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Abstract  Research into the relation between religion and happiness offers inconclusive 
evidence. Religion seems to matter but it is not entirely clear how and why. Moreover much 
of the research to date is rooted in western experiences. This article analyzes primary data 
from Bangladesh to examine how religion figures in people’s wellbeing and life chances. 
It identifies differences in reported happiness between the country’s two largest religious 
populations: Muslims and Hindus. Our main argument is that the significance of religion 
is only really understood when considered alongside social, economic and political pro-
cesses. The data and analysis make an important contribution to the limited knowledge we 
have of the relation between religion, political connectedness and happiness in non-western 
societies. It also highlights the need to incorporate more contextualizing analyses into our 
assessments of the relation between religion and happiness.
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1  Introduction

1.1 � Religion and Wellbeing

Academic interest in the connection between religion and happiness has grown signifi-
cantly over recent years, and produced an impressive body of scholarship. Many studies 
demonstrate a positive association between religion and happiness. The significance of this 
association should not be underestimated. For example Witter et  al. (1985) reviewed 28 
wellbeing studies and found that the majority reported a positive association between reli-
gion and subjective wellbeing. Moreover they found that religion accounted for 2–6% of 
the variation in subjective wellbeing. Ellison et al. (1989) went one step further arguing 
that the effect of religion on subjective wellbeing is as strong if not stronger than income. 
This finds some support in Luttmer’s claim that religion is positively correlated with meas-
ures of subjective wellbeing even when demographic variables such as income, age and 
marital status are taken into account (Luttmer 2005).

In what ways then does religion make us happy? The evidence offered by the literature 
falls broadly into two categories, reflecting a distinction first introduced by Allport and 
Ross’s (1967) pioneering work into religious orientation. According to Allport and Ross, 
people have intrinsic or extrinsic motivations in relation to religion. The latter sees religion 
as a means to achieve particular goals including non-religious ones while the former is 
autonomous and considers religion as an end in itself. Although this distinction is not with-
out its critics (see Lavrič and Flere 2007), it has left its mark on research into religion and 
happiness. On the one hand therefore it is argued that religion enhances wellbeing because 
it offers access to support structures or enables individuals to cope with stress (Lim and 
Putnam 2010), or to adapt preferences or aspirations (Clark 2012). On the other hand, reli-
gion enhances wellbeing because it offers a sense of meaning and purpose, and acts as a 
moral compass in this as well as the ‘after-life’ (Greeley and Hout 2006). What is striking 
however is that we can find evidence of both intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of religion in 
all of the world’s major religions including Islam (Sahraian et al. 2013), Hinduism (Ganga 
and Kutty 2013), Judaism (Levin 2014), Buddhism (Elliot 2014), and Christianity (Steiner 
et al. 2010). Although the effects of religion on wellbeing are generally reported as being 
positive, there are important counter observations. First, religion may also be a factor in 
producing negative wellbeing values. Ellis (1962) for example reports that excessive reli-
gion can produce depression and mental disorders. More recently, Mookerjee and Beron’s 
cross country analysis of the relation between religion and happiness concluded that con-
texts with high levels of religious fractionalisation produce relatively lower levels of happi-
ness (Mookerjee and Beron 2005). Second, much of the literature draws conclusions on the 
effects of religion from studies that focus entirely on individual level processes. As such 
the context is overlooked. Some recent work has warned of the dangers of this approach 
arguing that positive individual level effects disappear when contextualised with a coun-
try’s overall level of religiosity (Eichhorn 2012). Third, it is important to acknowledge the 
bias in the literature towards religious experiences and contexts in the West with relatively 
little attention being paid to non-western contexts where the parameters of any discussion 
about religion and wellbeing may be radically different (Joshanloo 2013, 2014). Finally, 
most of the literature rests on an assumption about the direction of causality. Thus it is 
assumed that religion leads to happiness as opposed to happiness leading to religion.
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1.2 � Religion and Wellbeing in Bangladesh

Our research focuses on the relation between religion and wellbeing in Bangladesh, and 
as such contributes to the nascent scholarship focusing specifically on wellbeing in coun-
tries of the Global South (Diener et al. 2013; Shams 2016). Bangladesh is a particularly 
appropriate location in which to examine wellbeing dynamics since it throws up a number 
of wellbeing puzzles which all reflect different aspects of the Easterlin paradox (Easterlin 
1974). Thus in the 1990s, Bangladesh reported higher levels of happiness than many other 
countries, including the UK, where people enjoy significantly larger per capita incomes and 
access to a wider range of basic services and good (Worcester 1998). Since the 1990s, the 
country has made significant progress in reducing poverty and introducing socio-economic 
improvements (Devine and Wood 2017), and can be described as a global international 
development success story. Despite this however, levels of reported happiness seem to be 
declining (Asadullah and Chaudhury 2012). Improved living standards therefore seem to 
be having an impact upon the wellbeing expectations and demands of its citizens (Diener 
et al. 2013).

The early years of state formation in Bangladesh were anchored in a very clear commit-
ment to secularism, and indeed early writings on religion, most notably Islam, emphasised 
its syncretic and malleable qualities (Uddin 2006). However since the early 1990s, a differ-
ent expression of religion has emerged which has been described as neo-orthodox, militant, 
and extremist (Riaz 2004). These changes reflect deeper questions about what constitutes 
‘proper’ Islam in Bangladesh and also what constitutes a ‘Muslim democracy’ (Devine and 
White 2013). The unresolved nature of these questions is etched visibly in the relations 
between the dominant Muslims and followers of other religions in the country. Muslims 
in Bangladesh constitute around 87% of the population. While the remaining 13% belong 
to a number of different religions, Hinduism is by far the largest minority religion in the 
country.

