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EL BUEN VIVIR  (GOOD LIVING OR LIVING WELL): 
A LATIN AMERICAN ALTERNATIVE TO “WELLBEING”

“Living well, is life in plenitude. Knowing to live in harmony and equilibrium; in 
harmony with the cycles of mother earth, the cosmos, life and history, and 

equilibrium with all life forms in permanent respect”. 
Fernando Huanacuni Mamani (2010). Buen Vivir / Vivir Bien Filosofía, 

políticas, estrategias y experiencias regionales andinas.

“Sumak kawsay" 
(Quechua)

“Teko porâ o teko kavi”
(Guarani)

“Suma gamaña” 
(Aymará) 

“Buen vivir“
(Spanish)  

“Kyme Mogen” 
(Mapuche)



REQUIEREMENT FOR LIVING WELL

“That persons, communities, peoples and 
nationalities can effectively exercise their 
rights and responsibilities in the context of 
interculturality, respect of diversities and a 
harmonious coexistence with nature". 

Asamblea Constituyente (2008). Constitucion 
del Ecuador 



PROBLEM

Very poor and inequitable conditions for 
intercultural dialogue between indigenous peoples 
and other actors about development pathways 
due to process of cultural change and shifting local 
identities.



CANAIMA NATIONAL PARK

• 3 million hectares

• Ancestral Pemon indigenous 
homelands

• Population: approximately 
20,000 Pemon

• Since 1994 UNESCO World 
Natural Heritage Site

• Forest-savannah mosaic
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CANAIMA NATIONAL PARK
FEATURES OF OUTSTANDING NATURAL IMPORTANCE

Table Mountains, Tepuis
(Matawi Töpö)

Water Falls
(Angel Falls)

Mauritia Swamps
(Morichales)



IT’S PEOPLE



CURRENT PEMON GEOGRAFIC 
DISTRIBUTION 

Puerto OrdazEstado Bolívar

Arekuna

Kamarakoto

Taurepan

Makushi

Akawaio

Arawakos



CONFLICTS

Manaos, Brazil

Guri Dam

Puerto Ordaz

Bolivar State

Canaima 
National Park



KUMARAKAPAY,1999



“Studying conflicts is fine for you, but 
we don’t have time, we need to act 
now, in two or three year time it might 
me too late for us”. 

“you can stay as long as you help me 
and my village reflect about who we are 
and want to be in the future. We – the 
Pemon - don’t know where we are 
going because of all the projects that 
are being imposed on our territory; we 
are totally disoriented. We need to be 
clear about who we are and who we 
want to be as a People”. 

JUVENCIO GOMEZ 1998
PEMON CHIEF FROM KUMARAKAPAY
CANAIMA NATIONAL PARK



THE PEMON “LIFE PLAN” (PLAN DE VIDA):
AN IMPORTANT LOCAL AGENDA

• More than a development plan- emphasis on historical and 
cultural reconstruction.

• Seeks to help visualise a desired future.

“The “plan de vida” is a plan made by indigenous organizations and communities in an 
effort to survive and to maintain traditions, customs, and the hope of having a society 
with its own identity based on the traditional knowledge of its people. It is a means of 
guaranteeing better conditions and a better quality of life for indigenous communities. 
However, it is also a document to be used in negotiations with both the regional and 
national government, as action must be taken at both of these levels.  It includes the 
issues of health, education, territory, the environment, natural resources, the economy 
and production, government, justice, youth, and women’s and gender issues. 

(Claudino Pérez, Representante Indígena de Corpoamazanas, Colombia, citado en 
Action Colombia, Colombia Support Network, Spring 2009).



COMMUNITY PROCESS OF SELF REFLECTION ABOUT 

ITS  PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE



HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION ANALYSIS 
OF SOCIO-ENVIRONMENTAL 

CHANGE

VISUALISATION 
OF THE FUTURE



1999-2000: 
TOPICS DISCUSSED

1. Where do we come from? Historical settlement areas

2. Community history

3. How has our community and territory changed over time?

4. Things that we need to solve to improve our living 
conditions and environment.

5. Views of development.

6. Good and bad things of the past and of the present.

7. What type of society do we desire for the future?



DISCUSION ABOUT THE IDEAL VISION 
OF THE FUTURE (LOCAL WELLBEING)

How should the Pemon from Kumarakapay be in the 

future? 

What has to change to achieve this? 

What can we count on in order to achieve this change? 



THE TYPE OF SOCIETY THAT THE PEMON 
OF KUMARAKAPAY DESIRE

•A Pemon society with awareness of who we are, and with a sense of 

identity and of belonging.

•Knowledgeable about our history, culture, tradition and language.

•Owners of our land – territory, knowledge, culture and destiny.

•A society educated with ancestral and modern knowledge.

•A society that values its wise people (parents and grandparents).

•A respectful, hard-working, obedient, kind, courteous, cheerful, 

generous, harmonious, understanding society where there is love.

•A productive, autonomous society.

•A society that defends its rights and is ready to confront pressures from 

Venezuelan society.



COMMUNITY AUTHORED  BOOK 
THE HISTORY OF THE PEMOM OF KUMARAKAPAY, 2010



THE PEMON LIFE PLAN

PEMON LIFE PLAN

• History
• Geography
• Territory
• Productive activities
• Land use
• Fire Management
• Wildlife use
• Culture
• Changes and problems
• Future

Government 
agencies

Scientific 
community

PEMON COMMUNITIES
Deliberate
Negotiate

Assess
Facilitate
Joint research
Deliberate



OPENING UP SPACES FOR 
INTERCULTURAL DIALOGUE

PLAN DE VIDA PEMONPEMON LIFE PLAN

RISK PROYECT

CLIMATE CHANGE
PROYECT

FIRE  MANAGEMENT
PROJECT

PALEOECOLOGICAL
RESEARCH
PROYECT

COMMUNITY
REFLECTION
PROCESS

TERRITORIAL
DEMARCATION

PROJECT

PARTICIPATORY HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION AND LOCAL IDENTITY BUILDING

STUDY
OF CONFLICTS

STUDY OF
LOCAL
USES OF FIRE



CHALLENGES CONSTRUCTING  LOCAL CONCEPTIONS 
OF WELLBEING 

• Community fractions and friction

• Suspicion/distrust

• Sabotage

• Leadership changes



CONCLUSIONS

1. Reflexivity about the origin, past, identity and changes 

are crucial for grounding a local well being agenda.

2. Respect for local autonomy is essential in the 

construction of local conceptions of wellbeing.

3. Social scientists can play an important role in helping 

to develop a  local wellbeing agenda, particularly 

providing methodological assistance. 

4. Academia can play an important part in helping to 

build intercultural relations as part of a local agenda of 

wellbeing and of a wider contribution to the 

transformation of conflicts.
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