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Foreword 
My motivation for undertaking this research is rooted in my early adult life. Studying in South Africa, I 

opened my eyes for the first time to a ‘non-Western’ perspective1. Living in an almost entirely black 

student residence complex, I became acutely aware of my otherness, being labeled ‘white’. Witnessing 

the transformation of South Africa to a multiparty democracy, in 1994, I realized being part of the end of 

an era: the last openly (semi) ‘colonial’ state surrendered to ‘modern democracy’. Being part of a black 

community had its advantages: I learned to see the world through African eyes. Of all the conversations 

I had, the one that remained most vividly with me, was about ‘Ubuntu’. It seemed to evoke an emotion 

in my interlocutors, during one of my visits into the townships, that was unparalleled. Everyone had 

something to say about it. After having posed the question ‘what is Ubuntu?’, I was encircled by a group 

of young people, all present at the house cum shop we had dropped by. Each person seemed to search 

to the bottom of their heart to explain to me at length this very important subject. Even the man with 

money in his sock, labeled by my friend as ‘he’s a crook’, shared with me his soul-wisdom, briefly 

forgetting his criminal self. That afternoon on an empty field, outside a home in Guguletu, remains 

forever etched in my mind. The other image I was to take home with me was that of Nelson Mandela 

giving his inauguration speech as newly elected President of South Africa, and the inexplicable turn of 

fate that got me a seat on the front row, never having participated in any anti-apartheid activism. After 

the guests departed, I briefly sat on his chair contemplating what it would be like to be a world leader 

and what would be the message I would carry. After all, some of my black consciousness friends 

considered him a ‘traitor’ to the cause, wishing a less conciliatory approach. The experience created a 

debt for the future, one that I was to realize and fulfill only 20 years later. 

The next step took me to Asia, now as a Foreign Service official posted to Colombo, Sri Lanka, 1998. 

Never losing face, the Sri Lankans pretended not to notice the black face of the partner accompanying 

me. Nevertheless a local staff confided in me that it had immediately changed their perspective of me 

on arrival, in a positive way. I was presumed to be more sympathetic to them, although some Asians did 

consider themselves superior to Africans. This contradictory logic did not seem to disturb them. Never 

having intended to study Buddhism - those spiritual realities were implicitly frowned upon in 

conservative diplomatic circles - I stumbled on a Tibetan teacher in a massage center. Much against my 

will - I wanted a career - I was spoon-fed Asian wisdom. This was complemented by lectures of the 

landscaper, weekly designing his intricate patterns in the feng-shui Japanese garden of my home, whilst 

talking to the plants, for which service I refused to pay my landlord, not understanding what that had to 

do with ‘good living’. 

The journey then took me to Iraq, in 2001, a country that we did not enjoy diplomatic relations with, 

and therefore I was posted in Ankara, Turkey. The Turks did not allow diplomats to cross the border to 

the semi-autonomous Kurdish area created by Western intervention, and therefore till today the 

country remains ‘undiscovered territory’ to me. A turn of history was to oust me from my file after two 

years, the American invasion in Iraq and subsequent official diplomatic relations with Bagdad. Turkey 

became my domain of work. The Turks received me with their proverbial hospitality. I became a 

                                                             
1 I use the word ‘non-Western’ between inverted commas as it signifies that the West is the standard against 
which everything else is measured, which is contentious, because it excludes others. 
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‘daughter’ of a Turkish, Islamic, family, that after I departed from Turkey, lamented at each visit: ‘We are 

still hungry for you.’  

For long I struggled with the ‘sense’ of diplomatic life, where one had to frequently discard the little 

wisdom one had acquired about the place where one lived, invariably being posted to another 

bewilderingly unknown continent. North America became my forte in 2006, although for once this did 

not involve studying the Americans, but mainly following their policies abroad. Who were we, as a small 

nation, to involve ourselves in domestic policy choices of our most important ally? With the exception of 

Guantanamo Bay and the death penalty, that was left to the Americans themselves. Involved in the 

preparations of the 400 year commemoration of the relations between The Netherlands and New York, I 

had my first encounter with native American wisdom during a documentary festival organized in 

Amsterdam. In my private time I made my first travel to shamanistic Peru. 

Arriving at a think tank with all this wealth of knowledge and being infused by academic circles, finally 

my life mission started to take shape, in writing reports on development issues, as one of the secretaries 

to the independent Advisory Council for International Affairs (AIV). Moreover, I was to communicate the 

‘non-Western’ to my Western interlocutors engaged in development of ‘underdeveloped’ nations. This 

did not happen without a clash. Upon my enthusiastically naïve suggestion that we needed to include 

the indigenous perspective of the Africans, Asians and Indigenous Americans themselves in shaping a 

new international development agenda, I met with fierce rebuttal. Cultural relativism or even the risk 

thereof, had no place in human rights debates. For all our want of participation, non-discrimination and 

accountability, this was one bridge too far. Much to my dismay there was no space for my text on other 

worldviews in the Millennium Development Goals report I had to prepare for the AIV. I then concluded 

that I would make the ‘non-Western’ perspective on the MDGs the subject of my research.  

‘Why’, I was asked upon my first publication, in the Development Studies Research Journal, ‘do you task 

yourself to communicate what Africans themselves should communicate?’ That was a question to think 

about. For one, I riposted, having engaged in this research and expecting scholars analyzing Africa on my 

side, I was baffled to find out that they relegated ‘Ubuntu’ to the land of fairy tales (and 

anthropologists). For another, perhaps these truths were so self-evident to our ‘non-Western’ 

counterparts, that they long did not see the need to explicitly communicate this. ‘What?!’, did a South 

African official ask me, upset upon hearing about so much criticism to Ubuntu and apparently unaware 

that the main tenet of his government’s foreign policy was cynically frowned upon by specialists on 

African politics, ‘What, do they then think that ‘Ubuntu’ is?’ I had to admit ‘they’ probably did not have 

many thoughts about it at all. He quickly recaptured himself in a diplomatic pose by saying: ‘Well, thank 

you for admiring our culture’. Equally sad and in a similar exasperated fashion, my Ecuadorian academic 

interlocutor asked me: ‘But why? Why are they against Buen Vivir?’, while the Bhutanese in their 

friendly Asian demeanor would simply nod upon hearing my story and pride themselves that their Gross 

National Happiness is far ahead of the newly adopted Sustainable Development Goals.  
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Dedications 

This research is dedicated to all whom I encountered during my travels, but especially my African friend 

Vuyisile (meaning ‘the one that brings happiness to others’ in Xhosa), my Tibetan teacher Tsering 

(meaning ‘Long Life’) and the people of the Himalaya and Andes mountains that welcomed me without 

knowing me and helped me discover their world. Furthermore, I dedicated it to my academic teachers 

Willem, Joyeeta, Arie and Rolph; to my colleague Anne who negotiated the SDGs for the Netherlands in 

New York; Selim of UNDP for believing in my idea of the wheel of values;  Akif and the Turkish Atlı family 

and my parents Pien and Dirk. I am also hugely indebted to my government for granting me the postings 

abroad that were my main teaching ground and, moreover, sponsoring my research, as possibly 

informative to foreign policy making. 

As the Afrikaner song goes: ‘Ek wil reis rond die wêreld. Om huistoe te gaan. Ek wil praat met 'n 

vreemde. Om myself te verstaan’ (I need to travel around the world, to go home. I need to talk to a 

stranger to understand myself - Stef Bos). 

A short introduction: A Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir interdisciplinary view of the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

This thesis investigates whether ‘non-Western’ philosophical values that form part of ‘non-Western’ 

cultural heritage are well enough (or can be) integrated in the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) and the implementation thereof. Three case studies are used to substantiate the theoretical and 

conceptual approach. These are Ubuntu in South Africa, Buen Vivir in Ecuador and Gross National 

Happiness in Bhutan. Participation of other worldviews was nominally guaranteed through the 

negotiations around the SDGs, while the Millennium Development Goals were not negotiated by the UN 

member states, but formulated by the UN (originating from a proposal of the OECD) after the 2000 

Millennium Declaration. It was based on a Western result-based management philosophy and addressed 

conventional development concerns (poverty, gender, education, diseases, environment and aid within 

a global partnership). The criticism on the lack of participation of the Global South in the MDG 

formulation led to a large scale consultation and negotiation process to formulate the SDGs. Not only do 

these take sustainability at the core, the new goals also now apply to ALL countries. The distinction 

between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries is blurring and the SDGs call for a new narrative. 

However, the SDGs include minimal references to culture and development, diversity and (intangible) 

heritage protection.  

This study looks at well-being and sustainability from the indigenous philosophical angle, the legal 

structure and the jurisprudence built around it, the national policy implementation and international 

diplomacy propagating such values, specifically within the SDG negotiations. It presents a comparison 

between Ubuntu, Happiness and Buen Vivir (conceptually and in implementation). It questions to what 

extent global frameworks truly reflect universal aspirations. It is easily assumed that a (human) rights 

based framework is sufficient and ‘non-Western’ frameworks of thought are merely useful in context-

specific application, thereby claiming an implicit hegemony of Western values in a globalized society. 

After all, ethics and values are the basis for the conceptualization of rights and for the meaning and 
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place of economic development within people’s larger aspirations. Though used in the title of the thesis, 

it questions the use of the word ‘development’ as a value based concept that is not universal. 

Salient features of these ‘non-Western’ systems are: Reconciliation mechanisms under customary law, 

e.g. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa (while restorative justice is lacking in SDG 

16); rights of nature and bio-centric worldviews, e.g. in Ecuador and indigenous people perspectives 

(while the SDGs speaks of sustainable growth and sustainable use of natural resources); culture as 

fourth pillar of sustainable development, e.g. as incorporated in Bhutan’s GNH strategy as first pillar on 

which rests identity, dignity, development and sovereignty (while the SDGs lack a separate culture goal 

and contain minimal references in SDG 4.7: ‘(…) promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, 

global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 

development’ and SDG 11.4: ‘safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage.’). It also looks at 

hybrid heritage cases whereby the distinction between culture and nature is blurring, as these are for 

many indigenous people interwoven.  

The thesis takes its title from the famous book of Nobel prize economist Amartya Sen ‘Development as 

Freedom’ (capability theory) which articulated a new narrative for economics as enabling people to 

realize their rights and live in freedom. It argues that this is not sufficient as it lacks the cardinal concepts 

of reciprocity, interconnection and service (mutual aid), core to the ‘non-Western’ traditions described 

in the thesis. 

Concerning the relevance of this thesis, it should be mentioned that Chapter 3 was published before the 

adoption of the SDGs in 2015 and formed a direct input in the kick-off of the consultations. Other 

contributions to the post-2015 debate can be found in the author’s Curriculum Vitae.  

Though case studies are described in short in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, extensive case studies are found in 

Annex 12 (Happiness), Annex 13 (Ubuntu) and Annex 14 (Buen Vivir) and a Wheel of Values in Annex 15. 
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For Arie (‘the best of thinkers’) 

 

Many a doctrine is like a window pane. We see truth through it but it divides us from truth.  

(Ghalil Gibran) 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Europe © D.E. van Norren  
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1.1 Purpose of the thesis 
This study examines whether, and aims to demonstrate how, ‘non-Western’ value systems can make a 

useful contribution to development theory and development policy agendas. It examines the extent to 

which Western and ‘non-Western’ value systems can co-exist and how both contribute to international 

standard and goal setting in development policies and legal discourses. It aims at enlarging the 

understanding between worlds that are perceived to be irreconcilable in the context of the shift towards 

global goal setting through the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

The following sections discuss the problem definition (1.1), the research question (1.3), the disciplinary 

and theoretical framework (1.4) and finally the methods by which the answers are obtained (1.5). 

1.2 Problem definition and real life problem 
The literature on the Millennium Development Goals that appeared prior to 2011 (see Chapter 1) did 

not include many references (if any) to ‘non-Western’ philosophy (AIV 2011; for post 2011 literature, 

see the ODI data base ‘the Future Goals Tracker’2). The dominance of the traditional Western goals 

approach prevented larger development theory to be adopted and implemented in the MDGs (Chapter 

3). The modern and post-modern critique in development studies raises issues with respect to cultural 

values underlying (social, economic and legal) science (2.3). Some of these critiques can be found in 

criticism to the MDGs (3.3). In simple words: The who, what and why of social change is lacking 

(Easterly, 2010, 67); defining poverty as absolute instead of relative (Saith 2006; Pogge 2010); the 

omission of human rights (Alston 2005); the shortcomings of resultbased management, the omission of 

inequality and country differentation (Hulme 2009a). Also in short: Postcolonialism intends to 

deconstruct science, in this case development goals, but in its attacks often appears not to reconstruct. 

Alternative worldviews (Chapters 5, 6, 7 elaborated in Annex 12, 13, 14), however, offer a reconstructive 

alternative paradigm, as was demonstrated in 2012 by, for instance, the movement for a New Economic 

Paradigm led by the Bhutanese government (12.5.3) and the insistence on Mother Earth (the central 

Buen Vivir principle) by the Ecuadorian and Bolivian governments during negotiations (14.5.3, 14.6.1, 

14.6.2). How these relate to the newly adopted SDGs has not been researched. Mutua remarks that 

‘there have not been any serious attempts by western governments and intellectuals to seriously 

grapple with (...) points of convergence between human rights and non-Western traditions’ (Mutua 

2016, 452). This constitutes the information gap to be addressed in this study.  

To what extent the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals show signs of ‘non-Western’ cultural concepts 

taking the stage will be analyzed in the case studies in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. However, as is clear already 

by now there continues to be a gap in understanding between Western academic science and 

international policymaking and ‘non-Western’ cultural constructs. This is demonstrated by, for example, 

my own encounters with sceptical attitudes of Western scholars involved in Africa Studies, and 

discussions of the Netherlands Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV) (Van Norren 2012a). 

Further to this, one can think of: Cornell calling for the cessation of the ‘belittling’ of Ubuntu (Cornell 

                                                             
2 http://tracker.post2015.org/  

http://tracker.post2015.org/
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2008, 8; 13.3.2.6); and criticism from philosophers and anthropologists calling ‘non-Western’ 

cosmovisions unnecessary or unrelated to their context or an invention by modern philosophers (Munro 

2016, 12.3.2.2; Van Niekerk, 2007; Van Binsbergen, 2001; Marx 2002; 13.3.2.2; Ediciones MASAS 2009; 

Stefanoni, 2010; Sanchez-Parga, 2011, Bréton de Zaldívar 2013; Spedding 2010; Breton, Cortez, García 

2014; Viola-Recasens 2014; Alonso-González and Macías-Válquez 2015, 14.4). This criticism was 

interestingly found much less in the literature against Gross National Happiness than against Ubuntu 

and Buen Vivir.  

The relevance of the study became clear in working as a diplomat for 20 years. The hesitance of the AIV 

to take ‘non-Western’ philosophies on board in its study on a post-2015 MDG framework was the direct 

impetus. Reactions of MFA colleagues to this research varied; one SDG negotiator remarked ‘it’s all very 

nice that you are going to study African philosophy, but we (the post-2015 team) are of course not going 

to use it’. Another high level SDG negotiator added (to the question whether ‘non-Western’ 

philosophies of well-being are sufficiently present in the SDG framework): ‘This question is not relevant.’ 

On the other hand, on a more positive note, another SDG negotiator remarked that ‘it’s very interesting 

that you use context specificity to add to the goals, which might be useful in their implementation.’ The 

present study, however, aims to include ‘non-Western’ perspectives at a conceptual level, thus before 

implementation takes place, and not merely as a cultural ‘aberration’ to the general rule. On a positive 

note, the remark on implementation at least also testifies that in policy domains cultural context - 

specific implementation is gaining importance. However, on the negative side again, the former remarks 

point to the fear in Western foreign ministries of ‘going native’, generally a depreciative term in 

diplomatic circles (as testified, for example, in Springer 2012; footnote 15): Taking the perspective of 

‘the Other’ may distort one’s ability to represent the government’s point of view.  

Despite some calls of the Green Left in The Netherlands for Gross National Happiness3 and a recent 

parliamentary commission on alternative well-being measures (2016, Netherlands)4, the subject of the 

present study continues to live a marginal political life in The Netherlands, provoking smiles rather than 

serious policy discussion. Simultaneously, however, Better Life indexes (OECD) are making headway in 

Europe (8.5.2). Good Living discourses are often criticized as grand rhetoric lacking proper 

implementation (as demonstrated in Chapter 5, 6, 7). Other cultural constructs are generally delegated 

to the land of Utopia as long as they have not been translated in Western academic terms. Ideals of 

human rights are hailed as the anchors of civilization, despite criticism from certain Southern writers5 

(Sousa Santos 2008; Panikkar 1984) that their outlook is too individualistic (for a full summary, see 

8.2.10). This is another major point this research tries to address. Sceptical Westerners are often 

unaware that they are trampling on the soul of the Others by not taking their worldview serious. 

                                                             
3 Trouw. 2009. Groen Links: Reken met Bruto Nationaal Geluk, 16 Sept. 
http://www.trouw.nl/tr/nl/4324/Nieuws/article/detail/1166300/2009/09/16/GroenLinks-Reken-met-bruto-
nationaal-geluk.dhtml . 
4
 Tijdelijke Commissie Breed Welvaartsbegrip. 2016. Parlementair Onderzoek Breed Welvaartsbegrip, 

https://www.tweedekamer.nl/sites/default/files/atoms/files/34298-3.pdf  
5 The South is not monolithic; almost all Southern countries ratified most human rights treaties. 

http://www.trouw.nl/tr/nl/4324/Nieuws/article/detail/1166300/2009/09/16/GroenLinks-Reken-met-bruto-nationaal-geluk.dhtml
http://www.trouw.nl/tr/nl/4324/Nieuws/article/detail/1166300/2009/09/16/GroenLinks-Reken-met-bruto-nationaal-geluk.dhtml
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/sites/default/files/atoms/files/34298-3.pdf
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The literature on ‘non-Western’ concepts of well-being is sometimes applied to domestic policy making 

and in jurisprudence, as demonstrated by Bhutan, Ecuador and South Africa (see Chapters 5, 6 and 7). 

Sometimes, however, this domestic policymaking has to conform to international development targets, 

while international reviews on, for example, the performance of the MDGs, do influence policies and 

perceptions of donors (3.4; Fukuda-Parr 2008, 70) and donor support may depend on it. Against this 

background, the present study hopes to demonstrate that it is not sufficient to make calls for context 

specificity of global targets when these are framed largely in terms of Western cultural constructs. ‘Non-

Western’ cultural perspectives can make an equally valid intrinsic claim to influencing international 

standard setting to their Western siblings that have dominated so far. The arguments for this are, in 

short: 

 (A) The presuppositions of human rights are basically Western in nature, namely (a) ‘universal 

human nature that can be known by rational means’; (b) ‘human nature is (...) higher than the 

rest of reality’; (c) individual dignity ‘must be defended against society’; and (d) autonomy of the 

individual and society as a ‘sum of free individuals’ (Sousa Santos 2008, 13 quoting Panikkar 

1984; see 8.2.10).  

 (B) These presuppositions are clearly not shared by all cultures (see Chapter 5, 6 and 7).  

 (C) These beliefs are nonetheless reflected in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 

emphasizing individual rights (except the collective right to self-determination), attaching more 

importance to civil-political rights than to socio-economic rights and the dominance of the 

economic right to property (Sousa Santos 2008, 14; 2.3.2).  

 (D) This has led to an unfruitful debate on universalism versus cultural relativism which needs to 

be transcended.  

 (E) The only way to overcome this is cross-cultural dialogue.  

 (F) Recognizing that human dignity is defined differently across cultures and not necessarily 

formulated into rights (Sousa Santos 2008, 15).  

 (G) That all cultures represent a part of the truth and dialogue reveals this incompleteness (see 

Annex 15 on Wheel of Values).  

 (H) That differences within cultures exist (e.g. within the West, the Marxist’ priority to economic 

and social rights existed versus the liberal preference for political and civil rights (Sousa Santos 

2008, 15). 

 (I) That general patterns and unique identities can co-exist (see Annex 15 on Wheel of Values). 

This may lead to ‘local and mutually intelligible meanings’ that are truly emancipatory (Sousa 

Santos 2008, 15). 

Therefore, ‘human rights are incomplete in that they fail to establish the link between the part 

(individual) and the whole (reality)’ (Sousa Santos 2008, 14). Sousa Santos raises the necessity to 

overcome the dichotomy between claims of universalism versus cultural relativism, so that both 

Western and ‘non-Western’ models can co-exist.  

The study therefore wants to contribute to bridging the communication gap between Western and ‘non-

Western’ worldviews by (a) acknowledging that different worldviews exist and are worth taking note of, 
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(b) demonstrating that each one of them has specific contributions to make and cannot simply be buried 

by claims of universalism of human rights and international goals frameworks, and (c) defeating 

allegations of utopianism rendering these worldviews irrelevant. It does do so by taking three concrete 

examples from countries which have a domestic legal framework and policy-making around indigenous 

concepts, as well as foreign policies promoting these concepts.  

1.3 Research question 
This thesis addresses the following main question: How did and can the three ‘non-Western’ well-being 

theories of Gross National Happiness (hereinafter often: ‘Happiness’), Ubuntu and Buen Vivir contribute 

to (the formulation and operationalization of) the SDGs and the drafting of future development 

agenda’s? In order to respond to the main research question, the research addresses how these three 

‘non-Western’ philosophies compare (in philosophy, law, implementation), and in de- and 

reconstructing legal and development theory. 

 

From this arise the following sub questions to be answered in the successive Chapters:  

Chapter 2: What philosophies do modern development theories embrace and what is the response of 

the critical development literature (in moving beyond ‘growth’ discussions as the hallmark of success 

and modernization)?  

Chapter 3: How can the evolution of the MDGs be analyzed (from the theory of objective, subjective and 

future well-being, human rights and global public good theory) and what are the thematic implications? 

Chapter 4: How can the process and outcome of the post-2015 development agenda formulation, within 

the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals, be viewed against the criticism on the 

MDGs? 

Chapters 5, 6, 7: How does the worldview of Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir de- and reconstruct legal 

and development policy and what contribution can it make to the (post) MDG-SDG discussion?  

 

Elaboration of the case studies are found in Annex 12 (Happiness), Annex 13 (Ubuntu) and Annex 14 

(Buen Vivir). 

1.4 Critical approach  
This research departs from the point of view of postcolonialism (in the legal and economic field) as 

theoretical framework. This school of thought is critical of modernism, and includes postmodernism 

(multiculturalism) and critical postmodernism (feminism and new Marxism) (see 2.3). It also argues for 

recognizing that cultural constructs in science perpetuate the domination of the West. According to 

some authors, postcolonialism has found much resonance in the humanities, but very little in, for 

instance, economics (Zein-Elabdin and Charusheela 2004). As this study by Zein-Elabdin and Charusheela 

is interdisciplinary - and in order to avoid a lengthy and full discussion in all the literature in this vast 

domain - it has been taken as a reference point for a much larger body of literature on postcolonial 

history and economics (2.2) as well as a summary of the recent degrowth movement (D’Alisa, Demaria, 

Kallis 20156). 

                                                             
6 For source material see also Research&Degrowth, an academic association: http://degrowth.viper.ecobytes.net/  

http://degrowth.viper.ecobytes.net/
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Criticism of international law from the ‘non-Western’ world is articulated in the movement Third World 

Approaches to International Law (TWAIL). Postcolonial legal writers question the development of 

international law as an enterprise in modernity and denounce its imperial foundations. They look for 

pluralistic systems of law, ask for indigenous voices to be recognized without being impeded by the 

sovereignty principle, question existing economic, taxation and investment law and question good 

governance policies as a hegemonic tool (see 2.3). As a review, two special issues of International 

Community Law Review of 2007 and 2008 have been referred to, as well as two articles on universalism 

of human rights by Sousa Santos (2008) and Liu (2014). 

Postcolonialism could be categorized as an extension of critical realism, looking at criticism from the 

angle of both agency and structure (Ritchie 2013, 6). Critical realism thus combines (and looks at the 

interaction of): (a) postmodern criticism that looks at structure analysis, and (b) post-structuralists who 

look mainly at agency.7 The post-structuralists claim instability of human sciences due to humans 

themselves; yet the impossibility to escape the use of structure to study them.8 The structuralists (who 

preceded them) had argued that there are unconscious structures that are the basis of all social 

phenomena: structuralism is ‘the belief that phenomena of human life are not intelligible except 

through their interrelations. These relations constitute a structure, and behind local variations in the 

surface phenomena, there are constant laws of abstract culture’ (Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy; 

Simon Blackburn 2008).  

Critical realism is a combination of (a) transcendental realism (a philosophy of science) and, applied to 

human sciences, (b) critical naturalism, developed by philosopher Bhaskar (1975, 1993, 1998). 

Transcendental realism questions causality in science and posits that non-realization of a posited 

mechanism cannot - in contrast to the claim of positivists - be taken to signify its non-existence. The 

argument is that it is highly plausible that a mechanism will exist, but either 1) go inactivated, 2) be 

activated, but not perceived, or 3) be activated, but counteracted by other mechanisms, which results in 

its having unpredictable effects. Critical naturalism criticizes positivism and empiricism in social sciences 

derived from natural sciences (physics, mathematics), prescribing a social scientific method identifying 

the mechanisms producing social events, but with a recognition that these are in a much greater state of 

flux than those of the physical world. ‘The approach emphasizes layered “open realities” towards a more 

holistic picture of the world. It incorporates structure, agency, causal mechanisms and geo-historical 

events’ (Ritchie 2013, 6). The positivists, however, view reality as limited in empirical, i.a. experienced 

reality. The argument is that economics should be seen as part of social sciences and adopt a social 

ontology (as argued by Tony Lawson, Fullbrook 2009). 

                                                             
7 There are several definitions of agency and structure. Agency can be referred to as ‘actors playing an active role 
in shaping their own and others’ life’ (according to Long) or ‘the capacity of agents to ‘reflect and deliberate upon 
the context’(Hodgson); structure embodies ‘social structures such as norms and institutions’ which are in a 
dialogical relation with individual agency (according to Lawson) and or ‘rules, norms, meanings and relations’ 
(Hodgson) (Ritchie 2013, 56-58). 
8 For a short summary see: Bartges. 2013. Postmodernism and its discontents, 
https://postmoderndictionary.wordpress.com/2013/03/18/poststructuralism/.  

https://postmoderndictionary.wordpress.com/
https://postmoderndictionary.wordpress.com/2013/03/18/poststructuralism/
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Criticism in economics has also emerged from non-mainstream institutional economists such as Tony 

Lawson, Jeff Hodgson, Harjung Chang, Douglas North, and Jean-Paul Platteau (Ritchie 2013) and from 

behavioral economics. That these theories are becoming more mainstream is testified by the 2015 

World Development Report ‘Mind, Society and Behavior’ (World Bank 2014), looking at psychology 

influencing economy and what lessons are to be learned for development practitioners. It questions the 

assumption of ‘rational choice’ and that people react in the same manner all over the world. It 

distinguishes unconscious ‘automatic thinking’, ‘social thinking’ depending on how others react and 

think, as well as shared views by societies ‘thinking in mental models’. Human behavior is context 

specific and socially constructed. It can therefore not be constructed in one economic model. 

These theories, together labeled ‘critical approach’ are the foundation of the present research and are 

part of the ‘lenses’ with which the empirical material is looked at.  

1.5 Method and structure 

1.5.1 Focus  

This research builds on the key theoretical field of TWAIL (Chapter 2, section 2.3)9 and secondly, uses 

postcolonial economics, to critique conventional development theories and policies (see section 2.3).10 

The framework of post development theory will be used to indicate the problem of cultural narratives 

underlying development discourses, of which one narrative is dominant over the others.  

The TWAIL literature is limited to two Special Issues of International Community Law Review 2007 9(4) 

and 2008, 10(4) and more recent publications of Moyn 2010, Liu 2014 and Mutua 2016. The description 

of postcolonial economics has been limited to illustrating the field by citing the contributions in Zein-

Elabdin and Charusheela (2004) in ‘Post Colonialism meets economics’.  

After a review of development theory (Gupta and Thompson 2010; Thorbecke 2006) and its postcolonial 

critiques (Chapter 2), a more lengthy description follows of the evolution of the MDGs (Chapter 3) - 

which were the current policies at the time of the start of this thesis - and an analysis of the literature on 

the review of MDGs, at the time of the official UN review summit in 2010, representing the perspective 

at that moment.  

Chapter 3 does not apply the TWAIL methodology, as it analyzes the MDGs from a conventional 

academic perspective; the case studies introduce TWAIL methodology (de- and reconstruction from a 

different paradigm’s perspective). Each case study ends with implications for the SDGs, clustered around 

eight themes. As the MDGs are largely included in the SDGs, these thematic cluster remarks also apply 

to the MDGs. Objective well-being (3.6.1), subjective well-being (3.6.2), future well-being (3.6.4) as well 

as human rights and capability approach (3.7.2) have been selected, because the case studies claim to 

                                                             
9 E.g. the debate with Abu-Zayd, Ebtekar, Ramcharan, Selebi, Short, Xingtang in Internationale Politik und 
Gesellschaft (IPG) 4, 1998; Anghie&Chimni 2003; Badaru, 2008; Parmar 2008; Buchanan 2008; Fakhri 2008; Sripati 
2008; Maogoto 2007; Fagbongbe 2008; Thobani 2008; Kangave 2008; Sousa Santos 2008; Moyn 2010; Liu 2014; 
Mutua 2016). 
10 E.g. Escobar 1995, Gudeman 1986, McCloskey 2000, Zein-Elabdin 2004; Kaul 2004; Callari 2004; Medley and 
Carroll 2004; Fioramonti 2013, Stavrianos 1981 
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promote alternative well-being theories; and global public goods theory (3.10) was selected because of 

the interlinkage of the MDGs/SDGs with global governance. The livelihood approach will not be 

discussed in Chapter 3, because this is a more practical tool devised by aid agencies leaning towards 

capability (though inspired by Polyani) and has insufficiently developed a global meta-narrative (Haan 

2012). The vast literature on MDGs (e.g. of other member states) that appeared after the 2010 review 

and 2011 AIV report has not been analyzed, but referred to.  

Chapter 4 does also not apply the TWAIL methodology. It deals with the SDGs as the outcome of the 

‘post-2015 development’ debate, that followed after the 2010 MDG review summit. It has been limited 

to primarily a description of the formulation of the SDGs and some early criticism that was launched 

against them (since the SDGs were adopted at the time of writing).  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 apply the TWAIL methodology and deal with three cases: Happiness, Ubuntu and 

Buen Vivir. Section 1.5.3 explains why these case studies have been chosen. For each case study a 

consistent analysis of deconstruction of conventional theoretical point of departure and its 

reconstructive counterpart has been applied, after which lessons learned are applied to suggestions for 

MDG/SDG clusters, as well as general remarks on the goal-oriented schemes as a way of structuring 

policy. 

The case studies are analyzed primarily from a legal angle, assessing legislation and jurisprudence, as a 

translation of general philosophy. Secondly, relevant policies are described. The criticism at 

implementation is mainly derived from interviews through field research. The legal and policy analysis in 

the case studies serve as the basis for the subsequent SDG analysis.  

1.5.2 Methodology 

The methodology for this thesis consists of (a) literature review; (b) content analysis; (c) case studies; (d) 

comparative analysis; and (e) synthesis of the data. Each of these is explained below. The conceptual 

framework is elaborated in Chapter 2 and consists of an intersection of TWAIL and postcolonial 

economics. 

Applying an academic lens to ‘non-Western’ worldviews meets opposition as this still traps the 

worldviews in a logical positivist (Western) perspective (Baert 2005, 102 as quoted by Ritchie 2013, 6, 

criticizes critical realism for this). It presupposes that one is able to place oneself outside reality and not 

partake in it. Therefore I attempt to present described worldviews as neutrally as possible and offset 

them against conventional theory without framing them in a particular theory and accepting non-

academic text as sources as well. Tools used in critical realism are (a) taking an interdisciplinary 

approach, accepting a layered reality, (b) instead of looking at reality as a self-evident, objective truth, 

looking at it as a ‘social construction’ (by individuals and groups in permanent movement) and accepting 

‘openness’ instead of ‘closure’ (defined boundaries) in a celebration of subjectivity11, (c) accepting 

language as a constitutive factor for any worldview as well as discourse (hence the importance of oral 

traditions and the use of proverbs in ‘non-Western’ worldviews)12, (d) being aware of the factor of 

                                                             
11 Berger and Luckmann 1966, Fay 1996, Schwandt 2000 
12 Chomsky 1972, Dewey 1938, Potter 1996 
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power as explicitly or implicitly determining actions of others, and which can be beyond institutions or 

individuals (so beyond structure and agency), embedded not only in politics, but also in socialization 

processes (conformity), psychology and ‘ideological boundaries of participation’ and which is 

interwoven with knowledge systems13 (Ritchie 2013, 6-10). These tools are applied to expose ‘Other’ 

realities beyond the consensual SDGs, negotiated by Northern and Southern countries alike, and 

informed by consultations of numerous civil society organizations and individuals around the world.  

A) Literature analysis. 

 The choices of literature analysis for Chapters 2, 3, 4 are discussed in 1.4. 

 Gross National Happiness (Chapter 5): There is a considerable literature about Gross 

National Happiness (GNH); a Google scholar search on ‘Gross National Happiness’ and 

Bhutan in 2014 gave some 3.100 results. Few papers, however, explicitly link GNH with 

the wider debate on postcolonialism, as Bhutan was never colonized. A Google scholar 

search on ‘‘postcolonialism’ development ‘Gross National Happiness’ Bhutan’ gave ca. 

15 largely non relevant hits (idem for ‘postmodernism’). The same goes for ‘postmodern 

development policy ‘Gross National Happiness’ Bhutan’, minus ‘psychology, agriculture, 

and tourism’ (30 hits), and for ‘postmodernism development Bhutan deconstruct ‘Gross 

National Happiness’ (36 hits). A literature review can be found in the recent PhD study 

by Schroeder (2014) on the implementation of GNH and on the concept of GNH in the 

compiled works of the GNH conference in 2004 (Centre of Bhutan Studies, CBS). Other 

than government commissioned CBS studies, Bhutanese literature on GNH is relatively 

scarce. Schroeder observes that there is a gap in literature on the role of agency (actors 

and their power play) in implementing GNH, which he partly fills by analyzing the 

sectors of media, tourism, farm road, and wildlife policy. This study looks in part at 

national implementation and the effectiveness of policy instruments, namely its 

application in the law and issues raised at the intersection of economic, cultural, good 

governance and environmental policies (as mentioned in interviews). Moreover, it looks 

at its application in international negotiations on a global goal oriented framework. The 

subject of GNH and SDGs is new, as these were being negotiated at the time of writing. 

The government of Bhutan did develop a ‘new development paradigm’ initiative in the 

run up to these negotiations (12.5.3). 

 Ubuntu (Chapter 6): A Google scholar search in 2016 on ‘Ubuntu, law, South Africa’ gave 

12.800 hits, while ‘Ubuntu, Sustainability, South Africa’ gave 7.800 hits. A literature 

review can be found in the recent PhD studies by Ntibagirirwa (2012) and Eze (2010); a 

literature review on philosophy can be found in Ramose 1999/2005 and in the lively 

debates in the South African Journal of Philosophy; for the considerable body of case 

law, see Cornell and Muvuanga 2012. A gap is observed between the internal African 

philosophy debates and the larger movement of development ‘beyond GDP’. 

 Buen Vivir (Chapter 7): There is a considerable literature on Buen Vivir, mainly in 

Spanish. A Google scholar search in 2016 gave 38.200 hits for ‘Buen Vivir and Ecuador’; 

                                                             
13 Luhman 1979, Dosi 1995, Foucault 1998, Gaventa 2006 
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329 hits adding ‘development policy’. A recent review of Buen Vivir literature can be 

found in Acosta 2015 (in German). A (Spanish) bibliography on Sumak Kawsay can be 

found in Hidalgo-Capitán and Cubillo-Guevara 2014. A Google scholar search in 2015 in 

English on ‘rights of nature’, Ecuador and Buen Vivir’, however, rendered only 12 articles 

in this field, whereas ‘Buen Vivir, Ecuador and constitution’ gave roughly 700 English 

hits. The case study focuses to a great extent on Buen Vivir from a legal angle, whereby 

jurisprudence has been limited to rights of nature cases. The jurisprudence on the rights 

of nature is derived directly from legal sources.  

 Comparative chapter (8): A google scholar search on ‘Gross National Happiness, Ubuntu, 

Buen Vivir’ in 2015 generated nearly no significant results (8 hits only) in terms of 

comparison (e.g. Bagni 2015). There are occasional cross references to other well-being 

philosophies, mostly in Spanish literature (for example Pigem 2009 refers to both GNH 

and Ubuntu), but there appear to be no significant comparative studies.  

B) Content analysis. Other than academic material, the MDGS are analyzed from the point of view 

of the Millennium Declaration. The SDGs are reviewed from the point of view of the High-Level 

Panel Report and the Rio+20 outcome document. The main policy documents analyzed on the 

SDGs in the case studies are the statements of governments made during the Open Working 

Group (OWG) on the Sustainable Development Goals, for comparative purposes. Various other 

blogs and news articles have also been referred to. Government publications have been used in 

the case studies to illustrate the implementation of ‘non-Western’ philosophies. As ‘non-

Western’ perspectives often feature in ‘grey literature’, these have been included as well (some 

of which could only be obtained on site, e.g. in Bhutan). Content is furthermore derived from 

the interviews as part of ‘living philosophies’ (social construction). More on interviews in 

sections 1.5.3, 1.5.4, 1.5.5, 1.5.6 and 1.5.7, where they are presented as part of the case study 

approach.  

C) Case studies – for the case study approach see below, (1.5.3). 

D) Diagrams (visual models) are part of the methodology in order to synthesize findings: in Chapter 

3, reclustering the MDGs in eight themes and synthesizing the essentials on governance; in 

Chapter 4, reclustering the 17 SDGs; and in each case study building on that model. 

1.5.3 Case study approach 

I use the case studies approach, focussing on one from Africa, Asia and Latin America respectively. The 

selection of the countries was based on 3 criteria, namely: (a) The country promotes indigenous 

concepts in foreign policy making; (b) the country applies indigenous concepts in domestic policy 

making; and (c) the country applies indigenous concepts in law (constitution) and/or jurisprudence. 

These criteria would enhance the likelihood that the country would also promote its indigenous 

concepts in international negotiations on the SDGs. 

Each case study deals with (a) the main indigenous philosophy, (b) the criticism that exists to this 

philosophy, (c) the application of the philosophy in law or jurisprudence, (d) domestic policy making, (e) 

the communication of the philosophy in foreign policy, (f) examples of concurrence with certain current 
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(Western) academic theory, and (g) their (possible) effect on the MDG/SDG framework. Each case study 

investigates the same issues.  

Triangulation takes place in (a) the categorization of the three constitutions in four themes: Economy, 

environment, culture, and democracy. They are, derived from the four pillars of GNH-policy and the 

question whether they feature equally in the other two philosophies); (b) a comparison of the 

implementation of indigenous constitutional principles in jurisprudence; (c) a comparison of the main 

themes of national policy implementation and problems arising according to interviewees; (d) foreign 

policy messages; while (e) comparing each position in the Open Working Group (OWG) on the SDGs 

(process) and on the SDGs itself (outcome), thereby mainly dealing with the underlying philosophy of 

the SDGs and with (examples within) the 17 different themes of the SDGs. The latter analysis is derived 

from interviews and from the analysis of domestic policy and the national legal environment, as well as 

from each country’s foreign policy and multilateral negotiation position.  

The intention of the case studies is to present an examination of the philosophies in their ‘real life 

context’, so as to get a ‘first hand understanding of people and events’ (thus using an approach 

developed by Yin 2006, 111 and 112). Therefore short field studies have been carried out, 

complementing the literature research. According to Yin’s (2006) advice, the following should be 

included in a case study:  

(a) Define the case study and possibly redefine it after the collection of early data (Yin 2006, 113). 

(b) Choose between a single or multiple case study approach (proving skills, validity of research and 

offering comparison) (Yin 2006, 113). 

(c) Decide whether to use theory development to select cases, to extend or challenge the case, or 

whether to limit theory to discover the issue from scratch (Yin 2006, 114). 

(d) Ask questions in an unbiased manner, even if the investigator may know the answer (Yin 2006, 

113). 

(e) Make sure the case is viable and represents the intended study (case selection and screening); 

choose between extreme/unique cases or typical cases. Explain whether these are confirmatory 

(replicatory) or contrasting cases or theoretically diverse cases; and choose geographical and 

size variation (Yin 2006, 115).  

(f) Take care of varieties of sources as multiple sources of evidence (literature, content, interviews); 

converge lines of evidence to make findings robust: Triangulation of sources; choose between 

qualitative or quantitative data (Yin 2006, 115-117). 

(g) Set apart data and narrative (Yin 2006, 117). 

(h) Choose analytical technique of case study data: Pattern-matching, explanation building, time 

series analysis, logic models or cross case synthesis, rival explanations (alternative perspectives). 

The study meets these criteria in the following ways:  

(a) The case studies were defined during the analysis of the MDGs and the post-2015 agenda and 

the writing of the AIV 2011 report, during which I noted that a ‘non-Western’ cosmological 

perspective was lacking. Firstly, I noted that the perspective of Ubuntu had not been accounted 
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for. Thereafter, I noted that Bhutan launched an initiative to promote its own development 

paradigm (RGoB 2012) and that Ecuador and Bolivia were also doing so in their foreign policies 

and during the Rio plus 20 negotiations (2012). Ecuador was chosen over Bolivia as it had the 

most articulated legal framework on Buen Vivir/Sumak Kawsay. The research questions were 

slightly revised after the outcomes of the SDG negotiations were known. 

(b) A single case study may have been sufficient, for example investigating Ubuntu and the SDGs. 

However, a multiple case study approach was chosen to get perspectives from three different 

continents, to be able to make a comparison and build bridges between the three cases. As two 

cases were identified at an early stage, one from Africa and one from Asia, it was chosen to add 

a country from Latin America so as to cover a wider perspective of views and to analyze whether 

postcolonial exclusion is present in all three cases. These three case studies forestall possible 

critique that a particular case is unique and has limited value or significance beyond itself (Yin 

2006, 115). The latter critique is also met by extending each case study to its wider significance 

in the region (Asia, Africa, and Latin America). 

(c) This is not an anthropological research and therefore extended field studies were not carried 

out to discover cosmologies from scratch, but I chose to build on existing ‘non-Western’ theory 

development and test its relevance for current development theory and policy in the SDGs. I 

used fieldwork to test the theoretical development of indigenous well-being philosophies. This 

was done: firstly, to see if these are living philosophies rather than invented theoretical 

constructs; secondly, to identify internal criticism on its definition and implementation, by those 

adhering to the philosophy; thirdly, to ask the ‘living philosophers’ their opinion of the SDGs; 

and fourthly, to identify coalitions between the three cases in negotiation processes towards the 

SDGs.  

(d) For this a standard questionnaire was designed and applied to interviewees of the three 

countries. As the questionnaire contained many questions, at times some questions were 

skipped to specifically address the expertise of the interviewee. The interviewer did not 

interfere with the answers given, except to ask for further clarification. The questionnaire was 

set up along the lines described above (ad c) and followed the structure of the case study 

chapters: (A) Question 1 on concept (meaning, merits, criticism, gaps), and question 2 on the 

TWAIL ‘deconstruction’ value of the concept (legal, economic, environmental, cultural, other), 

(B) question 3 on implementation (effective/non-effective tools) and 4 on outcome of 

implementation, (C) question 5 on foreign relations (regional, continental, donors, other) and 6 

on SDGs (opinion on outcome/alliances in process), (D) question 7 (future) and 8 other persons 

to be interviewed (‘snowball’). Chapters 5, 6 and 7 follow this set-up, with the exception of 

deconstruction of the concept, which has been moved to the conclusion of each case study 

chapter (see under i). For the introductory Chapters 3 and 4 (MDGs and SDGs) a different 

questionnaire was designed with a different target group (international organizations): Question 

1 was on the process of the SDGs, question 2 on the outcome of SDGs (gains, gaps), question 3 

on SDG versus MDG (merits/criticism), question 4 on representation of ‘non-Western’ values 

and question 5 on the desirability/possibility of including these in future. This way one can also 

compare international versus local level appreciation of the goal formulation process and 

outcome.  
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(e) Three countries were chosen whose foreign policy articulated indigenous well-being views 

(replicatory cases). South Africa was chosen because of the (worldwide) prominence that 

Ubuntu gained in overcoming the apartheid legacy (via the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission), the significance that South Africa has in Africa and as an upcoming power in the 

BRICS coalition and the author’s familiarity with this case. Bhutan was chosenas its Gross 

National Happiness (GNH) is recognized worldwide and was proactive in the run up to the post-

2015 negotiations. Ecuador was chosen over Bolivia as experts pointed out that it had the most 

articulated legal framework on Buen Vivir/Sumak Kawsay. These cases represent geographical 

variation (three continents), variation in income and in population size of the countries studied 

as well as the influence the country has in regional or worldwide networks (e.g. G77, African 

Union etc.): One small (Bhutan), middle (Ecuador), and one large (South Africa), with according 

scaling up of influence.  