In Bangladesh religion is directly translated as dharma, a term which derives from the 
Sanskrit dhr meaning to sustain, support or uphold (Mahony 1987). However dharma 
means more than just ‘religion’, at least as understood in the West. Etymologically, dharma 
refers to the ‘proper cosmo-moral ordering’ of things (Inden 1985). In this sense, every-
thing that exists, animate or inanimate, has its dharma. Even religion has its own dharma. 
Second, the word dharma is used in everyday speech to ask about one’s religion. So it 
is quite common in Bangladesh to ask: ‘apnar dharma ki?’, i.e. what is your religion?. 
The response to this question however reveals two things. First, it communicates a per-
son’s religious affiliation. Second, the declaration of a religious affiliation or identity pro-
vides important implicit information on which social groups you belong to and can interact 
with; what practical lifestyle choices you can or cannot make; what constitutes appropriate 
behaviour and conduct; what aspirations you might have; who you can marry, what food 
you can eat, and so forth (Kotalova 1993). Dharma therefore is as much about everyday 
practical choices and opportunities as it is about religious affiliation.

There is very little literature on the relation between religion and wellbeing in Bang-
ladesh. The founding research projects which inform this paper,1 found statistically 

1  There are two founding funded research projects: (a) the Wellbeing in Developing Countries programme 
(2002–2007) funded by the UK’s Economic Social Research Council, and (b) the Religion and Develop-
ment programme (2008–2010) funded by the UK’s Department for International Development. Anonymous 
has since carried out follow up interviews with key informants repeated at least once per year over the 
2010–2016 period.
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significant correlations between religion and happiness, especially among older respond-
ents (Camfield et al. 2009). In more qualitative follow-up research, we identified a number 
of areas where the influence of religion on wellbeing comes to the fore including the struc-
turing of community relations (Devine and White 2013), responsibilities, obligations and 
expectations around marriage, gender and intergenerational relations (White 2012), and the 
development of political culture and democracy (Basu et al. 2017).

Recently Asadullah and Chaudhury (2012) offer a very different argument. Analysing 
data from 2400 households across 12 districts in Bangladesh, the authors claim that nei-
ther religion nor gender had any significant impact on happiness. Instead they found that 
the influence of inter-personal relations and social trust on happiness was statistically sig-
nificant. This opens up a new avenue into an equally under-researched area, i.e. trust. The 
only study on trust we could identify was Gupta et al’s (2013) comparative analysis of the 
behaviour of Muslims and Hindus in Bangladesh and West Bengal in India. In the latter, 
Hindus constitute the majority group and Muslims the minority; whilst in the former, the 
opposite is true. In both sites, the authors found that identity based on status (i.e. being a 
member of the majority or minority group) rather than religion per se determined levels of 
trust and trustworthiness. We return to this finding in our  Sect. 3 below.

Our research makes three important contributions. First, to the best of our knowledge, 
the findings presented here are the first to quantitatively look at the impact of religious 
identity on people’s self-reported happiness in Bangladesh. Second, given that the analysis 
is anchored in Bangladesh our research offers an important contribution to a literature that 
is dominated by Western experiences and understandings of religion. Finally, the article 
contributes to the growing but still relatively thin literature on wellbeing and happiness in 
the Global South.

2 � Data, Methods and Descriptive Statistics

Our analysis is rooted primarily in two main sources. First we examine quantitative data 
generated during the wellbeing in developing countries (WeD) programme carried out 
between 2002 and 2007. In particular, we focus on the programme’s Resource and Needs 
Questionnaire (RANQ) which collected data on the demographic and socio-economic pro-
file of 1500 households in six sites (250 households from each of the six different sites). 
The RANQ survey also collected information on religion and happiness levels of the 
household head which was reported on a scale of 1–3, with 1 = not too happy; 2 = fairly 
happy; and 3 = very happy. Second, this core data analysis is supplemented by qualitative 
data gathered over an extended period covering 2008 till 2016. During this period, one of 
the authors (Devine) led an international research team looking specifically at the role of 
religion in wellbeing in Bangladesh. This was supported by subsequent interviews with key 
informants carried out repeatedly over a 6-year period.

2.1 � Introduction to the Sites

In order to locate our analysis, we start with a brief overview of the empirical context of 
our research. Bangladesh is a relatively small country which has been transformed over 
the years by improved physical and informational connections. This has resulted in the 
expansion of urban centres and allowed for greater connectivity between rural locations 
and the urban centres which are effectively the hubs of economic, administrative, business 
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and political activity. In selecting research sites, we adopted a working hypothesis that 
proximity to urban centres impacted upon people’s life chances and wellbeing aspirations. 
Thus those living in areas that are more remote from urban centres have less options than 
those living in areas that  are closer to the urban centres. At the heart of this urban expan-
sion is Dhaka, the country’s capital city and one of the world’s fastest growing cities. Thus 
in selecting sites, we first chose two Districts at different distances from Dhaka: Manikgang 
and Dinajpur, and within each District we then selected an urban site close to the munici-
pal centre and two rural sites which again were at different distances from their respective 
urban centres. Table 1 offers a brief summary of the six sites.

2.2 � Methods

In the RANQ data, global happiness is captured in the question “Taking all things together, 
how would you say things are these days? Would you say you are, very happy, fairly happy 
or not too happy”.

The happiness equation takes the form of,

Table 1   Introduction to the research sites

Research site Brief description

Manikganj district The district is 64 km from Dhaka the capital city
Aloknagar (urban) site Aloknagar is situated at the centre of Manikganj, and is home to most of 

the commercial and educational institutions, administrative and political 
party offices. Aloknagar has relatively good services and amenities, con-
sists of wealthy residential areas and slums, and has a diverse population 
in terms of religion and occupations. Aloknagar has been associated 
with problems of drug addiction and fundamentalist protests in the past

Bichittropur (closer rural site) Bichittropur is 4.5 km from Aloknagar, and communications are very 
good. There are 350 households in the village with approximately 77% 
Muslim and 23% Hindu households. The main occupations are agricul-
ture and business/trade. The village has electricity, core amenities and 
schools

Achingaon (remote rural site) Achingaon is 18 km from Aloknagar and has 250 households. All the 
households are Muslim. Hindu households all migrated after Independ-
ence. The village is reliant on agriculture and some small, localised busi-
ness. There is a madrassah school, amenities are poor, the road unpaved 
and there is no electricity

