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WORKSHEET – GROUP 1: WHAT IS MEANT BY “BUEN VIVIR”?

EXCERPT 1

“Like every complex concept, buen vivir eludes simple definitions. Eduardo Gudynas rightly points out that buen vivir is “a concept under construction” that is unfolding in a wide variety of contexts and that is characterised precisely by its plurality [...]. The indigenous traditions are an obstacle to an immediate understanding of buen vivir for those who do not share in them. Yet the constitutional processes in Bolivia and Ecuador can also be seen as an attempt at communication between indigenous and occidental concepts thanks to their intention of integrating indigenous concepts in the design of the state. Buen vivir is sharply distinct from the idea of individual good life. It is only conceivable in a social context, mediated by the community in which people live.”

(from: Thomas Fatheuer, A brief introduction to Latin America’s new concepts for the good life and the rights of nature (Heinrich Böll Stiftung (pub.), Ecology series, Volume 17), Berlin 2011, p. 19, available online at http://www.boell.de/sites/default/files/endf_buen_vivir_engl.pdf)

EXCERPT 2

“In order to achieve [the goal of a new society], we need new models of consumption aimed at meeting our basic needs. In other words, our goal should not be a constantly growing, endless production of material goods, but the satisfaction of human needs – in harmonious coexistence with nature. However, Good Living is undeniably about more than the simple satisfaction of needs and access to material goods and services.”

(translated from the German: Alberto Acosta, El Buen Vivir. "Gutes Leben" als Chance für einen anderen Entwicklungsweg, in: Brot für die Welt / Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst e. V. (pub.), Darf’s ein bisschen mehr sein? Von der Wachstumsgesellschaft und der Frage nach ihrer Überwindung, Bonn / Stuttgart 2011, p. 35, available online at: http://www.eed.de/fix/files/doc/ein-bisschen-mehr_2011_eed_bfdw_2011.2.pdf)

EXCERPT 3
“Frank Braßel: What are the origins of the concept of sumak kawsay in Ecuador? 
Humberto Cholango (President of the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador CONAIE): The origins can be traced back to the way of living of the indigenous populations and nations. We are a collective culture, and do not simply seek bienestar (well-being) in the way Western cultures do; for us, sumak kawsay, or buen vivir, is much more than that. The goals pursued by indigenous communities are managing the land appropriately, and strengthening community and family. What is important here are not the economic aspects of money and business; for us, buen vivir is about leading a good life in harmony with nature, with respect for others – not just people, but the environment, the animals, all of which belong to the same whole that we do.

Frank Braßel: So buen vivir is concerned first and foremost with social and cultural aspects, or does it also involve issues of economic development? 
Humberto Cholango: For us, there is no distinction between the categories of politics, economy, culture or social issues. The aim of buen vivir is to achieve a unified, fulfilled life. This is not primarily a question of money – we seek peace, a clean river, healthy food, fresh air. Life is a single entity which does not conform to the categories mentioned above, nor to so-called economic, social and cultural rights. We reject this classification – for us, the chacra, our piece of land, has at once economic, cultural and social significance. [...]”

(translated from the German: Frank Braßel, Das Gute Leben in Verfassung und Politik. Interview with Humberto Cholango, President of the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador CONAIE, in: ila No. 348 (September 2011), p. 7, available online at: http://ila-web.de/ artikel/ila348/buenvivir_ecuador.htm)

EXCERPT 4
“Traditionally, ‘harmonious living’ or ‘good living” are understood as follows: territory is the vital space which connects past, present and future. It therefore constitutes the Cosmos, i.e. the single space in which all life resides. Accordingly, ‘harmonious living’ or ‘good living’ are an eternal quest for the “wonderful earth” or the “earth without evil”. This quest involves a deep sense of connection between the individual and their environment, from which emerges knowledge about the individual and collective ethical behaviour which should govern our relations with and our use and management of that environment. It also leads to knowledge about the cyclic rotation of crops, the character and nature of communities which, in some cases, take a nomadic form. A lifestyle based on these norms and this knowledge allows for constant renewal of the soils, the territory and the life it hosts. Pollution or plundering of any kind are avoided, in a setting of ongoing balance and dialogue between people and the spiritual dimension of nature. All of this constitutes the essence of ‘harmonious or good living’, which is based on solidarity and the egalitarian and reciprocal character of society. There can be no good living without an ‘earth without evil’. There can be no ‘earth without evil’ without dialogue with our environment.”