(f) The source data are various and derived from (a) scientific articles, (b) policy documents and 

newspaper articles or blogs and emails, (c) interviews in the countries, at various UN 

organizations and at the Dutch Foreign Ministry, and (d) participation in conferences (Post-2015 

conference Bonn 2012; MDG review conference 2012; World Conference for Indigenous People 

WCIP 2014; GNH conference Paro 2015; FLACSO third Latin American and Caribbean social 

sciences conference 2015). In the specific case of South Africa direct observation as a student 

living amongst black students on campus has influenced the understanding of a third world 

perspective, though the time lapse between the study and the observation is too long for any 

direct data to be derived from it. Triangulation took place by substantiating outcomes from 

science with statements of people (testing ‘living philosophy’), testing policy intentions 

(documents) versus living experience of implementation (interviews and news/blogs opinions), 

and positing official SDG positions (country positions in Open Working Group OWG) versus 

unofficial opinions of people of the outcome (interviews). Statements in interviews have been 

cross-checked in other interviews to avoid reliance on one source (except in some cases when it 

concerned academics referring to their articles or research in progress). The study relies on 

qualitative data. Quantitative data are available for Bhutan (GNH-Index) and some of its 

qualitative findings have been incorporated. A comparable index is not available for South Africa 

or Ecuador; moreover, according to some Bhutanese interviewees, the index itself is a Western 

method of conveying their cosmology (12.3.2.10; 12.4.3).  

(g) Though generally in case studies data and the narrative are set apart (Yin 2006, 117) in these 

case studies evidence and interpretation are mixed, as data and interviews are used to 

substantiate or criticize the main argument. Interviews have been quoted literally as much as 

possible to set the data aside from the narrative. Underlying materials (written interviews) are 

available with the author.  

The chapters and questionnaire have been set up according to a presupposed pattern (pattern 

matching): (a) Identifying an oral concept developed by philosophers in writing, (b) external criticism to 

this, (c) a legal framework and jurisprudence further articulating the philosophy, (d) implementation by 

governments in policy plans, and (e) extension of these policies to foreign affairs and therefore, (f) in 

SDG negotiations. The comparative analysis stipulates whether this pattern has occurred (Table 8.8) and 
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also finds whether there are comparable criticisms to concept and to implementation (Table 8.9). The 

analysis has been conducted throughout the reporting of the case study and not linear (Yin 2006, 118), 

ends with the main findings on SDGs (analyzed in Chapter 9 and summarized in Table 9.1 and Table 9.2). 

(h) and draws conclusions on re- and deconstruction (TWAIL analysis) (see comparative Table 8.11; 

Table 8.12; Table 8.13). 

The analytical technique is mainly explanation building, whereby the underlying themes have been 

identified while doing the case study and evaluating the material available and taking in the various 

critiques encountered during the study (Yin 2006, 118). Rival explanations (alternative perspectives) 

have been presented and critiqued.  

The composition of cases studies is as follows: (1) Introduction, (2) concept: General-historic-cultural, 

socio-economic, environmental - description concurring with constitutional categories (Bhutan’s GNH 

pillars have been taken as the example and extended to the two other cases); concept’s living 

experience and resonance in the region - to prove relevance), (3) external criticism and merits (reasons 

why to continue with the case study investigation), (4) law, jurisprudence, national policy 

implementation (to prove practical relevance and identify internal criticism), (5) foreign policy (to 

identify strategies preceding the SDG negotiations), (6) SDG negotiations in the OWG (process, 

outcome), and (7) legal and economic implications (TWAIL de and reconstruction), consequences for 

SDG policy and themes.  

On research ethics: The identity of the interviewees has been anonymized and cannot be derived from 

descriptions. When the organization has been mentioned in the text, prior approval has been obtained. 

Answers have not been interfered with. Though the thesis argues ultimately on the merits of other 

worldviews, criticism has been included as well. The study includes 131 interviews (55 Bhutan, 17 South 

Africa, 44 Ecuador, 15 SDGs) (in total 169 persons).  

The research question was gradually redefined when the results of negotiations on the post-2015 

development agenda became clear. At the onset of this study (2010) it was not known that the UN 

would decide for multilateral negotiations on a new goal framework and would carry out a worldwide 

consultation survey, therefore early recommendations in this regard derived from AIV 2011 are 

maintained in Chapter 3. It was also not known that Bhutan would successfully table a resolution on 

happiness (2011), thus underlining the importance the issue has to ‘non-Western’ states and reaffirming 

the importance of the research topic of investigation. However, the fact that states (and institutions) of 

the South were engaged in the negotiations and consultations on the SDGs does not automatically imply 

that ‘non-Western’ worldviews are reflected in the SDG’s. The case studies generally build on the 

postcolonial and TWAIL literature and extends it into giving concrete examples of how ‘non-Western’ 

perspectives can be built upon in a positive way, rather than merely deconstructing conventional 

concepts.  

The model presented in the final chapter challenges postcolonial perspectives by breaking power 

relations into 8 rather than 2 perspectives (West versus non-West). I am aware that these are also 
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generalized representations of ‘self’ and ‘others’, which postcolonialism ultimately wants to do away 

with (Callari 2004, 113).  

1.5.4 Case study 1 methodology: Happiness 

Chapter 5 is based on an international and Bhutanese literature study and on 55 interviews of which one 

consists of 10 mini interviews with ‘ordinary people’ (in total 68 persons), three lectures by Bhutan 

experts and builds on a literature review by Schroeder 2014. In one case the quotes of people of the 

same organization have been combined into one interview.  

The Bhutanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued a visa for a five weeks visit to Bhutan (in 2015), which 

was hosted by the Center of Bhutan Studies (CBS). Mercury Travels (travel agent of the GNH-Centre in 

Bhumtang) facilitated in-country interviews. An initial list of 20 interviewees was identified in 

consultation with members of Friends of Bhutan Europe and Kent Schroeder (Canada). An interview 

would last between 1, 5 hours to 3 hours. Appointments were made using the snow ball method to 

obtain telephone numbers, starting with the media. Of the interviews 1 took place in New York, 1 in 

Brussels, 27 in Thimphu (West) (though many originate from other parts of the country), 1 in Wangdue, 

9 in Bhumtang (Central), 4 in Trashigang (East), 2 in Tashiyangtse (far East) and 1 (4 persons) is derived 

from lectures (and Q&A) of the 2015 GNH-conference in Paro. Mini-interviews are grouped together as 

one (Thimphu, Trongsa, Bhumtang, Trashigang) and include hotel staff, a taxi-driver, school children, 

students, a representative of the clergy, a farmer and an international donor). As time and travel 

permits were limited, interviews include five Hindus originating from the South (of Nepali origin) living 

elsewhere, as well as some from Samdrup Jonkhar (South-East). A few interviewees are foreign born 

(Tibet, Europe, other parts of Asia), but integrated in Bhutan and were chosen for their expertise. 

Interviews were limited to English speakers, with the exception of one local leader. The rural, farming 

generation speaking Dzongka or other local languages is only represented through a number of civil 

society organizations working with them. This is a flaw of the research; at the same time the educated 

often originate from a rural family as Bhutan only developed urban life from the 1960’s.  

In-country interviewees were chosen randomly, in Bhumtang at the inauguration of the GNH-Centre or 

through their recommendation; in Trashigang and Tashiyangtse through my (Eastern) guide and by 

walking unannounced into a Dzong (government office), into ‘the first ever democracy meeting’ (a 

debating competition organized by the school) and by asking ordinary people. No one refused an 

interview (except one foreigner); some were cancelled due to busy schedules; one did not take place 

due to ‘government clearance issues’ (MFA). One mini-interviewee stated: ‘I do not want to break my 

head with the details of GNH policy.’ One intended interviewee fell ill, initially stating ‘I do not think 

much of GNH, so it can be very short.’ It is possible that those most critical of GNH did not want to come 

forward. However, interviewees did include criticism on GNH (concept and implementation), but were 

broadly supportive of the concept. The over-representation of males is due to their domination in 

professions outside housework. Interviews are abbreviated in B1 etc. The analysis of persons 

interviewed is contained in the table below. 
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Table 1.1 Interviews Bhutan-Gross National Happiness 

Age 

group 

 

No interviews Profession Region/ethnicity 

Residence 

Other origin Origin  Gen 

der 

<12 

 

12-18 

 

18-25 

25-50 

 

50-65 

>65 

Children 1  

(3persons) 

College 1  

(2 persons) 

Student 1 

Professional 

35 

(45 persons) 

Senior 9 

Retired 8 

Total 

=55 interviews 

=68 persons 

Government 12 

Civil service 8x 

Politics 3x 

Private sector 12 

Tourism 8x 

Business 3x 

Farmer 1x 

Education 11 

Academic 4x 

(7persons) 

Education 4x 

Studying 3x 

Civil society 14 

CSO 8x 

Media 4x 

Indept 2x 

Judiciary 1 

Internat. org. 1 

Religion 4 

West -> 

Thimphu 34  

(42persons) 

(max. 26) 

 

 

Central ->  

Bhumtang 12  

(15 persons) 

Wangdue 1 

Trongsa 1 

(min. 11) 

 

East -> 

Tashiyangts 2 

Trashigang 2 

(min. 8) 

 

South -> 

Reside- none 

(min. 6) 

of which originally at least 3 from 

East, 3 Central, 1 Southern 

Buddhist, 3 foreign, 1 Tibetan 

parentage 

(some unkown) 

 

of which originally 2 from West, 2 

from South and 1 of East and 1 of 

South-East  

(others mostly Bhumtap, 1 Merak) 

 

 

 

of which 1 originally from Central 

  

 

 

 

of which 5 Southern Nepali origin  

(Hindu), 1 Kinga  

 

Bhutan 50 

(61 persons) 

Foreign 4 

(5 persons) 

(Europe, 

India)  

M 

51 

F 17 
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1.5.5 Case study 2 methodology: Ubuntu 

Chapter 6 is based on international and South African literature and on 17 interviews (with one group 

interview, total 21 persons) with (South) Africans; and builds on a literature review in Ntibagirirwa 2012, 

debates in the South African Journal of Philosophy and my own understanding of Ubuntu developed 

during a stay in a black student residence in South Africa in 1994 and visits to townships (Guguletu, 

Langa, Khayelitsa) in 1994-1997. These grassroots conversations have, however, not been explicitly 

included, but this perspective is represented in the research of Gade 2012. Interviewees came from the 

coastal South-West (Capetown), coastal South (Port Elisabeth), coastal East (Durban), inland North 

(Pretoria/Johannesburg), inland North-West region. In selecting interviewees, mainly people with an 

(legal, economic or philosophical) academic understanding of Ubuntu were sought, government and a 

few business and civil society representatives. Different ethnic backgrounds were included as different 

communities grew up largely separate from one another, though many that are labeled ‘colored’ 

actually affiliate themselves as black. The slight over-representation of whites is due to their academic 

specialization in Ubuntu. To prove the continent-wide relevance three other Africans are included. The 

over-representation of males is due to their domination in professional positions (Interviews are 

abbreviated as A1 etc.). The analysis of persons interviewed is contained in the table below. 

Table 1.2 Interviews South Africa-Ubuntu  

Age 

group 

 

No of 

interviews 

Profession 

 

Region 

Residence 

Ethnicity 

 

Origin 

 

Gender 

 

18-25 

25-50 

 

50-65 

>65 

Student 1 

Professional 9 

(13persons) 

Senior 4 

Retired 3 

Total  

17 interviews 

21 persons 

Government 3 

(Civil service) 

Private sector 3 

(Business)  

(7 persons) 

Education 7 

(Academic)  

(+1 as side activity) 

Civil society 2 

(CSO) 

(+2 as side activity) 

Judiciary 1 

Internat. Org. 1 

Capetown 4 

Pretoria/Joburg 4 

North-West 4 

Durban/Port-Elisabeth 

2 

 

Black 6 

Colored 3 

Indian 1 

White 7 

 

South Africa 

14 

Foreign 3 

(Zambia, 

Nigeria) 

Male 12 

Female 5 
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1.5.6 Case study 3 methodology: Buen Vivir 

This chapter is based on (mainly English) literature and 44 interviews in Ecuador (with 60 persons). The 

mestizo (Spanish-indigenous) were chosen on the basis of their knowledge of buen vivir or government 

affiliation. The indigenous include Quecha from the Central, North, South and Amazon as well as Achuar, 

Saparra, Sekoya (Amazon). For balance one Montubio (Coastal peasants) and one Afro-Ecuadorian were 

included. Most interviewees (28) were from Quito, of which some recently migrated from other regions. 

Interviews are numbered E1 etc. Some interviews are statements from (non-Ecuadorian) indigenous 

during the Rights of Nature Tribunal in Paris (2015) (E37-40; part of E24). Three interviews were done as 

background talk (E39; E42; E43). The government of Ecuador cooperated with an interview at the 

highest level and several civil service representatives were also interviewed. Due to polarization in the 

country, I attempted to interview at least an equal number of activists, while observing that many of the 

academics include activists. The analysis of persons interviewed is contained in table below. 

Table 1.3 Interviews Ecuador-Buen Vivir 

 

  

Age  

 

No 

interviews 

Profession 

 

Region 

Residence 

Ethnicity 

 

Origin  Gender 

 

18-25 

 

25-50 

 

50-65 

>65 

Student 3 

(7 persons) 

Professional 21 

(31 persons) 

Senior 12 

Retired 7 

(9persons) 

Total  

= 44 interviews 

= 60 persons 

 

Government 11 

Civil service 6x 

Politics 5x 

Private sector 6 

Tourism 1x 

Business 5x 

Education 11 

Academic 9x 

Studying 2x 

Civil society 13 

CSO 8x 

Indept 5x 

Religion 3 

Quito 28  

(some originally from 

other regions) 

Amazon 5 

South (Cuenca) 2 

North (Intag/Otovalo) 3 

Central (Otopaxi) 2 

Foreign country 3 

Foreign origin 1 

Mestizo 21 

Quecha Highland 11 

Quecha Amazon 3 

Achuar 1 

Montubio 1 

Afro 1 

Saparra 1 

Sekoya 1 

Foreign IP 3 

Foreigner 1 

 

 

Ecuador 

40 

Foreign 4 

(Latin 

America) 

M 38 

F 22 
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1.5.7 SDG interviews methodology 

In addition to the interviews conducted in the three countries, interviews have been carried out with the 

main UN implementing organizations (UNDP, UNFPA, UNDESA, UNICEF and UNESCO), the World Bank 

and one Western foreign ministry (The Netherlands), involved in the SDG negotiations. In total 15 

interviews with 20 people were undertaken on the MDGs and SDGs, of which the majority of UN 

organizations closely involved with the MDG-SDG transition. The opinion of UNESCO was sought to 

highlight the issue of culture and development. The World Bank was added because of its report Mind, 

Society and Behavior (2014). The Dutch MFA was taken as an example of a Western donor. The results 

are given in Chapter 4. The analysis of persons interviewed is contained in Table 1.4. Interviews are 

numbered S1 etc., but do not follow the order in Table 1.4 for reasons of anonymity (unless permission 

was given). The questionnaire is described in 1.5.2.  

Table 1.4 MDG-SDG interviews 

Organization Place  No of persons Origin Gender  Group/ 

Individual 

UNDESA  New York 2 Europe 

Latin America 

M+F 2 individual 

UNICEF New York 1 Africa M 1 individual 

UNFPA New York 4  Europe 

USA 

Middle East 

F+F+F+M 1 group; 1 individual 

UNDP New York 1 Europe M 1 individual 

UNESCO  Paris 6 Europe 

Asia 

M+M 

F+F+F +F 

1 group;3 individual 

Worldbank  Washington 1 USA M 1 individual 

Dutch MFA The Hague 

New York 

Paris 

3 Europe M+M+M 3 individual 

UNECA Addis Abeba 1 Africa M 1 individual 

High level 

panel 

(conversation) 

- 1 Europe M 1 individual 

Total - 20 

(15 UN)  

Europe 6; 

USA 2; LA 1; 

Africa 1; ME 

1; Asia 1 

8F+ 12M 15 interviews 

1 conversation 

 

1.5.8 Concluding remarks and thesis structure 

This study is part of the critical realist tradition. It takes an interdisciplinary approach, referring to law, 

economics and philosophy in an attempt to uncover ‘layered realities’. It looks at the social construction 

of three worldviews, which for the people adhering to them is ‘their’ reality. It is therefore subjective as 

much as Western constructed paradigms (in law or economy) are subjective to a particular worldview. In 

the case studies I also refer to the importance of language in constructing a worldview (eg noun-based 

versus verb-based languages (13.6.2; 14.2.4; 8.2.10), which I come back to in the conclusion about the 

‘universality’ of goal (SDG) frameworks (8.7). Power questions come into the picture when one looks at 
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inclusive development processes such as the SDG negotiations, where one may question to what extent 

ideological boundaries to participation exist or whether self-censorship is applied in official diplomatic 

negotiations (and therefore terminology such as ‘mother earth’ may be seen as less acceptable). 

The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 deals with the history of development theory and its 

counter criticism. Chapter 3 outlines the current development model (the MDGs) and positions this 

versus theory (well-being and human rights theories; global public goods, commons and institutional 

economy). Chapter 4 focusses on the SDGs and the early evaluations of the process and outcome of 

negotiating goals multilaterally. Chapter 5 outlines the first case study on Gross National Happiness and 

Bhutan’s efforts of influencing the SDGs through a New Development Paradigm in the run up to the SDG 

negotiations until 2013 (just before the start of the negotiation process). Chapter 6 articulates the 

second case study on Ubuntu as advocated in national and foreign policy by South Africa, which did, 

however, not partake officially in the Open Working Group (OWG) negotiations. Chapter 7 concludes 

with the third case study on Buen Vivir, actively promoted by Ecuador in its national and foreign policy 

and during SDG negotiations in the OWG. Chapter 8 presents the comparative analysis of these three 

worldviews, discussing what these other perspectives offer in reconstructive ideas and can add to SDGs, 

followed by concluding remarks on an inclusive framework post 2030 from the point of view of ‘non-

Western’ ontology and epistemology (Chapter 9). Whether this is in the end a completely new frame 

(deconstructive TWAIL perspective) or builds on existing frames (expanded inclusive development 

perspective as articulated above) depends on how swift new perspectives overtake old ones and make 

them obsolete. Annex 15 on Wheel of Values contains reflections on global cultural perspectives, using 

the example of archetypes representing eight continents to demonstrate eight different views (taken as 

equal in multiculturalism), while positioning them in their respective power positions (thereby including 

the postcolonial premise of domination).  
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2 Development theories 
 

For Joyeeta (‘Victorious’) 

 

 A comment made by an embassy official on a visiting anthropologist in Dutch New Guinea: 

‘His interests are so absolutely different from ours. Ours are positive, his are negative. We want to help 

the people, to show them the way to the Gospel (and economic progress as well), he wants to keep them 

as they are (evil and in darkness).’  

(F. Springer 2012 (1963), 51) 

 

 
Wheel of Values/United States; © D.E. van Norren  
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2.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the question what philosophies do modern development theories embrace and 

what is the response of the critical development literature (in moving beyond ‘growth’ discussions as 

the hallmark of success and modernization)?  

Development models have been evolving since the 1950s, especially the way the models have been 

used in development aid. The idea of theorists and policymakers was to use Western ideas of 

development and to modernize ‘the rest’ (Escobar 1995). Therefore the chapter starts with a brief 

overview of classical and neo-classical theories that were the founding of development economics, itself 

the center piece of development thinking (Escobar 1995, 85) (see section 2.2 which mainly presents two 

key perspectives represented by Thorbecke (conventional) and Escobar (oppositional). This section deals 

with the exponents of modernism theory, its basic tenets, its advantages and disadvantages. It also 

includes those who want to incrementally change it to, for example, inclusive development (current 

policies).  

2.2 The genesis of modernism 
The idea of modernism (modernizing ‘the Rest’) to be brought to the Third World as ‘development’ was 

(among others) articulated by President Truman (Point Four Program) and came to be known as the 

Truman Doctrine. It propagated a ‘program of development based on democratic fair dealing, greater 

production, application of modern scientific and technical knowledge’ (inaugural address 1949). This 

was based on the assumption that ‘more than half of the people of the world are living in conditions 

approaching misery’, with ‘inadequate food’, ‘disease’ and ‘poverty’. The aim was industrialization, 

urbanization, modernization of agriculture, modern education and cultural values to raise living 

standards (Escobar 1995, 3-4). The United Nations soon followed with a report in 1951 (Measures for 

the economic development of underdeveloped countries, UNDESA) advocating a total restructuring of 

‘underdeveloped’ societies for which ‘painful adjustments’ needed to be made, propagating the 

scrapping of ‘ancient philosophies’, the disintegration of ‘old social institutions’ and the breaking of 

social bonds ‘of cast, creed and race’. It lamented that ‘very few communities are willing to pay the full 

price of economic progress’ and therefore would have to do without a ‘comfortable life.’ The way 

development was to be achieved was contested in the decades to come (as shown below), but the 

concept of development itself was not; it became the representation of reality, or ‘colonization of 

reality’, the unveiling of which only became widespread in the 1980’s by Foucault (i.a. Power/Knowledge 

1980), Said (Orientalism 1979), Mudimbe (The Invention of Africa 1988), Mohanty (on feminist 

depictions of third world women, 1991) and Bhabha (on discrimination and the discourse of colonialism, 

1990) (Escobar 1995, 4-5). Developmentalism was motivated by saving the world from communism, 

keeping ties with former colonies, guaranteeing access to resources and faith in science and technology. 

Modernism for a long time was the belief in the optimization of life ‘by producing it under modern 

scientific conditions’ which was thought to be culture-neutral (Escobar 1995, 23 (quote) and 32). Just as 

former colonized territories had been a ‘terra nullius’ (empty land, owned by no-one) to be conquered, 

so the economies of the third world were a ‘tabula rasa’ (an erased empty tablet) on which to write 

modern history (Escobar 1995, 37). Thus the discourse of development emerged. 
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According to authors such as Escobar, this discourse favored growing cash crops to obtain foreign 

currency to invest in technology, central planning, large-scale mechanized agriculture with chemical 

inputs, rapid economic growth and capital intensive economic solutions, treating people and their 

culture as abstract concepts, as opposed to the former system of growing food crops, participatory 

decision making, small scale ecological agriculture with integrated cropping and labor intensive 

solutions, satisfying basic needs of people (Escobar 1995, 43-44). This belief was so strong that some 

compare it to a religion (Polyani 1944; Escobar 1995, 50 and 55). Though this is seen as a way of 

organizing production, it really is a way of ordering society and therefore a cultural order. Escobar 

therefore called for ‘an anthropology of modernity’ (Escobar 1995, 59). 

The main advantages of modernism, according to Escobar, are the possibility of universal application of 

grand theories, exporting the knowledge (and thus systems of thought) of the West to the Rest, opening 

up of formerly inaccessible territories, as well as serving critical interests of the West (resources, 

political alliances), whilst profiting an emerging local elite in the third world (Escobar 1995, 79); the 

disadvantages, however, were the destruction of the culture of Third World peoples and widespread 

poverty as a result of the erasure of existing systems for subsistence (Escobar 1995, 44). Proponents are 

mainstream economists and politicians from the 1940’s onwards (Annex 10: Table 10.1; Table 10.2; 

Table 10.3; Table 10.4; Table 10.5;Table 10.6, Table 10.7).  

 

The foundation of development economics were laid in the 19th and early 20th century. Early classical 

economy (19th century; i.a. Smith, Ricardo, Jevons) advocated the (a) accumulation of capital (profits to 

be invested) and (b) a specialized labor force leading to growth, while (c) scarcity of natural resources 

and rising wages would ultimately lead to less investment, diminishing returns and a stationary 

economy, to be overcome by (d) technical progress improving labor productivity (and dropping wages 

making investments possible again) (Escobar 1995, 63). The subsequent labor theory of value (Ricardo) 

suggested to see economics as a historic process (as pointed out by Foucault), because the value 

produced in one process went into another process in successive productions. This was first based on 

labor as underlying value, and later on any utility (defined as objects serving our purpose as 

commodity); it was believed that when the supply of commodities increased, utility decreases (Jevons) 

(Escobar 1995, 64). 

 

This led to the neo-classical economic Theory of Equilibrium (Walras), whereby (a) the free market 

forces of supply and demand determine, (b) an equilibrium of prices of commodities, and (c) a circular 

flow of economic life exists: All goods find a market and all market players are sellers and buyers with (d) 

perfect market information. This rational and harmonious view of the economy as ‘perfect trade’, 

entrenched by 1870, worked as long as the West had good economic growth, but collapsed at the Great 

Depression (Escobar 1995, 65), when Keynesian economics emerged.  

 

The ‘years of high theory’ (1926-1939; Keynes, Kahn, Robinson, Harrod, Myrdal, Hicks, Kalecky, 

Samuelson, Kaldor)) gave a role to the state in price, labor and resources control. The tenets were (a) 

imperfect markets, (b) uncertainty due to lack of information, (c) interest in the dynamics of growth and 

countercyclical stimulation, through (d) state intervention and policy planning (fiscal, budgetary and 
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investment policy), promoting (e) full employment (Escobar 1995, 69). It was preoccupied with the 

capital-output ratio (Harrod, Domar): the growth rate of national production (output) and income as a 

consequence of investment. To achieve a ‘natural growth rate’ for a given country, a national savings 

ratio had to be established; all depending on (uncertain) population increases, capital accumulation and 

technical progress. Growth was not stable, but expansion and contraction of the economy could be 

manipulated by savings and investments (Escobar 1995, 70). Keynesianism did away with the rational 

image of the self-regulating market and assumption of perfect knowledge of (neo) classical theory, but 

at the same time was as abstract and generalized in application (and thus the years of ‘high theory’); and 

it dealt with the classical question of capital accumulation and growth. Notwithstanding its great 

innovation, it also did not challenge the theory of value by successive production (and economics as 

history) and therefore moved within the same parameters of modernity (Escobar 1995, 69). 

 

The problem of ‘underdeveloped economies’ was according to modernism a lack of capital accumulation 

(a savings gap) and a need for industrialization, thus an imperative for external aid and investment 

(loans, grants, FDI) and, in the Keynesian tradition, development planning. This house of 

developmentalism was built on the rock (or sand) of (neo) classical theories (Escobar 1995, 74), 

advocated by the USA and Europe. These theories were countered by an opposition movement with the 

emergence of 'post development' theories. Marxist inspired dependency theory defined the problem 

quite differently (formerly directed from the USSR and now a more diffuse movement) (2.3). 

 

The idea of development found its expression in international law (Cárdenas et al. 1995), inter alia, in 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR) and International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (both 1966) and 

more specifically in the right to development (1986).14 

The pendulum in mainstream development theories swings from broadly right-wing (growth) to left 

wing (basic needs), every 10-20 years, sometimes with a parallel, other times with a paradoxical swing 

from government to market focus. To describe these theories and policies, the UN development 

decades, first proclaimed in the 1960’s, have been taken as a starting point. 

Decade zero, the 1950’s had a strong focus on government, investments in industry and infrastructure, 

according to Thorbecke; governments strove for balanced growth, economies of scale and import 

substitution (Table 10.1). The merits of the policies that ensued, according to Thorbecke, were a kick-

start of the modern sector. The disadvantages, however, were that the import substitution strategies 

followed discriminated against agriculture and its exports, by lack of investment and low pricing of 

agricultural goods (and a low image as Escobar points out), resulting (most likely) in a negative effect on 

the balance of payment; and highly inefficient new industries (Thorbecke 2006, 5-6). The first 

development decade (1960’s) (proclaimed by the UN) focused on government, but recognized 

unbalanced growth, strove for industry and agricultural development, expanding markets through 

regional integration and export, establishing appropriate pricing and fiscal policies (Table 10.2). Merits 

                                                             
14 1986, UN Resolution 41/128; Vienna Declaration 1993, Rio Declaration 1992, Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples 2007, Rio+20 Declaration 2012. 
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were a recognition of uncertainty resulting in imbalances, an analysis of alternative sectoral investments 

on growth (Tinbergen; Chenery; Kuznets), of the interrelationship between balance of payments and 

growth and of the role foreign aid could play in managing the savings-investment gap (Chenery; Strout) 

(Thorbecke 2006, 8-9). However, the disadvantages were that growth was still equaled to development 

(despite emerging high unemployment) and the models also didn’t distinguish between traditional, 

labor-intensive activities and modern, capital-intensive activities, when it came to investments, again 

partly due to the lack of disaggregate data in ‘developing’ countries (Thorbecke 2006, 8). Moreover, in 

practice, export-led growth was hampered by the protection of (agricultural) markets in the West; terms 

of trade deteriorated vis-à-vis imported industrial products and prices were not stable, but changed 

continually due to the inflation (Escobar 1995, 75). Nevertheless mainstream economics remained in the 

paradigm of savings and investments leading to productivity increase. The second development decade 

(1970’s) (UN) focused on government and markets, growth with redistribution, basic needs and rural 

development, recognizing informal markets, technology transfer and demography as important factors 

(Table 10.3). Merits were, according to Thorbecke, the redefinition of ‘development’, a focus on 

redistribution, individual income and employment, and a certain rehabilitation of the ‘traditional’ sector; 

disadvantages were overlooking certain global power dynamics. These were addressed by neo-Marxist 

critical theories, such as the dependency and underdevelopment theory gaining momentum (2.3), 

finding fault within the system (the ‘backward’ ‘developing’ countries providing raw materials for the 

‘developed’ industrialized countries, leading to periphery-centre dichotomy). Recommendations called 

for the redistribution of assets to the state, abolishment of private property, collectivism, self-reliance 

and indigenous technology, following the example of China (Thorbecke 2006, 12 and 14).  

The third development decade (1980’s) (UN) emphasized markets: Export led growth and stability 

through structural adjustment, liberalization, privatization and debt re scheduling, with recognition of 

‘human capital’ and the role of institutions; the definition of sustainability was born (Table 10.4). Merits 

of the theory were the analysis of the role of human capital, technology transfer and institutions as well 

as empirical comparisons; disadvantages were the discrepancy between theory and policy and again the 

lack of power analysis (e.g. in solving the debt crisis) in mainstream theories. Western encouraged trade 

liberalization led to more imports in ‘developing’ countries, which ran counter to the objective of macro-

economic stability and export-led growth; and forcing the state to underinvest in human capital 

(Thorbecke 2006, 19). Calls from the right for ending foreign aid were not heeded as creditors had too 

much vested interest in the system not collapsing (Thorbecke 2006, 19). The fourth development 

decade (1990’s) (UN) called for ‘adjustment with a human face’, still focusing on the market, but with 

‘good governance’ and ‘pro-poor growth’, to address inequalities, recognizing social capital (networks) 

and institutions and calling for more sustainability (Table 10.5). Merits of this period were a lessening of 

the structural adjustment orthodoxy; recognizing that individuals are part of social networks; 

disadvantages include the continuation of a belief in a worldwide free market system despite Asian 

countries losing their earlier gains through their financial liberalization policies; policies enhancing 

consumption, but not the production by the poor. The fifth decade (2000) (no longer proclaimed by the 

UN as a development decade, but announcing the ‘new millennium’ by the Millennium Declaration; see 

Chapter 3) focused more on individual empowerment, and was characterized by the rise of the 

capability theory, alternative well-being measurement, behavioral economics, accountability and results 
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(MDGs and the end of ‘Grand Ideas’), global public goods (GPGs), and concerns on financial system 

reform and on climate change (Table 10.6). Merits of this period were the analysis of the importance of 

institutions; a more nuanced view of what poverty is (dimensions); the vindication of the ethical 

problem of inequality (relative poverty) fitting into the growth discussion and randomized experiments 

to some extent solving alternative investment questions (what would have happened if no investment 

was made); disadvantages included a continued emphasis on growth and investment, increasing 

consumption, but not production by the poor, and not addressing structural systemic (power) causes. 

The sixth decade - 2010’s - added the need for ‘inclusive growth’, with attention for inequality reduction 

and the poor in ‘developed’ countries, and environmental justice; as part of inclusivity the sustainable 

development goals (SDGs) were negotiated, coupled a large consultation process (Table 10.7) (Chapter 

4) (Thorbecke 2006). Tables give main theories, policies and institutions and the rise of counter-theories; 

for inclusive development see below. (For a description of theory from the critical point of view see 

Escobar 1995, 55-101).  

In more detail, see Annex 10. 

The current development paradigm ‘inclusive development’ gained ground since the mid 2000. Its five 

feature are stable sustainable growth, reducing income inequalities and poverty, access to health and 

education, social protection for all and decent employment (Islam 2012; Ali 2007; Cornelissen 2014). 

While some emphasize growth as critical for ‘inclusive growth’, inclusive development focuses more on 

social, ecological and relational (power) dimensions aspects and less on the economic growth 

dimensions (Gupta et al. 2014; 4.5.1; Gupta et al. 2015; Gupta and Pouw 2016). Its main tenet is that all 

stakeholders should be involved in development, talking with them instead of about them (Yeo and 

Moore 2013). Participation and opportunities should be equally accessible to all (Jiang 2011; Sachs 

2004a). Context-specifity of development (Rodríguez-Pose and Tijmstra 2007; Huang and Quibria 2013); 

and the knowledge of local stakeholders needs to be taken into account (Tikare et al. 2002; Borel-

Saladin and Turok 2013; Fritz et al. 2009). It opposes growth with concentration of income (and wealth), 

consumer market exclusion and segmented labor markets with large informal sectors and little social 

protection; it promotes distribution of income and practical know-how such as hygiene, domestic 

economics, improving productivity of domestic labor (Sachs, 2004a) so that more employment 

participation (in the labor market) is possible (Ali and Zhuang 2007). It equally opposes a majority of the 

population having limited participation in politics, being underorganized with limited (or no) access to 

education, which especially affects women (Sachs 2004a; Cornwall and Brock 2005). Transparent and 

accountable democracy (Sachs 2004a) and innovation of institutions, economic openness and effective 

governments are necessary (Jiang 2011); as well as a level playing ground in politics providing social 

safety nets, capacity building, legal identity and sustainable economic growth (Kanbur and Rauniyar 

2010). Different degrees of democratic participation can be distinguished (Crocker 2007, Table 2.1). 

Knowledge needs to be open-access so that sharing and diffusion of knowledge takes place and is 

available to all countries (and peoples) (Conceicão et al. 2001). The creation of inclusive communities is 

necessary, so that concentration of poverty in specific neighborhoods is prevented (Arthurson 2002). 
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Table 2.1 Forms of participation 

Form of 

participation 

Definition by Crocker (2007) 

Nominal 

participation 

The shallowest way in which someone participates in group decision-making is when that person is a 
member of a group, but does not attend its meetings. Some people, of course, are not even members. 
Some are members but are unable to attend, because of other responsibilities, or unwilling to attend, for 
instance, because they are harassed or unwelcome. 

Passive 

participation 

In passive participation, people are group members and attend the group’s or officials’ decision-making 
meetings, but passively listen to reports about the decisions that others already have made. The elite tells 
the nonelite what the elite is going to do or has done, and nonelite persons participate, like the White 
House press corps, by listening and, at best, asking questions or making comments. 

Consultative 

participation 

Nonelites participate by giving information and their opinions (“input”, “preferences”, and even 
“proposals”) to the elite. The nonelite neither deliberate among themselves nor make decisions. It is the 
elite who are the “deciders”, and while they may deign to listen to the nonelite, they have no obligation 
to do so. 

Petitionary 

participation 

Nonelites petition authorities to make certain decisions and do certain things, usually to remedy 
grievances. Although it is the prerogative of the elite to decide, the nonelite have a right to be heard and 
the elite have the duty receive, listen, and consider if not to heed. This participatory model, like that of 
consultative participation, is often used in traditional decisionmaking. 

Participatory 

implementation 

Elites determine the goals and main means, and nonelites implement the goals and decide, if at all, only 
tactics. In this mode nonelites do more than listen, comment, and express. Like soccer players they also 
make and enact decisions, but the overall plan, strategy, and line-up belongs to the coach. 

Bargaining On the basis of whatever individual or collective power they have, nonelites bargain with elites. Those 
who bargain are more adversaries than partners. Self-interest largely if not exclusively motivates each 
side, and nonelite influence on the final “deal” depends on what nonelites are willing to give up and what 
concessions they are able to extract. The greater the power imbalances between an elite and nonelite, 
the less influence the noneltite has on the final outcome. The elite may settle for some loss now in order 
to make likely a larger future gain. Alliances with and support from actors outside and above tend to 
enhance nonelite bargaining power. 

Deliberative 

participation 

Nonelites (sometimes among themselves and sometimes with elites) deliberate together, engage in 
practical reasoning, and scrutinize proposals and reasons in order to forge agreements on policies for the 
common good, ones which at least a majority can accept. Such deliberation includes scrutiny and 
formation of values, including the relative importance of various processes and opportunities. 

 

Some argue that decentralization is necessary for inclusion (Sachs 2004b). Others focus on the need of 

rural development, improving infrastructure and other factors (Rauniyar and Kanbur 2010) or the 

establishment of rural cooperatives enhancing rural bargaining power (Jiang 2011). Growth, benefitting 

all, in the primary sector (agriculture, fishery, forestry, mining) is emphasized (Chatterjee 2005; Rauniyar 

and Kanbur 2010; Huang and Quibria 2013) though the need for industry is not denied. Urbanization is 

seen as positive for inclusion as better access to basic services and employment are guaranteed (Huang 

and Quibria 2013). Some inequality may, however, be beneficial for investments and growth and 

‘effective functioning of the market economy’, though too wide a gap affects investment in human 

capital (poor educating themselves) or increasing the risk of crisis (Berg and Ostry 2011). Moreover, if 

inequality is not attributable to circumstances, but to lack of effort this is seen as acceptable (Ali 2007; 

Ali and Zuang 2007). To make the poor profit from growth public investments are needed as well as 

employment opportunities generated by the private sector, in other words a mix of state and market 

(Ali and Zhuang 2007). Growth in productivity and employment is needed (Huang and Quibiria 2013, 

Ianchovichina and Lundstrom 2009; Sachs 2004a), especially employment from the demand side 

(productive employment) coupled with enhancing productive capacity of people, leading to higher 
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returns and wages and more jobs. Dialogue and cooperation between stakeholders, on local and 

national level, is seen as of utmost importance (Huang and Quibria 2013). Services should be geared to 

those most in need, using more services than others if necessary (Lawson 2010; Thomsen et al. 2011). 

The distribution and average level of well-being and including dimensions other than income are 

considered important (Kanbur and Rauniyar 2010, 440). To create inclusive development cultural, social 

and gender obstacles need to be removed (Porter and Craig 2004; Ali and Son 2007; Niimi 2009; Huang 

and Quibria 2013). As long as these exist a whole range of marginalized groups exist (Steel 2004, 2) 

(interestingly his list also includes people who cannot read, write or speak English or the dominant 

language; one may of course wonder if an acculturation process in order to obtain higher income and 

participation in society constitutes ‘progress’ or rather a loss of diversity). Other authors in this line are 

Mansuri and Rao 2004; Shortall 2004; Shortall 2008; World Bank 2008; Abosede and Onakoya 2013. For 

recent discussions on inclusive development see the European Journal of Development Research special 

issue on Inclusive Development (Pouw and Mendez-Beck 2015) and the COSUST Special Issue on 

Environmental Sustainability (Gupta and Pouw 2017). 

Arguments for the more narrow inclusive growth paradigm are both intrinsic (ethical) and instrumental 

(inequality hampering growth) (Niimi 2009); leaving people out constitutes missing ‘massive market 

opportunities’ (Prahalad and Hart 2002, 4) (which arguments may be seen as problematic by inclusive 

development thinkers). The main features of incluvie growth thinking are summed up in Figure 2.1.  

 Figure 2.1 Inclusive growth 

 

Source: Reprinted with permission from Ali 2007, 13  

The merits of inclusive development can be summarized in ten elements of inclusive development 

represented below (Cornelissen 2014) (Table 2.2). The disadvantages may be that the debate still 

revolves around economic growth and may define people in terms of productive forces (e.g. colomn 4, 8 

and 9). True inclusivity, however, taking other cosmovisions into account, may still be lacking (Chapter 5, 

6 and 7). This may lead to an all-together different paradigm.  
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Table 2.2 Inclusive development 

No. Principles 

1 Necessity of taking every person worldwide into account including all kinds of stakeholders and reducing social 

exclusiveness  

2 Context specific solutions for environmental and social problems 

3 Including experience and knowledge of stakeholders 

4 No perverse growth model with consumer market exclusion, concentration of wealth and income and strongly 

segmented labor market (negative definition) 

5 No situation where majority of population is not free to participate in politics due to limited access to education, and 

under-organization (negative definition); strong governments responding to marginalized and creating market 

efficiency 

6 Open access and distribution of knowledge; going beyond creating conditions for generating knowledge. Education 

and capacity building for employment  

7 Societal distribution of well-being, going beyond income 

8 Equal opportunities of growth in social, institutional and economic dimensions; removing cultural, social and gender 

obstacles 

9 Economic growth together with social goals; income and non-income measures 

10  Development of inclusive communities 

11 Integrating ‘non-Western’ values and cosmovisions (ADDITION by the present author) 

Source: Adapted from Cornelissen 2014, 26 

2.3 Criticism to modernism 
The Western development concepts originated in modernism, which derives its roots from 

‘Enlightenment’ ideas about the Individual being endowed with unbiased Reason. Modernism thereby 

claims ‘unique access to Truth through scientific reasoning and Ethics through moral reasoning’ 

(Charusheela 2004, 43). Propositions of including other cultural perspectives often meet opposition with 

the argument of ‘cultural relativism’. Critics argue that there can be no: (a) Epistemic relativism, because 

then there are no more bases for knowledge or ways to distinguish between knowledge claims, or (b) 

ethical relativism, because to have any anchor for knowledge or ethics one needs (modernistic) 

reasoning. Specifically the loss of an ethical anchor leads to anxiety by opponents of other cultural 

perspectives (Charusheela 2004). Why other than Western people would not have an equally valid 

ethical capacity of judgment derived from their own culture remains unclear. The unquestionable belief 

in reason is at the end of the day a belief in one’s own systems of thought over and above the other 

person’s way of comprehension of life.  

Different schools of criticism on Modernistic thought can be distinguished. Schematically these are 

represented in Table 2.3, which also indicates why postcolonialists think these criticisms are insufficient 

and what elements need to be included (Charusheela 2004), as postcolonialism is the focus of this 

research.  
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Table 2.3 Successive schools of post modernism 

Schools  Criticism at 

modernism 

Assumptions Criticism from Postcolonialism 

Liberal 

postmodern

ism 

how we come 

to knowledge is 

culturally 

constructed 

-multiculturalism/ diversity 

-discourse adjudicates  

competing claims  

-individuals have multiple identities and 

can alter between them 

-all are free to redefine themselves 

-rejects disciplinary divisions within 

philosophy 

-epistemology (knowledge) cannot be the 

arbiter between different ethical claims 

-critique of liberal modernism: The role of 

the West dominating other cultures; limit to 

freedom to redefine oneself 

 

Postmodern 

relativists  

Above  

+adding power 

dimension  

(equality of 

cultures)  

-West should abstain from passing 

judgment over other cultures, each culture 

should be judged by its own standards 

-critique of relativism: The West is not just 

one of many other cultures  

-relativism bars the Other cultures to engage 

in global debates, limiting its sphere of 

relevance to its own context and denying 

interaction and 

leaving the boundaries of the West as 

Modern and non-West as non-modern 

untouched 

Critical 

post-

modernism 

(Marxism 

Poststructur

alist 

feminism) 

Above 

+ adding 

domination 

(West over 

Rest) 

+ adding 

exploitation  

= breaking 

through 

bounderies 

between the 

Self and Other 

(theories apply 

to all cultures) 

 

-Feminist postmodernism reformulated 

economics itself to incorporate the 

marginalized feminine, undoing masculine 

self-construction dominating the feminine; 

striving for a masculine care ethics 

-Postmodern Marxism recognizes 

economic structures as cultural narratives 

-Dependency theory (Marxist inspired) 
power of ‘developed’ versus ‘developing’ 

nations (colonizers and de-colonized) 

creating dependence; debt obligations 

create a net financial flow from the third 

world to the first world; ‘developing’ 

countries suffer from unfavorable terms of 

trade as exporters of lesser priced primary 

goods and importers of higher priced 

manufactured goods, necessitating import 

substitution industrialisation, and 

structural internal reforms (such as land 

reform), both leading to economic 

sovereignty and self-reliance; Rostow’s 

natural stages of growth not applicable to 

‘developing’ countries 

-critique of Critical postmodernism: 

Feminism discourse is not marginalized in 

the same way as Other cultures. Secondly 

the emancipation of multiply marginalized 

women in the Non-West cannot be made 

subservient to the cause of agency of 

women in the West; assumes that modernity 

reduces patriarchy; Modern feminists 

‘saving’ of ‘non-Western’ women may well 

be a projection of their own oppression 

-critique of Postmodern 

Marxism/Dependency: Suffers from the 

categorization of capitalist industrial- 

preindustrial societies and on that ground 

excludes the Other cultures as equals; does 

not address the ‘modernization’ debate 

itself 

 

Postcolonia

-lism 

Above 

+adding 

marginalization 

of Other 

cultures’ 

-domination of the West through 

(neo)colonial discourses; its authority 

made possible through orientalist, 

racialized representations of the ‘non-

Western’ Others 

Critics of postcolonialism argue that 

imperialism has little to do with poor 

development citing India as an example 

which generated little growth with strong 

anti-imperialist, anti-capitalist policies. such 
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Schools  Criticism at 

modernism 

Assumptions Criticism from Postcolonialism 

discourse 

= beyond post-

Modernism 

/deconstruction 

= New 

Narratives (how 

to be ethical) 

(reconstruction)  

 

-entanglement of cultures and their 

different roles vis-à-vis one another as co-

constituting identity 

-that on top of racial, female and ethnic 

marginality in postmodernism needs to be 

added the marginalization of the discourse 

of Other cultures by Western academics (0) 

as Mc Closkey (quoted by Kaul 2004, 187)  

 

Counterargument: Doing well may be 

correlated with political association to the 

(super)power at the time, which would 

explain why ‘the former colonies that have 

embraced capitalism (…) have done well’ 

(McCloskey 2000, 33) (leaving aside for the 

moment what constitutes ‘doing well’)  

(See Annex 15 on Wheel of Values on 

regional archetypes: The regional 

superpower is construed as the one closest 

to the USA and not necessarily the country 

that is most influential in the region in terms 

of population or economic size, e.g. China 

versus Japan) 

 

Source: Derived from Charusheela 2004, Ntibagirirwa 2012, Stavrianos 1981 

This section briefly describes the broader context of postcolonialism; and 2.3.1 with regard to 

postcolonial economics and 2.3.2 with regard to postcolonial law. 