Dinajpur district The district is 415 km from Dhaka the capital city
Baniknagar (urban site) Most of the commercial and educational institutions, administrative and 

political party offices are situated in Baniknagar. There is a mixture of 
wealthy settlements and slums, and a great deal of diversity in popula-
tion, religion and occupations. The centre has paved roads, electricity 
facilities, schools, markets and a range of amenities

Shantipur (closer rural site) Shantipur is 5 km from Dinajpur. The village has 800 households of which 
75% are Muslim, 22% are Hindu and 3% are Santals. The main occupa-
tions are agriculture and small business/trade. The village has a school. 
The majority of roads are paved, electricity is available

Telkupigaon (remote rural site) Telkupigaon is 15 km from Dinajpur. The village has 750 households of 
which 75% are Muslim and 25% are Hindu. Facilities are generally quite 
poor; roads are only partly paved; there is a limited supply of electricity; 
and the village has a small primary school but no local market
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where self-reported happiness (Hi) is a function of g(.) that represents the individual’s true 
level of life satisfaction (the latent variable that is not directly observed) determined by a 
vector of socio-economic variables Xi and ε is an error term. Following Blanchflower and 
Oswald (2004) the function f(.) rises in two steps as g increases. It is assumed that the true 
happiness level of the individual g(.) and thus the structure of this happiness is only known 
by the individual. The error term can be thought of as capturing the individual’s inability 
to report his or her true level of happiness because of not knowing other people’s reported 
happiness. The ordinal nature of the happiness question means an ordered probit model is 
used where life satisfaction takes three values ranging from 1 (not too happy these days), 2 
(fairly happy these days) and 3 (very happy these days).

We situate religion amidst a standard set of determinants of happiness, constructed on 
the basis of our literature survey and the findings from our founding research projects in 
Bangladesh. The literature reports consistent findings across different cultures and coun-
tries, whether rich or poor. Thus, age has a U-shaped relationship with happiness and has 
been explained by the dynamics of changing expectations as well as a reduction in the gap 
between goals and achievements of individuals as they become older (Helliwell 2006). The 
significance of age in determining happiness was also confirmed in our previous research 
in Bangladesh (Camfield et al. 2009), and so we included the age and the age-squared of 
the household head in our analysis. As our data pertains to household heads only, the sam-
ple is biased towards people in the higher age bracket.

The literature is also consistent in reporting that healthier people and those who feel 
healthy report higher levels of happiness, a finding which was again confirmed in our ear-
lier research in Bangladesh (Devine et al. 2008). We therefore created a variable of whether 
the head of the household suffers from chronic ill health to assess its impact on happiness. 
In our RANQ survey, 41% of respondents reported experiencing some sort of chronic ill-
health condition. This high response level is consistent with data from Bangladesh con-
firming the prevalence of health related crisis and their negative impact on the socio-eco-
nomic status of households (Khan et al. 2015).

In analysing RANQ data, we found significant differences between men and women in 
their reported levels of happiness as well as in the substantial content of what they valued 
as constituting happiness (Camfield et al. 2009). This contrasts with Asadullah and Chaud-
hury’s (2012) study which found that gender had no impact on happiness in Bangladesh. In 
our sample, 92.9% of households are headed by males and 7.1% by women. In the context 
of Bangladesh, the latter implies a lack of ‘male guardianship’ and therefore greater expo-
sure to disadvantage and oppression both within and beyond immediate communities.

Income levels tend to positively affect happiness although this relationship is contested. 
Easterlin’s (1974) suggestion that rising societal incomes do not result in rising subjective 
wellbeing finds support in individual level studies reporting a concave relationship between 
income and happiness consistent with the law of diminishing returns (Clark and Qizilbash 
2008). Issues of endogeneity arise in this line of reasoning however since happier peo-
ple tend also to be more successful. In a recent review of Easterlin’s apparent paradox, 
Diener et al. (2013) found that rising incomes are significantly associated with subjective 
well-being if they lead to more individual purchasing power, optimism and financial satis-
faction. In arriving at this conclusion, the authors highlight three potential weaknesses in 
Easterlin’s original argument: (a) he relied solely on GDP which does not reliably trans-
late into increased household income; (b) he relied on data from a small and homogenous 

(1)Hi = f (g(Xi)) + �
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number of countries; (c) overall GDP growth may mask differences in the distribution of 
wealth.

Our RANQ data does not have information on household income or earnings partly 
because in Bangladesh they are not considered reliable indicators of wealth. Instead we 
have developed a wealth index proxy using principal component analysis. The index com-
bines indicators including ownership of household consumer durables, physical living con-
ditions, literacy status, food security, ownership of bicycle and motorbike; and the owner-
ship of jewellery. We use a group of dummies instead of the asset index score because the 
distribution of the index was not normal and centred on certain values. Asset Index 4 is the 
highest category of assets. To capture relative wealth, we also calculate a series of dummy 
variables that are equal to 1 if household assets are greater than the average asset index for 
the site the household comes from. These dummies help capture wealth inequality at the 
local community level. The a priori here is that the relatively wealthy will report higher 
happiness, a finding confirmed by Asadullah and Chaudhury (2012).

Employment status also heavily dictates happiness with those unemployed being sig-
nificantly less happy than the employed in both developed and developing countries (Clark 
and Oswald 1994; Kingdon and Knight 2004; Hinks and Gruen 2007). RANQ provides 
information on the occupations of household heads as well as whether searching or not 
searching for work, to capture the (in)voluntarily nature of being out of work.

Since we are exploring whether religion as a form of social identity is correlated with 
happiness, we expect this variable to pick up a range of unobservable factors such as eco-
nomic discrimination, status and some elements of social capital such as friendships and 
strong social and personal networks, not sufficiently controlled for given our data limita-
tion. Religious group is captured by a dummy variable that takes a value of 1 if Muslim 
and 0 if Hindu. Given the political economy of Muslim–Hindu relations in Bangladesh, we 
expect Muslims to be happier than Hindus because of both unobservable factors and the 
greater opportunities that arise from being a member of the majority group.

