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Buen Vivir is generally defined as forming part of the indigenous cosmovision representing, in broad terms, a particular vision of society, relationship with nature, entailing a radical questioning of colonialism, the dominant development model and modern institutions
. Authors such as Gudynas (2011) and Thomson (2011) argue that the idea of Buen Vivir exists, with slight differences in meaning, in several indigenous groups in Latin America (Kichwa, Aymara, Mapuche, and Guaraní groups). Nonetheless, it is in countries such as Ecuador and Bolivia where Buen Vivir has recently obtained a distinct symbolic, political and also legal status. In both countries the call for a constituent assembly by popularly elected governments was supported by different sectors of civil and political society mobilised around a public debate on the type of social, political and economic relationships upon which the social order had to be constructed. As a result, Buen Vivir was incorporated as guiding principle of the new national constitution (in the case of Ecuador in 2008 and Bolivia in 2009), being in turn translated into categories of regime, policies, goals, and rights. This inclusion has been widely regarded as a historical moment and an unprecedented opportunity for change. For the first time an idea rooted in indigenous knowledge facilitated the convergence of multiple debates (stemming from indigenous cosmovisions, competing academic models of development, and so on) in the production of an alternative discourse challenging the dominant neoliberal model of wealth creation and political governance.
Most of the analyses work on the meaning of Buen Vivir with a strong normative component. A unified and single definition is presented. Analysts of Buen Vivir
 explain that the ‘good life’ can only be reached with others through the praxis of solidarity, reciprocity and communion. ‘Living better’ is rejected as a common goal as ‘better’ implies ‘in comparison with others’ and most of the time, at the expense of others (Medina, 2008). Buen Vivir expresses a harmonious relation between humans, on the one hand, and humans and nature, on the other. It forms part of a cosmology that interrelates ‘beings, knowledges, logics, and rationalities of thought, action, existence, and living’ (Walsh 2010: 18). The multiple dimensions of life cannot be conceived in any other way than intertwined; therefore Buen Vivir encompasses all without hierarchies. Salgado (2010) explains that ‘according to the Andean culture’s view, the final objective of human activity is not power or money accumulation, but the nurturing of a tender, harmonious and vigorous life – a Sumak Kawsay- both for humanity and Mother Earth: the Pachamama’ (Salgado, 2000: 200-201). 

In turn, official documents such as the Ecuadorian constitution and the development plan Plan Nacional para el Buen Vivir, Construyendo un Estado Plurinacional e Intercultural 2009-2013 (National Plan for Good Living, Building a Plurinational and Intercultural State 2009-2013) presents Buen Vivir as the main goal of development. 


Article 275. The development structure is the organised, sustainable and 
dynamic group of economic, political, socio-cultural and environmental 
systems which underpin the achievement of the good way of living (sumak 
kawsay)…The good way of living shall require persons, communities, 
peoples and nationalities to effectively exercise their rights and fulfil their 
responsibilities within the framework of interculturalism, respect for their 
diversity, and harmonious coexistence with nature (Constitution of 
the 
Republic of Ecuador, Title VI, chapter I; italics in the original).

The constitution introduces the Buen Vivir regime. This regime has two main components: the first one is the Socio-Political (articles 340-394) related to issues of inclusion and equity. This component resonates in areas such as health, education, social security, culture, leisure, social communication, local knowledge, and human security (article 340). The second is the Environmental component (articles 395-415) related to biodiversity and natural resources: nature and the environment, biodiversity, natural assets and ecosystems, natural resources, soil, water, natural heritage, urban ecology, alternative energy (Cortez, 2009; Gudynas, 2011).


Article 395…The State shall guarantee a sustainable model of 
development, 
one that is environmentally balanced and respectful of 
cultural diversity, conserves biodiversity and the natural regeneration 
capacity of ecosystems, and ensures meeting the needs of present and 
future generations (Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador, 2008, Title 
VII, Chapter II, Section I).

The constitution specifies the ‘rights of the good way of living’: water and food; a healthy environment (‘Energy sovereignty shall not be achieved to the detriment of food sovereignty nor shall it affect the right to water’
); information and communication; culture and science; education; habitat and housing; health; and labour and social security
.

In relation to the environment the constitution assumes a biocentric perspective: nature is thus conceived as the subject of rights. The legal recognition of Pachamama (mother nature) has been generally regarded as an unprecedented advance.

In relation to the acknowledgment of Ecuador as a Plurinational country there were important disputes over the definition of ‘Plurinational’. The declaration of Ecuador as a Plurinational state has been the primary demand of the indigenous movement (Lupien, 2011; Jameson, 2011). This demand was based on the assumption that a more inclusive political system implies the recognition of its plurinational nature. Conversely, representatives of Alianza Pais ‘wished to leave the term vaguely defined; essentially ensuring that it would remain on the level of rhetoric without any significant substance or concrete implications’ (Becker, 2011: 54).

