, year by year, the Danes rate their expectations for the coming year very low and are pleasantly surprised when things turn out better than they had expected.
 One Danish citizen argued of her own country that many Danes are taught to be proud and to avoid complaining, and would, therefore, be more likely to say they were happier than they really were.
 On the other hand, Rawls would attribute Danish happiness to the ability of all citizens to pursue their rational life plans without fearing poverty, unemployment, or disease. Essentially, Rawls would say that Denmark offers an extensive package of primary goods which allows all individuals to pursue and achieve a rational life plan, and it is this emphasis on provision of primary goods that makes the Danish happy. 

Conclusion


The question of peculiar findings such as those in France and Mali may be answered a little differently. As stated in the beginning, there are certainly universal factors which contribute to happiness such as health, work-life balance, education, and yes, income and wealth. Denmark tends to rank at least reasonably well in all of these areas and, in many ways, is the society closest to instantiating Rawlsian justice. Certainly, there is some type of correlation between Rawlsian justice and happiness as it exists in Denmark. On the other hand, Denmark does fall short of Rawls in some ways. Also, there are many important cultural factors which might contribute to happiness. Heterogeneous societies may experience tension and large societies must manage resources differently. Men and women in some societies may maximize values in ways that are unique from their counterparts in other nations. If Danes, for example, are taught to cherish their welfare state (as they do), then they will be happy to see it flourish. Moreover, many aspects of unhappiness are also instantiated in the culture. For many decades, Americans have had low trust in government, while the Danes’ trust in their own government is quite high.
  Similarly, one study suggests that self esteem, while always a part of happiness, contributes to happiness significantly in the United States.
 Therefore, perhaps employment is a larger contributor to happiness in the U.S. than in other nations.

Rawls believes that life satisfaction is based upon the reasonably successful execution of a rational life plan. Different nations have different conceptions of what a rational life plan may be, and so the citizens of those nations will look to their own socialization and the success of those around them to both decide their life plan and to determine how successful they are in carrying it out. Therefore, while Rawls is correct that the maximization of the prospects of the lowest economic members of society can increase that nation’s subjective well being, nations must also look to at the makeup of their society in determining what will make those people happy.  Aspects such as income, health, and leisure do factor into any person’s happiness, but happiness is more than a simple package of primary goods, it is also a perception of one’s own status in the world. 
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