Our asset index and measure of relative wealth helps us control for any economic gains 
of belonging to the majority religion. The RANQ data allows us to test for social capital as 
represented by (1) connection to government and (2) connection to the local community. 
Putnam (2000) focussed on the impact social capital such as trust in others and belonging 
to a group or organisation had on the individual and on the local community. By control-
ling for political and social connections we can observe whether belonging to a particu-
lar religion and having these connections are capturing similar or identical social capital 
effects on life satisfaction. This is a sensible strategy since we can test whether being in a 
religious group is correlated with political connections something that is highly likely in 
a country where one religion dominates. If these are correlated then we can conclude that 
being a Muslim opens up connections that can be beneficial to the individual and to the 
group, but which is not open to Hindus and other minority religions.

In our RANQ sample, 18.7% of households claimed to have a connection to either local 
or national government. Of these the majority referred to connections with low govern-
ment positions at village level (6.5%), with just 0.9% relating to higher level positions. 
1.4% of households claimed to have had a connection to high government positions in the 
past. Moreover, just 11.4% of households reported being members of local groups, and the 
majority of these (7.8%) refer to village based groups. In the vast majority of cases, this 
reflects membership of a Non-Governmental Organisation (NGOs) which in Bangladesh 
deliver core social services to millions of citizens throughout the country.

The literature reports a mostly positive association between location and wellbe-
ing (Oswald and Wu 2009). However the relationship is not always an obvious one. For 
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example after controlling for several individual characteristics in their study, Ballas and 
Tramer (2012) report that ‘people’ and not ‘place’ determines happiness in the UK. If 
place has any impact, it is at a very localised and familiar level. This is a relevant finding 
for our study as local communities in Bangladesh are often the primary source of informal 
support for individuals and also the primary point of access to higher level organisations 
or institutions (Devine 2006). As our data was collected from six different sites, in our 
analysis we introduce site dummies using Shantipur as the reference site to account for the 
‘place’ effects on wellbeing.

We regress happiness onto the variables that we have described. Formally this is repre-
sented by

where the self-reported happiness (Hi) of the head of household is determined by house-
hold assets (Assetsi), relative household assets (Relative Assetsi), whether a Muslim or not 
(1 if Muslim and 0 if Hindu), the household’s political connectedness that is initially cap-
tured by a dummy variable (Connectioni), that takes a value of 1 if someone has ever held 
or is currently holding a position in the local or national government and 0 otherwise, the 
site location (Sitem) and Xi is a vector of socio-economics characteristics (e.g. age, gender, 
health status, economic activity), ε is an error term.

We do not claim causation from our estimations since we cannot control for unobserv-
able individual and household heterogeneity and we interpret our results as correlations.2

2.3 � Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 reports the overall levels of happiness across all six sites. Respondents from the 
two urban sites, Aloknagar and Baniknagar, are the happiest with expected happiness 

(2)

Hi = �
1
Assetsi + �

2
Relative Assetsi + �

3
Muslimi + �

4
Connectioni

+

n
∑

j=1

�ijXij +

6
∑

m=1

�mSitem + �ij

Table 2   Levels of happiness across sites

Source: RANQ

Not too 
happy = 1

Fairly 
happy = 2

Very happy = 3 Expected 
happiness

% Muslims Observations

Aloknagar 6.44 77.25 16.31 2.10 0.639 233
Bichittropur 19.23 72.12 8.65 1.89 0.827 208
Achingaon 12.30 74.59 13.11 2.01 1.000 244
Baniknagar 15.77 58.92 25.31 2.10 0.905 241
Shantipur 31.65 60.76 7.59 1.76 0.878 237
Telkupigaon 27.50 66.25 6.25 1.79 0.829 240
All sites 18.82 68.21 12.97 1.94 0.848 1403

2  The easiest way to solve this problem would be to use panel data that controls for changes in variables 
and relates to changes in happiness. Endogeneity issues also arise when using cross-sectional data. Our data 
is not a panel nor does it contain appropriate instrumental variables.
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scores of 2.103 while 27.5 and 31.7% of respondents in our two most remote sites, Telku-
pigaon and Shantipur, are not too happy. This appears to confirm the hypothesis underpin-
ning our site selection, i.e. that distance to urban centres impacts upon people’s happiness. 
That there is little difference between respondents from Baniknagar and Aloknagar sug-
gests that distance to Dhaka may not be significant. The most likely explanation here is 
that the construction of a 930 m bridge across the Meghna river has substantially improved 
communication and traffic between Dinajpur and Dhaka. As such, Baniknagar is now very 
well connected to the capital city.

The majority of our sample is male (92.9%) and Muslim (84.8%) and Muslims have 
higher average happiness levels than Hindus (see Table 3). Just under 1/5th of households 
had or still have a member with a position within local, regional or national government 
whilst 7.8% of households are members of some village based group. The relatively low 
share of households with assets greater than the site average indicates the highly skewed 
nature of assets within each of the sites and a high prevalence of wealth inequality.

3 � Results

3.1 � Religion and Happiness

It is clear from Table 4 that Muslims report significantly higher levels of happiness than 
Hindus. For ease of interpretation we only report ordered probit average marginal effects 
of being very happy using the post-estimation margins command in STATA. Compared 
to the average person in our sample Muslims in Model 1 are 6.8% more likely to be very 
happy compared to Hindus. This finding contrasts with Asadullah and Chaudhury’s (2012) 
study, which found that religion was not correlated with wellbeing. In order to test whether 
greater happiness is the result of identity based on religious affiliation or the result of the 
relative status that religion generates within a community or nation, we interact being Mus-
lim with the different sites to reveal whether there are differences in happiness depending 
on where Muslims live, ceteris paribus. Model 2 indicates that Muslims in Achingaon and 
Baniknagar are 14.8 and 15.3% more likely to be very happy relative to Hindus. Being 
Muslim in itself now does not significantly correlate with happiness. Instead given that 
Achingaon and Baniknagar have the highest proportion of Muslims in any of the six loca-
tions in our sample and given we control for absolute and relative wealth, age, subjec-
tive health, site and economic activity, our findings suggest that Muslims are significantly 
happier when residing in a site with many other Muslims. This has some important reso-
nance with Eichhorn’s (2012) findings that happiness through religiosity is not intrinsic 
but derived from the context in which people find themselves. In other words, people are 
not happier because they are individually more religious but because they live in a country, 
context or environment where other people are religious.