In Chapter 1, I have situated myself as a postcolonialist. Having done that, some further reflection on 

that specific school of criticism upon modernism might be needed. Postcolonialism is found in literary 

criticism (Said, Spivak, Bhabha), history (Prakash, Chakrabarty), African philosophy (Mudimbe, Appiah), 

anthropology (Escobar) and feminism (Mongia) (for references, see ZeinElabdin 2004, 21). From a 

historic point of view it questions Hegel’s Philosophy of History (1956), which one can only engage in 

when ‘selfconscious’, a quality only Europeans possessed (ZeinElabdin 2004, 162). Africans possessed an 

‘unhistorical undeveloped spirit’ (ZeinElabdin 2004, 99). Zein-Elabdin (p.27) calls for rejection of this 

‘European exceptionalism’ and for an analysis of cross-cultural contact and hegemony. 

Examples of orientalism ‘Othering’ people of the Orient (Said 1979) can be found in citations of British 

civil servants: e.g. the Arab ‘is already far more civilized than the Turks ever will be. Like them he is 

stationary, but at a much higher level’ (citation of Nassau Senior 1895, quoted by Dimand 2004, 83). 

Colonies are seen at that time as ‘a burden’, but the question is ‘how to get well quit of it’ (Nassau 

Senior 1895, quoted by Dimand 2004, 86). Or a more recent remark (1962) from a Dutch civil servant, 

writing about the possible arrival of an anthropologist in Dutch New Guinea: ‘His interests are so 

absolutely different from ours. Ours are positive, his are negative. We want to help the people, to show 

them the way to the Gospel (and economic progress as well), he wants to keep them as they are (evil 

and in darkness)’ (Springer 2012 , 51)15. Stereotypes are less outspoken nowadays, but hegemonic and 

hidden superiority thinking is still pervasive. For example, Springer remarks in 2011 in his foreword: ‘I 

should have taken the opportunity specifically at that time to let the public know how we at our 

                                                             
15 This once again demonstrates that anthropology and development work have a strained relationship (Sillitoe, 
Bicker, Pottier 2002).  
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unsightly administrative posts were determined to keep doing our duty towards the Papuas that were 

entrusted to us, though the greater world and the motherland too had already long given us up.’ 

(Springer 2012, 11) (italics added, my translation). Another example is a UN official remarking that this 

research is ‘not about values as philosophy, but as social processes - which is also valid and anyhow the 

direction the organization is taking, good or bad, I will not pass judgment on that’ (S9).  

What brings together postcolonial scholars is their focus on domination of the West through 

(neo)colonial discourses; while the West’s authority is made possible through orientalist, racialized 

representations of the ‘non-Western’ Others (Said 1978, Spivak 1985 as quoted by Charusheela 2004, 

50). It does not discount post-modernist movements, but sees them as limited to criticism within the 

West (be it from a feminist, communist or other perspective) on its own modernity ideal and then trying 

to extend these theories to the ‘problem’ of interaction with the Non-West. It objects to lumping 

together all of the Non-West in a West-Rest distinction that is itself derived from colonial displacement 

of identity, but from which it is now forced to operate. Appiah defines postcolonialism as a 

‘transnational (…) solidarity (…) that challenges earlier legitimating narratives (…) in the name of the 

suffering victims (…) (and) in the name of the ethical universal; in the name of humanism’ (Appiah 1997, 

438 as quoted by Charusheela 2004, 52). Postcolonialism departs from the point of view of human 

subjectivity instead of modernist reason and objectivity. As humans are incomplete they can by thought 

and action reshape themselves, their social, material and cultural environment. Postmodernists share 

these thoughts of incomplete humans shaped by social, cultural and historical circumstances, but think 

that all are free to redefine themselves (liberalists) or ignore that domination is part of the identity of 

the Non-West and therefore the West abstaining from judgment is sufficient (relativists). 

Postcolonialism points at the entanglement of cultures and their different roles vis-à-vis one another as 

co-constituting identity. (This study will attempt to make this visible in Annex 15 on Wheel of Values: 

How archetypes interact with each other, and are themselves constituted of archetypes in endless 

division of identity). Postcolonialism reasons that on top of racial, female and ethnic marginality in 

postmodernism, comes the marginalization of the discourse of Other cultures by Western academics. It 

is not postmodern, because it rejects that notion of modernity itself. It is only postmodern in rejecting a 

prior (Western) ontology (what it means to exist) or epistemology (how we constitute knowledge). 

‘Charges of relativism emerge as a response of Westerners who simply do not know how (…) to be 

ethical, outside the framing tropes of modernity’ (Charusheela 49-56, quote at 56). It is time for a 

strategy ‘for reclaiming cultural authority, a way to break the modernist monopoly on meaning’ (Zein-

Elabdin 2004, 35). These can be found in Chapter 5, 6 and 7. 

2.3.1 Postcolonial economics 

Postcolonial economics sets as its task to use postcolonial critique in history and social science to 

deconstruct economics as a science, first of all by recognizing its non-economic core, as a cultural 

construct. It seeks to transform economic science, reexamining whether it is fit to analyze all social and 

material practices. It questions the ‘hard science’ aura that economics acquired by inserting 

mathematics, presenting itself with universal outcomes beyond questioning (‘we need to write 

economic theory anOther way’, Kaul 2004, 187; Zein-Elabdin 2004, 22-23). Whereas hard scientists 

recognize that a large part of their writing is ‘interpretative’, their facts are limited to the observation in 
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experiments.16 Even observation itself may change the facts, called the ‘observer effect’ in physics17 

(Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle on the impossibility of measuring position and moment in quantum 

mechanics).  

Modern economics execute a ‘triple erasure’, erasing hard science’s uncertainty principles, erasing 

economic science as being culturally hegemonic, and erasing other cultures as implicitly being inferior 

having nothing to add to economic science (Zein-Elabdin 2004, 2818). The way in which humans model 

their society, Gudeman (1986) found, is not universal. By presenting modern economics as universal, it 

obfuscates politics of power. Gudeman postulates the notion of economics as culture, further 

elaborated by Escobar (1995). ‘The image of rational ‘economic’ man, and production based private 

property for individual gain is not a natural universal tendency’ (Grapard 2004, 106). Postcolonialism 

rejects positivist science and accepts science as value based; whereas current economic science 

validates one historical view over the other (Davis 2004, 135). ‘The emphasis on the European 

discourses of political economy and development history neglects the significance of the encounter 

between different (European and non-European) thought worlds during the colonizing process’ and 

therefore ‘colonialism persists as a prominent feature of the global economy - as well as a deeply 

embedded mentality within contemporary social science discourses’ (Shapiro 2004, 139 and 141). 

Postcolononialism is ‘counter-disciplinary’ (Zein-Elabdin 2004, 24), as it attempts to overwrite current 

discourses, against the grain of established disciplines. There is an inherent tension, because 

postcoloniality carries within it a Westerness that it has inherited from the past (Zein-Elabdin 2004, 25). 

Postcolonial economics puts conventional economic principles in doubt. It asks whether scarcity is a 

given; or is life rather ordered by the principle of abundance (as Buddhists may argue). What if scarcity is 

a result of the rules of conduct prescribed by economic science itself (Kaul 2004, 191)? And is acting out 

of self-interest the main driver of humans or is it selflessness? As Chapter 6 on Ubuntu argues, life for 

Africans is defined as ‘mutual aid’. Is suffering a result of material scarcity or can we define suffering 

another way? Buddhism (Chapter 5) has a clear view on that. Is there such a thing as universal man as 

Enlightenment writers presupposed; and, are there objective facts (see above)? What constitutes our 

identity, is it individual or rather collective or both? Is identity concentric as Nussbaum (Nussbaum and 

Sen 1993; Nussbaum and Glover 1995) defines it (with a core adding layers of different identities such as 

family, community, ethnicity), or ‘translational’ (there is no stable location of the ‘I’) (Kaul 2004, 195 

quoting Bhabha 1996)? (Many possibilities of defining identity exist, see Annex 11). Once the rational 

individual man has fallen from its positivist pedestal, prey to behavioral influences, one cannot maintain 

these behaviors are equal amongst all nations. The integration of (post)institutional and behavioral 

economics in mainstream economics as testified by the 2015 World Development Report (Worldbank) 

may open up more space to discuss postcolonial themes.  

                                                             
16 Physicist D. van Norren senior in conversation; Professor in ophthalmic physics, UMC Utrecht, and former 
director of TNO Soesterberg.  
17

 For example to ‘see’ an electron, a photon must first interact with it, and this interaction will change the path of 
that electron (Wikipedia). 
18 Speaks of ‘double erasure’. 
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Eze (2004, 65-67; Chapter 6), however, warns that that this counter-disciplinary exercise also involves 

metaphysical questions and asks whether postcolonialism can solve this dilemma. Nevertheless he 

states it is imperative to make visible that the ‘unseen hand of the market’ also has a ‘magical’ 

connotation to it. Are concepts of growth and development derived from the belief that the ‘universe is 

rationally put together, and is good, and our place within it (…) blessed?’ (or derived from some ‘quasi-

religious expectation’?) (Eze 2004, 66 quoting Geertz 2003, 27). Geertz cynically remarks that modern 

economics have appropriated the authority to judge that ‘what looks like shadow is, when seen right, 

actually light’: Neo-classical economists are explaining away less fortunate modern economic 

phenomena (e.g. income inequality) as ‘both unavoidable, and in the long run, progressive’ (Eze 2004, 

67). In other words the question arises whether economic ‘science’ has taken away our ability (or right) 

to pass moral judgment on the outcomes. 

This ‘one size fits all’ doctrine for development also becomes apparent in the staffing policies of 

international organizations like the IMF (or diplomatic services worldwide) that do not require local 

knowledge to operate or are impeding staff from acquiring in depth contextual knowledge (Danby 2004, 

257).  

‘Decolonizaton of the imaginary’ (Latouche 2015) and ‘critiques of development’ (Escobar 2015), 

including ‘environmental justice’(Anguelovski 2015), are also found in the degrowth movement, 

entering science in 2008 (D’Alisa et al. 2015, foreword; Fioramonti 2013; see Chapter 8). 

2.3.1.1 Main economic concepts tackled 

The fort hare of the economically defined process of development is industrialization, accumulation 

through specialization, literacy, technological skills and an obvious evolutionary historical path guided by 

Modern European experience (Callari 2004). Market failure is not the outcome of hegemonic or cultural 

processes, but a problem of ‘knowledge’ (Zein-Elabdin 2004, 32). The very essence of the economic 

science depends on the ‘othering’ process (Callari 2004). ‘The West came to know about and of the 

other only what it wanted to know, and then only in terms of its own conceptual grid (…) (the narrative 

of its own history)’ (Callari 2004, 122) (Table 2.4). Indigenous people, for instance continue to be 

stigmatized by many as uneducated, despite their vast knowledge about for example their living 

environments.  
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Table 2.4 Historic premises in economic thought  

18th century 19th century 20th century 21st century 

(a) Private property was seen 

as the outcome of a historic 

evolutionary process; the 

state was necessary for 

providing public goods and 

addressing externalities. This 

created the private-public 

dichotomy. Property 

(movable wealth that could 

be extracted from the 

tyrannical aristocracy) and 

interest were deemed to be 

the hallmark of an advanced 

society. Property became the 

principle of (superior) social 

and cultural organization. 

Property equaled progress 

(Callari 2004, 119-123).  

 

(b) Mobility of property, also 

led to the division of labor 

leading to mobility of people 

as economic agents. In 

contrast to the previous 

centuries. Mankind is seen as 

universal and knowable and 

behind (not different from) 

Europe in development 

(Smith, Ferguson, Mill and 

even Marx’ counter theory 

works within these premises) 

(Callari 2004, 119-123). 

Colonization was justified as a 

wayto civilize and develop 

the Rest.  

 

(c) Imperialist period: 

The division of labor 

was explained 

through the West’s 

capacity for abstract 

thought, which led to 

certain forms of social 

organization (organic 

solidarity) conducive 

to the mobility of 

people (Durkheim). 

Less philosophically 

capable people were 

attached to a certain 

place and thus not 

capable of division of 

labor (Callari 2004, 

125). They could be 

studied through 

anthropology with 

Western man as the 

abstract detached 

observer (Callari 

2004, 123-124). 

(d) Development economics 

aims to promote 

development in less 

‘developed’ societies. 

Economic science begins to 

focus on utility and 

consumption (subjectivism) 

rather than labor and 

production (objectivism) as a 

source of value. This change 

arises from perfection of the 

capacity to analyze (Whig) 

and the rise of a leisure class 

leading to consumption or to 

a focus on individualism to 

counter socialism (relativists) 

(Callari 2004, 126). Callari 

adds discovery of culture to 

separate the West from the 

Rest as a possible 

explanation.  

 

(e) A new focus on applied 

economics, not questioning the 

underlying assumptions. As long 

as economists work within 

disciplinary boundaries, they will 

frame the Other as inferior and 

outside the boundaries of 

economic science. Even Amartya 

Sen falls into this trap (Callari 

2004, 127), as he does not move 

out of the private-public 

dichotomy and assumes that the 

right mix of state policies and 

market will fix the economy, 

though the ultimate goal is 

maximizing one’s capabilities 

(human development) (Callari 

2004, 119). 

Source: Derived from Callari 2004 

Thus Callari argues that other forms of social and cultural organization (e.g. community life) are a priori 

excluded as a possibility: ‘The other’s social construction of material production is never analyzed as 

having a coherence of its own’ (Callari 2004, 118). This exclusion was a consequence of Europe’s 

representation of itself, in the first instance finding theories justifying capitalist oppression and later 

colonialist oppression. The Other thus serves as a mirror for Europe’s self-image, lowering the image of 

the other served the purpose of polishing away Europe’s own deficiencies. If this is so, development 

economics itself becomes a contradictio in terminus.  
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2.3.2 Postcolonial law: TWAIL movement  

Third World approaches to International Law (TWAIL) came together as a school of thought fairly 

recently in 1997, as a critique of mainstream international law scholarship and of the privileging of 

European and North American voices therein (conference New Approaches to Third World Legal Studies, 

Harvard Law School, Vision Statement, as quoted by Mickelson 2008, 357). It was preceded by NAIL 

(New Approaches to International Law) (Kennedy 2007, 333). Though opposed by some (see Mickelson 

2008), it is divided in TWAIL I (following decolonization, calling for the right to development for states) 

and II (from 1990’s onwards, people centric critique of human rights’ universality and its use as a tool to 

address human needs) (Badaru, 2008, 380-381). It repeats claims of epistemological violence by the 

displacement of indigenous legal knowledge systems, calling for alternative histories of human rights, to 

which international law is ‘inattentive’(Parmar 2008) and recognition of the ‘embeddedness of Europe’ 

in ‘our everyday habits of thought’ (Chakrabarty 2000 quoted by Parmar 2008, 367). Calls are made 

against ‘the imperialism of the Same’ (Baxi 2006, 714; quoted by Parmar 2008, 368) and the 

continuation of the civilization mission under a different guise of human rights (Anghie and Chimni 2003, 

86, quoted by Badaru 2008, 379). Concerns run from economic law (taxation, foreign investment 

agreements, World Bank policies) to gender, race, constitution-making, health and the legality of 

imperial wars (Iraq), as well as humanitarian concerns defending the doctrine of the responsibility to 

protect against the established principle of state sovereignty (see Special Issues International 

Community Law Review 2008, 10 (4) and 2007 9(4)). 

Postcolonial legal writers question the development of international law as an enterprise in modernity. 

They reveal the imperial foundations of the international system; and question the myth of equal 

sovereign states able to negotiate an international legal order on equal terms. They depict the betrayal 

of third world people’s aspirations, trying to restore them as (legal) agents of change; and regret the 

cooptation of resistance movements by international law and therefore their further marginalization 

(Buchanan 2008, 446-447), calling for ‘counter hegemonic international law’ as a tool of resistance 

(Buchanan 2008, 449 quoting Rajagopal 2006).  

The counter hegemonic lawyers, however, struggle with a very distinct problem, intrinsic to law: TWAIL 

scholars pose the question whether law can, at all, fulfill a revolutionary role, as law is the extension of 

the power it opposes. Buchanan concludes there is a small, but important role in the counter hegemonic 

struggle (Buchanan 2008, 450). This opportunity lies in a transition of a monist understanding of law to a 

pluralistic legal tradition (Buchanan 2008, 454). He recognizes that the sacrifice of all legality in the 

name of ‘absolute justice’ will lead to anarchy and absence of peace (‘relative justice’), but at the same 

time struggles with this notion asking whether revolution implies ‘the end of law’, as it is connected to 

law enforcement encountered by revolutionaries (see for example 14.4.2.5 on the criminalization of 

nature defenders). I would rather contend that a temporary suspension of (abiding) the law may 

sometimes be necessary to follow one’s ethical convictions, and a reformulation of law as part of a 

political process (revolution). After all Eichmann also claimed to follow the law while transporting the 

Jews to destruction camps (as Hannah Arend, 1963, argued in ‘Eichmann in Jerusalem’). The question 

then is: when is law illegitimate? Some say when it is against fundamental human rights, but this in 

TWAIL is also subject to investigation. Thus the TWAILers end up in a catch 22 situation. In times of 
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turbulence one is ultimately left with one’s own sense of ethical intuition, though for instance genocide 

and racial discrimination will not generally be in dispute. At the same time sweeping statements that 

‘international law itself may be becoming obsolete’ in the face of ‘imperial justice’ (Buchanan 2008, 451, 

referring to the Palestinian context) cannot be generalized. It may be true in the specific Palestinian 

context or in relation to the larger issues of ‘wars on terror’, but can by no means therefore be extended 

to the entire body and functioning of international law, even if it may not be suitable to deal with all 

situations. Fakhri (2008) has a more nuanced view that the relationship between law, institutions and 

power is not so straightforward. They constitute a compromise between different power factors in 

society: ‘It exemplifies a mix of societal interests and structures’ (Fakhri 2008, 459). He illustrates this 

(Fakhri 2008, 459) with Polanyi’s book ‘The Great Transformation’ which according to him posits that 

‘laws and institutions are a social response to the destructive nature of the market’. The economy is 

thus embedded in social relations and not (the reverse) social relations in an economic system. Both 

have an interaction. Fakhri therefore defines law as the interplay of ideas, institutions and interests. 

Maogoto (2007, 383 quoting Sabel and Dorf 1998), nevertheless, calls for ‘democratic experimentalism’, 

recognizing that rights are socially constructed, allowing a community to define rights on its own terms 

and pleading for a ‘new and reconcilable understanding of rights’). Chapters 5, 6 and 7 look at examples 

of constitutions inspired by indigenous theories. Constitution-making, according to Sripati (2008, 417) 

can be the foundation for subordination in the political and economic realm (Sripati 2008, 417), 

especially in post-conflict situations, which are then framed in the ‘savages-victim-savior’ paradigm 

(Mutua 2001, 238), the UN being the ‘grand neutral savior’ of the Third World savages/victims in 

conflict; good governance and rule of law legitimizing neoliberal democracy and globalization (Sripati 

2008, 415 and 420; Maogoto 2007, 378). ‘This suggests that the problems of the Third World lie within 

the Third World itself’ (Maogoto 2007, 380).  

TWAIL writers recognize the difficulty of distinguishing between state and people sovereignty, raising 

the question whether TWAIL is ‘protecting the sovereignty of states at the expense of human rights of 

Third World peoples?’ (Natarajan 2007, 425). They plead for a more people centered approach in TWAIL 

II. (This is emphasized in Ecuador’s concepts of sovereignty, see Chapter 7). Indigenous voices in general 

have been muffled by international law’s concept of sovereignty. Munarriz (2008) calls this 

‘international law’s complicity with political oppression’, citing the examples of gross human rights 

violations in Guatamala and Peru that went largely unnoticed (Munarriz 2008, 435). Kangave (2008) links 

the dismal state of peoples in Africa to sovereignty issues, whereby arbitrary demarcation of borders 

delinked nations from state, creating corrupt unrepresentative governments allowing for minimally 

taxed foreign investors; thus shifting the tax burden to the poor (‘whereas taxation is rarely the major 

driver of investment decisions’, 393). Immigration laws also contributed significantly to sidelining 

indigenous peoples in Canada and the USA, creating a hierarchy of preferable races for immigration 

(Thobani 2008, 425). This is reminiscent of apartheid policies in South Africa (see Chapter 6), implicitly 

setting up one race against another. Thobani for example indicates that the relation between non-white 

immigrants and indigenous people is not at all clear calling it ‘the complicity of people of colour in the 

oppression of Indigenous peoples in Canada’ (Thobani 2008, 428). Another issue is that of women’s 
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rights and ‘emancipation’ of women into the modern patriarchal state, leading i.a. to exploitation in free 

trade zones (Escobar 1995, 171-177; Medley and Carroll 2004).  

As Moyn argues, the recent concept of individual rights transcending state sovereignty date from the 

1970s (as a consequence of the death of ideologies of communism, anticommunism, anti-colonialism) 

and not, as is often claimed, from French/American revolutions or decolonization, as nation state 

thinking was dominant in these movements. Human rights are an ideology, he argues, not a fixed truth 

and only useful if they can be implemented and overcome challenges of this age (Moyn, 2010). Moyn 

(2010) presents human rights as mainly an American idea. Mutua argues that ‘the end of human rights 

era has left the world with a moral vacuum’ (Mutua 2016). This raises the question: Do human rights 

require a renewal of more collective notions of utopia? These issues will be looked at in Chapter 6 on 

Ubuntu and Chapter 7 on Buen Vivir. The argument that the adoption of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (UDHR) and its drafting in the Human Rights Commission did include a majority from 

‘non-Western’ countries (Ramcharan 1998; Selebi 1998; Liu 2014) is a procedural argument to confirm 

universality. Ebtekar’s statement that the Declaration ‘fails to undertake (…) sacrifice and love’ (Ebtekar 

1998), moreover, hints at the lack of the notion of reciprocity, important in all three ‘non-Western’ 

traditions described.  

Another major issue according to TWAIL is the lip service paid to the indivisibility of rights (called 

interrelated and interdependent in many UN documents), but in practice first generation civil and 

political rights are still often prioritized in the West (partly linked with good governance policies) over 

second generation economic and social rights. Cultural rights generally come last in the pecking order 

and are often disconnected from the socio-economic discourse (Fagbongbe 2008, 407). These and other 

issues are dealt with in Chapter 5, 6 and 7, in the paragraphs on legal implications 12.7.1; 13.7.1; 14.7.1.) 

One of the drafts for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, submitted by a UNESCO 

Committee in 1947, starts with (roughly) economic rights (live, health, work, maintenance, property), 

then social rights (education, information, thought/free inquiry, self-expression) and then civil political 

rights (justice, political action, speech/assembly/association/worship/press, citizenship), ending with the 

right to rebellion (against injustice) and the right ‘to share in progress’ (UNESCO 1947, 8-11). The last 

two are relegated to the pre-amble of the final Declaration, which also has a significantly different order 

of rights, mentioning a range of civil and political rights first.  

2.4 Conclusion 
The scientific legal debate (TWAIL) as well as postcolonial economic debate criticize current 

development models as too Western oriented (legally, economically and environmentally). The thesis 

will test this, looking at the MDG-SDG system, for which national policies and legal systems in Bhutan, 

South Africa and Ecuador are taken as case studies. 

2.4.1 Relevance of postcolonial economics for this research 

Underlying modernist theories is the belief that if each person has the freedom to promote his or her 

self-interest, this would lead to collective welfare and therefore the market could enhance collective 

welfare (Adam Smith) (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 6 and 10). This assumption is embedded in European 

traditions of truth being established by reason (Descartes and the rationalists) and /or empiricist 
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knowledge (Hume), leading to positivist worldviews whereby the source of knowledge is based in logic 

or sensatory experience, rejecting metaphysical origins (Maciones and Gerber 2012, quoted by 

Ntibagirirwa 2012). ‘Modern’ societies are characterized by reason, a non-belief in magic, secularization 

of society, reward based on merit, science and technology and capitalist work ethics, all leading to 

progress; whereas ‘backward’ traditional societies were, or still are, deemed to be stuck in metaphysical 

worldviews and religious authority (Weber; Durkheim)(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 9). According to Ntibagirirwa, 

there are ‘nine salient features of the culture in which neo-liberalism originated, namely, human 

sovereignty, individual sovereignty, freedom, emphasis on private property, self-interest, materialism, 

the quantification of value, instrumentalisation of labor, and the emphasis on reason. These 

characteristics underlie a cultural value system with a corresponding ontological make-up from which 

the neo-liberal theory of economic development emerged’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 314). All of these have 

been deconstructed by several post-modernist schools. 

 

The world of postcolonial writers is becoming more and more diverse and its science is applicable 

beyond the colonial divide (Chukwudi Eze 2004, 70). Indeed, the distinction between colonized and 

colonizers is blurred by former colonies becoming emerging powers (Brazil, India) and/or countries that 

have never been colonized (Bhutan, Turkey, China) asserting themselves. Smaller less rich countries 

clamor for their right to be heard, vide Ecuador and Bolivia’s strong self-confidence at propagating their 

own model of development (Chapter 7), or Thailand finding its own prescription to emerge out of 

economic crisis (Chapter 5).  

This study does not seek to design a new economic model, but looks at other cultural perspectives on 

development as inspiration for global development policy and decision making; these philosophies 

having the potential of collectively creating new mental structures, out of which may arise a new 

paradigm. I believe that this new paradigm will be global rather than local as the world has become so 

intertwined that existing in a separate (development) space completely detached from current 

economic and financial systems seems almost impossible. Danby (2004, 259 who applies this to 

monetary policies) calls this ‘constitutive openness’ whereby ‘domestic sectors are fundamentally 

transnational’. This in opposition to the assumed ‘openness invariant’, whereby ‘the nation is 

economically isolated from the rest’ and opens up gradually in specific sectors (e.g. migration). 

Therefore successes or failures of alternative development paradigms should be analyzed against this 

background and not merely be dismissed out of hand as utopia’s bound to fail. 

2.4.2 Relevance of TWAIL for this research 

TWAIL is a useful analysis to show the history why ‘non-Western’ concepts of well-being have been long 

overlooked; and how hegemonic tendencies continue to do so. The above quote from a former Dutch 

diplomat about ‘Papuas entrusted to us’ (2.3; footnote 15) in 2011 illustrates that this mindset (for 

some) still prevails. The TWAIL movement is, however, not a monolithic block, just like ‘the West’ or 

Non-West’. Some defend intervention within the Responsibility to Protect (Kindiki 2007), which may be 

looked at suspiciously by those emphasizing state sovereignty, criticizing humanitarian interventions as 

an excuse legitimating intervention of the West (e.g. Gozzi 2007, 359-360, on ‘saving’ Greeks in the 

Ottoman empire). Issues of power are seldom straightforward. What we can establish is a deep distrust 
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between (parts of) the West and the non-West; an ambivalence about rights being useful for 

emancipation and at the same time misused as a hegemonic tool; and a quest for a new language.  

Some critique to TWAIL can be made: 

 The word ‘Third World’ used in TWAIL to cover all that is not the West is somewhat confusing,19 

though a term is needed for the collective experience of subjugated people in Africa, Asia and 

Latin America (Natarajan 2007, 426). This term is criticized, because it represents a 

hierarchisation of regions in the world, which gives undue primacy to the West (first world) 

(Parkinson 1977, 24-25). I therefore prefer to refer to these countries as the Global South. The 

word ‘developing’ is objected to in postcolonialism and TWAIL; when using the words 

‘developing’ and ‘developed’ in this thesis, it has therefore been put between inverted 

comma’s. In a phase of transition one cannot avoid the old terminology altogether. 

 The simple dichotomy of dominators versus dominated also requires refinement. In Annex 15 

on the Wheel of Values I propose another model for the different roles of power play in the 

modern world, borrowed from the wisdom of the ancient Greeks. It tries to refine the notion of 

powerful-powerless, dominator versus subjugated. Furthermore identities are complex and 

multifaceted, which the model also makes explicit (the general is contained in the specific and 

vice versa).  

 Calls to abolish all ‘development’ cooperation, because it furthers Western hegemonic power 

objectives, discount the diversity in the West where those seeking the market economy in its 

strictest sense, most generally are those who plead for the abolishment of of all aid. Though 

power is definitely exercised through aid as well, different motives for international cooperation 

exist (Lieshout et al. 2010). That all of these would depart from a superiority stance and are 

unwanted by the recipients is too simplistic. A mutual learning through international 

cooperation may be more appropriate in modern times. This aspect of mutuality was 

experimented with in the Netherlands through sustainable development treaties in 1994 

(amongst others with Bhutan), but more recently abandoned (due to political changes in The 

Netherlands and an evaluation) (2002). (One World 2002; Herfkens 2001; Verhagen et al. 2003). 

This approach is interesting, because it demonstrated that at the start of these treaties, the 

progress of the Netherlands in sustainability was no more advanced than that of Bhutan, Benin 

and Costa Rica (Van Vuuren en de Kruijf 1998).  

 All ‘post’ movements want to ‘deconstruct’ existing theory, which is a laudable effort. Here, 

however, the relative versus absolute justice argument quoted above comes in to play; namely 

what comes into its place and what to do in the meantime? This research is an effort to draw 

linkages between Western and ‘non-Western’ thought in an effort to be constructive in building 

a new language while we are deconstructing the old. 

                                                             
19 The first world is the capitalist world, second world is the communist world, the third world is the rest (also 
often referred to as the non-aligned world; they formed the G77 and the Non Alignment Movement). When the 
second world disintegrated, some of these countries became part of the ‘developed’ world (e.g. see Annex I of the 
Climate Convention) and the rest were neither third world/developing countries, nor first world. 
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 How will TWAIL deal with the rise of emerging powers in the South, perhaps imposing their 

ideologies? Kennedy (2007, 340) suggests: ‘Perhaps the new politics will be about 

experimentation and institutional diversity, protected by a re-activated sovereignty in the 

middle powers of the South.’ 

 Is TWAIL (and postcolonialism), caught up in their own disciplinary boundaries, to some extent 

guilty of the same sin they are trying to fight: A TWAIL scholar remarks that ‘TWAIL scholars 

continue to marginalize ‘non-Western’ ways of thinking about international law, because there 

is not often engagement with knowledge about international law from Africa, Asia or Latin-

America.’ (Natarajan 2007, 425).  

If that is the case it might be high time to consolidate what we have in terms of rights and amplify it 

with the philosophical notions of the non-West. Otherwise the West may lose its hard won gain of 

universal rights and the non-West may reinvent a new wheel. As the UNESCO report (1947) forming one 

of the bases for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights highlighted ‘the problem of the 

implementation of human rights, new and old, depends on the tacit or explicit resolution of basic 

philosophic problems’ (UNESCO 1947, 3). The UNESCO Committee had envisaged ‘a detailed 

examination of the common principles .. and the philosophic differences that have divided men in the 

interpretation of those principles’ (UNESCO 1947, 4). It recommends a ‘further study of the oppositions 

of philosophic doctrines which lead to diversities of interpretations of human rights, or which conceal 

fundamental principles on which agreement is possible despite these diversities’ and concludes this 

‘might facilitate the discussion of human rights today’ (UNESCO 1947, 11). This study, however, never 

took place.  

Bearing in mind the UNESCO Constitution: ‘That since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds 

of men that the defences of peace must be constructed’, this research will now turn to the core of its 

investigation: Firtstly, the modernistic enterprise as articulated in the MDGs-SDGs (Chapters 3 and 4) 

and, secondly, ‘non-Western’ philosophies of well-being (Chapters 5, 6 and 7) and their comparative 

relationship to the SDGs (Chapter 8 and 9). 
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For Rolph (‘wise and strong’) 

 

‘Perhaps the most significant recommendation in this report is therefore, in the run-up to a post-2015 
system, to promote a consultative process with countries in different stages of development, and with 
civil society and the private sector.’  
(AIV 2011, 10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Millennium Development Goals 
  

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/poverty.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/education.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/gender.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/childhealth.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/maternal.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/aids.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/environ.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/global.shtml
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3.1 Introduction 
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) covered the period 2000-2015 (though measuring results 

from 1990 onwards). The debate of what would happen after 2015 started in 2011. It was, amongst 

others, kicked off by a report of the Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV, 2011) of the 

Netherlands, called The Development Agenda post-2015, The Millennium Development Goals in 

Perspective. It was written at the request of the Dutch MFA and published in April 2011, which provoked 

the response at the UN that ‘A member state is ahead of us’ (S1).The UN held its first meeting on the 

post-MDG agenda in June 2011, while the SG issued a report in July (UNSG 2011) referring to the issues 

that a post-2015 agenda should include. This chapter heavily draws on and contains excerpt from the 

AIV report.20 This text has not been rewritten, and recommendations are presented as formulated in 

2011 (including a few recommendations omitted from the final report). Quoted statistics reflect the 

state of affairs before the MDG review and the mindset before the ‘post-2015’ development debates 

commenced. Contributions were furthermore made to the discussions on the post-2015 development 

agenda, during the writing of this thesis in publications, blogs and lectures (see ‘Curricum Vitae and 

contributions to the post 2015 debate’ at the end of this thesis). This thesis is therefore partly a 

reflection of research input given into the post-2015 process from 2010-2015. For more recent debates, 

one can refer to the ODI-data base21 while in the present chapter and Chapter 4 references are made to 

the special issue of the Journal of Human Development and Capabilities 15 (2-3) (2014). 

This chapter deals with the question: how can the evolution of the MDGs be analyzed (from the theory 

of objective, subjective and future well-being, human rights and global public good theory) and what are 

the thematic implications? To answer this question, the criticism to the policy model of MDGs (process 

of formulation and content) is assessed. 

 

This chapter first gives a brief history of the making of the MDGs (3.2), reviews the literature on the 

MDGs in 3.3, distinguishing different schools of general criticism (3.3.1); and specific criticisms (3.3.2) 

leveled at targets and target-setting (3.3.2.1 and 3.3.2.2). This helps to understand the process that led 

to the awareness that the MDGs were grounded in the Western trend towards results-based 

management (3.3.2.2; UNDG 2011). The target based approach, however, led to ‘unintended 

consequences in diverting attention from other important objectives’ (Fukuda-Parr et al. 2014). It 

overshadowed the Declaration’s ethical principles, empowerment and the right to development, 

shedding human rights and capability approaches, defining development as poverty reduction (Fukuda-

Parr 2014, 129). Therefore, a number of themes and target groups (3.3.3) in the Declaration were not 

included in the MDGs: Peace, security and disarmament; human rights, democracy and good 

                                                             
20 This report was prepared by a drafting group consisting of R. van der Hoeven (chair), K. Arts, F.A.J. Baneke, 

B.S.M. Berendsen, S. Borren, N. Tellegen, A. van der Velden and D.E. van Norren (executive secretary) and received 
comments and inputs from other members of the Committee on Development (COS) and AIV. I am very grateful to 
the members of the drafting group, the chair of the COS and the secretary of the AIV for allowing me to use the 
relevant parts of the report. This chapter also incorporates the follow-up article The Wheel of Development: the 
MDGs as a communication and development tool (Van Norren 2012). 

21 Post2015.org – what comes after the MDGs? Tracking future development goals, http://tracker.post2015.org/  

http://post2015.org/
http://tracker.post2015.org/
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governance; vulnerable groups; the special needs of Africa; and reform of the UN. The relevance of the 

MDGs in the development debate will be demonstrated by some examples of how policies have been 

implemented in the Global South and in donor countries, though causality will always be difficult to 

demonstrate (3.4). It concludes with lessons learned (3.5).  

The second and third part of this chapter deal with how this can be linked up with existing theory. The 

second part explores how the Millennium Declaration and theories of well-being (objective, subjective 

and future well-being) and human rights (including gender and inequality) can be better reflected in a 

post-2015 system of development, as these were identified as missing approaches (3.6). It then 

articulates the thematic implications (3.7). The third part this chapter reviews briefly some global 

development trends in 2010 (at the time of the MDG mid-term review) and their consequences, and in 

doing so places the discussion on global governance and the future of the MDGs in a broader 

perspective (3.8). The thematic implications on trade and finance, new technology, demography, food 

security and infrastructure are then discussed (3.9). It also discusses the theory of global public goods 

and global commons (3.10) and their relevance for a post-2015 system. Furthermore, institutional 

economy is relevant from the point of view of Global Governance and MDG8 (3.11). Then the practical 

recommendations for the follow-up to the MDGs are given as formulated in 2011 (in AIV 2011) (3.12). 

General conclusions follow in 3.13, with visual models on ‘the wheel of development’, ‘the wheel of 

governance’ and ‘the wheel of values’ in 3.14. 

3.2 History  

3.2.1 Declarations in the run-up to the MDGs  

In 2000, the international community, united in the UN, adopted the Millennium Declaration (2000) to 

address key global problems. A year later this led to the formulation of eight Millennium Development 

Goals . The MDGs crystallise goals agreed to earlier at international conferences, most of which were 

not achieved (Loewe 2008, 3). These conferences include the World Conference on Education for All 

(Jomtien, 1990), the World Summit for Children (New York, 1990, based on the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child), the UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), the World 

Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993), the International Conference on Population and 

Development (Cairo, 1994), the World Summit for Social Development (Copenhagen, 1995), the World 

Conference on Women (Beijing,1995), the UN Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II)(Istanbul, 

1996) and the World Food Summit (Rome, 1996). The goals also refer back to earlier international 

human rights conventions, like the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(1966), the OECD target of 0.7% GNP for development cooperation (1970), the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1981), and the International Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (1989). 

In its 1996 publication ‘Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of Development Cooperation’, the 

OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) made an initial attempt to formulate development 

goals by synthesising the goals agreed to at the various world summits (OECD 1996). Established by the 

rich countries meeting in the OECD/DAC (unlike the world summits, which were more global in nature), 

these goals focused mainly on measurable criteria for poverty (less than a dollar a day), social 
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development and a sustainable environment, and distanced themselves from the rights-based approach 

and emancipatory development (Saith 2006, 1169-1170). The list was less comprehensive than the later 

MDGs (especially with regard to gender, see 3.7).  

The UN secretariat, seeing the initiative as an attempt by the rich countries to control the UN agenda, 

devised its own list. As the new millennium approached, many civil-society networks (like the women’s 

and peace movements, the churches and Jubilee 2000) called on world leaders at the 2000 Millennium 

Summit to develop a global development vision. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s draft version again 

omitted gender equality, this time due to an ‘unholy alliance’ between the Vatican and conservative 

Islamic countries, including Sudan, Iran and Libya. Other themes that were ignored were reproductive 

health and maternal mortality. Health goals were included only summarily, because of the political 

struggle surrounding reproductive health rights – an issue to which the UNDP had in fact devoted 

considerable attention in a 1997 report. The focus came to lie primarily on HIV/AIDS. Economic growth – 

though not an explicit theme in the declarations issued at the world summits – received considerable 

attention, as did technological development. Pressure from the Global South and civil society led to 

goals for the rich countries relating to trade access, debt relief and ODA, and to an appeal to the 

pharmaceutical industry to make AIDS medicines cheaper. A separate section devoted attention to 

Africa and the development of agricultural productivity (Hulme 2009b, 25-31).  

In 2000, in an unprecedented display of unity, the leaders of the IMF, OECD, UN and World Bank 

published the document ‘A Better World for All: Progress towards the International Development Goals’, 

based on the OECD development goals mentioned above. This document was largely in line with Kofi 

Annan’s draft declaration, with the addition of infant and maternal mortality. Fearing that health 

budgets might otherwise become unbalanced, the passage on combating HIV/AIDS was expanded to 

include other diseases. A section was added on the special needs of small island states and landlocked 

‘developing’ countries, after earlier conferences on these issues (Hulme 2009b, 32-36). 

On 8 September 2000, the Millennium Declaration was adopted. The Declaration is based on six 

fundamental values – freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature and shared 

responsibility (Sumner, Tiwari, and Tiwari 2009, 47) – and is clearly divided into eight Chapters: 1) Values 

and principles, 2) Peace, security and disarmament, 3) Development and poverty eradication, 4) 

Protecting our common environment, 5) Human rights, democracy and good governance, 6) Protecting 

the vulnerable, 7) Meeting the special needs of Africa, and 8) Strengthening the United Nations.  

3.2.2 From Declaration to Goals 

In September 2001, the UN Secretary-General’s report ‘Roadmap Towards the Implementation of the 

Millennium Declaration’, with eight MDGs, was approved by the UN General Assembly. The new 

American president George Bush was sceptical about the initiative, but 9/11, the need for ‘soft power’, 

and his relationship with the host of the next summit (the Mexican president), made him change his 

mind (Hulme 2009b, 42-43). Consequently, the MDGs were not adopted by the US until 2002, at the 

summit on financing for development in Monterrey, Mexico. This is now known as the Monterrey 
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consensus.22 In practice, however, the US continued to resist the MDGs until 2005 (Hulme 2009b, 42). 

The American position was that they were ‘a UN Secretariat product which member states never 

formally ratified’. One important outcome of the Millennium Declaration was the adoption of the Paris 

Declaration on the Effectiveness of Aid in 2005 (Paris Declaration 2005). 

 The MDGs are grounded in the Western trend towards results-based management and accountability in 

development policy, as reflected in the OECD development goals. This was coupled to a more visionary 

objective of human development, originating in UNDP and laid down in the Millennium Declaration 

(Hulme 2009a). 

In substantive terms, the UN had to reconcile the OECD’s development goals with its own Millennium 

Declaration. After all, the UN Secretary-General was a signatory to the former, but also had to take all 

189 member states into account. At a meeting of donors in 2001,‘developing’ countries and multilateral 

institutions, led by the World Bank, integrated the two sets of goals. These were elaborated by a joint 

working group representing the OECD/DAC, World Bank, IMF and UNDP. The goals on climate (MD 7) 

and the contribution of the rich countries (MDG 8: Global partnership), which were still the subject of 

fierce political negotiation, proved especially difficult. The goal on a sustainable environment (MDG 7) 

was extended to include biodiversity and a number of other new indicators (Hulme 2009b, 10). MDG 8 

was eventually finalized with seven targets and 17 indicators, but without a deadline, making it the most 

comprehensive, yet least specific or measurable goal. For discussion of the change in gender goals, see 

3.7.3. 

For technical reasons, a number of issues were changed from targets to indicators, including safe 

drinking water (with the addition of sanitation under MDG 7) and AIDS orphans (MDG 6) (Hulme 2009b, 

36-43). 

The main other difference between the MDGs and the Millennium Declaration lies in the fact that the 

following themes from the Declaration were not included in the MDGs: Peace, security and 

disarmament; human rights, democracy and good governance; the vulnerable (not explicitly); the special 

needs of Africa; and reform of the UN (3.3.3: What the MDGs fail to address). 