(translated from the German: Marco Riekmann, Das Gute Leben – “Sumak Kawsay". Presentation given at the congress "Kapitalismus am Ende? – Analysen und Alternativen" (6 to 8 March 2009, Berlin), cited from CONAIE in Ormaza / Bajaña 2008, available online at: http://www.attac-netzwerk.de/fileadmin/user_upload/AGs/Lateinamerika/Vortragsfolien/Sumak_Kawsay.pdf )

GLOSSARY
cyclic: recurring, regular

egalitarian: devoted to political and social equality 

essence: substance, fundamental character 

ethical: morally correct or responsible 

govern: regulate, determine 

occidental: Western, relating to the West 

plurality: diversity, variety 

reciprocal: mutual, complementary 

spiritual: transcendental, immaterial 

WORKSHEET – GROUP 2: WHAT ARE THE INDIGENOUS TRADITIONS AND ROOTS OF THE CONCEPT OF “BUEN VIVIR”?

EXCERPT 1

“In order to understand what is meant by good living, which cannot simply be equated with Western ideas of prosperity, we must first re-examine the worldview of the indigenous populations and nations. 

In the indigenous worldview there is no concept of development in the sense of a linear process leading from a particular state in the past to another in the future. Neither is there an idea of underdevelopment as something which must be overcome, much less a concept of a (negative) state of development reached as a result of the destruction of social relationships and harmony with nature. There is not – as in Western thought – this dichotomy, which explains many of the processes currently in place and demarcates them from one another. For indigenous peoples there is no concept of poverty resulting from a lack of material goods, nor of wealth resulting from an accumulation of goods. 

From the perspective of the indigenous worldview, social progress is a category which is in an eternal cycle of creation and reproduction, and which represents life itself.”

(translated from the German: Alberto Acosta, El Buen Vivir. "Gutes Leben" als Chance für einen anderen Entwicklungsweg, in: Brot für die Welt / Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst e. V. (pub.), Darf’s ein bisschen mehr sein? Von der Wachstumsgesellschaft und der Frage nach ihrer Überwindung, Bonn / Stuttgart 2011, p. 35, available online at: http://www.eed.de/fix/files/doc/ein-bisschen-mehr_2011_eed_bfdw_2011.2.pdf)

EXCERPT 2

“This Sumaq Kawsay, which in the indigenous Kichwa language roughly means ‘good living’, is a long way from our own attitude to life with its focus on material pleasures. Rather, it is a philosophical concept of the indigenous populations of the Andean region, in which a major role is played by knowledge and experience, social and cultural recognition. In some of the constitutional articles [of Ecuador’s new constitution, adopted in 2008] listed below, the concept of ‘Good Living’ is given a legal framework appropriate to modern times. In the context of these indigenous populations, progress should always be thought of as social progress, and not as an accumulation of technological knowledge and material prosperity as in Western societies. For instance, the constitution states that the State is responsible for the welfare of all citizens, and that this welfare system cannot be privatised.”

(translated from the German: Werner Hörtner, Das Gute Leben. Verfassungsziel, in: Gazette No. 27 (2010), p. 51, available online at: http://www.gazette.de/Archiv2/Gazette27/Hoertner.pdf )

EXCERPT 3
The concrete form taken by “good living” is different for people living in the highlands, in the lowlands or in the city, for the young, the old, for people in the countryside. However, there are a number fundamental convictions common to them all. People are a part of a whole, of the process of life. They are not at its centre (anthropocentrism), nor can they claim sovereignty over other beings or elements of nature. The Earth is a living being, and its integrity is a right in exactly the same way that humans enjoy rights. There is not just one single truth, but many, specific to each particular social and ecological environment. [...] People do not think of themselves as individuals, but as communities; at least, others strive to follow in the footsteps of the indigenous comunidades.”

(translated from the German: Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, Briefe aus Bolivien und Ecuador I, October 2011, available online at e.g.: http://sozialforumbielefeld.blogsport. de/2011/10/30/brief-aus-bolivien-und-ecuador/#more-132)

GLOSSARY
accumulation: acquisition over time (of wealth, resources, etc.) 

anthropocentrism: worldview which considers humans to be the central and most important species in the world 

comunidades: Spanish word for communities 

dichotomy: the splitting of a whole into two opposing parts 

linear: in the form of a line, one-directional 

worldview: perspective, system of beliefs 

WORKSHEET – GROUP 3: HOW DOES THE CONCEPT OF “BUEN VIVIR” VIEW THE ENVIRONMENT AND NATURE?