While Eichorn’s conclusion is based on an analysis contrasting societies that are secular 
with others that are more religious, our research allows us to explore a context with a pat-
tern of dominant and subordinate religious groups within the same society. The significance 
of being a member of a dominant or subordinate group is revealed in previous research by 

3  Expected happiness is calculated by multiplying the percentage of people in each of the categories by the 
happiness score.
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Table 3   Descriptive statistics of key happiness indicators

Variable groups/names Mean SD

Happiness: 1 = not too happy, 2 = fairly happy, 3 = very happy 1.942 0.561
Religious group
 Muslim 0.848 0.359
 Hindu 0.152 0.359
 Mean happiness for Muslims 1.951 0.557
 Mean happiness for Hindus 1.822 0.571

Personal characteristics of head of household
 Age 44.996 13.570
 Age-squared 2208.622 1365.266
 Male 0.929 0.257
 Female 0.071 0.257
 Chronic ill health 0.410 0.492

Household wealth
 Asset Index 1 0.209 0.407
 Asset Index 2 0.300 0.458
 Asset Index 3 0.279 0.449
 Asset Index 4 0.212 0.409
 Assets greater than average asset in Aloknagar 0.099 0.264
 Assets greater than average asset in Bichittropur 0.083 0.299
 Assets greater than average asset in Achingaon 0.076 0.286
 Assets greater than average asset in Baniknagar 0.090 0.250
 Assets greater than average asset in Shantipur 0.074 0.500
 Assets greater than average asset in Telkupigaon 0.067 0.262

Economic activity of head of household
 Farmer 0.166 0.372
 Agricultural labourer 0.085 0.279
 Non-agricultural worker 0.061 0.240
 Transport worker 0.090 0.286
 Professional 0.116 0.321
 Home worker 0.044 0.206
 Artisan 0.033 0.178
 Commercial 0.265 0.442
 Other occupation 0.069 0.254
 Searching unemployed 0.004 0.060
 Non-searching unemployed 0.010 0.099
 Other non-labour activities (e.g. schooling) 0.057 0.232

Social capital (1): government connections within the household
 Someone in household has or holds a position in local or national government 0.187 0.390
 Formal or informal village government position currently held by member of 

the household (low-level)
0.065 0.246

 Formal government position between local town and sub-district level currently 
held by member of the household (middle-level)

0.014 0.116

 Formal government position between district and national level currently held 
by member of the household (high-level)

0.009 0.092
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Gupta et al. (2013) carried out in Bangladesh and West Bengal. Their research found that 
in both locations the minority groups (Hindus in Bangladesh and Muslims in West Bengal) 
exhibit significant in-group bias with respect to trustworthiness and the majority groups 
exhibit out-group bias. Furthermore minority groups in both locations show out-group dis-
crimination in trust behaviour, indicating a fear of the power of the majority around them. 
Notwithstanding this, the authors argue that the minority groups are the beneficiaries in 
both countries given the lack of out-group discrimination of the majority and the in-group 
bias of the minority. This last conclusion is challenged by an earlier study looking at inter-
group attributions and majority–minority group dynamics in Bangladesh (Islam and Hew-
stone 1993). The study examined the reaction of 58 Hindu and 59 Muslim students from 
the North West of the country to three short narratives describing a situation involving a 
Hindu or a Muslim actor behaving toward another subject in a positive or negative manner. 
They found in-group favouring among members of both minority and majority groups but 
especially in the latter. Moreover, they found “blatant out-group-derogating attributions” 
among members of the majority group (Islam and Hewstone 1993: 948).

3.2 � Socio‑economic, Wealth, Economic Activity, Location and Happiness

As found in previous cross-sectional work happiness is U-shaped in relation to age consist-
ent with expectations and aspirations tending towards accepting your lot in life.4 Those 

Table 3   (continued)

Variable groups/names Mean SD

 Formal or informal village government position held between 1 and 30 years 
ago by member of the household (low-level)

0.045 0.207

 Formal government position between local town and sub-district level held 
between 1 and 30 years ago by member of the household (middle-level)

0.041 0.199

 Formal government position between district and national level held between 1 
and 30 years ago by member of the household (high-level)

0.014 0.116

Social capital (2): local connections
 Member of village based groups 0.078 0.269
 Member of externally organised government groups 0.004 0.060
 Member of externally organised NGO 0.032 0.176

Geographic location
 Aloknagar 0.166 0.372
 Bichittropur 0.148 0.355
 Achingaon 0.174 0.379
 Baniknagar 0.172 0.377
 Shantipur 0.169 0.375
 Telkupigaon 0.171 0.377
 Observations 1403

Source: RANQ

4  More recent evidence from Frijters and Beatton (2012) using panel data finds no U-shaped relationship 
between age and life satisfaction because of a reverse causality issue. Variables that increase happiness such 
as being employed, income and getting married appear to happen mostly to middle-aged people who were 
already happy.
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who are chronically ill are significantly less likely to report being very happy. Male heads 
are significantly more likely to be very happy compared to female heads. In the context of 
Bangladesh, with its strong patriarchal culture, women who have become household heads 

Table 4   Determinants of happiness ordered probit average marginal effects

Reference groups in Table 4 are female professionals residing in Shantipur who have level 2 assets
Robust standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1
a  Achingaon sample is 100% Muslim

Variables (1) (2)

Muslim 0.068*** 0.053
Muslim * Bichitropur − 0.057
Muslim * Alokenagar − 0.029
Muslim * Achingaon 0.144***
Muslim * Baniknagar 0.152**
Muslim * Telkupigaon 0.084
Alokenagar 0.056 0.072
Bichitropur 0.022 0.072
Achingaon 0.142*** n/aa

