
There was a time in human history, which saw, even in the lands of 
the dominators, nature in a different condition. The constructions 
respected nature, the art was inspired by nature, and science 
was no more than the level of knowledge derived from her.     
Esperanza Martin 1 

Buen Vivir is a fascinating philosophy, adopted by imperfect 
societies, which have experimented with and dreamed of a 
way of life that would maintain their harmony with nature, and 
with economies based on autonomy and wholesome quality of 
life. It is a proposal, which differentiates itself from the so-called 
‘development’ from a modern perspective of an occidental way of 
life. It is a term of the language and cosmovision of the indigenous 
peoples of the Andes and Amazon Basin of South America: ‘The 
original peoples were the ones who in practice and on the terrain 
have questioned the fact that nature is considered an object 
contingent to the requirements of capital.’2 

Thus, the term Buen Vivir originates from two languages in 
its broader translation: in Quechua, the co-official language in 
Bolivia, Peru, Colombia, Chile, Ecuador and Argentina, it is called 
Suma Kawsay. In Aymara, which is the co-official language of 
Bolivia and Peru, and which is spoken in parts of Argentina and 
Chile, Suma Qamana means ‘to live and co-live in a good way’. It 
‘is the ideal which the Andean man and woman are searching for. 
It translates as plenitude of life, the social, economic, and political 
well-being, which the people desire. The full development of the 
people.’3 

Imagination and reality have made us pause and consider 
Buen Vivir, because the appreciation and claim of this term has 
been embraced by indigenous peoples, peasant farmers, fisherfolk, 
environment protection groups, writers and social movements. All 
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of them have analyzed in depth its importance and contribution in 
order to put it on the agendas of not only these groups but also in its 
transcendence at national and international levels.4 

In the political and global context, it is important to study the 
constitutions of Bolivia and Ecuador in detail, and also the agenda 
of the United Nations to understand how we could have another 
form of development. A form that includes harmony with nature, its 
protection and respecting its rights as well as those of its defenders.

What makes Buen Vivir as a way of life special is that it is not an 
individual concept, but is interdependent with other concepts that 
seek to guarantee our planet’s sustainability. For example the word 
Pachamama5 (Mother Earth) is tightly connected to Buen Vivir, as 
oxygen is for human beings. It is like a voice singing to the rhythm of 
Mother Earth. In this sense, this essay focuses on a Latin American 
context but without forgetting that Buen Vivir and Mother Earth 
have their meanings, one could say, in the ancestry of all living and 
extinguished cultures of our world.

Within the vivid cultures that survived extinction, which have 
suffered to the extreme the diminution of territory, we could mention 
the U’wa6 who insist: ‘More than thousand times and in thousand 
ways we have told them that the earth is our mother and we neither 
want to nor could sell her.’7 
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According to oral knowledge, the earth is a living being and is 
seen as the mother in many Andean and Amazonian cultures. Also 
in the Quechua and Aymara languages it alludes to this concept. In 
the Andean cultural tradition, to talk about Pachamama is to be of 
accord with the idea that she provides for all the well being and she 
is the protector. Finally, on 22nd of April 2009, the General Assembly 
of the United Nations, opted for the idea to call our planet earth 
‘Mother Earth’. On 17th of June 2015, the earth was designated 
as the ‘Common House’ of all people by the Pope, based on the 
chants of Francis of Assisi: ‘Be lauded, my Lord, through the sister, our 
Mother Earth’.8 

It is for sure, that if we see her as mother, we live in the privilege 
of her endowments and gifts, with her generosity she is for all of 
us and we all interact in her. Curiously in the Greek culture, the 
earth was a deity called Gaia. It had the same connotation for the 
Romans: ‘Terra mater’. 