Ultimately the following main goals were identified: 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; 

2. Achieve universal primary education; 

3. Promote gender equality and empower women; 

4. Reduce child mortality;  

5. Improve maternal health; 

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; 

7. Ensure environmental sustainability; and 

8. Develop a global partnership for development. 

 

                                                             
22 UNDESA 2003. International Conference on Financing for Development, Monterrey, Mexico, 18-22 March 2002 
http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/monterrey/MonterreyConsensus.pdf  

http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/monterrey/MonterreyConsensus.pdf
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In addition to these main goals, the MDGs had subsidiary goals (targets) and indicators, the latter being 

the subject of continual heated debate as statistics – and thereby the feasibility of achieving the goals – 

can be interpreted differently. The MDG 1 targets, for example, have been gradually adjusted, in respect 

firstly of the Millennium Declaration, secondly of an earlier universal declaration on the reduction of 

poverty (at the World Food Summit in Rome in 1996), which called for poverty to be halved in absolute 

terms (by only talking of halving the proportion of poor people in MDG 1), and thirdly of the time span 

(by measuring the results from 1990 instead of 2000). All these changes produced a more positive 

picture, allowing for example the favourable developments in relation to poverty in China in the 1990s 

to be included. Furthermore, by taking account of growth in China in 1999, East Asia achieved MDG 1 a 

year before the MDGs were finalised (Pogge 2004, 337-397). Yale philosopher Thomas Pogge has 

estimated that, as a result of all of these adjustments, the goal of reducing the number of people living 

in poverty by 50% in 2015 amounted to an actual reduction of only 19%.  

3.2.3 MDG summits in 2005 and 2010  

At the World Summit in 2005, the governments of both donor countries and of the Global South 

reiterated the ambition to achieve the MDGs in 2015. They also agreed that, in 2006, all countries would 

formulate national development strategies for achieving the goals. The following issues were addressed: 

Development, terrorism, peace building and enforcement, the responsibility to protect, human rights, 

democracy and the rule of law, reform of the UN, environment, international health, humanitarian aid, 

and updating the UN Charter (UNGA 2005). 

Some MDGs were expanded, including MDG 5 (maternal mortality) to which reproductive health was 

added (this was a compromise, because of opposition to the inclusion of reproductive rights).23 This 

meant a victory over the earlier, fierce opposition from the US, thanks to vigorous lobbying that recalled 

the International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, where 179 countries 

agreed that universal access to reproductive rights had to be achieved by 2015 (Abrejo, Shaikh, and 

Saleem 2008, 3). Other additions included targets for employment and decent work (MDG 1), universal 

access to treatment for HIV/AIDS (MDG6) and the reduction of biodiversity loss (MDG 7).  

The 2010 Declaration was more of a progress report on the MDGs and was therefore less important in 

terms of strategy. With its rather uncritical, optimistic introduction, it made no urgent appeal to achieve 

better results nor did it address the shortcomings of the ‘developed’ countries in areas like trade policy, 

policy coherence and aid pledges (ODA). 

This means that the original 2000 Millennium Declaration is still relevant and the cornerstone of policy 

for the future. However, it could have been translated much more fully in the MDGs; in reality, the 

MDGs reflect only section 19 of the Declaration. The Declaration itself also neglects a number of 

important issues, some of which were added in the 2010 version, albeit cursorily. 

The Millennium Declaration played a leading role in the development debate. It generated a new 

consensus between the IMF/World Bank and the UN, and the former incorporated poverty dimensions 

in their structural adjustment programmes. The emphasis shifted from a one-sided focus on growth to 

                                                             
23 MDG5b reads: ‘Achieve by 2015 universal access to reproductive health’.  
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‘human development’. Development policy became more results-driven with measurable goals. 

Coherence was placed on the agenda, in terms of better coordination with other donors and their policy 

areas and prioritising the policies of countries in the Global South. The principle of joint responsibility 

was accepted, as was the need for a worldwide framework for development (MDG 8). The growing 

importance of civil society was recognised through its participation in international conferences (Loewe 

2008, 12-13). 

Nonetheless, opinions on the importance of the MDGs vary widely.  

3.3 An assessment of the MDGs 

3.3.1 General criticism 

There are basically four schools of thought regarding the MDGs (based on Hulme 2009b): The optimists 

(or architects), who saw the goals as a vehicle for transforming the human condition (including Jeffrey 

Sachs, leader of the Millennium Project, Pronk, Vandemoortele), the strategic realists, who saw the 

MDGs as essential to achieving political commitment (e.g. Fukuda-Parr, Jolly), the sceptics, who found 

the MDGs well-intentioned, but badly thought out (such as Clemens, Easterly), and the radical critics, 

who saw the MDGs as a diversionary manoeuvre to draw attention away from the ‘real’ issues of 

growing global inequality and gender disparity (including Antrobus, Eyden, Saith, Pogge, UNCTAD) 

(Hulme 2009b, 4; UNCTAD 2010). These four schools are described in brief below. 

3.3.1.1 Optimists 

Former Dutch development minister Jan Pronk identified six advantages of the MDGs as the culmination 

of 40 years of development cooperation (Pronk 2005, 3-4). According to Pronk, the goals: 

1. Represent nearly all the relevant dimensions of poverty rather than having a one-sided focus on 

income poverty; 

2. Concern the world as a whole, but are specific enough to be implemented at national level; 

3. Are result-oriented (output rather than the 0.7% input discussion); 

4. Aim at direct poverty reduction rather than indirect measures like trickle-down from economic 

growth or safety nets intended to compensate the poor for the negative effects of growth; 

5. Are precise and quantified rather than making vague promises; and 

6. Are ambitious: The world has never seen poverty halved in the relatively brief period of 15 years 

(even though this is not compatible with the right of all to a minimum level of existence). 

Another advantage of the MDGs, according to Pronk, is that there was no excuse for not achieving them; 

goals call for action and accountability (Pronk 2005, 44-45). 

Markus Loewe (2008)added that the MDGs have generated more aid in the new millennium. This may 

be because the goals are easy to understand for the public at large, increasing their appreciation for 

development cooperation. The main argument for pursuing the goals, however, is that all actors agreed 

on a single set of objectives, although this is seen by some as a fundamental weakness (Easterly 2010). 

Jan Vandemoortele (2009), UNDP negotiator during the talks on shaping the MDGs, still finds them a 

good concept that should have been maintained after 2015, albeit with a number of changes in 

structure and implementation: that MDG monitoring should account for inequalities within countries 
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(giving greater priority to improving the situation of the worst-off segments of the population). Including 

the distribution of prosperity within countries is a response to the criticism that national indicators say 

little about the position of the poorest groups. Others argued that measurement by target group 

(gender, ethnicity, rural-urban divide, regional variations) should be an added indicator (Jahan 2010). 

Vandemoortele rejected, however, the more fundamental criticism that the MDGs had no theoretical 

basis, since in his view that was never the intention. 

3.3.1.2 Strategic realists  

Sakiko Fukuda-Parr believed that the Millennium Declaration has led to partnerships with civil society 

and has put the private sector on the development cooperation agenda. She was, however, less 

enthusiastic about the impact this has had (Fukuda-Parr 2008, 7 and 12). With her colleague Joshua 

Greenstein, she criticised the focus on MDG achievement: Given that some countries have a worse 

starting position than others, 100% achievement of the goals is not as important as the progress each 

has made since 2000 compared to the period before (Fukuda-Parr and Greenstein 2010). Based on 

trends since 1990, Fukuda-Parr and Greenstein concluded that only five of the 24 indicators for which 

sufficient data was available showed accelerated improvement in over half the countries in question 

after 2000. In 80% of cases, therefore, the MDGs did not lead to accelerated improvements (Fukuda-

Parr and Greenstein 2010). In other words, in most countries the trends were continuing at the same 

pace as before 2000, or even slowed down. Accelerated progress was greater in the least ‘developed’ 

countries (on 13 indicators) and in Sub-Saharan Africa (on 16 indicators). They also concluded that 

‘target-setting is a limited but blunt tool (…) (which) should be refined’, taking into account more than 

statistical criteria, giving ‘information on core human rights and human development’; concluding that 

the process is not neutral, but leads to ‘simplification’ creating ‘perverse effects’ (Fukuda-Parr et al. 

2014, 105 and 115). 

3.3.1.3 Sceptics  

Although Easterly saw the MDGs as a success in ‘global consciousness raising’, he argued that they failed 

in terms of translating that new awareness into achieving the goals. Even before the economic crisis, the 

trends were negative. In fact, the latest global crisis or recession exposed a fundamental weakness in 

the MDGs i.e. that achieving them depended on global and national growth prospects. The question is 

how can you hold someone accountable for something over which they have no control, and how can 

you hold anyone accountable for something for which 189 governments are collectively responsible? 

Easterly’s position is that an agreement that everyone agrees on has no teeth. Social changes – like 

universal franchise, the emancipation of minorities and women’s rights – could only come about by 

identifying who was responsible for the injustice, why the situation was unjust, and what had to be done 

to rectify it. This analysis is lacking in the MDGs (Easterly 2010). Easterly also considered the goals unfair 

on many countries in Africa and other low-income countries, because they were primarily formulated in 

terms of the gap between the current and target situations, instead of the starting position (Easterly 

2009).  

3.3.1.4 Radical critics  

Perhaps the greatest criticism of the MDGs was that they had no socioeconomic underpinning. Some 

critics went even further, claiming that the MDGs left the unbridled market economy intact and simply 



3 The MDGs: policies versus theory 

81 
 

took palliative measures against a number of undesired side effects, including poverty. They did nothing 

to address fundamental power relations around the world, or distribution issues, and the voices of the 

poor and poor countries are hardly heard, if at all. According to these critics, the phenomenon of 

spectacularly widening income differences between and within countries as a consequence of market 

liberalisation is completely denied and ignored. In this view, the MDGs lead to distortion and were not 

as innocent as they appear. After all, who can object to less poverty, or reduced infant and maternal 

mortality? Focusing on these limited goals distracted attention from the more important systemic 

causes of poverty. The MDG agenda determined what kind of progress is measured in the world and 

thereby silently changes the course of development thinking and development cooperation. In short: 

Aid + technological means + local good governance = poverty reduction. This equation replaces the 

transformation of unjust economic structures (Saith 2006, 1189). 

The MDGs narrowed the definition of poverty to absolute poverty (Saith 2006, 1197), and exchanged 

the concept of relative poverty, which gained ground in recent decades, for an extremely simplistic 

interpretation, (‘In a generally opulent country, more income is needed to buy enough commodities to 

achieve the same social functioning’; Sen 1999, 91). From this perspective, the MDGs reduced the poor 

to helpless recipients who cannot achieve emancipation by demanding their rights. The MDGs were 

‘Minimum Development Goals’, a weak dilution of the many declarations of the 1990s and international 

achievements of the past 40 years. They actually helped maintain structural poverty by supporting the 

foundations of society, including their dark side. The MDGs implied that underdevelopment is a problem 

for ‘developing’ countries that is in no way related to the economic dynamics of ‘developed’ countries 

(Saith 2006).  

This criticism was also expressed by UNCTAD (2010), which described the fundamental problem of the 

MDGs as ‘the lack of a more inclusive strategy of economic development’. UNCTAD called for national 

development programmes with economic diversification, employment and technological development 

and a renewed emphasis on productive investment, taxation, socioeconomic policy and reform of the 

international governance architecture. 

Many human rights experts including Philip Alston, the former UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, 

summary or arbitrary executions, also saw the omission of human rights as a missed opportunity. 

(Alston 2005, 755-829). 

3.3.2 Specific criticism  

3.3.2.1 Measuring poverty, hunger, education, gender, health 

The criterion for poverty provoked much discussion and criticism. Thomas Pogge, for example, 

considered the ‘dollar a day’ norm introduced by the World Bank as insufficient to guarantee a 

minimum level of existence. This is because the World Bank does not base the norm on nominal 

exchange rates, but on purchasing power parity (PPP) in 2005. Someone in India living on $0.40 a day in 

2005 would not be considered poor: In that year, PPP was equal to $1.25. According to Pogge, food 

prices in all poor countries are on average more than 50% higher than the PPP suggests (Pogge 2010, 
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68). He showed that purchasing power of $1.25 a day is not sufficient to buy the minimum food 

required, not to mention clothing, shelter, water, etc. 

Pogge also objected to the poverty line and the method used by the World Bank to update it. His 

analysis showed that the poverty criterion had been successively adjusted downwards. The $1 criterion 

from 1985 was equal to $1.85 in 2005 PPP. This resulted in an ‘absurdly low’ figure that does not cover 

even a quarter of the food requirement (Pogge 2010, 65-66). Updating the poverty criterion also had the 

effect of making the change measured in global poverty appear more positive than it is in reality: The 

lower the poverty line, the better the result. Pogge showed that, if the poverty line is set at $2.50, there 

was no improvement at all between 1981 and 2005 (Pogge 2010, 62 and tabel 3.2). This is the more 

important as MDG 1 was implicitly treated ‘as ‘the first amongst equals’ goal’ (Greenstein et al. 2014, 

132). It encouraged economic growth, rather than pro-poor growth or redistribution, as the solution to 

poverty, reinforcing traditional aid-mechanisms; it disregarded ‘coordinated, multi-sectorial 

approaches’, causes of poverty, political mobilization and ‘context-specific measures of poverty’ 

(Greenstein et al. 2014, 142). 

MDGs also made solving hunger (MDG 1 target C) subservient to income poverty and ‘did little to 

mobilize support to hunger as a global target’, focusing on short-term technological and private sector 

solutions; it reduced the importance of food as a human right, necessary socio-economic change 

(reversing the 1996 World Food Summit results) and political issues such as inequitable access, quality, 

autonomy (smallholder production versus multinational food production) or food sovereignty (Fukuda-

Parr and Orr 2014, 147 and 157). It thereby created a ‘natural’ hegemony of ideas that hunger is an issue 

of supply and demand (Fukuda-Parr and Orr 2014, 157). In measuring education it was proposed to look 

at primary school completion rates, rather than enrolment, and to focus on life-long learning, equity and 

empowerment to give guidance to policy-makers; MDG-indicators were robust in terms of data, but not 

fit for the purpose (Unterhalter, 2014, 184-185 and 180). Gender indicators and targets were poor (3.7.3 

and Sen and Mukherjee 2014). Child mortality targets shrunk the child health agenda and neglected 

human rights principles such as discrimination (Díaz-Martinez and Gibbons 2014). SRHR was reduced to 

maternal mortality, marginalizing its root causes and necessary social transformation (Yamin and 

Boulanger 2014, 228). The reductionist approach was also called inappropriate by Langford and Winkler 

(2014, 257) regarding water and sanitation, disregarding complexity and interrelationship of quality, 

affordability, equality and sustainability. 

Leo and Barmeier devised a progress index that gave a realistic picture of the performance of the MDGs 

(Leo and Barmeier 2010). The index showed that LDCs performed better in terms of progress on 

selected MDG indicators than middle-income countries. There was also a negligible positive correlation 

between progress on the MDGs and economic growth (GNP), growth in per capita GNP and per capita 

aid (ODA). The correlation with countries’ institutional development was also only slightly positive: 

Some countries were making good progress despite having weak institutions; however, every country 

that performed badly on the MDGs had weak institutions.24  

                                                             
24 Statistics from the World Bank’s Country Policy and Institutional Assessments (CPIA). 
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3.3.2.2 Pitfalls of results-based management  

Besides these fundamental criticisms of the MDGs a number of general objections can be made to 

results-based management: Goals that focus on quantity do not measure quality and can undermine it 

(e.g. children might attend school, but teaching is below par). At the same time, narrowly defined 

indicators can, for example, encourage governments to send people to school without making sure 

there are good teachers or teaching materials, purely to achieve the MDG concerned. This is not the 

intended outcome of results-based management, but is certainly a possible one, leaving it open to 

abuse. Nor do the indicators take account of inequality, which is increasing worldwide both within and 

between countries. It was possible, for example, to achieve MDG 1 by ignoring the poorest of the poor 

and helping people who live just below the poverty line. Or China could achieve MDG 1 for the whole of 

Asia on its own, while other Asian countries still had large numbers of people living in poverty (Hulme 

2009b, 20). 

What is more, short-term planning to achieve goals can undermine their sustainability (who will pay for 

children to attend school after 2015?). Focusing on the goals ignores the extent to which they are 

interconnected, which was precisely the major achievement of the world summits. In other words: What 

effect does achieving one goal have on others, or on parameters that have not been formulated as 

goals? Not achieving the goals can undermine support for development cooperation (whose fault is it?). 

To put it in another way, were the goals realistic? Countries facing the severest problems may make 

progress and still not achieve the goals, thus harming their image; the starting situations varied too 

widely (Hulme 2009b). 

Richard Jolly argues that it is better not to look at whether goals have been achieved, but how they have 

functioned as a catalyst for change and awareness-raising, and why some countries have not achieved 

them (due to both internal and external factors, e.g. global crises) (Jolly 2003). 

In the context of the MDGs, the responsibility for achieving results lied with the Global South 

(‘developing’ countries), while MDG 8 did not demand that the rich countries provided any measurable 

support or ensure fair trade rules (UNMDG 2010). In this respect, setting global goals and pursuing them 

at national level is not effective. Other dangers are planning on the basis of incomplete statistics and 

irrelevant statistics that do not measure impact (e.g. the proportion of land set aside as nature reserves) 

(Loewe 2008, 14-18). Measuring progress per country is deceptive in the sense that countries like India 

with large numbers of people living in poverty count the same as small countries like the Maldives; this 

means that someone living in India is accorded relatively less weight than an inhabitant of the Maldives; 

this conflicts with the principle that all people are equal (Alkire and Santos 2010, 8). 

Lastly, it has not been shown conclusively that results-based management provides sufficient incentives 

for the political establishment of recipient countries to promote development. Research based on a 

number of Poverty Reduction Strategies identified no significant influence on national objectives; in the 

case of worldwide goals it is even more difficult to show that they have a positive effect on national 

politicians (Booth 2010). A study by the Institute of Development Studies of the impact of transparency 

and accountability initiatives concludes that greater transparency does not necessarily improve 
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accountability, because the initiatives are very complex and many factors that can determine their 

success, including power relations, need to be taken into account (McGee and Gaventa 2010). 

3.3.3 Gaps: what the MDGs failed to address  

3.3.3.1 Missing themes 

The MDGs were intended as an overarching concept for all dimensions of poverty, a crystallisation or 

summary of the global problem as a whole. One group of critics has, however, insisted from the start 

that the MDGs were worded wrongly. Although the goals have since been extended and new ones 

added at a series of international conferences and meetings, this has not changed. Essential themes like 

sustainability, growth and employment, inequality, knowledge and technology, demography (including 

cities), peace and security, infrastructure, human rights and culture were not explicitly addressed by the 

MDGs, while others – including food security, climate, energy, gender and global governance – were not 

given sufficient attention. Critics believed that these important issues could obstruct achievement of the 

MDGs. Some segments of the civil society movement even rejected the MDGs completely, because they 

felt they ignored gender analysis and the environmental impact of economic growth. They called for an 

agenda of transformation. These issues will be discussed in sections 3.7 (themes related to well-being 

and human rights) and 3.9 (themes related to economics and related to MDG 8, means of 

implementation and global governance). 

3.3.3.2 Missing target groups 

Generally speaking, the MDGs were not specifically directed at the most vulnerable groups in society, 

with the exception of women. Yet a number of other groups can be considered vulnerable because they 

are also often disproportionately affected by poverty. 

The second Special Rapporteur on Disability of the Commission for Social Development noted that 

poverty and functional impairment often go together (UNSG 2009a, 4). (For example in 1999, the World 

Bank indicated that people with a functional impairment made up around 10% of the global population 

and 20% of the world’s poor (Elwan 1999). This group of people merit extra attention – which is 

currently minimal – in national and international development agendas on poverty reduction (UNSG 

2009a, 17-18). Nor did the MDGs devote specific attention to people with functional impairments, while 

programmes and policies based on the MDGs often ignore this group completely (UNSG 2009b, 3). In 

the years before the MDG review of 2010, however, the UN – and the Special Rapporteur in particular – 

devoted attention to the importance of taking full account of the interests of people with a functional 

impairment within the MDGs (UNECOSOC 2008). The greatest problem facing these people is that they 

are often the victims of stigma and prejudice (Groce and Trani 2009, 1800).  

The Millennium Declaration called on states to respect the rights of minorities.25 In reality, however, 

indigenous people and minorities were invisible within the MDGs, due to a lack of data on their 

development and situation (Doyle 2009a, MacDougall 2007, 17). Desk reviews by the United Nations 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues show that indigenous peoples were included to only a very 

                                                             
25 Millennium Declaration 2000, Part V: ‘(…) strengthen the capacity of countries to implement the principles and 
practices of democracy and respect for human rights, including minority rights’. 
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limited extent in national MDG reports and evaluations.26 The same applied to minorities (MacDougall 

2007, 7). 

Indigenous peoples suffer deprivation through loss of land and natural resources by colonisation, 

multiple discrimination, marginalisation and the incapacity to lead their own lives (UNDESA 2009, 21). It 

is therefore not surprising that they make up 15% of the poorest segment of the world’s population, but 

only 5% of the global population as a whole (Van Genugten 2010, 29-65). Access to adequate care and 

education is below national averages and these groups are especially vulnerable to the effects of 

environmental degradation (UNPFII 2008). Many of the richest mineral deposits are found on the 

territories of indigenous peoples, and dispossession of their lands is a serious problem (Barsh 2001, 13-

26). Other minorities based on nationality, religion, language and ethnic origin are also 

disproportionately poorer as a result of discrimination, violence and exclusion (MacDougall 2007, 7). 

The 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples recognises both individual and collective 

rights. Guaranteeing the right to self-determination and the subsequent right to full and effective 

participation in decision-making processes are key elements in achieving sustainable progress for 

indigenous peoples (UNPFII 2008). The UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Peoples stated in 2006 that, 

if the MDGs were to be achieved by 2015, these elements had to be supported through a human-rights-

based approach to development, centred on universality, equality, participation and accountability (see 

below). Working with indigenous peoples on the MDGs also called for an approach based on respect for 

their culture, world view, experiences and viewpoints on development. The Forum therefore proposed 

allowing indigenous people to participate fully and effectively in designing, implementing and 

monitoring MDG programmes and projects relating to them (U  NPFII 2006, par. 62). 

3.3.3.3 The UN’s response to criticism of the eight goals 

The final report by the UN Secretary-General in 2010 did not address the fundamental criticism of the 

MDGs. The report stated that the goals were achievable and that the shortcomings in progress could be 

fully explained by a lack of political will, insufficient funds, a lack of focus and sense of responsibility, and 

insufficient interest in sustainable development (UNSG 2010, par. 5 and 116). The report did, however, 

discuss themes not specifically mentioned in the MDGs, including violence against women, poverty 

among indigenous peoples, refugees, inequality, equitable growth, peace and security, agricultural 

production, good governance and human rights, climate, and the role of civil society organisations and 

the private sector. It did not question the concept of the MDGs as such (as unrealistic, unfeasible goals 

with an emphasis on achieving quantitative targets), but the UN did seem to have taken steps in the 

direction of an MDG-plus agenda by incorporating themes in the report that were not mentioned 

explicitly in the goals.  

3.4 Policies in Global South and donor countries 

3.4.1 How have the MDGs been used in countries in the Global South? 

To what extent have the MDGs been embraced by all countries in the Global South that receive aid? 

Many regional organisations devoted attention to the MDGs, especially in the run-up to the 2010 

                                                             
26 The desk reviews can be found at: www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii.  

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii
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summit.27 Countries can be distinguished in those (a) who opposed it as a donor strategy, (b) who 

complied but manipulated, (c) who went beyond, (d) who tried to ignore. 

(a) Kersalla Yansane identified a certain scepticism among African countries, regarding the MDGs 

(Yansane 2005). For them, the goals are just another donor strategy, the latest in a long series of failed 

initiatives intended to support development in Africa, including the UN’s System-wide Special Initiative 

for Africa, dating from 1996, and various pledges made by the UN, G8 and G20 in the past decade. 

Enthusiasm for the goals in Africa was dampened by the fact that it was impossible to achieve them at 

the continent’s actual rate of economic growth (7% growth was required to reduce poverty by half) and 

the actual level of aid (according to the Commission for Africa and the Millennium Project, aid would 

have had to be doubled between 2005 and 2010 for the goals to be achieved) (Yansane 2005, 8).  

Others claimed that the MDGs pushed national priorities into the background; for example, Rwanda 

wanted to give priority to secondary and tertiary vocational education, and Tanzania to small-scale 

irrigation to improve the situation of its farmers. In the latter case, donors insisted on building large-

scale dams, as this would have a positive effect on GDP and therefore bring the country closer to 

achieving MDG 1 (Subasat 2009, 3). 

(b) In some cases, countries in the Global South manipulated the statistics relating to the MDGs or 

interpreted the goals in their own way. In a number of Latin American countries, for example, deprived 

indigenous groups were excluded from household surveys and interviews to produce more positive 

statistics on poverty (Damman 2007, 489-539, Subasat 2009, 3). Several Latin American countries also 

related MDG 6, combating HIV/AIDS, exclusively to homosexuality, so that women who are the victims 

of violence and become infected with HIV were not taken into account. Sometimes the MDGs 

themselves led to erroneous policy decisions (or justify existing choices): In Honduras, for example, 

violence against women was the second most common cause of death, but the Ministry of Health only 

had a programme for maternal mortality (MDG 5) (Subasat 2009, 4). 

(c) Many countries adapted the MDGs to their local circumstances by adding goals, targets or indicators 

(UNDG 2010a, 135). For example, by 2000 Thailand had already achieved the goal of halving the number 

of people living in poverty compared to the base year of 1990. The government therefore decided to set 

up an MDG-Plus agenda addressing the main problems affecting the country’s development. This 

agenda contained more ambitious goals than the international MDGs. The goal to halve poverty, for 

example, was adjusted: The aim was now to reduce the number of people living in poverty to less than 

4% in 2009 (UNDP 2004, 7). 

(d) In practically all countries where the UN has a presence the MDGs were mentioned in planning 

documents, but it was often unclear how adequately they were implemented. The UN concluded, for 

example, that in eight out of ten countries the MDGs were mentioned in the Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Papers, but that many of them – especially the poorest countries – see the PRSPs as a donor-driven 

                                                             
27

 For an overview of all regions see, for example, the regional report s of the Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean at: www.eclac.org.  
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process. In around half of the low-income countries, more funding has been allocated or pledged to the 

MDG sectors. Awareness of the MDGs was highest in the ‘least developed’ countries (UNDG 2005, 4-5). 

They received the most attention in Africa, as witness publications by ministries of finance and debates 

in parliaments. 

A more detailed analysis of the 22 PRSPs in ‘developing’ countries showed that the MDGs had a strong 

normative effect (Fukuda-Parr 2008). This applied, however, to selected targets, with an emphasis on 

economic growth (‘pro-poor’ in a minority of cases), the social sectors (primary education, health and 

sanitation) and governance (the rule of law, decentralisation and anti-corruption measures: Not 

included in the MDGs). The MDGs on hunger, gender equality (education, political representation), 

reproductive rights and decent work received less attention, while equity (income equality), violence 

against women, human rights (minorities, migrants), participation, democratic governance and 

partnerships with civil society organisations and the private sector (none of which are referred to in the 

MDGs) were ignored completely. Ethical themes, like human dignity and equality, which underpinned 

the Millennium Declaration, but were not explicitly mentioned in the MDGs, are not addressed in the 

PRSPs. This leads Fukuda-Parr to conclude that the PRSPs are primarily based on the thinking of the 

1980s, with its focus on income growth and poverty reduction as a secondary goal, and that they ignore 

modern approaches that focus on multidimensional poverty caused by a lack of both voice and access 

and vulnerability to external shocks (Fukuda-Parr 2008, 13). The PRSPs also tend to focus on specific 

budgets and avoid making total cost estimates, as these needs assessments are controversial (Fukuda-

Parr 2008, 10). 

3.4.2 Have the MDGs had an impact on donor policies?  

To what extent have donors allowed themselves to be led by the MDGs, according to the literature? 

Multilateral institutions, with UNDP at the forefront, but also including the World Bank, UNICEF, WHO, 

FAO and others, contributed considerably to the conceptualisation, implementation and monitoring of 

the MDGs. 

Some hold that aid increased by nearly 50% from 2000 - 2011, with an increasing share to the LICs 

(Greenstein et al. 2014, quoting Kenny and Sumner 201128). However, in 2010 aid from traditional 

donors had not increased since the introduction of the MDGs. On the other hand, aid from non-DAC 

donors and private funds had risen, although estimates of the scale of this increase varied (UNDESA 

2010, 54-55). DAC donors fall way short of the 0.7% norm; on average, they gave less than half of this 

amount (0.31% of GNI). That also includes aid to Afghanistan ($4.8 billion) and Iraq ($9.9 billion), 

invaded by the USA after 9/11, and by far the largest recipients. Ethiopia was the third largest recipient 

($ 3.3 billion in 2008). Aid to the ‘least developed’ countries was only 0.09% GNI (2008) (UNMDG 2010, 

x). Nevertheless, it could be said with some caution that the MDG agenda did help maintain the level of 

aid, even during times of crisis.  

An analysis of 20 policy documents of bilateral aid organisations shows that, to differing degrees, donors 

did gradually adopt the MDGs (Fukuda-Parr 2008, 11-13). Upto 2008, little priority was given to infant 

                                                             
28 Kenny, C. and A. Sumner, 2011. More Money or More Development: What Have the MDGs Achieved? CGD, 
Working Paper 278, Washington DC. 
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and maternal mortality. Employment, hunger, gender and related Millennium themes like social 

integration and technology were also underrepresented. In contrast to the PRSPs, considerable 

attention was devoted to environmental protection (but not to sanitation), democratic governance and, 

in more recent donor policy documents, climate change. Peace and security also received a lot of 

attention, reflecting the need – at any rate among donor countries – to include this theme from the 

Millennium Declaration in policy, despite it not being part of the traditional development agenda.  

MDG 8 goals were primarily mentioned in MDG reports referring to international negotiations like Doha 

(trade), the Paris Declaration (donor coordination) and the HIPC (Heavily Indebted Poor Countries) 

initiative (debt cancellation). The needs assessment for the MDGs – the estimate of available and 

required resources to achieve the goals – was drawn up per individual country. As part of their 

development policies, countries themselves calculated their needs and resources, often in consultation 

with the donor community. Calculating how much it costed at global level to achieve the MDGs was a 

tough challenge, which can be approached in different ways: By income group, theme or region 

(UNMDG 2010, 3-4). The UN Millennium Project, for example, calculated that the estimated MDG 

funding deficit for all low-income countries was $73 billion in 2006 and $89 billion in 2010, and that it 

would be $135 billion in 2015 (UN Millennium Project 2005).   

3.5 Conclusion: lessons learned and practical recommendations  
A summary of arguments in favour and against the MDGs is given in Table 3.1 containing implicit 

recommendations for improvements. Despite the many criticisms, one should not forget the positive 

points of the MDGS: They delivered a clear message, embodied a multi-dimensional focus on poverty 

and represented a hard-reached international consensus, that allowed for a potential discussion on 

responsibility and accountability in development efforts.  

Table 3.1 Pros and cons of MDGs 

Pros of MDGs (optimists) Cons of MDGs (realists; skeptics; radicals) 

1. Clear message, easy to understand for the public at large  Simplification creating perverse effects 

 Reduced the Millennium Declaration 

 Misses interlinkages 

2. International consensus  The process of formulation was not consultative 

 Agreement that everyone agrees on has no teeth (change is political; 

responsibilities not defined; false accountability) 

 Regression from earlier consensus reached in e.g. gender, education, 

food, water and education, child health, SHRH, income distribution, 

narrowing agendas: Minimum Development Goals 

3. Represent nearly all the relevant dimensions of poverty rather 

than having a one-sided focus on income poverty 

 MDG 1 on income poverty implicitly treated as most important 

 Distribution of prosperity within and between countries neglected 

 Focus on absolute rather than relative poverty 

 Lacks vital themes of sustainability, growth and employment, 

inequality, knowledge and technology, demography (including cities), 

peace and security, infrastructure, human rights and culture; while 

food security, climate, energy, gender and global governance are not 

given sufficient attention 

4. Concern the world as a whole, but are specific enough to be 

implemented at national level; many countries adapted the MDGs 

to their local circumstances by adding goals 

 Some countries have a worse starting position than others; measuring 

progress is more important 

 Context-specificity is missing 
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Pros of MDGs (optimists) Cons of MDGs (realists; skeptics; radicals) 

5. Are result-oriented (output rather than the 0.7% input 

discussion) 

 

 Measure accelerated improvement rather than end-result to show 

effect; proving causality remains difficult 

 In choosing targets, take into account more than statistical criteria 

(availability of data)  

 Ends (MDG 1-7) and means (MDG 8) not linked, asymmetric in 

definition 

6. Aim at direct poverty reduction rather than indirect measures 

like trickle-down from economic growth or safety nets intended to 

compensate the poor for the negative effects of growth 

 Achieving them depends on global and national growth prospects 

 Information on core human rights and human development is missing 

7. Are precise and quantified rather than making vague promises   Lacks dynamics on social change: Identifying who was responsible for 

the injustice, why the situation was unjust, and what has to be done 

to rectify it 

 Target groups not defined, not aimed at most vulnerable 

 Disaggregation of data per group missing 

8. Are ambitious: the world has never seen poverty halved in the 

relatively brief period of 15 years (even though this is not 

compatible with the right of all to a minimum level of existence) 

 Poverty criterion has been successively adjusted downwards making 

the change measured in global poverty appear more positive than it is  

 Narrowed agendas, not ambitious at all 

 Aim should be rights based: End poverty for all 

9. Call for action and accountability  Responsibilities not defined; false accountability, asymmetry between 

MDG 8 rich countries’ responsibilities and MDG 1-7 poor countries’ 

responsibilities 

10. Generated more aid in the new millennium  Aid is unspecified: From what donors, untied or tied, to LICs or MICs, 

political-strategic (Iraq/Afghanistan) or need-based (see below) 

 Causality cannot be proved 

11. Theoretical basis is unnecessary, since that was never the 

intention 

 Target setting is not neutral, implicitly reaffirm status quo of 

unbridled market economy 

 Lacks inclusive strategy of economic development 

 Disregards agency and emancipation 

 Disregards rights approach, rule of law 

12. MDGs were relevant in shaping donor policies  Attention to goals uneven 

 Causality is difficult to establish 

 Partial and incomplete approach to mobilization of resources 

 Continued status quo in trade, aid and debt relief 

13. MDGs were relevant for poor countries; as they are mentioned 

in planning documents and PRSPs 

 MDGs pushed some national priorities into the background 

 Attention to goals uneven 

 Implementation less clear 

 Causality difficult to establish 

 

Given the effort it took to reach international consensus, throwing out the MDGs did not seem wise. An 

adjustment was needed, which at the same time would keep the clear and ‘simple’ message alive and 

would hold on to the multidimensional poverty focus. From the above a number of lessons can be 

learned, which are summarized below. Some recommendations will be examined in greater detail in 

sections below, refining recommendations further.  

1. Focus on the process approach to achieving a new post-2015 system. 

2. Do not set new target dates (no new ‘2015’), but measure progress every five to ten years. 

Review the strategy in a ‘rolling’ process on the basis of the results. Set sustainable targets. 

3. Refer to actions, strategies and indicators, rather than goals. 

4. Limit the current eight goals to a maximum of four or five clusters of goals, for example by 

grouping health goals together; maintain the indicators and benchmarks agreed so far. 
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5. Incorporate missing themes and target groups in a limited number of new clusters. 

Theories that were relevant to the formulation of a post-2015 agenda will now be examined. Firstly, on 

well-being and human rights, then on global public goods, commons and institutional economy, relevant 

to global governance. Though theories were in broad lines described in Chapter 2 and Annex 10, some 

are described in more detail below to link them to the MDG review debate. 

3.6 The intersection between human rights and well-being theories 

3.6.1 Objective well-being 

There are several theories about what well-being development entails. Traditional economic theory 

looks at rational choices (‘rational choice theory’) and defines utility as a ranking of preferences. Well-

being is thus defined as the extent to which these preferences are fulfilled (van Hoorn, Mabsout, and 

Sent 2010, 339-343). Because this definition often contrasts with personal experience, other theories 

have been developed, including objective criteria for what is good, such as capability development 

(objective well-being) or a mental state determined by the measurement of happiness (subjective well-

being) (Angner 2010, 361-368). In addition, there is growing conviction that development must be 

sustainable, i.e. it must not be achieved at the expense of the well-being of current and especially future 

generations. 

An attempt to include subjective well-being is the capabilities approach, which lies at the basis of the 

Millennium Declaration. Amartya Sen, who introduced the capabilities approach, argues that progress is 

more than just a higher income. Progress means acquiring more freedom, and income is only one way of 

achieving that. He calls therefore for a different approach to economics: ‘The discipline of economics 

has tended to move away from focusing on the value of freedoms to that of utilities, incomes and 

wealth. This narrowing of focus leads to an underappreciation of the full role of the market mechanism’ 

(Sen 1999, 25). 

Sen defines development in terms of people’s capabilities to overcome their ‘unfreedoms’. The 

economics of well-being therefore means the freedom to foster a valuable state of ‘beings and doings’ 

(‘functionings’). Sen identifies five basic freedoms: 

1. Political and participatory freedoms and civil rights: Freedom of expression, free elections, etc.; 

2. Economic facilities: Participation in trade and production, a fair labor market; 

3. Social opportunities: Adequate education and healthcare provision; 

4. Transparency guarantees: Openness of government and economic life; and 

5. Protective security: Law and order, social security (Sumner, Tiwari, and Tiwari 2009, 46). 

 

‘Individuals can differ greatly in their abilities to convert the same resources into valuable functionings. 

Therefore, evaluation that focuses only on means, without considering what particular people can do 

with them, is insufficient.’29In this respect the above conclusion (3.5) on a process approach is important. 

 

                                                             
29 Internet encyclopedia of philosophy (IEP), Sen’s Capability Approach, http://www.iep.utm.edu/sen-cap/.  

http://www.iep.utm.edu/sen-cap/
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A number of these freedoms can be found in the MDGs (e.g. economic and social opportunities), while 

others cannot (such as political freedoms, transparency, security and social security) although they are 

addressed in a variety of UN statements on development. Incidentally, the OECD referred to Sen’s five 

freedoms in its guidelines as early as 2001. The notion of the global social floor30, endorsed in the 2010 

MDG review declaration, also has its roots in these freedoms. Devoting more attention to these missing 

elements of the capability theory in a post-2015 system also responds to the concerns expressed by civil 

society, for example in the Global Call for Action against Poverty (Global Call for Action Against Poverty 

2010).  

3.6.2 Subjective well-being 

Apart from objective well-being some argued in favour of measuring subjective well-being or happiness. 

As described in the preceding paragraph there are different theories of what well-being entails: 

Fulfillment of your preferences, objective lists with criteria of what is deemed to be good for people 

such as developing one’s capacities, or a mental state (happiness) (Angner 2010, 361-368). It has been 

proven that in ‘developed’ countries a sustained increase in income did not lead to more happiness, 

contrary to the association of participants of happiness with wealth (van Hoorn, Mabsout, and Sent 

2010, 339-343) (Easterlin Paradox), though at a country level it would have a positive correlations) 

(Diener et al. 1999, 288). Furthermore young people appear to be happier than middle aged people, 

while their income is much lower (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010, 44).  

The Stiglitz and Sen report recommends inclusion of multidimensional well-being factors, in addition to 

a better method for measuring economic performance (3.6.3). It discusses subjective methods for 

measuring well-being and proposes a system of core data for which it is possible to acquire objective 

information, which should then be included in the statistics (cognitive evaluations on life, happiness, 

contentment, and negative and positive emotions) (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010). It should be noted 

that happiness theory is gaining ground, including in emerging economies (e.g. China, which keeps a 

record of happiness statistics) (The Economist 2011). Bhutan developed its own model of Gross National 

Happiness (Chapter 5). 

Besides subjective well-being indicators, the Stiglitz and Sen report specifies eight objective indicators 

(not including economic utility): Health, education, environmental conditions, political voice, personal 

activities, social connections and relationships, personal insecurity (crime, natural disasters) and 

economic insecurity. Clear indicators still have to be developed for the last five. Further research should 

expose a number of other indicators, including inequality (in gender, age, specific groups), the 

accumulation of various shortcomings, and the relationships between them (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 

2010, 344-350). 

To what extent do the subjective and objective theories of well-being (happiness and capabilities 

theories) differ from each other? Research concludes that there is a large degree of synergy between 

policies aimed at developing capabilities and those that focus on happiness (in the sense of life 

satisfaction) (Veenhoven 2010). To what extent do happiness and capability theory differ? Research 

                                                             
30 Social Protection Floor Advisory Group (ILO), see www.ilo.org/public/english/protection. 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection
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concludes that there is a great deal of synergy between polices directed at the development of 

capabilities and policies directed at happiness. The research looked at school intelligence, social 

intelligence, leisure capabilities and moral competence, at individual and at country level. All capabilities 

led to a positive correlation; only with school education it appears that at an individual level a higher 

level of education does not lead to more happiness. At a country level, however, there is a correlation 

between the educational level of the entire population and happiness (Veenhoven 2010). There is also a 

significant correlation between the average health condition in a country and the average happiness; 

and between moral competence (honesty, absence of corruption) and happiness; as well as between 

social intelligence (at a national level defined as an extravert and trusting national character) and 

happiness. Furthermore it appears that the mere exercise of capabilities without any reward leads to 

happiness (Veenhoven 2010); Sen calls this the intrinsic value of freedom. Being directed at hedonic 

subjective well-being (meaning individual capabilities are only deemed valuable if they lead to more 

happiness) or being directed at creating an external environment in which one can exercise capabilities 

therefore generally gives the same result. Policies grounded in the capability theory of Sen or in the 

happiness theory do no conflict (Veenhoven 2010, 350). 

Nevertheless, measuring subjective well-being can supplement the capabilities theory, in that it can 

confirm policy choices (feedback) or identify problems by, for example, exposing a lack of opportunities 

(Kotan 2010, 369-375). Happiness research also shows that, if a government were to base its policies on 

subjective well-being, policies would probably be different. There would be less focus on maximising 

individual gain and more on meaningful social relationships and participation (Tiemeijer 2011, 111). 

‘Altruism and happiness are intrinsically linked (...).People love to do things with and for others with 

whom they associate, whom they trust and whose lives they value.’ (Moreover) ‘Happiness can be 

measured and measured well. It is often contingent upon the five factors of family and friends, good 

health, material sufficiency, freedom, and a trusting environment’ (RGoB 2012, 40 quoting World 

Happiness Report (Helliwel, Layard and Sachs, 2012). This will be further explored in Chapter 5. 

There appear to be considerable differences between the assumptions of economic theory (rational 

choice theory) and experience in the ‘real’ world (‘subjective well-being’). These differences cannot be 

explained purely in terms of psychological misperceptions. The Stiglitz and Sen report therefore also 

recommends not only measuring production, but consumption and income (net national income, NNI). 

It also recommends looking at household incomes instead of per capita GDP, including access to public 

services like health care and education. This has to be combined with an estimate of the capabilities 

(savings and possessions) per household, taking account of possible ‘bubbles’ in the economy (such as 

overly high house prices). Average income figures per household should d then take account of 

distribution between income, consumption and savings and between households. Lastly, income figures 

should consider activities per household. This includes, for example, growing vegetables, but also the 

amount of free time available to the members. After all, the same income with more free time means a 

higher standard of living (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010, 11-14). Altogether, such an approach provides 

a better yardstick of economic performance. The Stiglitz and Sen report notes that the MDGs did not 

take account of economic growth factors, with the exception of MDG 1 (the poverty indicator of a dollar 
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a day). The report offered useful starting points for including economic income and consumption 

measurements in a post-2015 system.  

3.6.3 Alternative economic indicators 

It has been proven that there are large differences between the assumptions in economic theory and 

the experience in the real world. These cannot be explained by psychological misperceptions only. The 

report of Stiglitz and Sen therefore recommends not to measure production, but consumption and 

income (net national income NNI). It also recommends to look at income of households instead of GDP 

per capita, including services of the government (health care, education). This then needs to be 

combined with an estimation of the wealth (savings and possessions) per household, taking into account 

possible ‘bubbles’ in the economy (like to high property prices). Average household income figures need 

to then take into account the division between income, consumption and savings as well as between 

incomes. Finally one needs to take into account the activities per household (such as growing one’s own 

vegetable, but also leisure time). The same income with more leisure time after all renders a higher 

living standard (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010, 11-14). Together this gives a better measurement of 

economic performance. Noticeable is the absence of economic factors in the MDG’s, with the exception 

of MDG 1 (poverty line of one dollar a day). Therefore the Stiglitz report gave valuable clues to take on 

board economic income and consumption measurement in a post-2015 system.  