Baniknagar 0.027 − 0.100
Telkupigaon 0.051* − 0.018
Age − 0.006** − 0.006**
Age-squared 0.000** 0.000**
Male 0.068* 0.069**
Chronic ill health − 0.037*** − 0.036***
Asset Index 1 − 0.050 − 0.051
Asset Index 2 − 0.039 − 0.042*
Asset Index 4 0.095*** 0.095***
Assets greater than average asset in Alokenagar 0.100** 0.093**
Assets greater than average asset in Bichittropur 0.023 0.027
Assets greater than average asset in Achingaon 0.008 0.008
Assets greater than average asset in Baniknagar 0.129*** 0.118***
Assets greater than average asset in Shantipur 0.046 0.044
Assets greater than average asset in Telkupigaon 0.059 0.062
Farmer − 0.068** − 0.062**
Agricultural labourer − 0.151*** − 0.145***
Non-agricultural worker − 0.001 0.013
Transport worker − 0.064** − 0.056*
Home worker − 0.014 − 0.003
Artisan − 0.093** − 0.067
Commercial − 0.030 − 0.032
Other occupation − 0.080*** − 0.073**
Searching unemployed − 0.045 − 0.028
Non-searching unemployed − 0.147** − 0.138**
Other non-labour activities (e.g. schooling) − 0.023 − 0.019
Observations 1403 1403
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may have lower happiness level because of a lack of male representatives who can act as 
their guardians and voice in male dominated local communities, markets, bureaucracies, 
political bodies, and service providers such as hospitals and schools.

The wealthiest households (Asset Index 4) are 9.5% more likely to report being very 
happy relative to the reference group (Asset Index 3) but those in the poorer categories 
are not significantly less happy. In contrast again to Asadullah and Chaudhury (2012), 
our findings suggest that relative wealth is more important than absolute wealth. We cap-
ture this relativity at the site level with the not unreasonable assumption that this is where 
wealth comparisons are more likely to be made. Households in the richest site of Banikna-
gar with above average wealth are 12.9% more likely to report being very happy compared 
to those with below average site wealth. In the least wealthy sites there is no significant dif-
ference in reported happiness between those above or below average wealth. This suggests 
that when a certain level of wealth is reached, the relative position of household wealth 
becomes important for happiness, even though this level is by international standards, still 
quite low. The site dummies indicate that there are significant differences in happiness lev-
els between sites indicating unobservable characteristics.

Heads of households who are farmers, agricultural labourers, transport workers or arti-
sans report significantly lower probabilities of being very happy relative to professional 
workers. These findings indicate that employment picks up other wellbeing dimensions 
besides income since we have controlled for absolute wealth. In Bangladesh employment is 
fundamentally associated with status and reputation. In our qualitative fieldwork we found 
across all sites that parents who had sent their children to school did not want them to 
be agricultural labourers since this was work for illiterate people (oshikkhitto). We also 
observed that educated young men preferred to remain unemployed than work on farms 
because they felt agricultural work would bring them and their families a bad reputa-
tion (durnam). These younger workers are prominent amongst the searching unemployed 
whose happiness is not significantly different from that of professional workers. The non-
searching unemployed however are 14.7% less likely to report being very happy.

3.3 � Qualitative Evidence of Religion and Happiness

Above we argued that Muslims reported higher levels of happiness than Hindus but that 
happiness correlates more with Muslims residing in sites with other Muslims (group 
membership) rather than with simply being Muslim (religious affiliation). As indicated 
earlier, the word for religion in Bangladesh (dharma) picks up on religious affiliation but 
also on how affiliation interacts with other cultural, social and political dynamics. The 
two dimensions of religion are inseparable, and this we argue, helps shed light on discus-
sions about religious affiliation and majority/minority group dynamics. Below we summa-
rise two cases from two of our research sites, which offer insights into both dimensions of 
dharma.

In Shantipur there is a large Muslim majority (75%) and a significant Hindu minor-
ity (22%). In recounting the history of the community, respondents across the religious 
spectrum told us that until the time of Liberation (1971) most of the Hindu families were 
landowners, with some owning large plots of agricultural land. Today instead all the Hindu 
households are functionally landless, having had their lands taken off them by force, and 
now reside in the geographically less favourable land of the village. Their sense of fear 
is lived out in everyday experiences of discrimination and exploitation: they get paid less 
than other day labourers; they are often not paid on time; they are blamed for trouble in 
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the village; they are ordered to carry out demeaning work like cleaning latrines; they are 
prevented from practising their religion; they are routinely accused of drinking alcohol and 
having illicit sexual relations. They are also routinely excluded from accessing core wel-
fare services. During our time in the village for example, not a single member of a Hindu 
household was in receipt of any of the social protection benefits distributed by government 
despite the fact that the Hindus were clearly among the poorest in the village. In an inter-
view with a local government official, one of the authors (Devine) asked why Hindus were 
never on the list of those to receive government welfare support. The official’s response 
was that it made less sense to give resources to Hindus because they all wanted to escape 
to India anyway. In his words: “government helps all citizens but they (Hindus) are always 
looking over the border. They are not real citizens. They do not love this country”. Mean-
while in the village, one Hindu reflected on the precariousness of their position: “It is good 
that we have some Santals in our community”, he said, “it means someone else shares our 
bad fortune”.5

In Achingaon there are no religious minority groups. The Hindus all left around Inde-
pendence in 1971. Residents of Achingaon commonly report that their community is 
peaceful and older residents in particular recall less harmonious times when Hindus resided 
in the village. This narrative of peace and harmony however sat cumbersomely with our 
observations of tension and division in Achingaon, caused by intense and occasionally vio-
lent break-ups of traditional community groups into smaller factions (Devine and White 
2013). Indeed of all our research sites, Achingaon was the least peaceful. Although the 
village has around 250 households and is therefore relatively small, it has a total of eight 
mosques all served by a different imam (Islamic worship leader). Each mosque represents 
a samaj or community within the village. As little as two generations ago, there were four 
samajes in the village and now the number has grown to nine with the most recent one 
trying to build its own mosque. Since the departure of the Hindus, the pace with which 
new samajes have been created, has increased. The creation of a new samaj is inevitably 
triggered by power struggles within the village. We observed the embryonic stages of the 
creation of the ninth samaj (Devine and White 2013). The case is typical and demonstrates 
a pattern in which emerging leaders within an existing samaj become rivals to the existing 
leadership, and then need to convince enough people to break away and join them in a sep-
arate samaj. In the case of the ninth samaj, the traditional leader owned large plots of land 
and gave labouring jobs to samaj members in return for their loyalty. However the leader 
was accused by younger rivals of not caring enough for the samaj members. On the basis 
of their connections with external political or business leaders with access to resources and 
goods, these younger rivals began to offer access to services as a means of building up an 
alternative power base in the village. Villagers were forced to decide whether to invest their 
loyalties in the traditional leader who offered seasonal employment but with diminishing 
economic and political resources, and emerging leaders with access to those with more 
financial power and political clout. As a result, samaj allegiances broke up with neighbour 
pitted against neighbour, relative against relative, brother against brother. The increased 
fragmentation of the community was widely seen as a negative development by commu-
nity members in that it created divisions, caused tension and was described to us as ‘going 
against our religion’ (dharma). The legitimacy of the ninth samaj depended on building a 
mosque since this signalled a place of unity and support, separate from the other unities in 