In 2010 the Plan Nacional para el Buen Vivir, Construyendo un Estado Plurinacional e Intercultural 2009-2013 – National Plan for Good Living, Building a Plurinational and Intercultural State 2009-2013 was approved (SENPLADES
, 2010). Buen Vivir is represented in the National Plan as conceptual rupture; a new paradigm of development ‘post-petroleum’; a radical change; a new social contract; and as the base of social, economic and democratic justice. Buen Vivir is transformed into a set of policies, e.g., ‘[t]o promote a sustainable and territorially balanced endogenous economy for Good Living to guarantee rights. This economic system must seek productive transformation, diversification and specialization, based on the promotion of diverse forms of production’ (SENPLADES, 2010: 86); and goals, e.g., ‘[t]o reduce chronic malnutrition by 45% by 2013’ (SENPLADES, 2010: 78). Radcliffe (2012) argues that with the inclusion of Buen Vivir as guiding principle of the national development plan the intention is to establish a welfare regime system in Ecuador.

Ecuador gained regional and international recognition for the inclusion of Buen Vivir in the national constitution. For the first time ever, nature was considered to be the subject of rights in a national constitution. And for the first time in Ecuador, a concept based on indigenous cosmology was taken as the guiding principle. In addition, the Revolución Ciudadana has brought important changes: national tax collection reached its highest peak in 2011 (USD 9561 million)
, and the renegotiation of contracts with multinational companies operating in Ecuadorian soil has boosted the state budget. There is an increasing public investment in areas such as health and education. Poverty rates based on income have fallen from 71.3 % to 50.9 % in rural areas, from 49.8 % to 28.6 % at a national level, and from 38.75 % to 17.4 % in urban areas
 (from 2003 to 2011). 

As a consequence Buen Vivir has become a global topical issue, dominating debates on counter-hegemonic projects in the region, and it has stimulated an ever-growing body of work by academics, journalists and activists. Indeed, Buen Vivir as a radical alternative has been incorporated into debates which question the discourse and practice of development built upon economic growth and the capitalist order (Escobar, 2010; Walsh, 2010; Houtart, 2010; Gudynas and Acosta, 2011; Hidalgo Flor, 2011; Misoczky, 2011; Thomson, 2011; Davalos, 2012). 
I argue that the emergence of Buen Vivir as a political project representing a radical alternative (of and to) development, the paradigm of a possible sociedad otra, a radical paradigm of social justice, and so on, can only be thought in Ecuador as the result of the confluence of two processes:  (i) the cumulative struggles of highly organised indigenous social movements not only but particularly since the 1990s against the implementation of neoliberal policies, articulating in turn an alternative political project (the construction of a plurinational state); and (ii) the emergence of new political leaders of the left and a popular centre-left government implementing public policies through state institutions. The latter cannot be thought as independent from the former and vice versa, and both processes resulted in the rise of Buen Vivir as a political project. In other words, the emergence and rise of Buen Vivir as political discourse, carried out and highly contested by the above mentioned actors, has been the result, on the one hand, of a particular permeability of the state forced by demands, including the ones enacted by indigenous social movements, and on the other, of the conjunctural opening of the political structure. That is to say, it has been the result of political action. 

The particular relation of social indigenous movements vis-à-vis the state in the context of the rise of Buen Vivir has given place so far to a dichotomous position and reductive representations: either Buen Vivir represents the celebration of radical emancipation, or it represents the co-optation by the government and the state in order to maintain the status quo (resembling old discussions within the left on ‘revolution or reform’). In other words, either Buen Vivir is the vehicle for ‘indigenous peoples struggle against universal kind of oppressions, with a common agenda of autonomy’ (Postero and Zamosc, 2004: 3), or its political manipulation exposes the essential oppressive nature of the state (Basabe-Serrano 2009; Freidenberg, 2012). I do not see sufficient analytical depth or rigour in framing this problem as indigenous peoples versus or beyond the state, or resistance versus co-optation. This thesis argues that Buen Vivir is neither only politically co-optation nor only essentially liberating. On the contrary, it argues that it embodies an ambivalent meaning in which power relations between indigenous social movements and the state are put in practice in a way that is radically transforming the political process in Ecuador. 
A group of authors working on indigenous social movements in Latin America, and more specifically, in Ecuador (Radcliffe, 2001; Gerlach, 2003; Otero, 2003; Postero and Zamosc, 2004; Andolina et al, 2005; Pallares, 2007; Clark and Becker, 2007; Lucero, 2008; Becker, 2011; Perreault and Valdivia, 2010) argue that it is at the level of the state where movements wage their principal struggles, and where the Indian Question
 is played out. In negotiating their positionality both actors deploy strategies, construct solidarities and alliances, and negotiate meaning. This is what, I argue, constitutes the political process of Buen Vivir. 
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