Besides a better economic performance measurement, the report recommends to take on board 

multidimensional well-being factors. The report states that subjective well-being methods supply vital 

information, that it is possible to obtain objective information about this and it recommends to include 

this in statistics (cognitive evaluations of one’s life, happiness, satisfaction, negative and positive 

emotions). Besides subjective well-being indicators the report mentions eight objective indicators for 

well-being (apart from their economic value): Health, education, environmental conditions, political 

voice, personal activities, social relations, personal insecurities (crime, natural disasters), economic 

insecurity. For the last five, indicators still need to be developed. Surveys according to the report should 

make visible: Inequality (in gender, age, specific groups), cumulation of different deficiencies, as well as 

relations between them (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010, 58-59 and ch.2).  

In conclusion, more modern well-being theories (happiness theory) also look at subjective well-being, 

how utility is experienced (instead of more traditional ‘fulfillment of preferences’). Data that 

psychologists have collected have not been used in the economy a lot.  

3.6.4 Future well-being and sustainability  

How many natural resources and sources of subsistence will present generations leave for those that 

follow? The debate dates back to the report ‘The Limits to Growth’, published by the Club of Rome in 

1972, the outcome of the Cocoyoc conference in Mexico in 1974, and the Dag Hammarskjöld report a 

year later. The broad definition of sustainable development given in the Brundtland report (1987) 

includes issues like education and health care, which are considered investments in human capital to 

ensure that the following generation can enjoy the same standard of living as the current one. The four 

dimensions of sustainability, as laid down at the Rio conference in 1992, are the institutional dimension 

(good governance), social justice, environmental protection and economic efficiency (Martens 2010). 
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The Earth is too small to achieve all the current international goals at the same time, and certainly given 

the international climate goal agreed to at Paris in 2015 (and earlier in Cancún 2010), that the Earth 

must not be permitted to warm up by more than 1,5 - 2o Celsius. Development has been achieved at the 

expense of the natural environment. The erosion of biodiversity, and climate change are the ecological 

price we have paid for social and economic development. The increasing production of food and 

biofuels for energy will be accompanied by a substantial loss of biodiversity (Schrijver 2010). 

Technological progress has not compensated for the growth in population and consumption. The trend 

is more people, more consumption and more competition for natural resources. Sustainability is not yet 

the determining factor in policy at national, European or global level. Citizens and companies, however, 

expect government to take the lead. Hard international agreements are necessary, with compensation 

for lower income countries. The EU can play a pioneering role here by acting as a forceful intermediary. 

There is an enlightened self-interest in pursuing sustainable development policy (Netherlands 

Environmental Assessment Agency 2007). 

The report by Stiglitz and Sen distinguishes four ways to measure sustainability: (1) Large and eclectic 

dashboards, (2) composite indices, (3) indices that consist of correcting GDP in a more or less extensive 

way, and (4) indices that essentially focus on measuring how far we currently ‘over consume’ our 

resources (including the ecological footprint) (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010, ch. 3). Each of these 

indicators has its own limitations. The report concludes that it is, as yet, not possible to devise a single 

indicator for sustainability, because it comprises too many uncertainties. For example, it is difficult to 

know what the value of a ‘good’ like the environment will be in the future; there is much discussion 

about the relative importance of the various indicators; and CO2 emissions are a dominant component 

of most of the current indicators, a component that can also be measured separately. It is therefore 

better to use several indicators, and to record both quantitative and qualitative changes in issues that 

are of importance for the future. The Sen-Stiglitz commission is a proponent of sustainability indicators 

alongside subjective welfare and economic indicators. 

For the management of natural resources, information at both aggregated and local level is of great 

importance (because this can lead to different conclusions), as well as information on uncertainties and 

social values. Science never provides exhaustive knowledge of the interaction between mankind and 

biophysical systems, and cannot weigh direct local interests against global benefits. Enforcing rules is 

not always an adequate solution because of a lack of resources or (political) willingness, or sources of 

pollution that are difficult to trace. Sometimes it is more effective to encourage innovative solutions in 

behavior or technology. Financial instruments to promote this, such as tradable environmental 

allowances, have certain weaknesses, which are the reverse of those of shared solutions (‘commons’). It 

might therefore be useful to seek a favorable combination of the two. Technical infrastructure is of 

great importance in determining whether shared resources are used and for ensuring effective 

communication and in establishing links between local and global systems. Complex systems call for 

layered solutions and institutions that adapt easily to change (Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2003, 1907-

1912). 

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) indicates that people who live in poverty are the 

most seriously affected by the loss of biodiversity (which some see as a Western preoccupation), as well 
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as by drought and flooding caused by climate change. The degradation of ecosystems has negative 

effects on agriculture, livestock breeding and forestry, sectors in which the poorest are often employed 

and on which they depend. It is important that policymakers acknowledge this in analyses and policy on 

climate change and increasing pollution. Secondly, an energy transition is required, in which the 

interests of the oil and gas industry – which are legitimate in themselves – must not take precedence. 

The costs of growth for the environment must be calculated. Thirdly, effective regulation is required to 

promote investment in a ‘green economy’; without this, the private sector will be unable to commit 

itself. The financial crisis presented an opportunity to achieve this (UNEP 2010).  

Yet others argue that the idea of partnership includes the earth and future generations: ‘To solve issues 

of global sustainability, the identity of ‘we’ must be extended beyond the here and now, beyond the 

family, the tribe and the nation, to the earth. It must be extended beyond this generation to the ones 

that follow. That can be done in a way that builds happiness’ (RGoB 2012, 40 quoting World Happiness 

Report (Helliwel, Layard and Sachs, 2012). 

3.6.5 Livelihood approach 

In the late 1990’s the livelihood approach was devised, first by DFID and later by other aid agencies and 

finally by the World Bank (Voices of the Poor, synthesis report in 1999), reporting on the experience of 

60.000 people in poverty. This method was looking more at opportunities and agency rather than 

impoverishment in earlier household studies (Haan 2012, 346). Livelihood was defined by Carney (1998, 

231 quoted by Haan 2012) as ‘A livelihood system comprises the capabilities, assets (including both 

material and social resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable 

when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and 

assets both now and in the future, while not undermining the natural resource base’. 

Livelihood theory was criticized for not taking into account that assets such as land also give meaning to 

people’s lives. Moreover, emerging from a non-ideological context, it did not take power relations 

sufficiently into account and therefore was seen by some as a neo-liberal project looking at people’s 

daily lives, but not at the structures beneath it. Rather, it chose a middle (‘Third’) way between neo-

Marxism and neo-liberalism, as it was derived from the Third Way discourse of New Labor. This was, 

however, addressed in later work (De Haan 2012, 348). De Haan (2012, 354), however, points out that 

for livelihood theory to become more relevant to global level decision making, it needs more meta-

narratives. So far it has contented itself with contesting global processes at the local level, now ‘it is high 

time to pay attention to the question of how localities shape the global space and how local livelihoods 

shape global welfare and global well-being.’ This ties in with calls for context specificity in the MDGs: 

How to adjust global goals to local level. The MDGs suffered from the same ailment in reverse. Local and 

global discourses are operating somewhat parallel. 

 

                                                             
31 Carney, D. (ed.) (1998): Sustainable rural livelihoods. What contribution can we make? Nottingham: Russell Press 

Ltd.  
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3.7 Thematic implications for the post-2015 agenda  
This raises the question: How can one incorporate the elements of different theories of well-being and 

sustainability in a post-2015 system? Key areas that objective and subjective well-being theory stress are 

peace and security, human rights (including civil and participatory rights, transparency and social 

security) and a further elaboration of equal rights between men and women. 

3.7.1 Security and development 

A post-2015 system would have to include a basic level of security as a condition for development. It is 

essential for the development of a state, both in socioeconomic terms and in respect of human rights 

and the rule of law. Negotiations on these criteria can build on the Dili Declaration on a New Vision for 

Peace building and State building32, the Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development33 and 

the Oslo Commitments on Armed Violence34. The World Bank’s ‘World Development Report 2011: 

Conflict, Security and Development’, states that civil security, the administration of justice, and jobs are 

the key to breaking through cycles of violence (World Bank 2011a). In addition to security sector reform, 

the report calls for the creation of employment, anti-corruption measures, and involving women in 

community initiatives relating to security, justice and economic emancipation. Inequality can also be a 

factor in fragility (some countries of the Arab region had good MDG scores). Economic regulations could 

also be included in an MDG on peace and security. Such statistics can help to provide early warning of 

conflicts (Rice and Patrick 2008, 8-9). 

Effective action in fragile states calls for reliable data on employment, public security and access to the 

rule of law. These can include indicators on the quality of political institutions, for example on 

corruption, voice and accountability, and the effectiveness of the civil service. Such indices already exist 

such as in the World Bank’s Governance Matters studies (Rice and Patrick 2008, 8-9). Others demand 

indicators for the prevention of violence. Indicators of whether a state is indeed capable of protecting its 

citizens could include the existence of internal conflicts and displaced people, illegal seizure of power, 

severe violations of human rights, perceptions of instability, and the percentage of the territory 

suffering from conflict. Clearly, a number of these indicators are politically sensitive in negotiations.  

3.7.2 Human rights approach  

Chapter five of the Millennium Declaration refers specifically to the importance of respecting human 

rights and confirms principles of international equality and shared responsibility. Many researchers 

emphasize the interdependency of development and human rights (Alston 2005, 755-829, Redondo 

2009, 29, Robinson 2010, 81, AIV 2003).  

Although not formulated in terms of ‘rights’, the MDGs were an important milestone in achieving 

economic, social and cultural rights. Conversely, human rights strategies supported achievement of the 

MDGs, because they address the discrimination, exclusion and accountability failures that often underlie 

                                                             
32 International dialogue on peacebuilding and statebuilding (G7+). 2010. Dili, Timor Leste. 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/45250308.pdf  
33

 Geneva Declaration, 2006. http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GD-Declaration-091020-EN.pdf  
34 Seguridad Humana en Latinamerica y el Caribe (SEHLAC), 2010. http://www.sehlac.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/06/98130251-Oslo-Commitments-on-Armed-Violence.pdf  

http://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/45250308.pdf
http://www.genevadeclaration.org/fileadmin/docs/GD-Declaration-091020-EN.pdf
http://www.sehlac.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/98130251-Oslo-Commitments-on-Armed-Violence.pdf
http://www.sehlac.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/98130251-Oslo-Commitments-on-Armed-Violence.pdf
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poverty and development problems (OHCHR 2006, 11). A human rights approach provides principles on 

which action should be based. They include non-discrimination, human dignity, participation and 

accountability. Other principles that have priority in human rights are universality and inalienability; 

indivisibility and/or mutual dependence and solidarity; equality and non-discrimination; participation 

and inclusion; accountability and the rule of law.  

Proponents of a human rights approach emphasized that human rights could strengthen the MDGs in a 

variety of areas. Firstly, this approach focuses on vulnerable groups, and on people who are 

discriminated against or whose rights are violated and those who are responsible for this. The MDGs 

were based on average progress by countries as a whole. Secondly, a human rights approach could 

provide working principles for achieving the MDGs; non-discrimination, participation and accountability 

can act as guidelines in implementing development policy. Thirdly, changing a goal into a right can 

encourage people to demand accountability from the state. The MDGs would then no longer be mere 

targets, but legal obligations to be fulfilled by the state (Nelson 2007, 2041-2055, UNDP 2006, Amnesty 

International 2010). Specifying human rights in relation to the MDGs could result in improved 

monitoring mechanisms, for example by making use of information gathered and assessed as part of 

existing human rights procedures, e.g. under the International Convention on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (Doyle 2009b, 7). Fourthly, a human rights approach could ensure that attention 

is devoted to the quality of services, and not only the quantity. Human rights treaties often prescribe 

minimum criteria, which could also be used to measure the MDGs (UNDP 2006). Lastly, these rights will 

continue to be valid after 2015; in the long term, all rights must be achieved for all people. In this 

respect a human rights approach is more sustainable and focuses on overcoming structural causes of 

rights violations and underdevelopment. 

The human rights approach to poverty and development issues has itself not been free of criticism. It is 

arguable whether the political will exists to refer to MDGs in terms of rights. Many states are unwilling 

to do this and to accept liability for violations of those rights. One of the strong points of the MDGs was 

that they were based on a political consensus on general development goals. Formulating the MDGs in 

terms of rights could have undermined this consensus (Nelson 2007, 2041-2055). Other critics 

emphasize that human rights are often formulated too abstractly and that trying to implement them 

frequently leads to conflict with existing, often unfair, power relations (Broere 2009, 176-177). Enforcing 

human rights through the courts can be very difficult, and there are very limited opportunities to do so 

at international level. At national level, legal proceedings are often expensive and not accessible to 

marginalized groups. What is more, the state can also refuse to implement a ruling (UNDP 2006). 

Proponents of the human rights approach, however, deny that rights can only be enforced through legal 

instruments. Civil society and a critical media also play a role. Lastly, it is not clear from the rights-based 

approach which issues should be given priority in the development agenda (UNDP 2006). 

Aside from the functioning and enforceability of human rights at individual state level, there is also the 

doctrine of the extraterritorial applicability of human rights: How far can and should states go in 

defending and achieving human rights beyond their own borders? The nature and scope of such 

commitments in the field of classic human rights are by now reasonably clear (Gondek 2009), while in 
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the field of economic, social and cultural rights, they are rapidly crystallizing (European Science 

Foundation 2011).35  

There are a number of scenarios in which human rights approaches could have played a greater role in 

the MDGs. One possibility was that countries add an extra MDG, following the example of Mongolia 

which has drawn up a ninth national MDG on human rights and democracy (UNDP 2009). MDG 9 in 

Mongolia embraced respecting and enforcing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, freedom of 

the press, free access to information, promoting democratic principles and practices, and eradicating 

corruption. However, the voluntary nature of this option was somewhat unsatisfactory. A second option 

was to indicate how each MDG related to the existing human rights provisions (UNDP 2006, 11). Table 

3.2 shows which human rights correspond to which MDG (UNDP 2006, 11). Many countries already used 

their reporting obligations under international human rights conventions to report on progress on the 

MDGs (UNDG 2005). The problem here is that it still excludes the majority of human rights provisions. 

Some academics went a step further and called for the MDGs to be replaced by Millennium 

Development Rights (MDRs) after 2015. The MDRs would comprise the positive obligations of the state 

to protect, respect and comply with social and economic rights, and to guarantee the universal right to 

participation and freedom from discrimination (right to equal treatment) (Dorsey et al. 2010, 520). 

Adopting this specific approach per MDG, however, seemed politically unfeasible and could have 

undermined the international consensus on the MDGs. 

The third scenario entails a general reference to the importance of the human rights approach in the 

post-2015 system through a differentiated measurement and incorporation of references. This would 

enable the underlying principles of human rights to be declared applicable to all stages in the MDG 

process (Schmidt-Traub 2009, 81-83). Updated MDGs could make explicit links to broadly endorsed 

agreements from the past, through references to Beijing (MDG 3), Cairo (MDG 5) and relevant articles 

from widely ratified UN human rights conventions. This third scenario is the most pragmatic way of 

incorporating a human rights approach in the (post) MDGs while preserving the international consensus. 

Disaggregating data can make growing inequality visible and thus contribute to a better understanding 

of exclusion and adherence to the principle of non-discrimination as well as (legal) obstacles to a fair 

development. Pogge observes that the global trade system has largely benefited the world’s richest 

people. If growth in per capita GNP only benefits the elites in a country and does not generate 

employment, it is inaccurate to speak of progress (Pogge 2004). Vandemoortele claims that, as long as 

growing inequalities within countries are ignored, the MDGs will remain a ‘mission impossible’ 

(Vandemoortele 2011, 1-21). UNDP concludes that countries where income inequality declined and 

where there was strong economic growth in sectors in which the poorest were concentrated had the 

greatest success in reducing poverty (UNDG 2010a). Splitting indicators by upper and lower layers in 

society to make inequality visible encourages participation, as well as splitting indicators by target group 

to make forgotten groups (such as indigenous peoples) visible (adhering to the principle of non-

discrimination); as well as rural-urban and regional differences. 

                                                             
35 See the activities of the Extraterritorial Obligations (ETO) Consortium at: www.fian.org/programs-and-
campaigns/projects/the-eto-consortium. 

http://www.fian.org/programs-and-campaigns/projects/the-eto-consortium
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Finally a human rights approach implies a consultative process leading up to the formulation of a post-

2015 system, with participation of the civil society, private sector and the voices of the poor themselves. 

Table 3.2 MDGs and key human rights 

Millennium Development Goals  Key Related Human Rights Standards 

Goal 1 Eradicate extreme poverty and 

hunger  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, article 25(1); ICESCR article 11 

Goal 2 Achieve universal primary 

education  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 25(1); ICESCR articles 13 and 14; CRC 

article 28(1)(a); CEDAW article 10; CERD article 5(e)(v) 

Goal 3 Promote gender equality and 

empower women  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 2; CEDAW; ICESCR article 3; CRC 

article 2 

Goal 4 Reduce child mortality Universal  Declaration of Human Rights article 25; CRC articles 6, 24(2)(a); ICESCR article 

12(2)(a) 

Goal 5 Improve maternal health  Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 25; CEDAW articles 10(h), 11(f), 12, 

14(b); ICESCR article 12; CRC article 24(2)(d); CERD article 5(e)(iv) 

Goal 6 Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and 

other diseases  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 25; ICESCR article 12, CRC article 24; 

CEDAW article 12; CERD article 5(e)(iv) 

Goal 7 Ensure environmental 

sustainability  

Universal Declaration of Human Rights article 25(1); ICESCR articles 11(1) and 12; 

CEDAW article 14(2)(h); CRC article 24; CERD article 5(e)(iii) 

Goal 8 Develop a global partnership for 

development  

Charter articles 1(3), 55 and 56; Universal Declaration of Human Rights articles 22 

and 28; ICESCR articles 2(1), 11(1) , 15(4), 22 and 23; CRC articles 4, 24(4) and 

28(3) ICESCR (International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) 

ICCPR (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights) CERD (International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination) CEDAW 

(International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women) CRC (Convention on the Rights of the Child) 

ICESCR (International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) ICCPR (International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights) CERD (International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination) CEDAW (International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women) CRC (Convention on the Rights of the Child)  

Source: Reprinted from (UNDP 2006, 11): Human Rights and the Millennium Development Goals Making the Link  

3.7.3 Gender  

A special category of rights, namely that of non-discrimination and women’s rights deserves additional 

attention. No issue was more controversial than gender and gender related aspects in the process of 

formulating the MDGs: First, the OECD/DAC list of development goals omitted gender, on Japan’s 

insistence, and changed it to equal education for all. The United Kingdom in particular, with the support 

of Sweden, Norway, Germany and the Netherlands (the ‘Utstein’ group of female development 

ministers), however, ensured that development goals for gender remained on the global agenda, by 

effective lobbying at summits. However, this provoked little response from the Global South, the World 

Bank, or the IMF (Hulme 2009b, 15-25). The UN secretariat, regarding the OECD initiative as an attempt 

by the rich countries to control the UN agenda, established its own list. UN Secretary-General Kofi 

Annan’s draft version again omitted gender equality, this time, as stated earlier, due to an ‘unholy 

alliance’ between the Vatican and conservative Islamic countries. Other themes also ignored in the 

initial SG’s list were reproductive health and maternal mortality because of the political struggle on 

reproductive health rights.  
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In the formulation of de MDGs, the UN was faced with the problem of how to reconcile the OECD’s 

development goals with its own Millennium Declaration. Reproductive health was once again excluded, 

this time at the instigation of the US President Bush. As a compromise, the contraceptive prevalence 

rate was included as an indicator under maternal mortality (MDG 5). However, pressure from the 

women’s movement and the broader gender lobby paid off. Although MDG 2 continued to call for 

universal access to primary education, MDG 3 became referred to as gender equality and besides 

participation in education, two indicators were added to MDG 3 that did not appear in the Declaration: 

The participation of women in economic life (access to paid employment outside the agricultural sector) 

and in politics (in terms of seats in parliament) (Hulme 2009b). 

There was several criticism at the illogical structure of MDG 3. The choice of the three indicators to 

measure the progress of MDG 3 is fairly random. The quality of education or the extent to which pupils 

complete it, for example, is not measured. Girls in particular often leave school early (Jones, Holmes, 

and Espey 2010, 115). The indicator ‘wage employment in the non-agricultural sector’ makes no 

distinction between the different types of work that women do. What is more, in many countries in the 

Global South, the non-agricultural sector only accounts for a small percentage of total employment 

(UNSD 2005). The number of seats in parliament has not always proved effective in initiating women’s 

empowerment (Johnson 2005, 60).  

Although MDG 3 aimed to promote gender equality and empower women, critics emphasized that the 

goal was incomplete. According to Amnesty International, the MDGs did not fulfill all the obligations 

agreed by states to combat discrimination against women (Amnesty International 2010, 16). Themes 

missing from the MDGs are the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against 

Women, drawn up in 1979 and one of the most important international documents in the fight to stop 

discrimination against women (UNWOMEN 1979)36 and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action, which 

included twelve points for action, including sexual and reproductive rights and eradicating violence 

against women (UNWOMEN 1995).37 The question was whether gender should be more strongly 

emphasized in the (post) MDGs by modifying and broadening the indicators for MDG 3, or by focusing 

on it as a theme in all goals. In 2005 the UN Millennium Project Task Force on Gender Equality identified 

seven strategic priorities to achieve MDG 3 (Grown, Gupta, and Kes 2005, 29): 1) Strengthen 

opportunities for post primary education for girls while simultaneously meeting commitments to 

universal primary education; 2) guarantee sexual and reproductive health rights; 3) invest in 

infrastructure to reduce women’s time burdens; 4) guarantee girls’ and women’s property and 

inheritance rights; 5) eliminate gender inequality in employment by decreasing women’s reliance on 

informal employment, closing gender gaps in earnings and reducing occupational segregation; 6) 

increase women’s share of seats in national parliaments and local governmental bodies; 7) combat 

violence against girls and women. These priorities are strongly related to the outcomes of the Beijing 

and Cairo conferences on gender (UNIFEM 2010, 7). 

                                                             
36

 Countries that are party to the convention must take active steps to combat discrimination, for example by 
removing discriminatory legislation and establishing a protective mechanism. 
37 See point 3 on access to health care and related services, and point 4 on eradicating violence against women. 



3 The MDGs: policies versus theory 

101 
 

3.7.3.1 New indicators for gender 

An important indicator for (post) MDG 3 could be violence against women, which is internationally 

acknowledged (e.g. in the Beijing Plan of Action) as a major obstacle to sustainable development. 

Although violence against women continues to have a great impact on the outcomes of the MDGs, its 

elimination is not an integral part of the goals.38 WHO reports that women who are the victims of 

physical, psychological or sexual violence are usually long-term users of healthcare services (Krug et al. 

2002). Outside the household – and especially during armed conflicts – women are also frequent victims 

of violence. In Sierra Leone, between 50,000 and 64,000 female refugees were sexually abused by 

combatants (Physicians for Human Rights 2002, 3). There are calls for a separate MDG or indicator to 

address the problem of violence against women (Antrobus 2005, 95).  

To enable women to develop fully, they must also have better access to financial and other means of 

production (e.g. credit, land ownership registration and inheritance rights). Investments in water supply 

and other infrastructure are important in this respect. Improvements are also called for in relation to 

childcare and discrimination against women in the law (e.g. in divorce law), while studies are needed of 

the obstacles facing young women who seek suitable employment (Amnesty International 2010, 16-18). 

A barrier to the introduction of new indicators for gender is that measurement is difficult due to the lack 

of gender-specific information. In 2005 the UN Statistics Division conducted a review of gender statistics 

in national reports. It showed that important elements are lacking in the collection, composition and 

reporting of gender-sensitive data. Countries should make a greater effort to collect such information 

(Antrobus 2005, 101, OECD 2010, 6). Although the UN Commission on the Status of Women publishes an 

annual report, gender budgeting is developing very slowly. 

3.7.3.2 Mainstreaming of gender concerns 

In addition to the criticism that the MDG 3 indicators were incomplete, other MDGs were criticized for 

not devoting sufficient attention to the position of women (UNDP 2010, 1). Without significant 

improvements in education for girls (MDG 3), other MDGs would not be achieved. Educating girls is an 

effective way of stimulating economic productivity and also helps reduce infant and maternal mortality, 

improve nutritional and health status, and combat HIV/AIDS and other diseases (UNICEF 2005, 5). In this 

light it was clear that improving the position of women (MDG 3) would also have a positive impact on 

the other MDGs (UNDP 2010). Conversely, if the other MDGs were gender-blind, MDG 3 could not be 

achieved and it would be difficult to attain sustainable poverty reduction (Jones, Holmes, and Espey 

2010, 113).  

It would therefore be more effective to devote attention to the role of women in other (post) MDGs, 

such as sustainable development and combating AIDS and poverty. The role of women, an important 

starting point of policy to combat HIV/AIDS was, for example, not an indicator or target in the (MDG 6) 

fight against HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (Antrobus 2005, 98). In the words of UNAIDS, the 

problem of HIV/AIDS is ‘feminizing’, not only because women are biologically at greater risk of infection, 

but also because of the difficulties facing women – due to social, financial and cultural factors – in 

                                                             
38 The Millennium Declaration (2000) states as its aim: ‘To combat all forms of violence against women and to 
implement the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women’.  
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negotiating safe sex (UNAIDS 2010, 16). MDG 1, too, failed to make explicit reference to women, even 

though poverty is also feminizing (AIV 2010, 11). In addition, much economic capacity is lost through 

obstacles to girls and women. DFID calculated in 2007 that agricultural productivity in Sub-Saharan 

Africa could rise by 20% if women had equal access to land, seeds and fertilizer. In India, GNP would rise 

by 8% if the ratio of female to male employees were to increase by 10% (DFID 2007, 13). If poverty is to 

be resolved, women (and other target groups) must be at the forefront of any effort to understand the 

nature of the problem. 

3.7.4 Culture 

Notably absent in the MDGs is the issue of culture. ‘I think this is because in diplomatic circles culture 

doesn’t have a clear definition (...) culture is cultural heritage (...), but also intangible heritage -ways of 

doing and living’ (interview S13). ‘Culture means so many things: Culture and environment, culture post 

industrialization, tangible culture, as well as religious spiritual values’ (S6). ‘Member states focus mostly 

on heritage preservation and creativity (...) even with this there are questions to be addressed when it is 

incorporated in a goal framework: Who decides what heritage is, who decides about access to heritage 

and who (financially) contributes to preservation’(S8). ’The MDGs took away the gains of earlier years, 

such as the Stockholm Conference (on Cultural policies for development) in 1998 (UNESCO 1998a and 

1998b)’; ‘at that time we looked at culture as driving development’ (S8). 

‘The MDGs are about ‘what’, not about the ‘how’; within that framework the how of the issue of culture 

is the last thing; in a goal framework culture will become heritage and language preservation, so it can 

be legislated and quantified. Culture beyond that is so threatening to the western development 

thinking; you can quantify the religious part of culture, that way they are trying to make it less 

threatening; culture is reduced to what you can quantify, this happened for a long time. Yet the rule of 

law is about how we behave. We dance around the idea of how people think, behave and believe. When 

Amartya Sen said let’s look at freedom, this was ok to talk about, not anything beyond that. The UN 

works with a human rights framework (…), but human rights became an end, not a means to an end. For 

example how do we define ‘dignity’? Is faith instrumental in realizing human rights?’ (S7). ‘Religious 

communities are now seen as service providers, which are a reduction of their role in society’ (S7). 

UNESCO focused on how culture influences the achievement of the MDGs39. For more on this issue see 

for example The Culture and Globalization Series (Anheier and Isar, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2011).  

3.7.5 Conclusion: lessons learned and practical recommendations 

In brief the following conclusions can be drawn for a post MDG framework: 

1. Add a maximum of two or three goals or goal clusters, such as peace and (social) security or 

effective governance, to do justice to themes that are widely considered to be missing from the 

current system, especially the objective capabilities approach (3.6.1) and global public goods, 

and establish a link between the MDGs and the latter (see below(3.10)). 

                                                             
39

 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/achieving-the-millennium-development-goals/mdgs/;  
See also the thematic window culture and development, the Millennium Development Goals Achievement Fund 
(MDG-F), http://www.mdgfund.org/content/cultureanddevelopment.  

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/achieving-the-millennium-development-goals/mdgs/
http://www.mdgfund.org/
http://www.mdgfund.org/
http://www.mdgfund.org/content/cultureanddevelopment
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2. Inclusion of alternative economic indicators (3.6.3) (e.g. in MDG 1) that would reflect better the 

real state of the economy and reflects the perceptions of the people better. To take on board 

subjective well-being measurement in for example surveys of household income; it would be 

relatively simple to add an extra set of questions to the standard questions on income, 

consumption and possessions.  

3. Future well-being (3.6.4) requires a post-2015 system to operate as a dashboard of indicators 

that express sustainability, measuring progress every five or 10 years as part of a rolling agenda. 

It includes sustainable food, energy and natural resources policies and addressing growth in 

population and consumption that cannot be offset by new technology. And should include the 

fact that people who live in poverty are the most seriously affected by the loss of biodiversity. 

 

4. Connect local (livelihood) and global discourses and include context-specificity (3.6.5) 

5. Embed human rights (3.7.2) and gender issues (3.7.3) by  

i) incorporating them throughout as cross-cutting issues by, for example, measuring 

results according to gender, ethnicity, rural-urban, regional, ‘bottom-top quintiles’ 

(principle of non-discrimination) and so on;  

ii) by including references in the post-2015 system to key globally endorsed conventions 

on human rights and agreements such as Cairo and Beijing;  

iii) by establishing that all programs of action must comply with the principles of 

participation, non-discrimination and accountability. 

6. Embed culture (3.7.4) as a transversal issue, by formulating a vision based on values. 

3.8 Economic trends  
The following sections will describe trends that a post-2015 system needed to take into account and 

theories of development relevant to those trends. The time of the mid-term review of the MDGs in 2010 

was taken as a point of reference. 

Globalization is at a crossroads. The promise of peace and prosperity after the end of the Cold War has 

not materialized and, instead, the world is struggling with food, energy, financial and climate crises and 

many conflicts (although the number of armed conflicts has fallen since 1992, from 50 per year to 

around 30, and fewer people are dying per conflict (Human Security Brief 2006)40. With fragile states a 

widespread problem, most of today’s conflicts are civil wars.  

The UN has observed five trends: A significant shift in the global economy due to the rapid growth of 

‘developing’ countries in Asia, resulting in ‘multiple engines of growth’; increasing income inequality 

                                                             
40 This refers to conflicts that claim more than 1,000 battle deaths every year. An update of this report, which 

originally contained data from 1946 to 2002, with additional figures up to 2005 was published on 20 December 
2006. 
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(but with reduced overall poverty, especially in China); population growth and urbanization; heavy 

pressure on the natural environment and biodiversity; and an economic process consisting of non-

regulated global value chains, dominated by international companies. Management of the global system 

is weak. There is tension between decision-making at national and global level, which will only intensify 

if adequate measures are not taken (UNDESA 2010). 

The Millennium Declaration stated that market growth strategies alone are not sufficient to combat 

poverty and that good public and other institutions and social policy are indispensable. The MDGs 

refocused attention on human development and poverty reduction, often by increasing budget 

allocations to the social sectors. However, donor policies continued to contain core elements of the 

structural adjustment policies of the late 20th century, making it impossible to compensate for the 

impact of external shocks on employment and incomes. As a result, in 2010 many countries were no 

longer on track with the MDGs. The scope for many countries to determine their own policies on 

industry and other matters also remained limited because of, for example, intellectual property 

provisions, international trade rules, the increased role of foreign investments and non-public money 

flows, which made it difficult to achieve macroeconomic stability (UNDESA 2010).  

With a view to a coherent post-2015 system, the UN made the observation that it was time for a new 

consensus, for which successive crises created both the need and the political space (UNDESA 2010). 

This consensus had to encompass success factors for development, which are – according to the World 

Economic and Social Survey (WESS) report: 

 Industry and infrastructure policy aimed at sustainability, employment and poverty reduction, 

and reducing CO2 emissions;  

 attention to the development of sustainable agriculture;  

 development-oriented macroeconomic policy: In addition to controlling inflation, fiscal restraint 

and export promotion, also scope for anti-cyclical policy with priority for essential investment in 

development and focused on preserving employment and income; 

 social policy aimed at human development, access to land and financial markets; 

 universal access to social security through structural transformation of the economy and labor 

market policy; 

 a more equal distribution of income and capital resources (including land); 

 investment in human capital (education);  

 social policy as an integrated part of economic policy (and not as target group policy);  

 a properly functioning state (institutions, legislation); 

 space for country-specific policy; and 

 policy coherence both within countries and internationally (stable aid flows, financial markets 

and a fair trade system) (UNDESA 2010). 

3.9 Thematic implications for a post MDG system 

3.9.1 Trade and financial systems 

International trade has increased in recent decades, largely due to the rapid growth of intermediate 

products, often within the global value chains of multinational companies. In addition, trade flows have 
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displayed great volatility. Trade negotiations ran aground at the Doha round of the WTO, exposing the 

organization’s institutional weakness. The poorer countries in the Global South found themselves facing 

WTO-imposed restrictions on subsidies to their own industries as well as trade tariffs and protected 

intellectual rights, leaving them little scope for their own policies. More room needs to be created for a 

‘common but differentiated approach’ (UNDESA 2010). 

The UN’s MDG 8 Gap Task Force therefore advised to complete the Doha round negotiations as quickly 

as possible, with sufficient flexibility and aid to strengthen trade and production in ‘developing’ 

countries and prevent the expansion of protectionism as a response to crises. The task force’s report 

also called for the abolition of all agricultural subsidies by 2013, as agreed earlier, and full ‘duty-free and 

quota-free’ market access for the ‘least developed’ countries to create employment, as well as 

simplification of ‘rules of origin’ (UNMDG 2010, xii-xiii). To this can be added the importance of 

encouraging both trade between ‘developing’ countries and increased regional integration (for example 

by removing reciprocal tariffs and infrastructural obstacles). 

In recent years, rather than promoting development, financial markets have further restricted 

‘developing’ countries’ policy space by, for instance, lifting restrictions on capital flows and integrating 

into the global market, resulting in greater volatility. Financial instruments (derivatives) have become 

increasingly separated from ‘real’ production sectors, fuelling short-term capital movements and 

speculation, leading to volatility in capital markets. Self-regulation has not worked and has resulted in 

costly crises. The G20 has only come up with a partial answer to that problem. Capital flows are much 

more volatile than trade flows. The policy of liberalization of capital markets in ‘developing’ countries, 

initiated by the IMF, has exposed them to too great risks. They may have acquired better access to 

financing sources, but macroeconomic management has become more difficult. The large dollar 

reserves that had to be accumulated for this purpose have in fact led to a flow of capital from 

‘developing’ to ‘developed’ countries. In addition to a greater influx of foreign capital, the international 

financial system has resulted in greater volatility which mainly affects ‘developing countries and the 

people who live in them. A new financial structure is therefore urgently needed as an important 

condition for development (UNMDG 2010), and should thus be part of a post-2015 system.  

A full analysis of a new global trade and financial system is beyond the scope of this chapter but, in the 

context of a post-2015 system, the following elements are important:  

 multilateral macroeconomic monitoring with the aim of promoting capital flows to ‘developing’ 

countries; the ‘developing’ countries themselves should ensure a secure environment for 

investments; 

 regulation of financial markets to prevent excessive risk acceptance, and a new global financial 

authority; 

 international cooperation to coordinate taxation of multinational companies; 

 re-introduction of mechanisms for compensatory financing (protection against external shocks 

by providing access to international funding sources);  
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 better monitoring by the IMF of the consequences of the national economic policies of 

developed and ‘developing’ countries for the international economy, especially for countries 

with reserve currencies; and 

 democratization of the governance of the IMF and the World Bank, and reform of these 

institutions (UNDESA 2010). 

3.9.2 New technology 

Despite the crisis, the spread of information and communication technology (ICT) continued: in 2010 

68% of the world’s population had a mobile telephone (57% in ‘developing’ countries). The use of the 

internet also increased: at the end of 2008 23% of the global population (1.6 billion people) used 

internet, but the percentage is much higher in ‘developed’ countries (UNDG 2010b, 72). The crisis has, 

however, had a negative impact on investments and access to fast internet remains a problem in 

‘developing’ countries. Liberalisation of the ICT market can make the use of telecommunications and ICT 

significantly cheaper.  

A post-2015 system has to devote attention to ‘developing’ countries’ absorption capacity for and 

access to new technology and to improving knowledge transfers, something which the MDG system 

barely touched on. These aspects raise important questions relating to intellectual property. These 

include the complexity of many rules and the legal infrastructure required to allow the system of 

intellectual property rights to function, despite the fact that many specific arrangements have been 

made for ‘developing’ countries. The system of intellectual property rights must be allowed to function 

in a way that does justice to the notion of knowledge as a global public good (Maister, Van Genugten, 

and Meijknecht 2011). 

Knowledge is crucial to acquiring other global public goods (GPGs). It can, for example, help in 

controlling infectious diseases, managing global commons, creating an open trade system and achieving 

financial stability. However, the knowledge gap between rich and poor countries is widening largely due 

to the incapacity of the latter to absorb knowledge, and this reduces opportunities to close the 

‘development’ gap. What is more, due to the functioning of the intellectual property rights mechanism 

some knowledge is unavailable for the development of other GPGs, so that elements of it change from 

being a public to a private good. The International Task Force on Global Public Goods endorses two 

initiatives in this respect. Firstly, strengthening the ‘common knowledge’ platform through 

international partnerships aimed at improving worldwide opportunities for research and information. 

Secondly, the task force recommends mitigating the disadvantages of TRIPs (Trade-Related Aspects of 

Intellectual Property Rights) for ‘developing’ countries (International Task Force on Global Public Goods 

2006, 65 and 67-68).41 One way to achieve this would be to conclude a new international agreement to 

make it easier to transfer scientific knowledge and technological information.42 In addition, under such 

                                                             
41 The amount that developing countries will have to pay every year in copyright under TRIPS is estimated at $60 

billion. The original idea was that some of these costs would be compensated by the advantages ensuing from the 
protection of intellectual property, such as increased trade, supplementary technology transfer and higher foreign 
investments. These expected benefits are, however, not enforceable. 
42 Open Access to Basic Science and Technology (ABST). 
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an agreement, rich countries would help poor countries improve their capacity to process, distribute 

and generate knowledge, thus making up for shortfalls in the latter’s absorption capacity.  

3.9.3 Demographic development43  

By the end of 2011, there were around seven billion people living on Earth.44 In 2008 it was predicted 

that it will probably increase to eight billion by 2025, with 4.8 billion in Asia and 1.4 billion in Africa 

(UNDESA 2008b). And that if these trends continue, the global population will have reached 9.15 billion 

by 2050, with 5.2 billion in Asia and around 2 billion in Africa. Throughout this period, ‘developed’ 

regions will remain stable at or around 1.3 billion. ‘Developed’ regions include Europe, North America, 

Australia, New Zealand and Japan. This means that, in 2050, ‘developed’ countries will account for only 

14% of the world’s population. The scale the population in some countries will have reached by then is 

already a cause for concern: Niger 58.2 million (now 15.9), Ethiopia 173.8 (now 84.9), Nigeria 289 (now 

158.2), Pakistan 335.2 (now 184.7) and Afghanistan 73.9 million (now 29.1) (UNDESA 2008b).  

Table 3.3 The world as a village 

Source: Deutsche Stiftung Weltbevölkung Datenreport 2009 

The birth rate is falling in almost all countries of the world, including the poorest,45 but in the ‘least 

developed’ countries it will still be 2.4 more than the replacement rate in 2050, generating population 

growth. More than 200 million women wish to use contraceptives, but have no access to them. Of 190 

million pregnancies more than 50 million end each year in abortion, often conducted illegally and in 

unsafe conditions, posing an enormous threat to health.46 Full access to contraception for all who 

currently want it would lead to a reduction in abortions and a further reduction in the number of 

unwanted births, and to a substantially lower peak in the global population in 2050 (some 

demographers believe that the peak need be no higher than eight billion). Education for girls also lowers 

the fertility rate.  

                                                             
43 This para was based on a draft by Frans Baneke; all figures have been taken from the moment before the MDG 
review started to reflect the mindset in which the ‘post-2015’ development debates took place. 
44 UNFPA, 2011. State of the World Population 2011, http://www.unfpa.org/publications/state-world-population-
2011  
45 The 2010 birth rate in the poorest countries was approx. 4.08. 
46

 See World Justice Project, Access to Reproductive Health Services - Not Just a Women’s Issue, 
http://worldjusticeproject.org/world-justice-forum-iv/media/content/access-reproductive-health-services-not-
just-women%E2%80%99s-issue.  

If the world were a village with 100 people then 

it would consist of (2009): 

In 2050 the village would contain 138 people, of 

which: 

15 Africans 

5 North Americans 

11 Europeans 

9 Latin Americans 

60 Asians 

30 Africans 

7 North Americans 

11 Europeans 

11 Latin Americans 

79 Asians 

http://www.unfpa.org/publications/state-world-population-201
http://www.unfpa.org/publications/state-world-population-201
http://worldjusticeproject.org/world-justice-forum-iv/media/content/access-reproductive-health-services-not-just-women%E2%80%99s-issue
http://worldjusticeproject.org/world-justice-forum-iv/media/content/access-reproductive-health-services-not-just-women%E2%80%99s-issue
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It was predicted in 2010 that the inactive percentage of the population (under 15 and over 60) would 

rise in the rich countries to 48% (now 38%), and in Asia to 42% (now 36%), as a result of the falling birth 

rate there, but would decrease to 38% in Africa (now 46%).47 This promises to be a demographic 

dividend for Africa, if sensible advantage is taken of the situation. Policy can be based on it, and it can be 

reflected in the goals for Africa. In Asia, policy will need to take account of ageing. 

It was also predicted that urbanization will rise to 55% in the ‘least developed’ countries in 2050 (now 

29%) and in Sub-Saharan Africa to 60% (now 37%). In rich countries, it is currently 75% and will rise 

further to 86% (UNDESA 2009). Today, urbanization is not seen as a negative development that should 

be curbed. Cities have proved to be very good at generating prosperity. Measures to combat 

urbanization lead to slums, preparedness leads to controlled growth of cities and urban prosperity. 

Mentioning cities in the future goals addresses the sites where 60% of GDP is produced and is important 

for climate change. MDG slum targets lack specificity and cannot be verified (Cohen 2014). 

Worldwide there were 214 million international migrants in 2008 of which 128 million who live in 

‘developed’ countries (UNDESA 2008a).  

Demographic trends are determinant for global public goods and have a great impact on a number of 

elements in the (post) MDGs, including economic growth, employment and unemployment, peace and 

security, food security, environment, water, climate and poverty. 

3.9.4 Food security 

In many ‘developing’ countries, agriculture has been neglected so that it can no longer meet the 

increased demand for food resulting from population growth and changing consumption patterns. Food 

insecurity has also increased, as more countries have started importing food and because the price of 

grain and other staple foods is subject to stronger fluctuation. Some see this price volatility as being 

caused not only by drought and flooding, but also by the use of crops for biofuels and greater 

speculation on the commodities markets. Food prices were in 2010 one of the main causes of poor 

households’ greater vulnerability, but also provide an incentive to increase their own food production. 

The World Bank had serious concerns about the impact of the rising prices of staple foodstuffs on 

poverty (World Bank 2011b). The prices of products like sugar, maize, wheat and rice were high and 

changeable, and likely to continue in the coming period. A 10% increase in food prices would push 

another ten million people in the world below the poverty line of 1.25 dollars a day. With a 30% rise, 

that would be 34 million. They come on top of the 44 million people who sank deeper into poverty 

during the previous price peak in June 2010. 

Because food insecurity can be caused by both national policies in ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ 

countries and the international markets, a post-2015 system should devote explicit attention to the 

growing problem of food security and to promoting international coherence in efforts to address it. 

                                                             
47 United Nations Population Fund 2010 at www.unfpa.org/rh/planning.htm. 

http://www.unfpa.org/rh/planning.htm


3 The MDGs: policies versus theory 

109 
 

A post-2015 system should, however, devote attention not only to international factors, but also to 

national initiatives. There are many examples of small-scale farmers launching their own successful 

initiatives to ensure food security, sometimes with the help of other organizations. The lesson that can 

be learned from this is that we should build on the skills and resources that farmers have at their 

disposal and on practices that already exist, rather than impose our own, one-sided prescriptions. 

Successful initiatives from ‘developing’ countries themselves can be used as a source of inspiration 

(World Bank 2011b). 