5  The Santals are one of the largest indigenous communities in the Northwest of Bangladesh.
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the village. One elderly member of the ninth samaj told us: “we don’t pray in the mosques 
of the other samajes. We go outside. Members of mosques help each other but don’t help 
outsiders. They don’t want us in their mosques. What matters here is being in the most 
powerful group, then you are always right. If you are in the weakest group, you are left 
out”.

What lessons can we draw from the two cases? On the one hand, the case of Shan-
tipur demonstrates how Hindus face constant discrimination and oppression, and how their 
life chances are constrained on account of their religious affiliation. This is consistent with 
reports from elsewhere in Bangladesh highlighting the levels of vulnerability, marginalisa-
tion and violence faced by religious minority or subordinated groups (Benkin 2015). In 
Shantipur, our case demonstrates that religious affiliation has come to reinforce boundaries 
that legitimise and sharpen relations of inequality. Those boundaries are marked by social, 
political and economic exclusion and discrimination. Ironically, the observations about 
Shantipur are mirrored in Achingaon where there are no religious minorities. Here again 
we observe internal struggles, marked by religious symbols and boundaries notably in 
mosque construction, membership and participation but also in choices around who to help 
and support within the village. Membership of majority groups in both sites are related to 
power dynamics which directly impact upon wellbeing opportunities. This highlights the 
significance of relations and connectedness for wellbeing and happiness.

3.4 � Robustness Checks

In line with understanding whether social capital, measured here by political connected-
ness and membership of groups, can partly explain why Muslims are happier than Hin-
dus we run Model 1 again and include a number of different measures of being politically 
connected. We initially capture political connectedness by a composite term that considers 
whether individuals have had or still have a family member with a role in local or national 
government. Table  5, Model I shows that political connectedness correlates with higher 
levels of happiness, and that those with such connections are 4.2% more likely to report 
being very happy than those without the same connections. We observe too that Muslims 
remain significantly happier than Hindus although the size of coefficient declines slightly. 
We interpret this as meaning being a Muslim in and of itself correlates with greater hap-
piness and that there is little evidence that being a Muslim and being politically connected 
are capturing the effects of similar or identical social capital on happiness. When we con-
trol for individual parts of the composite variable in Model II, there is evidence that mar-
ginal effects increase depending on whether government connections are at a low, middle 
or high level though only two categories are statistically significant6 and the coefficient for 
Muslims does not significantly change. These two statistically significant categories under-
line the significance of having connections with someone who has held a formal politi-
cal position as opposed to an informal position. Moreover it is interesting to note that the 
statistically significant political connection today is located between district and national 

6  The results do not change significantly when we include the Muslim  *  site interactions terms from 
Model II in Table 4. It is also likely that the heads of households who are responding to these questions 
are themselves those who are connected. Some of the characteristics of having a formal position in local, 
sub-district, district and national government will be captured by the group of economically active dummies 
included as controls in Table 5. So any politically connected variables that are significant indicate effects on 
happiness external to the job itself, e.g. status.
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levels. This reflects broader political economy changes in Bangladesh which has seen 
power move progressively away from local village based elites to actors with connections 
to central or national political bodies—a shift that was reflected very well in the emergence 
of the ninth samaj in Achingaon.

When we include membership of different groups in the model we find that membership 
of non-governmental groups (NGOs) is associated with higher happiness scores with no 
impact on Muslims being happier than Hindus, and that this result is robust when including 
political connections (Model IV). This is entirely consistent with our analysis of the sig-
nificance of externally facing connections. Unlike local village based organisations that are 
formed around kinship ties and loyalties and involve low level reciprocal exchanges, NGOs 
provide access to external resources and services; support the development of higher level 
reciprocal exchanges; and also open up connections between NGO members and formal 
government officials and offices.

A further robustness check is to test whether our results in Table 5 are nationally rep-
resentative by estimating happiness equations for each of the six sites. The results are 
reported in Table 6.

Being Muslim in Baniknagar and Telkupigaon correlates with a greater likelihood of 
being very happy. Whilst 91 and 83% of the samples in Baniknagar and Telkupigaon are 
Muslims respectively, that we do not find similar results in Bichittropur and Shantipur indi-
cates the need for caution in saying Muslims are happier when living in high density Mus-
lim locations. In four of the six sites having a family member who is a member of an NGO 
significantly increases the likelihood of being ‘very happy’. Only in the most remote and 
rural site of Telkupigaon is membership of a village organisation economically and signifi-
cantly correlated with happiness. It is not surprising that the most remote site of our six 
locations is the one where village based organisations may be significant as it is likely to be 
the site that is most disconnected from the social, economic and political centres of power. 
When there are few or no options to access these external centres, local connections matter 
much more. Table 6 also highlights that direct government connections are only economi-
cally and statistically important for happiness in Aloknagar, the most urban of our six sites 
and the closest to Dhaka the capital city and that Muslims are not significantly happier 
than Hindus in this site. When we run the model without direct government connections 
the finding of no impact of religion on happiness holds, indicating that being a Muslim and 
being politically connected are not correlated.