EXCERPT 1

“Humankind does not exist outside of nature. The dominant view suggests that people are external to nature, and by defining nature as a separate entity, they have been able to subjugate and manipulate it. It has become a natural resource, a form of ‘natural capital’ even, to be exploited. [...] 

The concept of nature as enjoying rights has led to transcendental decisions in the new constitution. Water is defined as a fundamental human right, hindering its privatisation. A hierarchy of priorities for the use of water is established: human consumption, irrigation of crops, ecological use and manufacturing activities, in that order. Food security is established as a central pillar of agricultural policy, and includes protection of the soil and appropriate use of water, promoting the work of thousands of farmers.”

(translated from the German: Alberto Acosta, Das “Buen Vivir”. Die Schaffung einer Utopie, in: juridikum 2009, issue 4, p. 221, available online at: http://www.attac-netzwerk.de/fileadmin/user_upload/AGs/Lateinamerika/Buen_Vivir/Alberto%20Acosta%20-%20 Schaffung%20einer%20Utopie%20%28deutsch%29.pdf)

EXCERPT 2

“The new Ecuadorian constitution contains a large number of articles concerned directly or indirectly with environmental issues: the section on rights includes a chapter on the ‘rights of nature’ and another on the rights of ‘buen vivir’ (including standards for a ‘healthy environment’) [...]. The terms ‘Nature’ and ‘Pachamama’ are considered equivalent, and described as ‘where life is reproduced and fulfilled’ (Article 72). This is a novel formulation. While the concept of Pachamama is rooted in the worldview of the indigenous populations, that of nature has its origins in European culture. Similarly, terms such as ecosystem or environment are a part of occidental culture, and are incompatible with the views held by the indigenous peoples. 

Ecuador’s constitution resembles that of Bolivia in that enshrines the right to a healthy environment, stating that the population should live in a ‘healthy and ecologically balanced environment’ and that the protection and conservation of the environment should be acknowledged to be in the ‘public interest’ (Article 14). Other sections address various aspects of environmental policy, including environmental impact assessments and participation of civil society. 
However, the most striking feature is the unprecedented recognition of the independent rights of nature/Pachamama, which  ‘has the right to integral respect for its existence and for the maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes’ (Article 72). It is subsequently stated that ‘all persons, communities, peoples and nations can call upon public authorities to enforce the rights of nature’ and that ‘the State shall give incentives to natural persons and legal entities and to communities to protect nature and to promote respect for all the elements comprising an ecosystem’ (Article 72). 

[...] The Ecuadorian Constitution acknowledges Nature as a legal entity, according it an intrinsic value. This means that the environment has a worth that is not dependent on its usefulness to humankind.

(translated from the German: Eduardo Gudynas, Politische Ökologie. Natur in den Verfassungen von Bolivien und Ecuador, in: juridikum 2009, issue 4, p. 215f, available online at: http:// www.gudynas.com/publicaciones/GudynasPolitischeEcuadorBolivie09.pdf)

GLOSSARY
appropriate: suitable, adequate 

hierarchy: system with a defined order or structure 

indigenous: native 

legal entity: entity with legal rights and obligations (this can be a person, an organisation, an association, etc.) 

occidental: Western, relating to the West 

Pachamama: personification of Mother Earth, worshipped as a female deity by indigenous populations in the Andean region  

transcendental: beyond human experience or perception

worldview: perspective, system of beliefs

WORKSHEET – GROUP 4: HOW IS “BUEN VIVIR” EXPRESSED IN THE CONSTITUTIONS OF BOLIVIA AND ECUADOR?

EXCERPT 1

The concrete form taken by “good living” is different for people living in the highlands, in the lowlands or in the city, for the young, the old, for people in the countryside. However, there are a number fundamental convictions common to them all. People are a part of a whole, of the process of life. They are not at its centre (anthropocentrism), nor can they claim sovereignty over other beings and features of nature. The Earth is a living being, and its integrity is a right in exactly the same way that humans enjoy rights. There is not just a single truth, but many truths, depending on each particular social and ecological environment. [...] People do not think of themselves as individuals, but as communities; others at least attempt to follow in the footsteps of the indigenous comunidades. [...] 

Inclusivity is strengthened by the use of the indigenous languages. The key terms of the new constitution are taken from Quechua (Sumak Kawsay), Aymara (Suma Qamaña), and Guarani (tekoporâ), as well as being expressed in the many other indigenous languages of the less populous groups. Over half of Bolivia’s inhabitants, and almost a quarter of Ecuador’s, are indigenous. The fact that the two countries’ constitutions take inspiration from the worldviews of their indigenous peoples is of historic and revolutionary importance. They undertake this task with a deep sense of responsibility.