3.9.5 Infrastructure and private sector 

The need for better infrastructure in Africa is immense and there is a large funding gap. It has been 

calculated that the lack of physical infrastructure in Africa results in around 40% less economic activity 

than in countries where the infrastructure is better, and as much as 2% less economic growth per year. 

The gap between infrastructure in Africa and the rest of the world has only grown larger. In comparison 

with South Asia, which has a comparable per capita income, Africa is lagging behind, even in areas in 

which it was ahead in 1970 (at that time Africa had three times as much electricity capacity and twice as 

many telephone lines). The supply of electricity will have to double in the next decade to meet demand.  

There is an enormous lack of financing for infrastructure in Africa, despite its having doubled between 

2001 and 2009, from $17 to $35 billion. The annual financing deficit was in 2010 around $31 billion, 

most of which could not be covered by non-governmental funding, as the worst problems occur in 

fragile states, which are not creditworthy. A regional approach is therefore needed and the summits of 

the African Union show that there is considerable political commitment to achieving this. The AU, 

together with the African Development Bank, is working on reforms to the institutional coordination of 

infrastructure development on the continent (Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa, 

PIDA). New initiatives should dovetail with these efforts. The private sector, development banks, donors 

and stakeholders should work together to create the infrastructure required (African Union, African 

Development Fund, and World Bank 2010). 

Creating the right conditions for ‘developing’ the private sector is closely related to both the physical 

and non-material infrastructure in the countries concerned. It calls for strengthening the national 

investment climate, for example by removing obstacles and reducing risks, improving institutions, legal 

frameworks, access to and the functioning of markets, investing in infrastructure, education and health, 

and promoting access to the formal economy, technical assistance and financial services (with extra 

attention to improving access for people in deprived situations). According to the AIV (2006) policy must 

aim at creating the right conditions, not at concrete direct support in any form to companies. 

3.10 Global public goods 
Since the current trends do not allow a ‘business as usual’ approach, it is important to look again at 

relevant theories on development such as the global public goods and global commons. 

Global public goods in the traditional sense are ‘goods that affect everyone, from which no one can be 

excluded, and where use by one is not at the expense of use by another’ (‘non-excludability’ and ‘non-

rivalry’)(Went 2010, 12; Kaul et al. 1999). It is, however, more appropriate to replace the word ‘can’ with 
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‘may’, as exclusion is a moral question (GPG’s as social constructs, see 5th development decade in Table 

10.6). Global public goods (GPGs) are then goods and services that, in principle, affect or should be 

available to everyone. It is important to take GPGs into account in formulating a post-2015 development 

strategy, given increasing globalization and interdependence. Moreover, shortcomings in the 

organization of international decision-making on these goods have contributed to the failure to fully 

achieve the MDGs. Future development can only occur if the most important GPGs are addressed 

effectively. For example, what will it mean for poverty in the world if we do not prevent infectious 

diseases, address climate change or prove unable to control the financial crisis?  

Other commentators call for an approach that seeks to achieve ‘responsible sovereignty’ based on 

collective interest, especially after the financial-economic, climate and food crises. Responsible 

sovereignty implies that a state also has an external responsibility in the sense of ‘do no harm’ and is no 

longer only responsible for respect for human rights within its own borders. Sovereignty can also be 

understood as ‘freedom’ and, in human rights discourse, when exercising one’s freedom it is important 

to respect the other’s right to exercise their freedom. The role of the state must be that of intermediary 

between external and domestic needs, so that international cooperation occurs on the basis of 

enlightened self-interest (Kaul 2010). A global public goods approach may lead to more efficient 

allocation of resources in international cooperation.  

Global public goods present new opportunities to define common interests now that the traditional idea 

that development is essentially a national public good is changing. In a time in which more and more 

doubts are being expressed about the effectiveness and efficiency of development aid and international 

solidarity is no longer taken for granted, global public goods point to the interests that the ‘developed’ 

countries increasingly share with ‘developing’ countries (Went 2010, 26-27). What does the global public 

goods agenda offer over and above classical international cooperation? In addition to highlighting the 

above-mentioned need for a joint approach – with the corresponding funding – in a mutually dependent 

world, the concept of global public goods can also clarify how this need should be met (public, private or 

mixed, see below).  

The categories of public goods (Table 3.4) vary in degrees of purity: pure (available to everyone and 

without restrictions, such as curbing global warming), impure (exclusion is possible or use is not 

unrestricted, such as limiting contagions), club goods (exclusion is possible and use is not unrestricted, 

i.e. universal postal union) and joint products (the results are partly a public good and partly not, i.e. 

protection of rain forest) (Went 2010, 15). 

Pure public goods are goods from which everyone can benefit, including those who do not pay for them 

(free riders). This can mean that everyone waits until someone else takes action (prisoner’s dilemma) 

and makes the price difficult to determine, so that the market mechanism does not work sufficiently to 

supply them. A significant cause of interdependence in supplying goods is the fact that many goods can 

only be provided if all, or most, countries participate (‘summation process’), e.g. in the case of climate 

change. Sometimes, if the ‘weakest link’ does not cooperate, the whole process fails, as in the 

eradication of infectious diseases.  
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Table 3.4 Different kinds of global public goods 

Spillover range Pure Impure Club Joint product 

National  Deterrence of 

enemies 

 Financial 

accounting 

standards 

 Surveillance of 

borders 

 Interstate 

highway 

 Extension services 

 Communication 

network 

 Education 

 Charitable 

activities 

Regional 

 

 Watershed 

management 

 Malaria cure 

 Pest control 

 Immunizing 

populations 

 Airports 

 Power grids 

 Peace keeping 

 Reducing acid 

rain 

Global  Curbing global 

warming 

 Limiting ozone 

shield depletion 

 Reducing 

organized crime 

 Limiting 

contagions 

 INTELSAT 

 Universal Postal 

Union 

 Protection of 

rain forest 

 (some forms of) 

foreign 

assistance 

Source: Reprinted with permission from (Arce and Sandler 2002, 17)  

In 2006, the International Taskforce on Global Public Goods identified six major GPGs (International 

Task Force on Global Public Goods 2006): preventing infectious diseases; combating climate change; 

international financial stability; an international trade system; peace and security; knowledge. This led 

to a broadening of the concept as applied by some economists. The Taskforce also made a number of 

important recommendations. There was, however, a crucial difference of opinion on the definition of 

global public goods. Inge Kaul added a disclaimer to the report (p ii): ‘All but one of the members of the 

Task Force fully endorsed and signed off on this report. Inge Kaul did not.’ In her view, GPGs are goods 

that affect all countries and not, as the reports states, from which all countries benefit. Many 

‘developing’ countries, for example, consider the multilateral trade regime unfair. ‘Public’ (in GPGs) 

therefore means the interdependence of countries in the consumption of goods, which should not be 

confused with the public utility of goods. In Kaul’s opinion, ‘developing’ countries would not accept the 

report for this reason and the taskforce, sponsored by France and Sweden, was dead in the water 

(personal interview 2010). 

The ‘publicness’ of goods is largely a matter of political choice and is not intrinsic to the nature of the 

goods themselves. Some propose to define ‘publicness’ on the basis of three elements: decision-making 

on public goods is participatory, their consumption is available to all, and their benefits are equally 

distributed (‘equity’) (Kaul and Mendoza 2003, 92). In some respects, this touches on the human rights 

approach. The definition of public goods must do justice to this by identifying potential public goods: a 

public good is not only what the market rejects, but also what politicians decide belongs in the public 

domain. Water can, for example, be made a public or a private good (in that people can be excluded 

from access to it, and its use by one person may be at the expense of another; yet an accessible water 

supply can be a public good if it is decided that no one may be excluded from it) (Kaul and Mendoza 

2003, 2-26). This explicitly does not mean that it must be supplied ‘publicly’ (i.e. by the government). 

The state has an intermediary responsibility for issues within and outside borders (Kaul and Conceição 

2006, 51).  

The kind of policy initiatives proposed by the GPGs taskforce can focus on: 
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 strategy to create ownership of the concept of public goods;  

 incentive structures to reach agreement; international negotiations are a ‘political market’;  

 analyzing possible ways of providing public goods: which actors supply which part of the public 

good; 

 promoting the self-production of public goods through technology; 

 also giving line ministries responsibility for global public goods, since global public goods are an 

extension of national public goods; and 

 case studies to identify best practices, including evaluation of issue-related global funds.48 

 

It should be noted here, however, that acceptance of the concept by ‘developing’ countries deserves 

the highest priority, and that there is a long way to go before that is achieved. It is therefore to be 

recommended that if the OECD embraces the global public goods agenda, it should explicitly focus on 

the dialogue with both small and large ‘developing’ countries (like China) to reach agreement on this 

concept.  

It is important to establish a link between the (post) MDGs and global public goods. (Controlling 

infectious diseases, for example, is already a global public good). (A) This injects a more philosophical 

element into the goals, clarifying the question of why we enter into development cooperation: because 

it is a matter that affects everyone. (B) It also breaks through the discussion on ‘here’ and ‘there’, as all 

countries should work to preserve global public goods. (C) One can make a distinction between human 

public goods (global norms) and natural public goods (e.g. the open sea or the atmosphere). (D) 

‘Millennium Goods’ can therefore become part of an international norm-setting framework, with 

progress measured in terms of moving towards a level that is acceptable for everyone. (E) A global 

public goods approach can also reveal the links between the different goals. In contrast to what some 

commentators advocate (Kaul 2005, 10), i.e. separate ODA and GPG agendas, it is more logical to argue 

in favor of integrating the two agendas. After all, different countries have different priorities in respect 

of public goods. The advantage of this system is that it applies equally to all countries (Martens 2010, 8). 

3.10.1 Global commons 

Nobel Prizewinner Elinor Öström (2009) studied how users of the same natural resources (such as 

fishing grounds or meadows) achieve an effective form of shared use, known as ‘commons’ or ‘common 

pool resources’ (Ostrom, Gardner, and Walker 1994). She challenged the conventional theory that 

collective use without ownership rights automatically leads to overuse, rendering either government 

regulation or privatization necessary (this is referred to as ‘the tragedy of the commons’) (Hess and 

Ostrom 2006, 11). This theory was proposed by biologist Garret Hardin in 1968 and is still taught, 

despite evidence to the contrary. Collective private systems proved much more effective than 

government interventions or market-based solutions. Self-regulation often generates a refined system 

of individual users’ rights, responsibilities and sanctions. This theory can be extrapolated to worldwide 

level (‘global commons’). 

                                                             
48 This was derived from a discussion with Inge Kaul. 
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Öström’s ideas are generally acknowledged as an important contribution to economic theory from 

political science and anthropology. The ‘commons’ theory comes close to the concept of global public 

goods, with the difference that the former reasons from (local) community level, and the global public 

goods theory from global interdependence. ‘Global commons’ is actually a system of self-regulation that 

comes into operation at the moment when a global public good (such as the atmosphere) moves from 

being inaccessible to accessible and needs to be managed, monitored and protected (Hess and Ostrom 

2006, 10). In this sense the global commons, under the conditions described above, are one possible 

mechanism for implementing global public goods. ‘Common resource pools’ also contain impure public 

goods, because use by one person is at the expense of another. 

Öström formulated seven principles for successful ‘common pool resources’: (i) establishing rules for 

entitlement at the source, (ii) adequate conflict resolution mechanisms, (iii) the duty to maintain the 

resource in reasonable proportion to the benefits, (iv) monitoring and sanctioning carried out by the 

users themselves, (v) sanctions should be graduated, becoming stricter as violations are repeated, (vi) 

democratic decision-making on rules, and (vii) explicit recognition by outside authorities of the right of 

users to self-organize (The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 2009, 11). Öström expressed the hope 

that this insight would also help in finding solutions to the climate problem (Rampell 2009).  

Commons governance is easier to achieve when it complies with the following conditions: 1) use of 

resources can be quantified, 2) the rate of change is moderate, 3) there are social networks of users who 

trust each other, and 4) outsiders can be easily excluded from using the resource. Institutional 

arrangements should therefore take account of these conditions (Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2003, 1907-

1912). Knowledge, too, can be seen as a ‘global commons’. The digital revolution has generated virtual 

communities that share information on the basis of rules they have drawn up themselves, for example, 

on overuse and to combat pollution (Hess and Ostrom 2006).  

3.11 Institutional economy 
New thinking of the institutional economy encompasses on the one hand the role that those institutions 

have played and can still play in economic development. The results of the work of Nobel Prize winner 

North are now generally accepted and have led to a re-evaluation of the structural adjustment politics of 

the World Bank, as too economically focused (North 2005). It is therefore important to give more 

attention to institutions in development politics. 

On the other hand, another aspect of the institutional economy is the more and more important role 

that businesses play in the national and international context. Firms offer an alternative governance 

structure to resolve conflicts, especially when there is no large competition for a specific product 

(Williamson 2000, 597). Nobel Prize winner Williamson (2009) paid attention to the transaction costs of 

institutions. The number of transactions within a firm increases as soon as the goods are more complex 

and (relational) specific, because the contract parties are more dependent on one another (e.g. aviation 

building). This explains why a lot of vertical integration and large hierarchical firms arise in the market: if 

everyone would work for themselves in a free market, more contractual relations are needed; 

concluding and enforcing a contract involves costs and is not always the best way to solve or prevent 

conflicts (Williamson 2000, 597). Williamson also makes clear that the economy is determined by the 
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environment in which it operates: (a) informal norms and traditions, (b) formal norms and institutions 

(institutional environment) and (c) the game of the rules within and outside the firms, often in contracts 

(governance structures) (Williamson 2000, 597). Many privatization operations have gone wrong, like 

those in Russia, because it was automatically assumed that the market would do its job, without looking 

at the three mentioned environment-factors (Williamson 2000, 610). Williamson’s work also led to a 

different view at mergers; this often happens not to enlarge the market share, but to enhance efficiency 

(The Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 2009).  

In sum, the institution-approach within institutional economy developed the theory that the market 

does not always offer the most efficient solution, but that some processes are better managed within a 

firm. Firms offer an alternative governance structure to resolve conflicts, especially when there is not a 

large market competition. 

This discussion is relevant to global governance. For an analysis of global governance, finance and the 

network society, and the need for reform, especially relevant to MDG 8, which dealt with the means to 

reach the other MDGs, one is referred to AIV 2011. Caliari (2014) observed that the flexible MDG 8 

targets limited accountability for rich countries and enabled a continuation of the status quo in trade, 

aid and debt relief; they neglected human rights principles, were ‘oblivious to participation 

requirements’ and incentivized a ‘partial and incomplete approach to mobilization of resources’. 

3.12 Conclusion: lessons learned and practical implications 
From the above a few lessons can be drawn in relation to a post-2015 system, which will be elaborated 

in the conclusions: 

1. Ongoing globalization, recent global developments and the financial-economic crisis of 2008 and 

2009 call for a post-2015 system that will introduce improvements to the current international 

trade and financial systems.  

2. Make sure that donors organize themselves around a new system based on the efficiency 

principles of the Paris Agenda (division of tasks and fewer national priorities) and, if possible, 

establish a clear link with MDG themes. 

3. In each new goal, describe action to be taken by donor countries, recipient countries and other 

actors, and specify the roles and responsibilities of the various actors (governments, parliaments, 

the private sector, trade unions and NGOs). 

4. Include a number of indicators of demographic development to support the regular analysis and 

monitoring of the progress made with development processes, but do not express demographic 

developments as a goal. Preserve goals and indicators relating to the use of contraceptives, and 

devote attention to ageing, urbanization and migration. 

Furthermore GPGs must be given an important role in a post-2015 system by:  

1. Establishing a link between the post-2015 system and GPGs, i.e. issues that affect everyone and 

from which no one may be excluded. In the light of achieving global goals, all countries should 
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contribute to this, both by taking measures at national level and through development 

cooperation and policy coherence. Defining public goods is a matter of political decision-making. 

The discussion should not be led by funding opportunities or constraints (implementation 

follows strategy);  

2. Where possible, integrating in the new strategy achievement of the six most important GPGs, as 

formulated by the 2006 International Taskforce: 1. preventing infectious diseases; 2. combating 

climate change; 3. international financial stability; 4. an international trade system; 5. peace and 

security; and 6. knowledge;  

3. Conducting a dialogue with large and small ‘developing’ countries to establish a clear definition 

of the concept of GPGs, which is a controversial issue internationally. Countries are extremely 

distrustful of anything that they feel may threaten their sovereignty. A small number of 

emerging powers (India, Brazil, South Africa) see some merit in the concept, albeit with a limited 

application; 

4. Introducing an international dialogue on the concept of responsible sovereignty – by the state 

acting as an intermediary between domestic and foreign stakeholders to create ownership of 

the new MDG strategy among donors and recipients and also to make the need for international 

cooperation clear to the public;  

5. Advocating the establishment of an international taskforce for responsible sovereignty, that 

would also represent ‘developing’ countries.  

6. Make a link with the seven principles for successful ‘common pool resources’: (i) establishing 

rules for entitlement at the source, (ii) adequate conflict resolution mechanisms, (iii) the duty to 

maintain the resource in reasonable proportion to the benefits, (iv) monitoring and sanctioning 

carried out by the users themselves, (v) sanctions should be graduated, becoming stricter as 

violations are repeated, (vi) democratic decision-making on rules, and (vii) explicit recognition by 

outside authorities of the right of users to self-organize. 

Lastly, the findings of the institutional economy could be taken into account in poverty eradication. This 

would mean:  

1. The insight that the free market system is not always the only or the best solution to deal with 

an economic issue. Decisions around structural adjustment and privatization should be taken 

against this background as well as  

2. Decisions about the global governance institutions, which need to oversee the implementation 

of MDG/SDGs can also benefit from institutional economy. The multilateral institutions, bilateral 

donors and worldwide funds are after all also a market of competing players. 
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3.13 Theoretic conclusions 

In order to come to a more comprehensive post-2015 system, addressing some of the flaws of the 

MDGs, a number of recommendations have been made. 

 

More concern for well-being theories, including human rights and sustainability would imply the 

following for a post-2015 system: 

 

The objective well-being or capabilities approach and Millennium Declaration warranted including, in 

line with the final declaration of the MDG summit in 2010, indicators for social security (and the social 

protection floor). It also could include a cluster of goals on peace and security, with a report on the 

number of conflicts in the world and indicators that show whether a state is capable of offering its 

citizens physical protection; it may also contain indicators for early warning of conflicts; and including 

statistics on violence against women under MDG 3 or under a new MDG on peace and security. It could 

also lead to including indicators on the quality of political institutions, for example on corruption, the 

rule of law, voice and accountability, and the effectiveness of the civil service. These indicators would 

address the degree of freedom of expression, freedom of assembly and democratization. A cluster for 

effective state institutions partly responds to criticism at the MDGs regarding human rights (rule of law), 

without being too highly charged, and is an important factor in the fragility of states. A basic level of 

security must be included as a condition for development. Building or reforming the security sector 

(SSR) is essential to strengthen levels of security and should therefore be an inseparable part of a post-

2015 system for fragile states.  

 

Sustainability prospects and future well-being implied also that a post-2015 system should function as a 

dashboard of indicators that express sustainability. These indicators measure the progress made by 

countries in various dimensions; and drawing up benchmarks of desirable indicators and the period in 

which they should be achieved (sustainable targets) with a view to a sustainable society, with a rolling 

agenda that measures and updates progress every five or ten years. 

 

Measuring well-being demanded a better expression of economic performance than with the current 

indicators taking account of the conclusions of the Sen and Stiglitz report; including subjective well-

being in opinion polls on household incomes; this would only require adding a set of questions to the 

standard questions on income, consumption and possessions; including alternative economic indicators 

under MDG 1, which express the state of society more clearly and align more closely with people’s 

experiences. 

 

A human rights approach to development implied incorporating, where possible, the principles of 

participation, non-discrimination, human dignity and accountability; ensuring that the process of 

creating a post-2015 system is participatory including the voices of the poor themselves; establishing 

explicit links with major human rights agreements that are widely supported and endorsed (for example, 

referring to ‘Vienna’ in MDG 2, to ‘Beijing’ in a new MDG 3 and to ‘Cairo’ in a new MDG 5); splitting 

indicators by upper and lower layers in society to make inequality visible (participation); splitting 
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indicators by target group to make forgotten groups such as indigenous peoples visible (non-

discrimination) as well as rural-urban and regional differences; continuing to measure different 

dimensions of poverty (this increases the pressure on governments to be accountable, especially in 

relation to gender and target groups); including indicators for assessing the effectiveness of the state 

and/or state institutions (this would also make opportunities for achieving the rule of law more visible); 

and conducting an international debate on the extraterritorial applicability of civil, political, 

socioeconomic and cultural rights.  

 

As a result of the growing inequality in many countries and the consequences for both the reduction of 

poverty and economic and social development, together with the fact that the majority of the poor in 

the world now live in emerging countries, more attention for income and other forms of inequality in a 

post-2015 system was urgently needed as well as incorporation of aspects of inequality in national 

progress indicators. Disaggregating data to make inequality visible strengthens the human rights 

dimension of the post-2015 system. This can mean measuring results according to gender, ethnicity, 

rural-urban, regional and/or ‘bottom-top quintiles’ (adhering to the principle of non-discrimination). 

 

The follow-up to the MDGs could also contribute to the creation of a ‘global social floor’ – in other 

words, a minimum level of existence that is worth pursuing and on which there is a global consensus. 

This coincides with notions of social-economic rights (and minimum criteria) and could be part of the 

global public goods agenda. 

 

As equality between men and women is indispensable for balanced development, including gender 

indicators in all post-MDGs is important besides devoting explicit attention to it in the post-2015 system. 

This means recording statistics on gender and breaking the indicators down by gender; clustering these 

indicators in the separate gender-MDG 3 to provide a clear picture of the situation regarding the equal 

treatment of men and women; and specifying the gender-specific dimensions of the new clusters for 

peace and security (violence against women) and effective governance (women’s participation in 

running society).  

 

Current developments (especially during the time of the 2010 MDG review) were an important guideline 

for a post-2015 system. This chapter therefore made specific recommendations on globalization 

(industrial, agricultural and social policy, country specific instruments and international coherence) and 

trade and financial systems including promoting capital flows to ‘developing’ countries, regulation of 

the financial sector and of taxation as well as democratization of the IMF/WB. It was recommended that 

a post-2015 system must also devote attention to ‘developing’ countries’ absorption capacity for and 

access to new technology and to improving knowledge transfer, which the MDG system barely touched 

on. The system of intellectual property rights must be allowed to function in a way that does justice to 

the notion of knowledge as a global public good. It was also pointed out that it is important to give 

attention to demographic issues in a post-2015 system, but not as goal, as this can have undesirable 

consequences.  
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It was recommended that a post-2015 system should devote explicit attention to the growing problem 

of food security and that greater international coherence is required to address it. And that 

strengthening infrastructure should be part of a post-2015 system. Private-public partnerships can play 

a significant role here. It was argued that establishing a link between the  (post) MDGs and global public 

goods (GPGs) is important. Can the (follow-up to the) MDGs perhaps be considered as GPGs? The 

challenge is to define exactly what global public goods are: are they goods from which no one can or 

may be excluded? ‘Public’ in GPGs explicitly does not mean ‘provided by the government’, but public in 

consumption, distribution and decision-making. Insights from the ‘public commons’  theory (a resource 

shared by a group of users) as Öström (2009) developed for national economies, might also be helpful 

for global governance in a post-2015 system. 

 

An improved post-2015 system of global governance should give more attention to financing 

development goals and public goods. An ideal scenario for donor coordination is not feasible. It is more 

realistic to take as a starting point a society, in which temporary networks play a more prominent role, 

operating alongside existing institutions. This means designing a post-2015 system that can act as a 

norm-setting framework for international cooperation for all actors; giving multilateral institutions a role 

in the management of donors (rather than just programs) and returning them to their core tasks; 

modifying the G20, so that regions like Africa and the ‘least developed’ countries have a voice in global 

decision-making; devising a new MDG 8 with a clear and coherent global governance agenda; and 

achieving greater coherence between development activities and expenditures in donor countries and 

reforming trade and financial systems. Financing for ODA and for global public goods currently overlaps. 

Besides ODA there are an increasing number of ideas on innovative forms of financing. Some forms are 

better suited than others for certain categories of public goods. This means especially distinguishing 

between public goods for which ODA is suitable and those which can be financed in another way. 

 

The above recommendations notwithstanding, it was deemed  imperative  for the consultative process 

on the 2015 system to involve the constituent groups of ‘developed’, ‘developing’ and economically 

emerging countries, non-governmental organizations and private sectors, a time consuming process. 

3.14 Possible new model derived from theoretic discussion 
In order to make the above discussion more accessible, a simple visual model may be useful that 

incorporates both the ideas of Amartya Sen (freedom is progress), human rights and global public goods 

theories as well as addresses the need for global governance. 

 

In the article the Wheel of Development (Van Norren 2012) I developed a new visual model that 

incorporates the above recommendations on well-being, peace and security, human rights and gender 

(Figure 3.1). Apart from adding two new clusters and formulating them in verbs (actions) stressing the 

rolling agenda, the circle exemplifies interconnectedness of well-being sectors and the need for holistic 

development. The actions are: 1 produce and share, 2 educate and alphabetize, 3 equalize, 4 care and 

cure, 5 protect, 6 build institutions, 7 act responsibly, 8 embrace in global partnership. The third cluster 

(equalize) can apart from gender action also include action benefitting vulnerable groups.  
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Figure 3.1 Wheel of Development with Millennium Development Actions 
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Under these headings missing themes can be treated as exemplified below: 

Table 3.5 Millennium Development Actions 

Millennium 

Development actions 

Global Progress Signs 

(x progression in period y) 

 

Needs 

assessment, 

financing tools 

Actors in 

Governance 

 Governing principles:  

Equality, non-discrimination, 

accountability, participation, gender 

balance &principles of Östrom 

implementation international 

organizations, 

governments, 

parliaments, 

the private 

sector, trade unions 

and non-governmental 

organizations 

MDA 1 Produce 

and Share 

e.g. economy, poverty, food security, 

employment, well-being  

  

MDA 2 Educate and 

Alphabetize 

e.g. primary, secondary education 

and adult literacy 

  

MDA 3 Equalize  

 

e.g. gender and disenfranchised 

groups  

  

MDA 4 Care and Cure  e.g. mother&childcare, combatting 

diseases 

  

MDA 5 Protect  e.g. peace &security    

MDA 6 Build 

institutions  

e.g. institutional strength, 

transparency  

  

MDA 7 Act 

responsibly  

e.g. environment, climate, 

demography  

  

MDA 8 Embrace in 

global partnership 

 

e.g. global governance, trade, debt, 

technology, infrastructure, ICT, 

knowledge 

  

 

The wheel of development is complemented by the wheel of governance (Figure 3.2), stressing the need 

to measure progress instead of completion of a goal (‘progress signs’), explaining the need for the 

gathering of data according to human rights principles, including the principles of Öström (‘governing 

principles’), coupling them with a needs assessment and ways to address those needs (‘finance & 

needs’), in order to execute the ultimate goal: ‘global governance’. The second wheel is needed to put in 

motion and achieve progress in the issues of the first wheel. 
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Figure 3.2 Wheel of Governance 

 

             
 

Shaping a new post-2015 system is not easy, given the amount of issues that are on the table. The above 

visual models try to make the complex interplay of issues easier to grasp. A post-2015 system in the 

form of a ‘wheel of development’ will clearly demonstrate the integration of development dimensions 

and the necessity of a holistic approach. Progress or movement can only be reached when the wheel is 

whole. It needs to embrace the objective and subjective criteria of well-being, taking into account the 

future well-being of people (sustainability) and human rights & gender perspectives. These symbols can 

be used as a communication tool on what development entails as well as a development tool for 

practitioners. 

 

This analysis thus far neglected ‘non-Western’ values and theories of development. If one wants to take 

‘developing’ countries and indigenous concepts of development serious, what would that mean for a 

development model? (Figure 3.3; See Annex 15 for detailed Wheel of Values). Or do human rights and 

well-being theories sufficiently cover those philosophies? And if so, do the people of world also feel 

represented in their outlook on development? Are Western terms adequate to capture the 

emancipation of mainly ‘non-Western’ countries? These and other questions will be examined in 

following chapters. First, we turn to the actual outcome of the post-2015 negotiations: the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 
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Figure 3.3 Towards a Wheel of Values 
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For Anne (‘full of grace’) 

 

‘Gross National Product has long been the yardstick by which economies and politicians have been 
measured. Yet it fails to take into account the social and environmental costs of so-called progress. 
We need a new economic paradigm that recognizes the parity between the three pillars of sustainable 
development. Social, economic and environmental well-being are indivisible. Together they define gross 
global happiness.’ 
Ban Ki Moon 2012 (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 110). 
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4.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the question: how can the process and outcome of the post-2015 development 

agenda formulation, within the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals, be viewed 

against the criticism on the MDGs? 

 

The Chapter describes the process that led to the report produced by the High Level Panel (2013) (4.2), 

the Rio+20 summit (2012) (4.2.1) and the negotiations of the OWG (4.2.3); the outcome of the 

negotiations in the Open Working Group on the Sustainable Development Goals (4.3); reviews the early 

literature that has emerged (4.5), chiefly in terms of what dimensions are lacking (4.5.1), including a 

clear underlying vision (4.5.2) and makes a preliminary assessment of whether ‘non-Western’ 

philosophies are addressed based on my interviews at (chiefly) UN agencies (0). Then it addresses the 

criticism on the format of the SDGs, namely the difficulty of communicating 17 goals (4.6). Lastly, it will 

present conclusions and a summary of arguments (4.6). 

4.2 Process 
Contrary to expectations the Open Working Group managed to agree on a set of 17 goals. Experts 

conceded that given the many conflicts in the Middle East, Africa and between Russia and the West over 

Ukraine, this is a remarkable result (S4; Chasek and Wagner 2016). Moreover,while the MDGs were 

concluded at a time of global optimism and for setting the scene for the new Millennium, the period 

therafter saw a financial and economic crisis, hardly conducive for negotiating a new development 

paradigm (S4). Yet what emerged from the Open Working Group was nothing short of a new 

development paradigm. The currently formulated goals set the agenda not only for ‘developing’ nations, 

but for the first time also for industrialized nations.  

The adoption concluded an intense period of negotiation and consultation that started with the letter of 

Ban Ki Moon of July 2011 (UNSG 2011; A/66/126), that kicked off a lively international debate (see ODI 

database)49, the High Level Panel report of 30 May 2013 (HLP 2013; 4.2) and the UN Secretary General 

(UNSG) reports of July 2013 (A/68/202, UNSG 2013) and December 2014 (A/69/700, UNSG 2014). In the 

period 2012-2015 the UN also carried out the largest UN-consultation on development through ‘the 

world we want 2015’ (11 thematic consultations and 6 Dialogues) (for a chronology, see Beyond 2015 

(Contributions), 2015)50 (S4, S8), of which a preliminary summary was presented by the Secretary 

General at the General Assembly meeting in 2014 (see www.worldwewant2015.org). Businesses 

channeled their input through the report of the Global Compact (UN Global Compact, 2013). All were 

summarized in UNSG Synthesis report (UNSG 2014). 

The Open Working group received inputs from many directions (Figure 4.1). The two most important are 

described in more detail below. The MDG review summit was described in Chapter 3. 

                                                             
49 Overseas Development Institute (ODI), https://www.odi.org/publications/6895-millennium-development-goals-
mdgs-indicators-progress-post-2015.  
50 Beyond 2015. Beyond 2015's contributions to the post-2015 process. 
http://www.beyond2015.org/beyond-2015s-contributions-post-2015-process.  

http://www.worldwewant2015.org/
https://www.odi.org/publications/6895-millennium-development-goals-mdgs-indicators-progress-post-2015
https://www.odi.org/publications/6895-millennium-development-goals-mdgs-indicators-progress-post-2015
http://www.beyond2015.org/beyond-2015s-contributions-post-2015-process
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Figure 4.1 Inputs for the formulation of the post-2015 development agenda 

 

4.2.1 Rio+20 

In fact the OWG outcome closely follows the Rio+20 outcome (The Future We Want 2012; UNGA RES 

A/66/288) on thematic issues of importance, adding peace and justice as well as inequality as separate 

headings, and excluding separate headings of specific categories of countries51 , tourism (8.9), mining, 

mountains (15.4), chemical waste (12.4) and disaster risk reduction (13.1) (which are however all 

included under OWG targets with the exception of mining), see Table 4.1. 

  

                                                             
51 Mentioning of Small Island Developing States: 14.7; Least Developed Countries: 8.1 & 9.2 & 14.6-7 & 
17.2,5,8,11,12; Landlocked Countries 9a & 10b; 4b, 9a, 10b. 
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Table 4.1 Abbreviated OWG Goals compared to High Level Panel Goals and Rio+20 outcomes 

OWG Goals 2014 High Level Panel Goals 

2013 

UNSG report 2013 

Para 83-96 

(numbers added) 

Future we Want 2012 (Rio+20) 

V.A. Thematic areas and cross 

sectorial issues section 104-245 

(numbers added)  

1 Poverty 

2 Food security 

3 Health 

4 Education 

5 Gender 

6 Water and sanitation 

7 Energy 

8 Sustainable growth+jobs 

9 Infrastructure 

10 Inequality 

11 Human settlements 

12 Sustainable production and 

consumption 

13 Climate change 

14 Ocean and seas  

15 Ecosystem, biodiversity, 

land, desert protection 

16 Peace, access to justice, 

institutions 

17 Global partnership 

 

1 

5 

4 

3 

2 

6 

7 

8 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 

-(target 12c) 

- 

9 

 

10 and 11 

 

12 

1 

9 

5 

4 

3 

-(under 7) 

-(under 8) 

8 

-(under 8) 

2 

12 

-(under intro) 

 

6 

-(under 7) 

7 

 

13 

 

14 

1 Poverty 

2 Food security 

8 Health and Population 

25 Education 

26 Gender 

3 Water and Sanitation 

4 Energy 

9 Decent work/social pro 

6 Sustainable Transport 

-under 1: section 107/ 58 

7 Cities /human settlem. 

23 Sustainable 

consumption/production 

17 Climate Change 

10 Oceans and Seas 

18 Forests/19 Biodiv/ 20 Land 

degradation+ drought 

-(Para 8 peace 99 justice 101 

institutions 277-280 capacity build.) 

-(Para 252-282 

V.B Means of Implementation) 

---------------------------------------- 

(Extra, included in targets of OWG) 

5 Sustainable tourism 

11 Small island dev. States 

12 Least ‘developed’ countries 

13 Landlocked ‘developing’ countries 

14 Africa 

15 Regional efforts 

16 Disaster Risk reduction 

21 Mountains 

22 Chemical Waste 

24 Mining 

 

Though following the model of Rio+20 more than that of the MDGs, the SDGs include the objective of 

achievement of the MDGs (section 18 OWG report, UNGA RES A/68/970, 2014), as was already made 

clear in the Rio+20 document: ‘Sustainable development goals: 245. We underscore that the Millennium 

Development Goals are a useful tool in focusing achievement of specific development gains as part of a 

broad development vision and framework for the development activities of the United Nations, for 

national priority-setting and for mobilization of stakeholders and resources towards common goals. We 

therefore remain firmly committed to their full and timely achievement.’ (under V Framework for action 

and follow-up ad B). 
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The success must not be underrated: ‘The Rio meeting of 1992 formulated the definition of 

sustainability (social, environmental, economic), but after that little happened in practice; in the MDGs 

the environmental dimension was very small (...) the MDGs did give the aura of a more coherent 

thinking on development, it was a game changer (...) writing a report on the link between climate and 

development in 2007 was enormously difficult, even to get it on the agenda of ECOSOC.’ ‘In the 

preparation of the 2012 UN Taskforce report environmental sustainability was also a very controversial 

point.’ (S3) 

4.2.2 High Level Panel  

The tone for the agenda was, furthermore, set by the High Level Panel with its 12 sustainable goals 

(Figure 4.2). This report marked 5 important changes: ‘leave no-one behind’ (also known as ‘getting to 

zero’, contrary to MDGs striving at halving poverty), put sustainable development at the core, strive at 

economic transformation, include peace and good governance (excluded in the MDGs) and develop a 

new global partnership (consisting of ‘a spirit of mutual respect and benefit’, ‘a shared common vision’, 

‘monitoring’ and ‘partnerships’ (HLP 2013, 9-12). 

Figure 4.2 High Level Panel Report Goals 

 

Source: HLP 2013, 30, http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf  

However, ‘the OWG outcome is not based on the panel report; the panel report was also very sensitive, 

because Cameron (UK prime minister) took the lead, again the West (...) the sense was the UN is 

imposing again before the intergovernmental process has started’ (S4). The UN agencies, on the 

contrary, received specific instructions that ‘the UN agencies should not advocate for specific issues 

related to their mandates’ (S5, S8). ‘Following on the outcome of the 2010 High-level Plenary Meeting of 

the General Assembly on the Millennium Development Goals, the United Nations Secretary-General 

established the UN System Task Team in September 2011 to support UN system-wide preparations for 

the post-2015 UN development agenda, in consultation with all stakeholders’ (UNSTT 2012, 2). The 

http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf
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outcome was therefore based on the draft of the two co-chairs of 19 ‘Focus Areas’ as a result of the 

stocktaking process (Chasek and Wagner 2016, 408, Table 1 comparison with SDGs).  

Compared to the High Level Panel, the OWG added 5 new goals: infrastructure, inequality, sustainable 

human settlements, sustainable production and consumption, climate change (sub target 12c) and 

oceans and seas protection. It merged the high level panel goals for peace and security and rule of law 

(like the UNSG report of 2013 did), which demonstrated the difficulty to include these subjects in a new 

agenda.  

4.2.3 The OWG negotiations 

The OWG was composed of a group of 30, comprising of 70 UN member states sharing seats (note OWG 

methods of work, 14 March 2013), with co-chairs from Hungary and Kenya, therefore representing less 

than half of the 193 UN member states. Nevertheless these countries are deemed to be representative 

of the UN five regional groups which established them (UN 67/L.48 Rev. 1 of 15 Jan 2013).52 As the OWG 

website states: ‘The Member States have decided to use an innovative, constituency-based system of 

representation that is new to limited membership bodies of the General Assembly. This means that 

most of the seats in the OWG are shared by several countries.’ Other UN member states were allowed 

to deliver statements (Chasek and Wagner 2016, 404). Moreover, the (formal) process included civil 

society, and started with a year-long stocktaking to gap differences in knowledge on sustainability (S3, 

S4, S5, S14; Chasek and Wagner 2016, 401 and 406). More negotiators with a technical background were 

initially envisaged, but it proved impossible (S3). The process was difficult, but had a large buy-in from 

member states (S3, S4, S6, S8), ‘which is part of the accountability of the new system (...) the aim was 

inclusiveness’ (S8); ‘it took much longer to get the MDGs accepted from 2000-2005’ (S3); ‘they apply to 

all countries without distinction of developed-underdeveloped’ (S6). The process influenced the profile 

and content of the negotiations: ‘In Benin a minister for post-2015 was appointed; Peru made a national 

report on the consultation process; Belarus pushed for disabled persons; Colombia proposed an 

alternative way of work to come to workable targets (which was not followed); Mexico proposed 

inclusion as its top priority’ (S5). This novel way of negotiation led to broad consensus on the proposed 

goals (Chasek and Wagner 2016), though several states made reservations (enumerated in section 13 

OWG report 2014). This open end is encapsulated in the sentence ‘while recognizing fully that other 

inputs may be considered in this intergovernmental negotiation process (...)’ in the UN resolution 

adopting the OWG report as a basis for the negotiations (A/68/L.61 8 September 2014). Generally, 

                                                             
52 African Group: 1. Algeria/Egypt/Morocco/Tunisia, 2. Ghana, 3. Benin, 4. Kenya, 5. United Republic of Tanzania, 

6. Congo, 7. Zambia/Zimbabwe; Asia-Pacific Group: 1. Nauru/Palau/Papua New Guinea, 2. Bhutan/Thailand/Viet 
Nam, 3. India/Pakistan/Sri Lanka, 4. China/Indonesia/Kazakhstan, 5. Cyprus/Singapore/United Arab Emirates, 6. 
Bangladesh/Republic of Korea/Saudi Arabia, 7. Iran (Islamic Republic of)/Japan/Nepal; Latin American and 
Caribbean Group (GRULAC): 1. Colombia/Guatemala, 2. Bahamas/Barbados, 3. Guyana/Haiti/Trinidad and Tobago, 
4. Mexico/Peru, 5. Brazil/Nicaragua, 6. Argentina/Bolivia (Plurinational State of)/Ecuador; Western European and 
Others Group (WEOG): 1. Australia/Netherlands/United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 2. 
Canada/ Israel/United States of America, 3. Denmark/Ireland/Norway, 4. France/Germany/Switzerland, 6. 
Italy/Spain/Turkey; Eastern European Group: 1. Hungary, 2. Belarus/Serbia, 3. Bulgaria/Croatia, 4. 
Montenegro/Slovenia, 5. Poland/Romania, https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html. 

 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
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however, the model (which according to some had its genesis in the Netherlands; S1) has proven to be 

successful and might perhaps in future be used in other negotiations (Chasek and Wagner 2016) or to 

solve the long debate on Security Council representation. 

The number of countries sharing seats varied greatly per group. Fewer African states were represented 

in the OWG as a result of the African Group deciding not to share too many seats (11 states in 7 seats). 

Asia had the largest representation (21 states in 7 seats). Latin America was also well-represented (14 

states in 6 seats) (Chasek and Wagner 2016, 403). This may have had consequences for the outcome in 

terms of indigenous values represented. For example Bolivia and Ecuador, in the same troika with 

Argentina, lay emphasis on harmony with nature and Mother Earth. Though not part of its history, 

Argentina supported them as troika member (Chasek and Wagner 2016, 404). Whether Africa would 

have advanced African values more strongly, if more African states were present, remains an open 

question. The low representation may signify lesser interest or trust in a new goal scheme or show ‘a 

lingering mistrust about the entire concept of the SDGs’ (Chasek and Wagner 2016, 406). On the other 

hand I will investigate whether the troika of Bhutan/Thailand/Vietnam specifically advanced Asian 

values or terminology (see 12.6.2 and 8.7).  

4.3 Outcome of the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals  
 In August 2014, after one and a half year of negotiations, the Open Working Group (OWG) of the 

General Assembly on Sustainable Development Goals transmitted its report (UNGA RES A/68/970) 

proposing 17 SDGs and 169 targets. ‘A beautiful balance of collective action’, India called it during the 

69th UN general assembly (UN Foundation 2014). The SDGs were integrally adopted by all UN member 

states during the UN Sustainable Development Summit from 25-27 September in New York (as a high 

level plenary meeting of the UNGA) (UNDP 2015).53 The first high-level political forum on sustainable 

development took place from 11-20 July 2016 in New York, under the auspices of ECOSOC, discussing 

progress in implementation in 22 countries (SDKP 2016). 

Many observers expected that the final outcome would not change significantly from the OWG result 

(S4, S5, S8), though not all countries participated in the OWG (4.2.3). Many countries feared that if one 

goal is taken out, others will follow, therefore member states carefully guarded the obtained result (S4). 

‘Even re-clustering goals is difficult’ (S1). Some states, amongst them the UK, expressed the need to go 

to a more narrow-based agenda focused on poverty alleviation and limited to 12 goals (UNGA 69th 

session), with less focus on sustainability and inequality (S1). Or as the island state of Palau warned 

(UNGA 69th session): ‘An agenda for everything is effectively an agenda of nothing’ (UNF 2014). This in 

turn provoked a reaction from the originally skeptical G77 to push ahead with the current report (S1).  

Many reservations remained. ‘Developing’ countries found the poverty goal, with a poverty line of 1.25$ 

a day, too meager, but added multidimensional poverty (S4). Some would have liked to see a more 

progressive gender agenda (e.g. the Netherlands) or a more limited one (specifically regarding sexual 

reproductive health and rights) (Saudi-Arabia, Brazil, USA) (S1, S4). Some were disappointed about the 

                                                             
53

 UNDP, 2015. World leaders adopt Sustainable Development Goals, 
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2015/09/24/undp-welcomes-adoption-
of-sustainable-development-goals-by-world-leaders.html.  

http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2015/09/24/undp-welcomes-adoption-of-sustainable-development-goals-by-world-leaders.html
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2015/09/24/undp-welcomes-adoption-of-sustainable-development-goals-by-world-leaders.html
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limited energy targets (language on doubling of efficiency and reducing energy subsidies was omitted) 

(S1). Others did not want to see climate goals interfering with the UNFCCC (Russia, Canada). ‘In general 

the G77 is hopelessly divided on climate change’ (S1). Some countries wanted separate goals on 

peace/security and access to justice/rule of law, including provisions on free media and speech (Europe) 

opposed by those who thought all these are just enablers (e.g. South Africa; China); ‘the G77 saw it as 

not a development, but a peace and security agenda’ (S4) ‘securitization of development was the 

accusation (S1). The term rule of law (as well as free media) was omitted, but proponents (e.g. UK, 

Netherlands, Liberia) were actually happier with the term access to justice (S1). Some ‘developed’ 

nations had a concern about technology provisions (S4). Many were concerned about the costs of the 

sustainability aspect of the agenda (e.g. Brazil) (S3). Friction existed amongst the West and G77+China 

on the goal of Industrialization (S3). ‘Insisting on a goal on infrastructure was the African response to the 

MDGs’ (S1). 