4 � Conclusion

This paper contributes to the literature on the determinants of happiness, and the extent 
and ways in which religion affects happiness in the global south. Whilst research on reli-
gion and happiness has tended to focus on individual-level aspects of wellbeing, reflecting 
mostly Western experiences and understandings of religion, our argument highlights more 
explicit structural explanations of the ways religion articulates individual happiness in 
Bangladesh. Our analysis suggests religion matters to wellbeing because it influences the 
everyday social and political processes that determine people’s life chances. Incorporating 
a more contextualised analysis in this way highlights the importance of specific processes 
and mechanisms that give shape to the way religion is articulated, and to the way people 
then experience and assess it (Eichhorn 2012).
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Amongst standard determinants of happiness, we found proximity to major urban cen-
tres is associated with higher levels of happiness; age has a U-shaped relation with happi-
ness as people adjust their aspirations with age and experience; and self-reported chronic 
illness significantly lowers happiness. Heads of households with manual or agricultural 
jobs report significantly lower happiness scores than professionals, even after controlling 
for absolute wealth. Employment categories seem to capture income effects and are likely 
to be associated with social status in Bangladesh. Wealth matters in explaining happiness. 
The wealthiest are 9.5 percentage points more likely to report being very happy compared 
to the reference group. However, relative wealth at the community level is more impor-
tant that absolute wealth. This is particularly the case in the richest sites where those with 
above average wealth are significantly more likely to report being very happy compared 
to those with below average wealth. Nonetheless in the least wealthy site, the difference 
between the wealthiest and poorest seems to matter less suggesting inequality becomes sig-
nificant after a certain level of wealth. Finally, we found that male household heads report 

Table 5   Political connectedness and happiness ordered probit average marginal effects

Reference groups in the Table 4 are female professionals residing in Shantipur who have level 2 assets
Robust standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1

Variables (I) (II) (III) (IV)

Muslim 0.061*** 0.062*** 0.068*** 0.061***
Someone in household has or does hold a position in local 

or national government
0.042***

Formal or informal village government position currently 
held by member of the household (low-level)

0.035 0.036

Formal government position between local town and sub-
district level currently held by member of the household 
(middle-level)

− 0.014 − 0.008

Formal government position between district and national 
level currently held by member of the household (high-
level)

0.117* 0.126*

Formal or informal village government position held 
between 1 and 30 years ago by member of the household 
(low-level)

0.031 0.033

Formal government position between local town and 
sub-district level held between 1 and 30 years ago by 
member of the household (middle-level)

0.054* 0.052*

Formal government position between district and national 
level held between 1 and 30 years ago by member of the 
household (high-level)

0.085 0.071

Member of village based groups 0.012 0.009
Member of externally organised government groups 0.044 0.056
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.096** 0.094***
Personal characteristics Yes Yes Yes Yes
Site Yes Yes Yes Yes
Assets Yes Yes Yes Yes
Relative assets Yes Yes Yes Yes
Economic activity Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1403 1403 1403 1403
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Table 6   Ordered Probit Happiness Equations by Site (Average marginal effects of being Very Happy)

Reference groups in the Table 6 are female professionals who have level 2 assets. We control for absolute 
asset level, relative asset level within each site, age, gender, chronic health and economic activity
Robust standard errors in parentheses *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1
a Achingaon sample is 100% Muslim

Variables Marginal effect of 
being very happy

Bichittropur (n = 208)
Muslim − 0.013
Government contact − 0.013
Member of village based groups 0.011
Member of externally organised government groups 0.007
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.124**

Model 1 Model 2

Aloknagar (n = 233)
Muslim 0.015 0.026
Government contact 0.122**
Member of village based groups − 0.083 − 0.079
Member of externally organised government groups 0.107 0.076
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.130* 0.121*

Variables Marginal effect of 
being very happy

Achingaona (n = 244)
Muslim n/a
Government contact 0.000
Member of village based groups 0.013
Member of externally organised government groups n/a
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.138
Baniknagar (n = 241)
Muslim 0.234***
Government contact 0.019
Member of village based groups 0.105
Member of externally organised government groups 0.093
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.234***
Telkupigaon (n = 240)
Muslim 0.070**
Government contact 0.018
Member of village based groups 0.113*
Member of externally organised government groups − 0.009
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.070**
Shantipur (n = 237)
Muslim 0.038
Government contact 0.040
Member of village based groups − 0.022
Member of externally organised government groups − 0.076
Member of externally organised non-governmental groups 0.038
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higher levels of happiness that females. Building on our qualitative work, we argue that 
the differences between males and females reflect the strength of patriarchy in influenc-
ing livelihood options and wellbeing aspirations. However it is important to note that our 
survey questionnaire gathers information on household heads and not all members of the 
household. As such, females are underrepresented in our data and those that are included 
are certainly not representative of the population of Bangladeshi women. This limitation in 
our data points to a need for further research into how religion figures in the happiness of 
women in Bangladesh.

Our key finding is that religious identity is a significant determinant of happiness in 
Bangladesh even after controlling for other variables of age, health, location, occupation, 
absolute and relative wealth and economic activity. Muslim household heads report signifi-
cantly higher levels of happiness than Hindus. Importantly, levels of happiness of Muslims 
are significantly higher in sites with the highest proportion of Muslims population. These 
are important findings that extend Eichhorn‘s (2012) invitation to investigate links between 
religion and happiness in different groups or denominations within society, and assess the 
impact of the differences on happiness. Our analysis of both Muslim and Hindu respond-
ents supports the argument that happiness through religiosity is not derived from religion 
per se but from belonging to the dominant or subordinate group. This membership is cru-
cial to both out-group and in-group relational dynamics and trust. This relational and very 
practical aspect lies at the heart of an understanding of religion as dharma.

Social relationships matter when considering wellbeing in Bangladesh. We found higher 
reported levels of happiness among those with a family member having a role in govern-
ment especially if the connection is to someone in central government as opposed to local 
government; among those with connections with someone who used to work for govern-
ment; and among those with connections to NGOs via membership. These connections 
and relations highlight the ongoing but changing significance of the political economy of 
access to resources and life enhancing opportunities in Bangladesh. This political economy 
sits firmly on an in-group/out-group dynamic which can not be separated from the every-
day experience of dharma.
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