(translated from the German: Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, Briefe aus Bolivien und Ecuador I, October 2011, available online at e.g.: http://sozialforumbielefeld.blogsport. de/2011/10/30/brief-aus-bolivien-und-ecuador/#more-132)

EXCERPT 2 

“In 2008, at the UN General Assembly, President Evo Morales [of Bolivia] summed up the spirit of the new constitution in ten imperatives which he considered necessary in order to ‘save the planet, humanity and life’. He advocated the abolition of capitalism and war, of imperialism and colonialism, in favour of clean and environmentally-friendly energy sources, of the establishment of fundamental rights to water, of education and health as public resources, and greater respect for cultural and economic diversity. Morales’ tenth imperative was ‘Good Living’: ‘We, the indigenous peoples of this planet, want to contribute to a fair, diverse and balanced world, one of inclusion and not of exclusion.”

(translated from the German: Werner Hörtner, Das Gute Leben. Verfassungsziel, in: Gazette No. 27 (2010), available online at: http://www.gazette.de/Archiv2/Gazette27/Hoertner.pdf)

GLOSSARY
advocate: to speak out in favour of something, to call for something

anthropocentrism: worldview which considers humans to be the central and most important species in the world 

comunidades: Spanish word for communities 

indigenous: native 

WORKSHEET – GROUP 5: WHAT CRITICISM DOES THE CONCEPT OF “BUEN VIVIR” MAKE OF WESTERN CONCEPTS OF “DEVELOPMENT”?

EXCERPT 1

“In indigenous societies, there is no concept of development in the form predominantly found in Western approaches. In other words, they do not share the idea of a linear process leading from an initial state to a more advanced one, or a concept of underdevelopment as something which must be overcome. In the indigenous worldviews, social progress – development? – is a category that is in a constant state of construction and reproduction. It is about life itself. From this holistic perspective, and given the diversity of elements which enable buen vivir, material goods are not the be-all and end-all. There are other, higher values: knowledge and experience, social and cultural recognition, ethical and spiritual values in the relationship between society and environment, human values, a vision of the future, and others. [...] 

It is in no way acceptable for a small group of people to live a life of luxury, while the remainder of the population has to work to maintain the privileges of this dominant elite. And yet this is the reality of the current development model, a reality of the capitalist system.”

(translated from the German: Alberto Acosta, Das “Buen Vivir”. Die Schaffung einer Utopie, in: juridikum 2009, issue 4, p. 221, available online at: http://www.attac-netzwerk.de/fileadmin/user_upload/AGs/Lateinamerika/Buen_Vivir/Alberto%20Acosta%20-%20 Schaffung%20einer%20Utopie%20%28deutsch%29.pdf)

EXCERPT 2

“’In indigenous societies, there is no concept of development in the form predominantly found in Western approaches. In other words, they do not share the idea of a linear process leading from an initial state to a more advanced one, or a concept of underdevelopment as something which must be overcome.’ This is how Alberto Acosta, former Energy Minister and President of Ecuador’s Constitutional Assembly, describes one of the fundamental differences between this worldview and the Western one. Another significant difference between the two worldviews is the importance attached to the economy. For many decades, economic activity, the free market and economic growth have been worshipped in Western societies and regarded as necessary for a ‘good life’ – for a better life. For other societies, different aspects of life take precedence: for example, knowledge and shared experience, human values, spiritual relationships with the environment. We are faced with the challenge of creating a society ‘in which every person enjoys the same possibilities and opportunities, in which the individual and the collective coexist in harmony with each other and with nature, and in which economic priorities are reconciled with ethical rationality and the common good’ says Acosta of the vision of ‘good living’.

(translated from the German: Werner Hörtner, Das Gute Leben. Verfassungsziel, in: Gazette No. 27 (2010), available online at: http://www.gazette.de/Archiv2/Gazette27/Hoertner.pdf)

GLOSSARY
be-all and end-all: the most important thing, the supreme goal 

coexist: exist side by side, in harmony 

collective: what is important to society as a whole 

elite: exclusive group

ethical: morally correct or responsible 

holistic: considering every aspect of a system together, integrated 

privilege: a special advantage available only to a particular person or group. 

rationality: logic, mindset 

worldview: perspective, system of beliefs 