That the train was almost derailed at the last moment, is proven by the statement of gratitude of the 

two co-chairs to member states: ’physical exhaustion and mental fatigue after 36 hours of non-stop 

debate, negotiations and drafting, following on 7 twelve hour days, all conspired to make it emotionally 

and intellectually impossible to say what needed to be said at that time (…)’ (UN OWG co-chairs 2014). 

Allegedly Brazil and Saudi Arabia tried to reverse the earlier negotiation result at the last moment, with 

partial success (reduced energy goal), but not succeeding on SRHR (S1). The co-chairs nevertheless 

called the result ‘remarkable in its depth and breadth as well as its transformative reach and impact’ 

(UN OWG co-chairs 2014). UNICEF called it ‘truly historic and (...) a watershed moment for the United 

Nations.’ (UNICEF 2014) 

Table 4.2 compares SDG and MDG goals; a target comparison has been omitted, but MDG targets are 

mentioned when they have been incorporated in stand-alone goals in the SDGs. 

Table 4.2 Comparison SDG-MDG goals 

SDG MDG MDG targets 

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere 1. Eradicate extreme 

poverty and hunger  

1.A: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people 

whose income is less than one dollar a day 

2. End hunger, achieve food security and 

improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture 

1. Eradicate extreme 

poverty and hunger  

 

1.C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who 

suffer from hunger 

3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-

being for all at all ages  

4. Reduce child 

mortality 

5. Improve maternal 

health 

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, 

malaria and other 

diseases 

 

4.A: Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-

five mortality rate; 5.A: Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 

and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio; Target 5.B: Achieve, by 

2015, universal access to reproductive health; 6.A: Have halted by 

2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS; 6.B: Achieve, 

by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all those 

who need it; 6.C: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the 

incidence of malaria and other major diseases 

4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all 

2. Achieve universal 

primary education 

 

2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls 

alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling 

5. Achieve gender equality and empower all 

women and girls 

3. Promote gender 

equality and empower 

women 

3.A: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no 

later than 2015 
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SDG MDG MDG targets 

6. Ensure availability and sustainable 

management of water and sanitation for all 

- 7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable 

access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation  

7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and modern energy for all 

- - 

8. Promote sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work 

for all 

- 1.B: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for 

all, including women and young people 

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote 

inclusive and sustainable industrialization 

and foster innovation 

- - 

10. Reduce inequality within and among 

countries 

- - 

11. Make cities and human settlements 

inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 

- 7.D: By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in the 

lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers 

12. Ensure sustainable consumption and 

production patterns 

- - 

13. Take urgent action to combat climate 

change and its impacts*  

- - 

14. Conserve and sustainably use the 

oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development 

- - 

15. Protect, restore and promote 

sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat 

desertification, and halt and reverse land 

degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

7. Ensure 

environmental 

sustainability 

 

7.A: Integrate the principles of sustainable development into 

country policies and programs and reverse the loss of 

environmental resources  

7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant 

reduction in the rate of loss 

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development, 

provide access to justice for all and build 

effective, accountable and inclusive 

institutions at all levels 

- - 

17. Strengthen the means of 

implementation and revitalize the global 

partnership for sustainable development 

8. Develop a global 

partnership for 

development 

 

8.A: Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-

discriminatory trading and financial system Includes a 

commitment to good governance, development and poverty 

reduction – both nationally and internationally; 8.B: Address the 

special needs of the least ‘developed’ countries; 8.C: Address the 

special needs of landlocked developing countries and small island 

developing States; 8.D: Deal comprehensively with the debt 

problems of developing countries through national and 

international measures in order to make debt sustainable in the 

long term; 8.E: In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, 

provide access to affordable essential drugs in developing 

countries; 8.F: In cooperation with the private sector, make 

available the benefits of new technologies, especially information 

and communications 

* Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is the primary international, intergovernmental forum for 

negotiating the global response to climate change.  

The Open Working Group was formed as a result of the Rio+20 Conference and took its message to 

heart (UNGA RES A/66/288, 2012). It is said to offer a transformative potential to alter ‘the dominant 

approaches to economic, social, and environmental challenges’ integrating sustainability in the 

development agenda (Stevens and Kanie 2016, 394). From the OWG report (section 6 Chapter IV of 

UNGA RES A/68/970 2014), it is clear that the Millennium Declaration and MDGs were just one of the 
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inspirational sources, a clear attempt to distance itself from the MDG history. Whereas many expected 

the outcome to be a ‘MDG plus’ agenda, this is not what emerged. The MDG goals were in the view of 

‘developing’ nations a one-sidedly formulation of the OECD countries; only after adding MDG8 on Global 

Partnership ‘developing’ countries’ agreed to adopt them (Hulme 2009).  

Para 6 of the OWG report starts with the Rio+20 summit and Agenda 21 and then enumerates all 

significant development conferences of the 1990s: ‘the commitment in the outcomes of all the major 

United Nations conferences and summits in the economic, social and environmental fields, including the 

United Nations Millennium Declaration (...)’ and the last section 18 of the introduction refers to ‘the 

foundation laid by the MDGs, seek to complete the unfinished business of the MDGs’ (UNGA RES 

A/68/970 2014). This statement and the outcome of the OWG make it clear that the MDG paradigm, 

though incorporated in the current goals, is over. The MDGs, though incorporating the environment in 

MDG 7, still strived at a largely social agenda and therefore were denounced by some as a step back 

instead of forward, not addressing power relations (Saith 2006). Some ‘developed’ nations and the High 

Level Panel also clamored for a more transformative agenda away from unsustainable business - as- 

usual approaches (4.2). 

4.4 Merits 
Converging with the recommendations made in Chapter 3 (AIV 2011), MDG goals have been reclustered 

and many of its elements have been retained, whilst paying more attention to missing themes and 

target groups., therefore doing more justice to the capability theory (an analysis goes beyond this 

research, see 4.5.1 for criticism) and future well-being theory: the goals are indeed a dashboard of 

sustainability. They also establish a more clear link with the GPGs, i.e. issues that affect everyone and 

from which no one may be excluded, as the separation between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries 

is taken away (though not explicitly as this terminology is controversial. In terms of human rights: ‘The 

MDGs had a weak rights framework, it is a little stronger now; it is the floor not the ceiling’ (S6). 

Subjective well-being gets some, be it little attention (mental health). The connection between local and 

global discourse is not very strong, but made by mentioning context-specificity in 17.18 (livelihood 

theory). 

 

The new set of goals (Figure 4.3) ‘went beyond expectations in including good governance and climate 

change’(S5, S1) as well as gender and mentioning partnerships and means of implementation (S1). They 

are hailed as revolutionary by UN agencies and governments54 (S3, S5, S14, S1), a paradigm shift (S4), 

because they set sustainability at the heart, which becomes notably clear in goals 6, 7, 13, 14, 15, but is 

mentioned throughout almost all goals.  

 

Moreover, peaceful societies, access to justice for all and effective institutions (16) made it into the 

goals, though the rule of law made it into the subtext (targets) only. This was pushed for by amongst 

others The Netherlands, Germany and UK (but also countries like South Sudan and Turkey), but seen by 

others as only enablers for development therefore not deserving of a separate goal (e.g. the BRIC and 

                                                             
54 but not by academics, see below.  
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Indonesia, Egypt, whereas the Latin American countries recognize the importance, but are divided on 

the issue). The peace and security agenda was deemed by some to be a separate track within the UN.  

 

Another surprising victory is the remaining gender goal (5) and sub targets on sexual and reproductive 

health and reproductive rights (though omitting ‘sexual rights’), which was a hard won battle in the 

MDG history after opposition of Japan in the OECD, conservative religious states (‘the unholy alliance’) 

and the USA (Hulme 2009, 25-31). Discussions with conservative states were overcome this time by 

referring to the earlier Beijing Declaration language (and noted reservations) (S1).  

 

Last but not least reducing inequality made it into the goals; a goal which during the Bush 

administration in th US would likely not have been possible. However, the poverty line in the MDGs was 

adjusted downward at 1.25$ (an absurdly low figure according to Pogge 2010, 65-66), allegedly at the 

instigation of the USA, wanting to conceal its own poverty.55In the SDG negotiations, addressing 

inequality became a USA priority: ‘We are also attracted to the proposal we have heard in various forms 

about requiring that any target will not be considered met unless it is met for the lowest quintile of any 

given population’; simultaneously, the necessity of a stand-alone goal was questioned (USA OWG 10 

statement 2014). The target that made it into the goals was less ambitious (‘income growth of the 

bottom 40 percent (...) at a rate higher than the national average’ (10.1)) though still a monumental 

task. 

 

In terms of inclusive development, the SDGs do well in (1) social inclusiveness (equity, social minimum, 

knowledge of all), but less well in (2) ecological inclusiveness (eco-centric limits and local dependency on 

ecosystems, sharing rights and responsibilities), and in (3) relational inclusiveness (challenging power 

dynamics) (Gupta and Vegelin 2016). Of the 17 goals, 11 address social inclusiveness. Ecological 

inclusiveness is addressed in terms of technology transfer and scientific progress (not growth or eco 

limits). Relational inclusiveness is addressed the least (i.e. in goal 10 on inequality; in goal 17 on 

partnership)(see further 4.5.1) (Gupta and Vegelin 2016, 437 and 444). The SDGs do not question the 

need for economic growth (Gupta and Vegelin 2016, 435 and 444). 

 

                                                             
55 The US distribution of income has is now as unequal as in Europe before World War I (though it has less wealth 
inequality but higher inequality of labor income, Piketty 2014). 
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Figure 4.3 SDGs 

Source: http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/. 

4.5 Criticism 

4.5.1 Lacking dimensions 

The criticism of the MDGs not addressing human rights (dealt with in Chapter 3) is partially met in the 

SDGs. The new goals do not meet the critical stance of Pogge, Antrobus, Eyden and Saith, questioning 

power dynamics, nor that of skeptics Clemens and Easterly, but is in line with optimists like Sachs, Pronk 

and Vandemoortele and realists like Fukuda Parr and Jolly (Gupta and Vegelin 2016, 434). Indeed its 

structure still closely follows the MDGs. ‘The agenda is still more for developing countries (…) while we 

want an agenda for all. The agenda is limping on two thoughts’ (S3). Moreover, accountability is an 

issue: ‘it is difficult to make it measurable, unless you give a certain interpretation to the text’ and 

measurement is expensive (S3). And implementation still has to take place at national level: ‘SDG  17 

offers little new things on how to work together’ (S3). 

In terms of inclusive development, it does not question the need for continued economic growth (Gupta 

and Vegelin 2016, 435 and 444). There is not much on including the knowledge of all and of ‘questioning 

dominant discourses’ (Gupta and Vegelin 2016, 437 and 439), whereas normative, legal and 

instrumental interventions are not value neutral (Cook 2006 and Rappaport 1987 as quoted by Gupta 

and Vegelin 2016, 439). This last point is important for this research. A more integrative ‘nexus’ 

approach, as advocated by Boas, Bergmann and Kanie (2016), would include ‘transdisciplinarity’, ‘local 

and traditional knowledge’ and ‘minority groups of scientists’, as advocated by the Global Sustainable 

Development Report (UNDESA 2014). It has ‘not become firmly embedded within the system of the new 

Sustainable Development Goals’ (Boas et al. 2016, 460). 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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Though the goals are generally hailed for their inclusiveness and sustainability, the targets leave much to 

be desired. They are criticized for not scoring well in addressing ecosystem limits: a) too much focus on 

adaptation instead of mitigation leading to endless adaptation b) no clear method for sharing oceanic 

resources, and c) insufficient attention for the circular economy (reduce resource consumption, reuse, 

recycle) (Gupta et al 2014), though these are mentioned in 6.3, 6.a. (water) and 12.5 (waste).  

Other ‘orphan goals’ (Maxwell 2014) are migration and demography, which did make it into the UNSG 

report of 2013. Migration is addressed under migrant workers’ labor rights (8.8) and under inequality 

(reducing costs of remittances 10c), legal identity for all (16.9) in order to address statelessness, and 

disaggregation of data by migratory status (17.18). Thus migrants are considered a target group rather 

than a theme to be addressed.  

This also counts for indigenous people who clamored for more attention during the first World 

Conference on Indigenous People (WCIP) 2014. ‘Indigenous people’s knowledge has not been 

mentioned in the SDG’s (S12). This is a step back from earlier achievement’s where ‘it was recognized in 

the 1992 Convention on Biodiversity (UN 1992), art. 8j56 and by the Taskforce for Indigenous Knowledge 

- it took two decades to achieve this - and the IPCC fifth assessment’ (2008-2014) (S12): ‘Indigenous, 

local and traditional knowledge systems and practices, including indigenous peoples’ holistic view of 

community and environment, are a major resource for adapting to climate change, but these have not 

been used consistently in existing adaptation efforts. Integrating such forms of knowledge with existing 

practices increases the effectiveness of adaptation’ (IPCC 2014, 19 and 80). Identifying indigenous 

people as one of the most disadvantaged groups does not do justice to the need to incorporate 

indigenous concepts such as collective rights as enshrined in the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (not mentioned nor captured in the OWG report). Moreover, the OWG report 

ignores ‘the distinct identity, culture and rights’ of indigenous peoples as well as the principle of free 

prior and informed consent, as pointed out by the representative of the expert mechanism on the right 

of indigenous peoples at the WCIP (2014b). The Arctic Council representative spoke of the disconnection 

between human rights and ‘earth rights’. And UN special rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples 

Victoria Tauli-Corpuz reminded that ‘the MDG’s did not include indigenous people’ and that ‘these 

issues always fall between the cracks.’ (WCIP 2014a) The EU called for participation of the indigenous 

people in the post-2015 agenda at the WCIP and called IP rights human rights (WCIP 2014a). These calls 

were reinforced by government leaders of amongst others Guatamala, Ecuador, Chili, Botswana, Nepal, 

Philipines as well as representatives of the Central-South American Caucus, the Asian region, Pacific 

Caucus and African Union etc. (WCIP 2014b). Moreover, the US representative to the Human Rights 

Council, Harper, went a step further, calling for the UN to recognize the tribal leaders as governments 

and not NGO’s, enabling them to participate as such. (This refers to tribal sovereignty for self-

government under US law) (WCIP 2014a). Wu Hongbo, UN Assistant Secretary General for Economic and 

                                                             
56 ‘Subject to its national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, innovations and practices of 
indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable 
use of biological diversity and promote their wider application with the approval and involvement of the holders of 
such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the 
utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices’. 
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Social Affairs, also spoke of ‘a disconnect’ between modern development paradigms and indigenous 

peoples’ concepts. He pledged commitment of UNDESA to indigenous peoples’ full participation in the 

post-2015 agenda’ (WCIP 2014b).  

Maxwell (2014) points at the need to integrate climate change systematically throughout the goals: its 

impact on global production (likely shifts in location, structure and price changes) as well as resilience 

measures to be taken in agriculture and health sectors due to extreme weather. He generally calls for 

simplification of the goals, setting realistic targets (e.g. ending overfishing in 2030 is not likely), ordering 

the ‘ragbag’ of targets, not giving governments space for escapism (national specificity) and priority 

setting in terms of costs. 

 

‘The general criticism is that the framework is not a human rights based approach’ (S5, S4, S14): ‘a 

stronger rights framework for empowering disenfranchised groups (...) to turn into actionable policies 

(...) and giving activists something to rally for (...) rights are behaviorally more easy to comprehend’ 

(S14). ‘In many cases the formulation is access to, not rights, especially on gender’ (S5). ‘The agenda is 

not value driven, a vision still needs to be written’ (S5). Others maintain ‘people can use it to clamor for 

change’ (S4). Some argue that a (moral) obligation approach is better for reaching the goals, and rights 

based approaches are unlikely to reach intended results (Nandan 2015). Yet others contend that agency 

is lacking and development as charity will not work (Asah 2015) or warn for governments piloting from 

the cockpit and urge to embrace the change agents (civil society, citizens, cities, innovative companies) 

in the ‘energetic society’ and ‘green competition’ (Hajer et al 2015). 

 

Culture is obviously missing (see below 4.5.2). ‘UNESCO did everything to include the theme Culture and 

Development in the OWG document, but with no success (...). While the SDGs are all about what brings 

us together, (...), culture (…) is about what makes us different’ (S13). ‘Culture is not mentioned in terms 

of values (...). We will try to include specific indicators (…) to make up for the gaps’ (S7). ‘Spiritual and 

artistic values are missing’ (S8; S10). ‘The message on culture in the SDGs is somewhat narrow; UNESCO 

is trying to reflect culture through the notion of enabler or driver’ (S10, S11). Opposition to value based 

agendas comes from (strict) result-based management adherents such as the Copenhagen Consensus 

Centre, pleading for feasibility and cost/benefit analysis in the SDGs (CCC2014; Jerven 2014; S8).57 

 

Some note that ‘it is difficult to capture the notion of Global Public Goods (GPGs), as the nation is the 

organizing entity’ (S6). Others, however, say ‘there is a shift of focus from countries to themes, which is 

more in line with GPG-thinking’ (S1). ‘This also opens up the possibility for partnerships per theme’ (S1). 

‘To wish for a peer review per country is a very difficult process, as already experienced in the (UN) 

Human Rights Council, so be careful what you wish for’ (S1). ‘But ownership of the SDGs still remains at 

national level’ (S1). ‘The question therefore remains whether accountability has to be done per theme 

or per country’ (S1). However, ‘in the UN there is some fear for thematic partnerships as countries are 

afraid of losing ODA and are getting extra responsibilities’ (S1). For this reason, ‘there is understanding 

                                                             
57 An argument rebutted by the UN (eg Kapto 2014). 
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for the need of extra sources for development, but not for reform of ODA; that is a counter-productive 

discussion within the post-2015 process’ (S1). 

 

The targets, not surprisingly also do not address power (relational) issues sufficiently with regard to 

changing relations between a) women and men b) rich and poor, powerful and powerless c) small scale 

and large scale productive sectors (market reform). Tax avoidance is not addressed (Gupta et al. 2014), 

whereas domestic tax mobilization (17.1) is, as well as taxation on fossil fuels (12c). Gupta et al. 

(mirroring Saith 2006) therefore call the draft goals ‘paternalistic’, warning they should not be merely 

‘enhancing conditions for the vulnerable’, but should be about the power politics (‘challenging relational 

politics’) of sharing a limited resources world.  

 

Bello (2013) also points at the need to look at structural factors perpetuating poverty. His seven issues 

are all incorporated in the goals: addressing climate change (13), financial regulation (10.5) and debt 

cancellation 17.4), inequality (10), food security (2), decommodification (of water, forests, land) (14, 15), 

social protection (1.3, 5.4, 10.4), industrialization (9). What are needed now are robust indicators for 

which Bello makes a few suggestions. Especially targets that did not make it into goals, but are 

addressing fundamental structural changes, e.g. on decommodification reversing the privatization of 

public goods (mainly implicit in some of the goals) and financial re-regulation, are according to him 

teethless without any indicators. States like Colombia (OWG 1st session, 2013) argued for tailor-made 

localized national targets and indicators and then bottom-up aggregation into goals (but were 

disregarded by other member states) (S5); this certainly would lend credibility, but the above two 

examples do, however, seem to require global indicator setting. Colombia also argued for target sharing 

across goals (showing interlinkage and reduction of targets).  

 

Expecting power change to emerge from international negotiations may be setting the bar too high. 

International negotiations are a reflection of the state of play at that particular time in history inclusive 

of the most conservative voices, engaging them in a gradual process of change. Yet the goals do adhere 

to other recommendations, such as providing, be it haphazardly, the means of implementation for each 

goal, inserted at the instigation of inter alia South Africa (A1) (See Melamed and Ladd 2014, proposing to 

structure goals in: outcome (targets), partnership contributing to implementation, indicators for 

monitoring). This was further negotiated in the Third Finance for Development Conference in Addis 

Abeba (July 2015). The Business Manifesto by Akzo Nobel and 17 other enterprises also calls for further 

identification of global multistakeholder partnerships per goal (Akzo Nobel et al. 2014), instead of 

identifying them only in goal 17. The SDG framework also provides for human rights principles, 

disaggregating data per target group (17.18) to ensure non-discrimination and ‘leaving no-one behind’. 

It also consists of frequent referrals to participation (of women (5.5), local communities (6b) and 

‘developing’ countries in global governance (16.8)), as well as to, to target groups and malnutrition 2.2, 

agriculture 2.3, gender 4.5 & 4a, employment 8.5, inequality 10.2, transport 11.2, and public spaces 

11.7. 

In practical terms, making targets measurable is more complex than the MDGs (S3, S14): ‘many targets 

are too political, not actionable and there are no interlinkages between the targets’ (S5, S6). Missing is 
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also ‘a High Level body to oversee implementation of the SDGs, for example under ECOSOC, and a 

reporting mechanism’ (S8). And ‘financing is not guaranteed—this may impact implementation and 

sustainability of the goals’ (S15).  

On the feasibility of the SDGs in LDCs, UNCTAD remarks ‘it will require economic transformation on a 

scale unprecedented in these countries’ which ‘neither the conventional Washington consensus nor the 

interventionist East Asian model based on export-oriented manufacturing seems likely to achieve’ 

(UNCTAD 2014, 45-58). Others are less diplomatic: ‘the SDGs are fairy tales, dressed in the 

bureaucratese of intergovernmental narcissism, adorned with the robes of multilateral paralysis, and 

poisoned by the acid of nation-state failure’ (Horton 2014, 2196). Thus proponents of more rights-based 

language (a moral stance, e.g. end poverty instead of halving it) are ridiculed by pragmatists who claim 

lack of credibility. And pragmatists, advocating simplicity (e.g. ‘realistic’ goals, reducing targets), are 

opposed by experts wanting integral treatment of their subject (for a summary on pro and cons, see 

4.6). Criticism at various targets will not be further explored. 

4.5.2 A vision without cultural values? 

‘All cultures and civilizations can contribute to sustainable development’, as stated in the Introduction to 

the OWG report (2014, 8), referring to ‘the natural and cultural diversity of the world.’ Notably absent, 

however, from the goals is the issue of culture and with it underlying values to the SDGs, a Pandora’s 

box the UN member states are not willing to open as yet (S5, S6). Nevertheless, Peru did call it a 

‘crosscutting issue’, while the African Union proposed a separate goal in its report discussing the OWG 

outcome (UNECA 2014 ad 104): ‘culture provides values for people, thus development without cultural 

benchmarks is fragile’. The Common Wealth People’s Forum (2013) called for a goal on ‘Heritage, 

Culture and Creative Expression’, implementing the Hangzhou Declaration (UNESCO 2013), which calls 

for a new approach to public policy that embeds heritage and culture. The UN made careful attempts by 

adding a last minute culture and development consultation to the World We Want consultations.58 Its 

results were presented in a report (UNESCO, UNDP, UNFPA, 2015, adopting the Florence Declaration) 

and are modestly incorporated in the OWG report (see Table 4.3). In general, however, ‘the OWG had 

no conceptual framework - some member states questioned that - the High Level Panel did have one. In 

the opening session there was a discussion on different perspectives on development’ (S6). 

  

                                                             
58 That thus far comprised: ‘Localising the post-2015 development agenda’, ‘partnerships with civil society’, 
‘helping to strengthen societies and build effective institutions’, ‘engaging with the private sector’ as well as 
consultations on inequalities, governance, health, education, food security and nutrition, energy, water and 
conflict and fragility, see Beyond 2015, The World We Want Webplatform, http://www.beyond2015.org/world-
we-want-2015-web-platform. 
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Table 4.3 UN consultation on goals and culture/SDG’s targets on culture (UNESCO) 

SDG Culture’s contribution (UN 

consultation) 

Proposed Indicators (UN consultation) SDGs targets relevant 

to culture 

1 

(8) 

(12) 

 

Poverty eradication 

■ Culture helps eradicating both the 

social and economic aspects of poverty ■ 

Culture enhances the effectiveness of 

local development programs by ensuring 

that approaches are adapted to local 

realities and needs ■ Cultural innovation 

and creativity are essential to ensuring 

competitiveness, to diversifying and 

further expanding the economy and to 

developing innovative business models ■ 

Cultural tourism and related industries 

play a key role in reducing poverty 

■ Percentage of the contribution of creative and cultural 

activities to Gross Domestic Product ■ Improved equity in 

economic outcomes through culture (distribution of income 

and wealth; poverty alleviation facilitated by creative 

economy development; economic initiatives to ensure 

equitable community access to cultural participation and 

enjoyment) ■ Number of creative business start-ups ■ 

Number of new jobs in the cultural and creative industries 

■ Percentage of persons employed in creative and cultural 

activities within the total population ■ Enhanced 

sustainability of cultural tourism (Percentage of national 

and local governments which have integrated a specific 

‘cultural impact assessment’ as a prerequisite of all tourism 

development plans; tourist expenditure on cultural events; 

ancillary expenditure directly attributable to cultural 

tourism; attitudinal data – tourists’ interest in local culture; 

cultural interactions with local community, etc.) ■ 

Percentage of national development plans that include 

culture 

SDG 8.3 and 8.9: creativity 

and innovation; 

sustainable tourism, 

promotion of local culture 

SDG 12.b: sustainable 

tourism and local 

products 

4 

 

Education  

■ Engaging culture reaches those that are 

out of school and provides better-quality 

educational programs ■ When 

mainstreamed in education, culture 

builds confidence and encourages 

dialogue, better preparing young people 

for life in a multicultural society ■ 

Cultural expressions are essential for the 

holistic development of young people, 

helping them to achieve better 

educational results ■ Culture and cultural 

institutions are essential for informal and 

lifelong learning 

■ Percentage of children with access to education in their 

mother tongue ■ Number of national curricula and 

textbooks building on traditional knowledge and including 

cultural diversity and other local elements ■ Number of 

policies adopted to strengthen arts and cultural education 

■ Percentage of curricular hours dedicated to culture in 

relation to the total number of curricular hours ■ 

Percentage of technical and vocational education and 

training (TVET) and tertiary education systems in the field 

of culture ■ Number of children studying arts/cultural 

subjects in school ■ Percentage of instructional hours 

dedicated to arts education in relation to the total number 

of instructional hours ■ Percentage of countries where arts 

education is a fundamental component of education 

policies ■ Percentage of budget of cultural institutions 

spent on educational activities 

SDG 4.7: knowledge and 

skills needed to promote 

sustainable development, 

including (…) promotion 

of a culture of peace, non-

violence, global 

citizenship; appreciation 

of diversity and culture’s 

contribution to 

sustainable development 

5 

 

Gender 

■ Considering the cultural context and 

fostering cultural participation helps to 

advance gender equality and women’s 

empowerment ■ By offering economic 

opportunities, culture helps to address a 

key challenge for achieving gender 

equality and women’s empowerment ■ 

Culture increases resilience, reduces 

vulnerabilities and addresses gender-

based violence 

■ Percentage of girls and women with access to cultural 

activities ■ Number of women and girls participating in art. 

and cultural activities ■ Percentage of women gaining 

income from cultural and creative employment ■ 

Percentage of heritage sites, exhibitions or other cultural 

and educational events that feature a positive, active and 

prominent portrayal of the role of women in society ■ 

Number of initiatives promoting women and girls’ access to 

information, media, internet and social media ■ Number of 

countries collecting and disseminating gender-

disaggregated data on the cultural sector ■ Number of 

countries ensuring equal access to cultural life through full 

implementation of internationally agreed human rights 

instruments and introduction of capacity-building activities 

to broaden the creative horizons of women and girls ■ 

Number of countries developing and applying gender-

responsive cultural policies and strategies 

 

SDG 5.5, 5.b, 5.c: effective 

participation and equal 

opportunities for 

leadership for women; 

policies and enforceable 

legislation for the 

promotion of gender 

equality; ICT technology 
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SDG Culture’s contribution (UN 

consultation) 

Proposed Indicators (UN consultation) SDGs targets relevant 

to culture 

6 - - SDG 6.6: protection of 

water-related ecosystems 

10 -  SDG 10.a: special and 

differential treatment for 

developing countries 

11 

 

Cities 

■ Culture and the safeguarding of urban 

heritage defi ne the identity of a place 

and foster a sense of belonging ■ 

Planning and development that integrate 

culture increase economic opportunities 

and enhance the quality of life in 

urbanizing areas ■ Culture transforms 

public spaces into places of dialogue and 

contributes to reducing inequalities and 

fostering social inclusion 

■ Index of public efforts to protect and promote heritage 

sustainability ■ Percentage of urban area and percentage 

of historical/cultural sites accorded protected status ■ 

Percentage of natural and cultural heritage assets under 

threat in national inventories ■ Percentage of the 

contribution of private and formal cultural activities to 

Gross Domestic Product ■ Percentage of budget provided 

for safeguarding cultural and natural heritage ■ Visitor 

expenditure/number of annual visitors to cultural and 

natural heritage sites; investment in touristic infrastructure 

■ Percentage of persons engaged in cultural employments 

within the total employed population in urban areas ■ 

Number of safeguarding plans developed with and by 

communities to ensure the continued transmission and 

regeneration of their intangible cultural heritage ■ Number 

of countries/cities with integrated urban policies, including 

social, cultural and environmental dimensions/Number of 

cities that include culture and heritage in the urban 

planning process ■ Number of cities including the 

safeguarding of cultural and natural heritage and the 

promotion of creativity and cultural diversity, in plans, 

programs and policies, for sustainable development ■ 

Public and private investment in cultural institutions 

(museums, libraries, cultural centers, etc.) 

SDG 11.4, 11.5 and 11.b: 

sustainable inclusive cities: 

protection of natural and 

cultural heritage; 

protection against 

disasters 

13 

(2) 

(3) 

Climate change 

■ Promoting the intrinsic link between 

cultural diversity and biodiversity ensures 

greater environmental sustainability ■ 

Traditional knowledge and skills build 

resilience to counter the effects of 

natural disasters and climate change ■ 

Culture is an important resource for 

promoting sustainable consumption 

patterns and agricultural practices, 

contributing to increased food security 

■ Number of countries that have integrated traditional 

knowledge and practices into environmental development 

policies and plans ■ Percentage of policies and plans for 

disaster risk reduction and climate-change adaptation that 

integrate traditional knowledge and practices ■ Number of 

species safeguarded through traditional knowledge ■ 

Number of policies specifically targeting the inclusion and 

advancement of indigenous communities ■ Percentage of 

natural and cultural heritage assets under threat in national 

inventories ■ Percentage of budget provided for 

safeguarding cultural and natural heritage 

SDG 2.4, 2.5, 2.a: 

sustainable food 

production; genetic 

diversity 

SDG 3.d: management of 

natural disasters 

 

SDG 13.1 and 13.3: 

resilience and adaptive 

capacity to climate-related 

hazards and natural 

disasters; education, 

awareness-raising and 

human and institutional 

capacity on climate change 

mitigation, adaptation, 

impact reduction and early 

warning 

14   SDG 14.5 and 14.7: 

conservation of coastal 

and marine areas; 

sustainable tourism in 

small island developing 

states (SIDS) 

 

 



4 SDGs: process and outcome of the post-2015 negotiations 

147 
 

SDG Culture’s contribution (UN 

consultation) 

Proposed Indicators (UN consultation) SDGs targets relevant 

to culture 

15   SDG 15: protection of 

ecosystems, forests, 

biodiversity, land, anti-

desertification 

16 

 

Peaceful inclusive societies 

 ■ Artists and cultural institutions play an 

important role in ensuring freedom of 

expression and fostering inclusive 

dialogue ■ Cultural expressions offer 

appropriate ways to deal with trauma 

and reconcile communities that come out 

of conflict ■ Cultural heritage is an 

essential component of a community’s 

identity and of building lasting peace ■ 

Respect for cultural diversity is 

indispensable for generating positive 

dialogue and inclusion 

■ Number of conflict resolution efforts that include 

traditional mechanisms ■ Number of measures to 

strengthen the access of conflict-affected and displaced 

populations to cultural activities as a means of re-

establishing a normal life ■ Percentage of displaced and 

refugee communities with access to culture ■ Number of 

regulations that hinder artistic freedom of expression and 

creation 

SDG 16.4, 16.10, 16.a 

return of stolen goods; 

access to information, 

fundamental freedoms; 

combatting terrorism and 

violence 

17 -  SDG 17.9, 17.16, 17.17: 

south-south, north-south 

and triangular 

cooperation; global 

partnership; partnerships 

with civil society 

Source: Derived from UNESCO, UNDP & UNFPA 2015 and UNESCO 2015. “UNESCO’s Work on Culture and Sustainable 

Development, Evaluation of a Policy Theme”, Evaluation Office http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002344/234443E.pdf. 

The UNSG Synthesis report (UNSG 2014) section 132 on culture states: ‘Finally, we must also mobilize 

the power of culture in the transformative change we seek. Our world is a remarkable mosaic of diverse 

cultures, informing our evolving understanding of sustainable development. We still have much to learn 

from global cultures as we build the world we want. If we are to succeed, the new agenda cannot 

remain the exclusive domain of institutions and Governments. It must be embraced by people. Culture, 

in different aspects, will thus be an important force in supporting the new agenda’. The UN input on 

culture into the SDG negotiations was formulated as: ‘Integrating Culture into Governance’ (conception, 

measurement, and practice of development); ‘Cultural Sector’s Contribution to Economic Development’; 

‘Traditional Knowledge to foster Environmental sustainability’; ‘Building on Culture to Promote Social 

Cohesion’ (UNSTT 2012). 

Cultural targets figure within five SDGs (UNDG 2014, 28). Summarized these are: food security 

(traditional knowledge 2.5), education (appreciation of cultural diversity and culture’s contribution to 

sustainable development 4.7), inclusive and sustainable economic growth (sustainable tourism 8.9), 

sustainable cities (safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage 11.4) and sustainable 

consumption and production (sustainable tourism). These were inserted by amongst others Argentina, 

Bolivia, Ecuador and the group of Denmark/Ireland/Norway, who proposed inclusion of ‘awareness 

raising on culture’s contribution to sustainable development’ (ad goal 4 education) (OWG 11th session 

2014).  

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002344/234443E.pdf
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One of the drivers was the Resolution on Culture and Sustainable Development of the UN General 

Assembly (UNGA RES/68/223, 2013), in 2014 followed by a Resolution on the role of culture in the 

elaboration of the Post-2015 Development Agenda (UNGA RES/69/230). (And UNGA (RES A/70/214) in 

2015 on implementation thereof). The 2013 Resolution defines the contribution of culture to 

development as economic (tourism, cultural infrastructure generating jobs and income), social 

(inclusiveness through cultural diversity) and environmental (natural heritage per se and traditional 

knowledge preserving it). A 2011 Resolution (UNGA RES/65/166) on the same subject calls it an essential 

component of human development (identity, creativity, innovation), while further mentioning 

enrichment, diversity and linkages between cultural and natural heritage. Again another resolution by 

the UN General Assembly (UNGA RES 65/166, 2010) called for awareness, mainstreaming, capacity 

building, supporting local markets, preserving traditional knowledge, national legal frameworks and 

policies. 

Though culture is easily interpreted as tangible cultural expressions or heritage, it could also be 

incorporated as underlying values. In the mentioned 2011 UNGA Resolution this notion is, however, 

omitted. In the 2013 Resolution it features once, almost as an afterthought: ‘quality education which is 

enriched by culture which transmits shared values, knowledge and skills’. The soul of culture, values, 

seems to be lacking in the debate. ‘We talk in volume about what needs to be done; yet we rarely ask 

why we partake in such a process (...).The question of why we are doing this and the values behind our 

aspirations need to be more evident. Otherwise, we could see a slide towards lowest common 

denominators’ (UN side event 2014, remarks by Kjorven). In the UNSG report (2014, 19) on 

implementation, the resolution states in its conclusion that ‘culture is intrinsically reflected in people’s 

way of life – the different values (…) and collective beliefs that guide individual and collective action’. 

One should think this would be the starting point, the underlying logic of any debate on (culture and) 

development. As Ecuador and France pointed out culture is the ‘vital bridge’ between the three pillars of 

sustainable development. The G77 at its 50th anniversary declared that ‘development is a 

comprehensive economic, social, cultural and political process.’ (UNSG report 2014,14). The UNSG 

acknowledges that ‘guaranteeing cultural rights is crucial for forging inclusive and equitable societies 

and an effective, people centered approach to development’ (UNSG report 2014, 17). 

Other than incorporating values in the vision of the SDGs, they could be inserted in the implementation 

principles of goal 17 on Global Partnership. Without taking the cultural context into consideration 

implementing the goals is impossible or at the very least ineffective. ‘Local stakeholders play a crucial 

role in the promotion of the key values of culture (heritage, diversity, creativity and the transmission of 

knowledge) as drivers and enablers of sustainable and inclusive development. Distinctive local cultures 

(...) should be seen as a rich source from which development policies can draw knowledge, legitimacy, 

participation and enhanced effectiveness’, the consultations concluded (UNDG 2014, 13).  

Culture captured in concepts such as ‘Happiness’, advanced by Bhutan (UNGA RES A/65/L.86 2011), 

‘Mother Earth’ and the ‘Rights of Nature’ (referred to in OWG Report 2014, 8 and promoted by Bolivia 

and Ecuador) and in the (South) African Ubuntu vision (Van Norren 2014) find some implicit reference in 

the SDG framework (see Chapter 5, 6 and 7). These include references such as promoting mental health 

and well-being (target 3.4) and ‘measurement of progress’ other than GDP (target 17.19) as well as 
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‘lifestyles in harmony with nature’ (target 12.8). Making this more explicit would make the goals truly 

inclusive in language and conceptual vision. Western versus ‘non-Western’ values? 

To the question if the SDG-framework takes ‘non-Western’ values sufficiently into account, answers of 

interviewees (UN agencies, World Bank and NL MFA) vary. Roughly I distinguish the following categories: 

(a) Self-appointed Realists (those viewing themselves as such) don’t see the issue as of global 

importance (and hence decline an interview and refer to specific country representations) or consider it 

‘not to be a very relevant question’ (S1).  

(b) Universalists believe in universal values: ‘In general it is neutral, it is about sustainability (...) about 

human rights that can be a common ground (...). The OWG text has been achieved by finding common 

denominators, but there are exceptions such as SRHR (target 5.6) and banning female genital mutilation 

(target 5.3)’ (targets that are not commonly accepted) (S13). ‘Human rights philosophy was the basis for 

the MDGs, this has been continued in the SDGs. Human rights are broader than just Western values (...), 

but you also need to formulate the obligations, like financing, that is often an afterthought’  (S3).  

(c) Pragmatists see an easy convergence: ‘The framework was underpinned by inclusiveness which is in 

line with Africa’s values and belief system. For instance, in Africa the concepts of Umoja (togetherness), 

Ujaama (working together) and Ubuntu (interdependency of being) guide the thinking and actions of 

many African people’ (S15). Specific references are ‘difficult to distinguish’ (S3), in general ‘the SDGs 

have added more emphasis on (1st) respect to nature (...) (2nd) honest distribution (...) (3rd) everyone has 

to look after themselves, but if they can’t, society must do so (…) is that Western or ‘non-Western’? (...) 

it comes back to the same question: where does individual freedom end and go at the cost of the other 

or society’s interest?’ (S3).  

(d) Contextualists see ‘non-Western’ values as adapting to local context and much less from a 

postcolonial perspective of submission to dominant discourses. One person remarked that ‘simpler 

statements (...) (would) leave more space for countries to have a cultural appropriation and fit into the 

cultural framework’, but admitted that he did not read the text with that in mind (S14). ‘Each country 

will have to define their own particular challenges (...) the big question will be to come up with specific 

national agenda’s’ (S4). ‘At the end it comes down to what national governments do’ (S3). ‘The (UNICEF) 

situation analysis per country includes culture’(S8). One can, however, pose the question if Ubuntu were 

the dominant global perspective, whether we would relegate the rights approach to ‘context specificity’, 

adapting to local European perspectives. 

(e) Cultural standard-bearers are more skeptical. Their response to the question whether the SDG 

Framework does take ‘non-Western’ values sufficiently into account: ‘Yes, because the framework is 

negotiated by all countries (...), but no, it is not representative, because it depends on who sits to 

negotiate; all of them have studied at the same universities, have the same mindset (…); it has to do 

with education’ (S5). ‘The framework does not address values in general except for some human rights 

notions. We have a global culture now, a rules and mechanism galore’ (S7). ‘There was only one high 

level debate on the underpinning of the agenda, the vision, why are we doing this, what are the 

common cultural ethical bases as a world community? It was not followed through’ (S8). 
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On whether integration of ‘non-Western’ values or philosophy is desirable:  

(a) Self-appointed realists dismiss it outright as a dangerous issue, diverting attention from the real 

issues and making an artificial separation between West and non-West: ‘It could also mean the Saudi 

position on gender and SRHR, which featured concretely in the negotiations. The question is too vague 

(...) the spectrum is too diverse. And many ‘non-Western’ activists support so called western values (...)’ 

(S1). Here identity or background is equaled to worldview, on which another person remarked that ‘one 

has to separate the indigenous Cosmo vision from the question of definition of who is an indigenous 

people’, as ‘the definition of what is indigenous is difficult’ (S12) (and not defined in the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous People, UNDRIP).  

(b) Universalists question whether it will add anything new. One person commented: ‘Bhutan’s 

happiness vision is the same as the basic needs approach (…). Why do young people migrate from rural 

to urban areas, if they are happy according to the GNH surveys (...)? The same with Buen Vivir, it offered 

reduced inequality, but without structural change’ (S3). In other words it has not solved modern 

society’s problems and is therefore not truly necessary. Some do not consider ‘non-Western’ concepts 

proper philosophy capable of underpinning universal (rights or goal) frameworks: ‘It depends on what 

member states want; they want social practices, rather than philosophy, so perhaps in the future it may 

come’ (S8).  

(c) Pragmatists see the need for more dialogue: ‘It is important that cultures are seen as co-equals in the 

international community (...) that culture flows in both directions’ (S14). ‘Desirable, yes, particularly 

when dealing with issues of inclusiveness. In Africa there is a saying that ‘when you want to move fast 

travel alone, but when you want to go far travel with the rest’. This underscores Africa’s belief in 

communal actions and cohesion’ (S15). 

(d) Contextualists see it as desirable at the local level and therefore partially concur with universalists, 

but with the addition that some context adaptation may be necessary (S3, S4, S8, S14). 

(e) Cultural standard bearers comment ‘Absolutely, it’s by understanding the other one’s values that 

helping each other becomes true solidarity. Because understanding is the beginning of appreciation’ 

(S13). They lament the lack of it as the essential transversal component that is missing: ‘There is a lot of 

criticism that it is not a value driven – rights – agenda in general, let alone a ‘non-Western’ value driven 

agenda’ (S5). ‘More cultural diversity in general would be desirable instead of a global corporate culture’ 

(S6). ‘Desirable, certainly, it is a matter of timing, once agreement is made over the SDGs, we can have 

the value discussion’ (S7). ‘Absolutely, it’s by understanding the other’s values that helping each other 

becomes true solidarity, because understanding is the beginning of appreciation’ (S13). ‘UNESCO is 

trying hard to get the value debate in the picture, but it is not a quantifiable dimension’; ‘it is 

marginalized in the UN Social, Humanitarian and Cultural (Third) Committee, which deals with human 

rights and development; and it is less a core issue to be funded (...); we obtained a discussion in the UN 

Economic and Financial (Second) Committee on globalization and interdependence’ (S8). ‘The Hangzhou 

conference participants are our main partners (...) they want a full role for culture, but UNESCO is 

sandwiched right now’(S8). ‘A link can be made between the 2005 Convention on Protection and 
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Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions and the SDGs (target 4.7) – but not in indicators, 

because there is no ranking in the convention – (...). It puts culture at the heart of development (...) as a 

transversal issue’ (S11).  

Asked on whether integration of ‘non-Western’ values is possible in the future:  

(a) Self-appointed realists do not see the need, so decline the question (S1) or interview altogether.  

(b) Universalists: ‘It is possible if parties will carefully analyze the common denominators and start 

building from that. That is how the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (2005) was 

built’ (S13). ‘Ubuntu, Umoja and Ujaama are clear examples of ‘non-Western’ philosophies that are 

possible in influencing the SDGs’ (S15). 

(c) Pragmatists see it as a matter of timing: ‘Values are not openly discussable within the UN; the 

approach within the UN is evidence-based, the debate is not values in terms of the way Amartya Sen 

uses the term’ (S5). ‘(...) once agreement is made over the SDGs , we can have the value discussion’ (S7). 