Obviously, words have different forms of expression in 
different languages, and in this case, referring to the two words 
mentioned above, in the special character of these and many 
more languages, there exists a philosophy of life as a whole. This 
is a logic, which originates off a cosmovision. It is also essential 
because in this moment it has converted into the necessary notion 
to begin understanding the decolonization of the concepts of 
the so-called ‘development’. Particularly there we can see which 
type of life we want to carry on: a bad or a good life — mal vivir 
or Buen Vivir. But words just as people, have tight relationships, 
or they simply separate from one another and keep a distance 
and often do not communicate with one another. Effectively, we 
cannot deny that there exists universal languages, although every 
culture appropriates its own language. This is the case with the 
ancestral peoples, that have maintained their ways of expression 
through an ideology, a philosophy, a language, and a root and 
cultural identity, which is impossible to vanquish in time. At this point 
the question arises: Who came up with/conspired the theory of a 
developed, civilized world as opposed to a barbaric or primitive 
one? The first version tells us about development and a civilization 
based on numbers and letters, while the second version gives us a 
concept like Buen Vivir: quality of life and well-being. This way, the 
dichotomy between a civilized versus a primitive one was created, 
and with it the indigenous cosmovision was also underappreciated. 
Curiously, though, these cosmovisions entailed a source of wisdom 



about the relation with the planet that is so necessary to reverse, if 
possible, the disaster of climate change. 

Arturo Escobar9 writes: ‘It was trusted in that almost by 
technological and economic order and thanks to something 
called planning, over night millennial and complex cultures would 
convert themselves in clones of the rational occidentals of the 
countries, that are considered economically progressive’.10 Those 
who followed this objective abused Buen Vivir and discriminated 
against the defenders of Pachamama in Abya Yala11. The latter 
were called primitive, barbaric, not developed, poor, and inferior. 
But they were the inhabitants of enormous rivers, mountains, seas; 
all with a traditional food culture, with a great environmental and 
cultural patrimony and biodiversity, who managed to conserve 
their ecosystems. Still, they were called poor and backward, in 
accordance with the social system and the vision imposed on them 
by European colonists. This was justified with them being the saviors 
from so much poverty and ignorance, and that the rich needed to 
help the poor to become part of the unbridled consumerist system.

When we live our lives, we are who we are not only because we 
think we are so, but because sometimes others imagine us like that. 
Despite the extermination of cultures, the deep roots of ancestral 
cosmovisions persevered. Now they give space to other types of 
life, alternatives to development for agricultural communities, and 
even for urban areas, which have opted for another kind of relation 
with the territory.

In the occidental world, the idea of nature dominated by 
humans, has different expressions, one of which is related to a 
religious vision. It starts with the book Genesis 1:28, at the point when 
the Bible manifests: God blessed them and said, ‘Be fertile, increase 
in number, fill the earth, and be its master. Rule the fish in the sea, the 
birds in the sky, and all the animals that crawl on the earth.’12 From 
then on, mankind felt justified to subjugate and mistreat her.

Consequently, the so-called ‘development’, considered the 
only truth, a truth that still should be considered incorrect, began 
with the flagrant crime of killing new and uncommon forms of life 
and also of its defenders.

This essay would have been written in vain, if we would not 
remember and pay tribute to all those who always have struggled 
for the planet: ‘More broadly, Latin America remained the most 
dangerous region for anyone wanting to protect rivers, forests, 
mountains and oceans, accounting for 60 of the global total of 



killings of environmental defenders even though it is home to less 
than a tenth of the world’s population.’13

Let us remember Berta Cáceres, indigenous Lenca14 of Honduras, 
and defender of the rights of mother earth, who was assassinated in 
the year 2016. Her death and many more we need to know about 
and name; give evidence to the fact that mother earth is being 
violated in her rights and those who defend her face the destiny 
of being eliminated or silenced. There is still hope, though: in the 
words of Arturo Escobar, who speaks about collective action of the 
social movements in order to defend the Buen Vivir and the rights 
of mother earth. He also differentiates very clearly the concept of 
the so-called development, confronting it with alternative ways of 
development.

As I conclude this essay, I propose that in education, the 
concept of Buen Vivir and mother earth’s rights, in its study and use, 
should be seen in its profoundness and it should not be trivialized. 
That both in Bolivia and Ecuador, indigenous and social movements 
struggled to ensure that the term ‘good living’ was adopted within 
their constitutions and that the United Nations (UN) later considered 
it important to consider good living on its agenda, shows the path 
to such a key way of living on mother earth.
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The children and young people of this planet should know 
about alternative forms of economy, which does not declare 
war on Pachamama or her defenders, but which comes from an 
understanding that all human beings are to be the defenders of life.
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