‘As UNESCO we are moving away from the philosophical field, it is now more about social patterns of 

behavior and management of heritage issues; that is in line with your research (…) (but) old European 

humanism was not equal to modern day rationalism (...) humanism inspired human rights’(S8).  

(d) Contextualists evidently see it as a local level implementation issue and therefore the need to pose 

this question is not there. 

(d) Cultural standard-bearers show frustration at the lack of progress and many hurdles: ‘Values is not a 

dimension UNESCO is willing to cover at this time, because of the member states’ mandate and 

evaluation. It said we have to clarify our message, indicate how you measure culture and adopt a 

strategic approach’ (S8). ‘The member states are in the lead (…). UNESCO can only advocate for a role 

for culture (...); cultural diversity is in the SDGs thanks to the G77’ (S8). ‘The fear is, when we talk about 

diversity, we lose common ground, also within the nation state. Universality of human rights is the 

building block of the UN; we are not a nation state we keep saying; moreover, the UN staff is 

multinational, which sometimes also poses a problem to move ahead on these issues’ (S7). Yet there are 

positive signs as well: ‘The World Bank is now a much more open and self-critical organization (...). In the 

1990’s, they were heavily criticized and they have internalized that; there is a very active cultural 

critique from within now’ (S14). 

Some see an obstacle in ‘the capitalist colonial project’ and multinational company driven development: 

‘the impact of IS is less than of Google and Apple; Coca Cola and jeans, companies are driving global 

culture; they are like the roving bandits of the past; state formation took place because (…) we realized 

that it was more profitable to levy taxation than to pillage, so we shifted to political rule instead of 

economic rule; (now again) the problem is with the global Top’ (S6). ‘Interests and investments are 

dominating culture, we ignore the power of beliefs and values. This leads to radical extremism, radical 

expression of identity, human rights reductionism and ignoring climate change. Western based 

companies are buying themselves into the LDCs. It is a cultural civilization project. It is the 

institutionalization of a certain set of paradigms’ (S7). 
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4.6 Communicating the SDGs: the definition of sustainable development  
The Goals correspond with the definition of sustainable development, which becomes visible when one 

splits them up in three categories of 5 goals: social, economic and environmental (Brundtland, Our 

Common Future 1987; The Future We Want 2012, section IV, A ‘Strengthening the three dimensions of 

sustainable development’). See Figure 4.4. The danger of clustering the Goals into categories, however, 

is to separate them into different spheres again, thereby losing the main gain of the SDGs, namely 

integrated sustainable development. This is the reason why member states did not want to re-cluster 

them (S5). The advantage is, however, that the SDGs become more understandable for larger public and 

the policy makers who will have to implement them. Moreover, representing them in a circle would 

undercut the problem, showing interconnectivity and a holistic approach.  

Two Goals stand out, namely: Goal 17 on implementation through partnership, which is an enabler, as 

well as the Goal on peace, access to justice and institutions, to which many nations opposed regarding it 

as an enabling set of priorities rather than a Goal per se. Firstly, the global partnership is about 

implementation of the SDGs; it could be represented as the outer rim of a circle or a ‘box’ in which 

development takes place. Partnership encompasses the Goals; it is about interconnectivity, 

interdependence, the environing whole. Or in an ethical sense the (bantu speaking) Africans would call 

it: ‘Ubuntu’ (we are human through others) (Chapter 6). The issues cannot be solved by one country 

alone and need concerted effort. One could also refer to them as ‘global public goods’, GPGs (depending 

on the broadness of the definition of GPG that one prefers). Secondly, the inner core of the SDGs could 

be said to be the Goal on peaceful societies, access to justice and effective institutions. The rule of law 

after all is a sine qua non for reaching any of the other Goals. This way one accommodates both the 

proponents of the Goal on justice and peace by recognizing the centrality of the issue as well as the 

opponents who regard it as an enabler. Human rights after all are a crosscutting issue, a regulatory 

principle for monitoring (accountability) as well as for implementation on a non-discriminatory basis 

ensuring inclusiveness (participation). In Chapter 3 and in the article The Wheel of Development (Van 

Norren 2012) the necessity for overarching principles was emphasized, as Millennium Development 

Rights advanced by some (Ellen Dorsey, Mayra Gómez, Bret Thiele & Paul Nelson 2010) seemed to be a 

bridge too far. Or as the High Level Panel puts it (p. 4): ‘the rule of law, freedom of speech and the 

media, open political choice and active citizen participation, access to justice, non-discriminatory and 

accountable governments and public institutions help drive development and have their own intrinsic 

value, they are both means to an end and an end in themselves.’ This enumeration also makes clear 

which elements were deliberately left out of the targets, notably the freedom of speech and media. 

Institutions are crucial for the implementation of the Goals, the tools with which to realize the Goals 

Though some objected that a number of Goals are means rather than ends, notably (8) growth, (7) 

energy, (9) infrastructure and industrialization (Maxwell 2014), this logic did not hold in the UN, as they 

became standalone Goals. There are for example states that consider the rule of law as a means to an 

end (e.g. China). The perception of what constitutes ends and means is relative and perhaps even 

culturally specific or dependent on a country’s stage of development. Bhutan could contend that the 

overall Goal is happiness and all others means to an end. Taking all these into account one could 

reformulate the Goals as follows in Figure 4.4 (published in Van Norren 2015a and 2015b). 
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Sustainable agriculture & food security (2) 

Sustainable growth & decent work (8) 

Resilient infrastructure, innovation & 
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Reduce inequality (10) 

Sustainable consumption & production 

(12) 

Water and sanitation for all (6) 

Sustainable energy access (7) 

Combat climate change (13) 

Conserve oceans & seas (14) 

Protect ecosystems/forests/deserts/land/ 

biodiversity (15) 

END Poverty (1) 

Ensure healthy lives for all (3) 

Lifelong education for all (4) 

Gender equality (5) 

Sustainable human settlements (11) 

Act Responsibly 

Produce and Share 

Care 

Peaceful inclusive societies & access to 

justice & accountable institutions (16) 

Global partnership for sustainable 

development (17) 

Figure 4.4 SDG model (Numbers refer to OWG report 2014 © DE van Norren) 
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4.7 Conclusion  
The SDGs are new in (a) content (mainstreaming sustainability) (4.2) (b) scope (adding new goals 

covering economic growth, infrastructure, industry, cities, inequality, energy, oceans and seas, 

consumption and production, climate change, peace and security, access to justice, etc. and adding 

means of implementation and partnerships) (Table 4.2) and (c) process in which they were established 

(multilateral, consultative) (4.2) (S1).  

The table below gives the arguments pro/contra MDGs of Chapter 3 and indicates whether (a) the 

positive points of the MDGs have been maintained (+), gone beyond (++), lessened (+/-) in the SDGs; and 

(b) whether the negative points have been addressed (+), to some extent incorporated (+/-), ignored (-) 

or are not applicable (na) or are not yet clear (?). Interpretation of the Goals depends largely on the 

indicators to be chosen by the UN; it may limit the scope of the SDGs and is hampered by capacity as 

well as costs of statistics and availability of data (S3).  

Table 4.4 Pros and cons of SDGs compared to MDGs59 

Pros MDGs (optimists) Cons MDGs (realists; skeptics; radicals) SDG 

score 

SDGs remedials 

1. Clear message, easy 

to understand for the 

public at large 

  

 Simplification creating perverse effects 

  Reduced the Millennium Declaration 

  Misses interlinkages 

+/- 

+ 

na 

+/- 

1. not so clear message as too many goals 

  less simplification + clear goal structure 

 

  Some interlinkages 

2. International 

consensus 

  

 The process of formulation was not consultative 

  Agreement that everyone agrees on has no teeth (change 

is political; responsibilities not defined; false accountability)  

  Regression from earlier consensus reached in e.g. gender, 

education, food, water and education, child health, SHRH, 

income distribution, narrowing agendas: Minimum 

Development Goals 

+ 

+ 

- 

 

 

+/- 

2. Consensus +  

  Large consultation 

  Responsibilities not clearly defined 

 

 

  Some improvement through more targets and 

some references to international declarations 

3. Represent nearly all 

the relevant 

dimensions of poverty 

rather than having a 

one-sided focus on 

income poverty; 

 

  

 MDG 1 on income poverty implicitly treated as most 

important 

  Distribution of prosperity within and between countries 

neglected; Focus on absolute rather than relative poverty 

  Lacks vital themes of sustainability, growth and 

employment, inequality, knowledge and technology, 

demography (including cities), peace and security, 

infrastructure, human rights and culture; while food 

security, climate, energy, gender and global governance are 

not given sufficient attention 

 

 

++ 

 

- 

 

+ 

 

+ 

 

3. Kept multidimensional poverty focus adding 

more dimensions than MDGs 

  income poverty still no 1 

 

  Inequality goal, special position LICs, SIDs, LDC 

and relative poverty 

  Extra themes; but limitations in e.g. culture, 

democracy, energy, human rights, 

demography 

                                                             

59
 A comparison with MDG targets will not be undertaken as it is assumed (but unclear) that those which do not 

feature in the new scheme will be monitored as well, after 2015, if they have not been reached in 2015, e.g. the 

participation of women in parliament. 
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Pros MDGs (optimists) Cons MDGs (realists; skeptics; radicals) SDG 

score 

SDGs remedials 

4. Concern the world as 

a whole, but are 

specific enough to be 

implemented at 

national level; many 

countries adapted the 

MDGs to their local 

circumstances by 

adding goals 

 

 

 

 Some countries have a worse starting position than others; 

measuring progress is more important 

  Context-specificity is missing 

++ 

 

 

- 

 

- 

 

4. Worldwide + applicable to all countries 

+Large buy-in from member states UN, specific 

and adaptable  

  Same, Not measuring progress from starting 

position 

  Same, contextspecificity still missing 

  

5. Are result-oriented 

(output rather than the 

0.7% input discussion) 

 

 

 Measure accelerated improvement rather than end-result 

to show effect; proving causality remains difficult 

  In choosing targets, take into account more than statistical 

criteria (availability of data)  

  Ends (MDG 1-7) and means (MDG 8) not linked, 

asymmetric in definition 

+ 

? 

 

+/- 

 

+/- 

5. Same, result and output oriented  

  Depends on indicators 

 

  Done, but lack of data problem + simplified 

indicators reducing meaning of targets 

  Some means mentioned per goal 

6. Aim at direct poverty 

reduction rather than 

indirect measures like 

trickle-down from 

economic growth or 

safety nets intended to 

compensate the poor 

for the negative effects 

of growth 

  

 Achieving them depends on global and national growth 

prospects 

  Information on core human rights and human 

development is missing 

+/- 

- 

 

+/- 

6. Same: direct poverty reduction, + growth  

  Same, still growth paradigm 

  

 Some progress 

7. Are precise and 

quantified rather than 

making vague promises  

  

 

 Lacks dynamics on social change: Identifying who was 

responsible for the injustice, why the situation was unjust, 

and what has to be done to rectify it 

  Target groups not defined, not aimed at most vulnerable 

 Disaggregation of data per group missing 

+/- 

 

- 

 

 

+ 

? 

7. Quantified but more vague political 

language  

 Relational inclusiveness weak 

  Target groups included 

  Indicator dependent 

8. Are ambitious: the 

world has never seen 

poverty halved in the 

relatively brief period 

of 15 years (even 

though this is not 

compatible with the 

right of all to a 

minimum level of 

existence) 

 

 Poverty criterion has been successively adjusted 

downwards making the change measured in global poverty 

appear more positive than it is  

  Narrowed agendas, not ambitious at all 

  Aim should be rights based: End poverty for all 

++ 

- 

 

 

+ 

+/- 

8. More ambitious than MDGs 

 1,25 dollar per day criterion maintained 

 

 

  Broader agenda, but with limitations 

  Some rights-based language (end poverty), 

but deemed insufficient 

9. Call for action and 

accountability 

 

  Responsibilities not defined; false accountability: 

Asymmetry between MDG 8 rich countries’ responsibilities 

and MDG 1-7 poor countries’ responsibilities 

+ 

+/- 

 

 

9. Same: action and accountability 

  Same but (weak) means of implementation 

included and more asymmetry: SDGs are for 

all, but starting position countries not 

measured (differentiated responsibility) 

10. Generated more aid 

in the new millennium 

 

 Aid is unspecified: From what donors, untied or tied, to LICs 

or MICs, political-strategic (Iraq/Afghanistan) or need-

based (see below) 

  Causality cannot be proved 

? 

+/- 

 

 

- 

10. Too early to say, causality problematic 

  More specification on aid to LIC; other sources 

of finance 

 

  Same: no prove of causality 
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Pros MDGs (optimists) Cons MDGs (realists; skeptics; radicals) SDG 

score 

SDGs remedials 

11. Theoretical basis is 

unnecessary, since that 

was never the intention 

 

 Target setting is not neutral, implicitly reaffirm status quo 

of unbridled market economy 

  Lacks inclusive strategy of economic development 

  Disregards agency and emancipation 

  Disregards rights approach, rule of law 

+ 

- 

 

+ 

+/- 

- 

11. Same, some theory in preamble 

  No strategy formulated 

 

  More inclusiveness (social, ecological) 

  Target groups; partnerships (weak) included 

  Lacking fundamental rights=main criticism of 

SDG16 

12. MDGs were 

relevant in shaping 

donor policies 

  

  Attention to goals uneven 

  Causality is difficult to establish 

  Partial and incomplete approach to mobilization of 

resources 

  Continued status quo in trade, aid and debt relief 

? 

-/? 

  (12) Too early, causality problematic 

  Same potential dangers 

13. MDGs were 

relevant for poor 

countries; as they are 

mentioned in planning 

documents and PRSPs 

  

 

  MDGs pushed some national priorities into the background 

  Attention to goals uneven 

  Implementation less clear 

  Causality difficult to establish 

+/? 

 

-/? 

  (13) Too early but some countries action plan 

ready, before start of SDGs 

 Same potential dangers 

 

In Table 4.5, the SDGs are scored in relation to the recommendations in Chapter 3 with no progress (-), 

some progress (+/-), implemented (+), to be determined (? tbd). In some cases, examples are given of 

specific relevant targets. 

Table 4.5 SDGs and earlier recommendations 

Theory Recommendations Chapter 3 (AIV 2011) SDGs 

General Focus on the process approach to achieving a new post-2015 system. - 

 Do not set new target dates (no new ‘2015’), but measure progress every five to ten years. Review the strategy 

in a ‘rolling’ process on the basis of the results. Set sustainable targets. 

- 

 Refer to actions, strategies and indicators, rather than goals. - 

 Limit the current eight goals to a maximum of four or five clusters of goals, for example by grouping health goals 

together; maintain the indicators and benchmarks agreed so far.  

+ 

+/- 

Objective 

well-being 

Devote more attention to the missing elements of the capability theory: incorporate missing themes and target 

groups in a limited number of new clusters. 

+/- 

 Add a maximum of two or three goals or goal clusters, such as peace and (social) security or effective 

governance, to do justice to themes that are widely considered to be missing from the current system, especially 

the objective capabilities approach and global public goods, and establish a link between the MDGs and the 

latter.  

+ 

Subjective 

well-being 

Include alternative economic indicators (e.g. in MDG 1) that would reflect better the real state of the economy 

and reflects the perceptions of the people better. To take on board subjective well-being measurement in for 

example surveys of household income.  

+ 

Future well-

being 

Future well-being requires a post-2015 system to operate as a dashboard of indicators that express 

sustainability, measuring progress every five or 10 years as part of a rolling agenda. It includes sustainable food, 

energy and natural resources policies and addressing growth in population and consumption that cannot be 

offset by new technology. And should include the fact that people who live in poverty are the most seriously 

affected by the loss of biodiversity. 

+ 

Livelihood Connect local and global discourses and include context-specificity. +/- 

17.18 

Human 

rights/ 

gender 

Incorporate them throughout as cross-cutting issues: +/- 
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Theory Recommendations Chapter 3 (AIV 2011) SDGs 

 by, for example, measuring results according to gender, ethnicity, rural-urban, regional, ‘bottom-top quintiles’ 

(principle of non-discrimination) and so on. 

+  

17.18 

 by including references in the post-2015 system to key globally endorsed conventions on human rights and 

agreements such as Cairo and Beijing. 

+/- 

5.6 

 by establishing that all programs of action must comply with the principles of participation, non-discrimination 

and accountability. (see refs on participation in goals->). 

+/- 

(5, 6, 11, 16)  

Culture Embed culture as a transversal issue, by formulating a vision based on values. - 

Trends in 

2010 

Ongoing globalization, recent global developments and the financial-economic crisis of 2008 and 2009 call for a 

post-2015 system that will introduce improvements to the current international trade and financial systems.  

+/- 

17.10-17.12 

 Make sure that donors organize themselves around a new system based on the efficiency principles of the Paris 

Agenda (division of tasks and fewer national priorities) and, if possible, establish a clear link with MDG themes. 

+/- 

17.13-17.17 

 In each new goal, describe action to be taken by donor countries, recipient countries and other actors, and 

specify the roles and responsibilities of the various actors (governments, parliaments, the private sector, trade 

unions and NGOs). 

+/- 

 Include a number of indicators of demographic development to support the regular analysis and monitoring of 

the progress made with development processes, but do not express demographic developments as a goal.  

? tbd 

 Preserve goals and indicators relating to the use of contraceptives, and devote attention to ageing, urbanization 

and migration. 

?/+/+/+ 

GPGs  

 

Establish a link between the post-2015 system and GPGs, i.e. issues that affect everyone and from which no one 

may be excluded. In the light of achieving global goals, all countries should contribute to this, both by taking 

measures at national level and through development cooperation and policy coherence. Defining public goods is 

a matter of political decision-making. The discussion should not be led by funding opportunities or constraints 

(implementation follows strategy). 

+/- 

SDGs 

For all 

countries 

 Where possible, integrate in the new strategy achievement of the six most important GPGs, as formulated by the 

2006 International Taskforce: 1. preventing infectious diseases; 2. combating climate change; 3. international 

financial stability; 4. an international trade system; 5. peace and security; and 6. knowledge.  

+ 

(3, 4, 13, 16, 

17) 

 Conduct a dialogue with large and small ‘developing’ countries to establish a clear definition of the concept of 

GPGs, which is a controversial issue internationally.  

- 

 Introduce an international dialogue on the concept of responsible sovereignty – by the state acting as an 

intermediary between domestic and foreign stakeholders to create ownership of the new MDG strategy among 

donors and recipients and also to make the need for international cooperation clear to the public; advocating 

the establishment of an international taskforce for responsible sovereignty, that would also represent 

‘developing’ countries. 

- 

 Make a link with the seven principles for successful ‘common pool resources’: (i) establishing rules for 

entitlement at the source, (ii) adequate conflict resolution mechanisms, (iii) the duty to maintain the resource in 

reasonable proportion to the benefits, (iv) monitoring and sanctioning carried out by the users themselves, (v) 

sanctions should be graduated, becoming stricter as violations are repeated, (vi) democratic decision-making on 

rules, and (vii) explicit recognition by outside authorities of the right of users to self-organize. 

- 

Global 

Governance 

Issue 

Institutional 

economy  

Include the insight that the free market system is not always the only or the best solution to deal with an 

economic issue. Decisions around structural adjustment and privatization should be taken against this 

background.  

+/- 

 Reform of global governance.Decisions about the global governance institutions, which need to oversee the 

implementation of MDG/SDGs can also benefit from institutional economy. The multilateral institutions, bilateral 

donors and worldwide funds are after all also a market of competing players.  

- 

 

These tables serve for discussion purposes and are not cast in stone, but point to some of the merits and 

disadvantages of the SDGs. They show that the SDGs demonstrate a learning effect when compared to 

the MDGs in Chapter 3 in addressing some of the critique of the optimists, realists and human rights 

(universalist) perspectives, though not satisfying radical critics. The SDGs were consultative in process, 

apply to all countries, put sustainability at the heart, make cross references (interlinking different Goals, 

refer to broader declarations (e.g. regarding gender the Beijing Platform for Action), pay attention to 
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(re)distribution, name target groups, use (some) ‘rights’ language, and include many of the previously 

lacking themes. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 will examine the SDGs from the ‘non-Western’ angle.  

The MDGs had relatively simple slogans like ‘halve poverty’ and (loosely put) ‘prevent mothers from 

dying’ that no-one could really be opposed to, be it on the right or left side of the political spectrum. 

From a manageable 8 mainly social Goals, the debate moved to 17 transformative Goals, a number not 

easy to communicate or to prioritize (S4, S6, S8), ‘a goal madness’ (S5), while in addition the targets are 

not always measurable. Therefore I proposed to explain them in a circular model expressing integrality 

while dividing them along the lines of the definition of sustainable development and giving Goals 16 and 

17 a special position, as respectively the inner and outer core (enabler, implementer) (see above 4.6 and 

Van Norren 2015a and 2015b). Many models, such as measurements by the OECD, do refer to these 

categories and circular models nowaday, see below.60  

Figure 4.5 SDG representation. The Netherlands’ distance from achieving SDGs’2030 targets. 

 

Source: http://www.oecd.org/std/OECD-Measuring-Distance-to-SDG-Targets.pdf   

                                                             
60 OECD. 2017. “Measuring Distance to the Targets. An assessment where OECD countries stand”, 
http://www.oecd.org/std/OECD-Measuring-Distance-to-SDG-Targets.pdf  

http://www.oecd.org/std/OECD-Measuring-Distance-to-SDG-Targets.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/std/OECD-Measuring-Distance-to-SDG-Targets.pdf
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Introduction to Chapters 5, 6, 7 and relation to Annexes 12, 13, 14 
 

So far, the thesis focused on general development theory. It is now time to focus more in depth upon 

non Western theories of well-being. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 and the corresponding Annexes 12, 13 and 14 

relate to three cases, representing three different views of what human coexistence means. The case 

descriptions and analyses follow a specific pattern and are relatively extensive, in order to do justice to 

the nuances of each separate worldview. The Annexes provide the full details They can therefore be 

read as standalone chapters as well.The Chapters 5,6, and 7 summarize the main findings.  Especially in 

their concluding parts links are made to the general theme of the thesis and the research questions. The 

full literature references follow after chapter 5, 6 and 7. A short summary introduction and conclusions 

are presented here. 
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5 Happiness theory of Bhutan  
 

For Tsering (‘long life’) 

‘If you are always on a fishing expedition for a better life, the surface of your spiritual ocean will never be 

calm’- Bhutanese proverb (Tshering, Gyonpo. 2012. The Bhutanese Guide to Happiness, 365 Proverbs 

from the World’s Happiest Nation. London: Penguin)   

This Chapter summarizes the more detailed case study presented in Annex 12. 
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5.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to explain and analyze the Gross National Happiness theory of Bhutan. It does so using 

the critical realist tools such as undertaking an interdisciplinary study (philosophy, law, economy), 

language analysis (origin of the word Happiness and problems in translation), discourse analysis (from 

the point of view of power, to reveal assumptions in criticism towards GNH and hidden power 

dynamics), including awareness of power asymmetries and socialization processes (among the UN 

members adopting a priori a new goal framework in the SDG negotiations derived from the earlier 

MDGs, conforming to the known UN standards and accepted academic language), thus suggesting 

ideological boundaries of participation interwoven with (academic) knowledge systems (meaning that 

frameworks of Other worldviews may have been underrepresented in the negotiations). 

5.1.1 Philosophy of Gross National Happiness 

Gross National Happiness is defined as ‘beneficial development of human society takes place when 

material and spiritual development occurs side by side to complement and reinforce each other’ (Ura et 

al. 2012, 7). Its core concepts are: harmony between ‘inner skills’ and ‘outer circumstances’, respect for 

nature, compassion, and balance ‘between spiritual and material aspects of life’ and moderation and 

interdependence of all things (Schroeder 2014; GNH Commission/UNDP 2011; Planning Commission 

1999a). The Bhutanese government stresses ‘Not material rewards, but individual development, sanctity 

of life, compassion for others, respect for nature, social harmony, and the importance of compromise.’ 

And: ‘When tensions were observed between them, we have deliberately chosen to give preference to 

our understanding of happiness and peace, even at the expense of economic growth (…)’  (Planning 

Commission 1999, 19) . 

GNH policy consists of four pillars: (a) environmental conservation, (b) sustainable and equitable socio-

economic development, (c) preservation and promotion of culture, and (d) good governance (NDP 

Steering Committee 2013). GNH has nine domains: psychological well-being, time use, cultural diversity 

and resilience, community vitality, education, health, good governance, ecological diversity and 

resilience, and living standards (Ura et al. 2012, 13-39, NDP Steering Committee year, 28-30). In 2010 it 

was complemented by a GNH Index (Ura et al. 2012, 4) using 33 indicators. This is based on Buddhism’s 

Middle Way between the extremes of pleasure and asceticism and takes the four noble truths of the 

Buddhist worldview as a starting point: Suffering (1) is a general dissatisfaction with one’s life and is 

characteristic of the human condition, (2) originates in the craving for material, worldly things or short-

term satisfaction, (3) will cease when relinquishing the desire for worldly goods or attachment to the 

external world, and (4) will cease by following the eightfold path (right view, thought, speech, action, 

livelihood, effort, mindfulness, leading to enlightenment) (Daniels 2011, 44-45; Tashi 2004, 490). Its 

underlying environmental philosophy is linked to abstinence from injury to life and loving-kindness to all 

living beings (stewardship to all beings). It is based on the principle of consciousness (mind) which 

creates the material realm. Reality is circular expressed in ‘the eternal cycle of reincarnation’ (Crins 

2008, 158). Everything arises interdependently implying called co-dependent origination and is made of 

the same five elements (water, earth, fire, wind and ether) which are linked to the five negative 

emotions (desire, pride, anger, envy and ignorance - the absence of knowledge about the science of the 

mind) and positive antidotes (compassion, selflessness, kindness, appreciation, wisdom) (Daniels 2011; 
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Tashi 2012). What is needed is the five perfections: (a) generosity which ends poverty; (b) ending all 

killings; (c) patience, tolerance, love and compassion ending conflicts and restoring the environment; (d) 

perfection of exertion by working for the benefit of others; (e) and lastly mindfulness (taming the mind) 

through meditation (Tashi 2012, 203-213). These Buddhist beliefs are mixed with Bonism ‘which is the 

animistic religion that is much more close to nature than Buddhism.’ (B10). ‘We believe nature also has 

a life, it is also living’ (B22). Nature, culture and religion are connected. 

The socio-economic philosophy is about knowing the right balance between necessary material 

acquisition and achieving the wisdom of moderation to reach true happiness (psychology of desire). 

Economic activity must be in harmony with the Buddha field (oneself, social relations and nature) 

(Daniels 2011). Work is spiritual nourishment (to develop one’s talents, overcome ego centeredness and 

contribute to society) in an economy of service, embedding the economy within society and nature, 

taking full account of spillover effects and life-cycles (Daniels 2011; Govindu and Malgham 2005). 

Service or altruism is important: ‘We have exchange of labor called Chirub Wulam’ (B18) that means ‘we 

work together in the farms’ (B21). ‘Doing labor for the community (building a school), is called 

customary labor or Wula’ (B18). 

It is a living philosophy as demonstrated in interviews: Interviewees refer to GNH as ‘compassion, 

holism, interdependence, nature as part of all’ (B1), altruism and detachment and ‘happiness of all living 

beings’ (B46c). It has potential resonance in (former) Buddhist countries throughout Asia, of which 

several have expressed interest in Bhutan’s GNH-model, either at government level or at societal level 

(academia, business, civil society). Majority Buddhist countries enshrine religion in their respective 

constitutions: Cambodia (state religion, art. 43), Sri Lanka (art. 9), Thailand (art. 79), Myanmar (art. 361 

and 363), and Laos (art. 9). However, mostly the academic interest in GNH is in the West (B5, B6, B3). 

5.1.2 Merits and Criticism 

On the positive side, scholars see GNH as approaching and going beyond classical utilitarian 

philosophical concepts, as culture based and as operationalized; while articulating a distinct notion of 

Bodhisattva leadership serving the happiness of others and actively engaging with science (proponents 

e.g. Helliwel et al. 2012; Tidemans 2004; Daly and Farley 2010; Ura et al. 2012; Schroeder 2014; see for 

others 2004 GNH conference proceedings). 

On the negative side, critics mostly from the West argue that Bhutan is a failed state and GNH does not 

foster economic growth; that it is not universally applicable and founded on Buddhist values and 

therefore cannot include or respect minorities (Hindu Nepalese-origin Lhotshampa of South Bhutan); 

that GNH implementation is subject to power play within and outside the state; that the component of 

subjective well-being (incluing mental health) is not measurable and distorts the outcomes of indexes; 

that the Bhutanese Constitution violates the freedom of religion; that interdependence in Western and 

Buddhist thought are different and therefore GNH cannot be transposed; that GNH has rendered culture 

static while it has also curtailed the independent media, stating that the media content conflicts with 

GNH culture; that fostering media pluralism had the unintended consequence of undermining the 

quality of media by spreading income too thin; that GNH lacks a separate gender domain; that it is over-

intellectualized and needs to be brought down to the individual, grassroots, practical action. 
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Furthermore, the meaning of GNH and specifically the English translation into happiness is confusing 

(e.g. Pellegrini and Tasciotti 2014, Frelick 2008 and 2011, Schroeder and Schroeder 2014, Lee 2014, 

Munro 2016, Schroeder 2014). Postcolonial counterarguments can be found in the case study in the 

annex. 

5.1.3 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy 

GNH is articulated in the Constitution of 2008 which rests on four pillars: culture, socio-economic 

development, environment and good governance. There is very little jurisprudence on developing GNH 

as a legal principle. This includes one civil law case claiming that defeating the argument of Happiness 

cannot be used by the government to impose new taxes without the consent of the legislature and that 

good governance in the King’s words is ‘learning to work in harmony and with unity of purpose’ in the 

interest of the nation and people.’ The case advocates mediation by the judge or ‘Simple Justice’ with 

the law expressing Buddhist values. In two criminal law cases the court held that compassion cannot be 

used to justify the mitigation of sentencing for tobacco smuggling and illegal mining, and the courts 

should not make law; one case explained the separation of state and religion and that monks cannot 

plead ignorance of the law as a consequence of not being allowed to vote (the case involved 

punishment for illegal mining). Generally, there is mediation and confession based on belief in karma 

(Simple Justice) (Baylis and Munro 2003).  

Bhutan has based its entire national policy on GNH. There are numerous implementation issues (see 

Schroeder 2014 and interviews). GNH has not (yet) prevented rising inequality, rural urban migration or 

brought agricultural self-sufficiency. Clean energy policies conflict with conservation and cultural 

policies, while macro-economic concerns continue to override micro-economic concerns. Conservation 

approaches clash with livelihood approaches. Policies encouraging more income through tourism 

struggle with sustainability concerns especially as eco-tourism is yet to be developed. The private sector 

is in its infancy. Government regulation may undermine the principle of autonomy. National self-

sufficiency is not reached as global forces are not (yet) GNH-oriented. 

Bhutan had an active international policy of GNH promoting it through six international GNH 

conferences as well as one on promoting a new development paradigm (2012 New York) in the run up 

to the SDG negotiations. During the SDG negotiations Bhutan did not intervene actively as its 

government had changed and was more internally oriented. Its GNH values became apparent in the 

troika with Vietnam and Thailand, which had a focus on climate change as well as human needs, sharing, 

including, redistributing, mixed with Western green growth thinking. Instead, the interventions were on: 

(a) Adaptation to adverse impacts of natural disasters and climate change; (b) Renewable energy and 

energy efficiency; (c) Access to adequate social protection; (d) Addressing inequality; (e) Inclusive social 

development; (f) Accelerated green economic development; and (g) Development of strategic 

infrastructure. 

The following conclusion emphasizes aspects of deconstruction of current legal and economic theory 

using the TWAIL methodology, the reconstructive concepts that would re-think the system, and the 

implications this could have for MDG/SDG policy. Chapter 9 presents the summary conclusions with 
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comments on the 17 SDGs as well as a comparison with Ubuntu and Buen Vivir regarding criticism on 

underlying philosophy, goal framework and specific goals. 

5.2 Reconstruction of law and economy leading to SDG recommendations 
 The following conclusions on the reconstruction of the law can be drawn from Gross National 

Happiness philosophy:  

 GNH challenges legal theory (constitutionalism) which advocates separation of religion and 

state. Its interpretation of secularism depends on whether one sees Buddhism as a religion or as 

a philosophy. The Constitution defines Buddhism as spiritual heritage (Art. 3) different from 

state religion. It incorporates ‘secular values that are supplementary’. This approach of 

‘pervasive spirituality’ is derived from established customs, recognized in the Western legal 

tradition (Edmund Burke) (Tobgye 2015, 108). GNH clearly advocates that academic and 

government institutions should include the spiritual. Art. 9 of the Constitution implies that ‘All 

legislation should directly and indirectly achieve happiness’ (B6) in its spiritual meaning. The 

current system of democracy builds on the historical dual system of religion and politics and 

includes (some) recognition of customary community law (12.4.1). 

 Interviewees recognize that human rights are part of GNH (B6, B9, B10, B12, B17 (…)), but ‘it is 

not very pronounced’ (B13). GNH is more expansive (B6) and reinstates the value dimension of 

human rights: ‘In the concept of human right, human values are the missing links (…) GNH can 

reorient people back to their values’ (B19)?’ ‘Religion binds people with a frame (…) (but) 

spiritual values are about innate human values (...) compassion, love and consideration’ (B19), 

‘that is the heart of Buddhism’ (B23). This is what is meant when the Bhutanese proclaim culture 

is human rights (12.6.2). There have been no court cases putting this principle in practice (B10) 

(12.4.2). 

 Interculturality is part of GNH but at the same time measures to promote national unity create 

tension with the concept of diversity (e.g. in the case of Southern Bhutanese who felt 

discriminated with regard to dress codes and language amongst others; 12.3.2.2; 12.4.3.1). 

Compassion in theory embraces difference. Cultural policy is criticized as overly focused on 

outer-appearances (Choden 2015, 32), while at the same time these are rapidly disappearing 

(Phuntso 2015, 56). 

 Though happiness is intended to be a collective experience and GNH promotes community 

vitality, its approach is individualistic; neither the philosophy nor Constitution incorporates 

collective rights, though these traditions existed and have contributed to environmental 

conservation (Ura 2004, 307). Whatever commons existed were mostly nationalized by the state 

and later re-created ‘at the instigation of a donor’ (B19), protected by secondary laws (land and 

forest acts and pasture rules recognizing community rights) (B8). GNH recognizes the 

complementarity of the individual and collective. The main difference with the Western 

approach is independence (individual flourishing) versus interdependence (B17). Collective 

responsibility is expressed in Article 8 of the Constitution: ‘Duties towards self (...) concerning 

the environment (...) to society (...) and towards the nation’ (Tobgye 2015,172). 
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 The key to good governance is considered to be financial and administrative decentralization 

(B7) in that sense that GNH reinforces community rights (B17). In the policy sphere 

consultations of the population take place (B8), but on the impact of consultations on decision-

making opinions differ (12.4.3.1) and there is no right to free prior and informed consent.  

 The King is considered as ‘dharma raja’, ruling by divine destination, having to follow the 

teachings of dharma (B31) (Buddhist teachings ‘infusing kingship with morality’, the bastion of 

which is the Sangha, the religious community (Kinga 2009, 18 and 30). The 4th King is referred to 

as a Bodhisattva leader whose birth was foretold (B44; see Kinga 2009, 20 on the ‘Buddhist 

contractual theory of kingship’). He is also the last instance of appeal (B26, B36). 

 Good governance in GNH is, however, interpreted in a conventional sense, without reference to 

bodhisattva leadership or indigenous justice (B43), while a culture of democracy still needs to be 

fostered (B39, B10; 12.4.3.1 on good governance. GNH focuses on service delivery (B43, B45): 

‘The civil service is the back bone of governance’ (B45). ‘The government’s role as a provider of 

kidu (welfare) is deeply entrenched in the attitudes of both people and the government’ 

undermining faith in the community, the status of local leadership (versus government officials) 

and thereby the practices of collective decision making and joint labor (community 

mobilization) and ultimately the sustainability of local development (Petersen et al. 2000, 11; 

bold added). Village meetings (‘zomdu’) constitute primary (town-meeting) democracy where 

everyone has a say and ‘in which participation is interwoven with the totality of community life’ 

(Wangchuk 2004, 842-846). He argues that traditional institutions should be the basis of the 

democratic system as village society is ‘fundamentally democratic’. 

 Liberty in the Buddhist sense differs from that in the Western sense, as it is defined as ‘freedom 

from delusion and detachment that the belief in self generates’ (the seed of happiness already 

being present), while liberalism defined it as safeguarding ‘the rights and liberties of the citizens’ 

who want to ‘fulfill their desires, maximize satisfaction or utility and minimize suffering’ as well 

as liberty being ‘inseparable (…) from property and the preservation of property is the primacy 

of the state’ (Kinga 2009, 172-173). In conclusion, the liberal state guaranteeing attachment 

(property) versus Buddhist state promoting detachment.  

 GNH does not accord special legal rights to nature or animals; it falls under (strong) biodiversity 

conservation (B6). The Constitution is unique in containing strong conservation provisions of 

mandatory forest cover (B6; B7), but it does not give the forest itself rights, even though ‘in our 

religion there are also rights for animals and plants (...) human rights also extend to the 

environment’ (B7) and ‘GNH respects the integrity of all life forms’ (B8); ‘it encompasses all 

sentient beings’ (B10; Tobgye 2015, 171). Interviewees agree that Buddhism is not 

anthropocentric (B10, B8 (…)), but do not refer to Buddhism as ‘bio centric’, rather to the 

sacredness of nature: Knut Johannessen claims a middle position for the Buddhist worldview61 

(also: B8). Some parliamentarians suggest that ‘other living beings’ should have been included in 

art. 8 (Constitution) on torture, but it was rejected out of fear for the legal implications and 

impact on development policy and ‘Endless (...) cases (...) for protection of animals and insects’ 

(Tobgye 2015, 177). art. 5 (Constitution) states that ‘every Bhutanese is a trustee of the 

                                                             
61 Lecture at GNH conference Paro, 2015. 
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Kingdom’s natural resources’ and implies that any citizen can ‘seek redress in the court’ in the 

case of ‘non-obedience by the state’ in its duty to protect the natural environment (Tobgye 

2015, 125). It seems that personal damage does not need to be established and thereby comes 

close to the rights of nature (see Chapter Ecuador), but has not yet been invoked in 

jurisprudence. 

 GNH is rooted in natural law that springs from the wholeness of being; this follows from the 

teachings of Dharma. ‘From the GNH perspective, while there are written and codified laws, the 

natural model and ethical dimensions of laws are invoked because human laws are subject to 

imperfections (…) ethical laws signify what ought to be the case as opposed to that is the case 

(…) as a means to guide life’ (B8). To what extent this results in different training of judges and 

resulting jurisprudence can be subject to further research. For now happiness has not been 

operationalized as a legal principle. 

 GNH puts the different generations of rights (springing from Western legal history, namely, first 

civil political, second socio-economic, and third solidarity rights) on an equal footing: ‘The 

Constitution of Bhutan is not only a political document, but also a social and economic 

document’ (Tobgye 2015, 188); the latter rights are, however, according to Tobgye, ‘non-

justiciable’62 (ibid 184) and enshrined chiefly in art. 9. Tobgye (2015, 150) notes that ‘emerging 

standards are beginning to include other social rights such as the necessities of life, the right to 

social security, and protection of health and safety, particularly employment (...)’. 

 GNH’s opinion on the indivisibility of rights can be linked to the Buddha field’s (12.2.4) 

understanding of the continuum of being: ‘Respect for the rights of not just humans, but all 

sentient beings had always featured strongly in the Bhutanese consciousness, with the 

conviction that all human rights were indivisible, interrelated, interdependent and mutually 

reinforcing’ (Human Rights Council 2009).  

 According to its adherents, GNH formulates an extra set of rights (though partly present in the 

UDHR and ICESCR) including the right to leisure time, art. 9.13)63, living in strong family and 

community bond (art. 9.19)64 and a compassionate society (art. 9.20) and participation in 

cultural life (art. 9.23) 65(B9). The right to life has a specific meaning. Buddhists argue against all 

killing including capital punishment66, based on the Buddhist principle of ‘Sok choepa’ (Dzongka 

for no killing, as first negativity of the body) (12.2.2) (art. 7.18 Constitution; Tobgye 2015, 148 

and 164). It extends only to persons (not other beings).  

 The constitutional duties of citizens as explicit rather than as implicit correlation of rights 

correlate with the concept of service. ‘Freedom must entail duty and responsibility’ (Tobgye 

2015, 151 quoting the 4th King). The duties include preservation of sovereignty, culture, 

tolerance, nature, national flag and anthem as expression of internal values (e.g. Happiness), 

                                                             
62 According to others such as Van Genugten they are partly justiciable. 
63 Also present in art. 24 of the UDHR, and art. 7 of the ICESCR. 
64 Art. 10 ICESCR recognizes the family as ‘the natural an d fundamental group unit of society’ 
65

 Art. 15.1a ICESCR: ‘The right to take part in cultural life’ 
66 Abolished by royal decree in 1994. http://bhutanobserver.bt/3042-bo-news-about-buddha_said_it_all.aspx. 
 

http://bhutanobserver.bt/3042-bo-news-about-buddha_said_it_all.aspx
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refraining from torture or killing, providing help (reciprocity), abiding by and aiding the law and 

constitution, taxation, non-corruption and guardianship of (art. 8). 

 GNH advances constitutional intergenerational justice by looking at the environmental and 

social impacts of the use of natural resources (art. 5 nature; 14.5 debt sustainability; these are 

linked because of hydropower as main debt and resource revenue); safeguarding them for 

future generations, ensuring distribution of benefits (art. 9.7) while public debt servicing should 

not go at the cost of future generations (art. 14.5). The idea of reincarnation and ‘karma’ makes 

one automatically part of future generations. 

 Contrary to dignity being derived from the individual ability to reason of an independent 

autonomous being with responsibility for his actions (or in Christian tradition dignity derived 

from God), human dignity in Buddhism needs to be viewed from the aspects of (a) karma, (b) 

dependent origination, (c) compassion with Buddhahood in all living beings, (d) the path of self-

development (awakening and actualizing our dignity), and (e) being able to contribute to 

manifesting the world. This means that (a) your responsibility for actualizing your dignity 

extends over several lives, not only your current one, (b) all exist in relationship to others plus 

the absence of a substantial unchanging self (emptiness) means all can be changed (continuous 

creativity), (c) a duty to help to emancipate the other and to respect all life and restoring the 

dignity of the other is enhancing your dignity, (d) all are able to change and that change will 

positively benefit others as ‘everyone is open to possibilities beyond his present individual 

situation and, although an autonomous being, he nevertheless exists in mutual interdependence 

with others’ (Shiotsu 2001), and (e) ‘the rationale for the dignity of human beings lies in their 

practice of compassion as an expression of cosmic subjectivity’ as ‘the individual actively 

embodies the fundamental power of the Law (of dependent origination) that gives rise to the 

world in a web of mutually interconnected and interdependent relationships’ (Matsuoka 2005). 

Buddhist dignity is ‘(…) combining modern reason with Buddhist compassion’ (Matsuoka 2005) 

or combining the mind and the heart. 

 Indigenous principles of justice encourage simple justice, settlement based on confession with a 

large intermediary role of the judge: ‘The court actively encourages settlement’ (Baylis and 

Munro 2003, 134). ‘This happens frequently (…) in criminal cases as well as civil (…) (which) is 

the principal basis for the resolution of so many cases through settlements without any need for 

judicial hearing (…) the Bhutanese system focuses on substantive justice rather than procedural 

fairness, and (…) on procedural simplicity (...) the appearance of new and more complicated 

legal problems in Bhutan is a source of great concern to those who believe in simple justice’ 

(Baylis and Munro 2003, 135-136). 

 Another community aspect is that mediation by senior citizens is part of Bhutanese culture 

(B23); ‘if he can’t solve it we go to the Gup (local leader) or the Dhungkhag (deputy district 

leader)’ (Sebastian 2015, 63; B26). GNH has so far not emphasized this element: ‘The country’s 
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foreign-trained lawyers lost sight of Bhutanese community law, which emphasizes restorative 

justice, and negotiated settlements with mutually beneficial resolutions.’67 The first law school 

in Bhutan in 2017 aims ‘to facilitate research and to promote cultural enrichment and traditional 

Bhutanese values’.68 

The following conclusions on the reconstruction of the economy can be drawn from Gross National 

Happiness philosophy: 

 Since the introduction of the GNH index, Bhutan has introduced an alternative to GDP. It is, 

however, not a generic measurement, but country specific, especially with regard to the cultural 

dimension. Other countries could theoretically construct their own GNH index, but this would 

make cross country comparison difficult. The word happiness is misleading as it has a different 

significance in English (see 12.3.2.9 and 12.4.3.1); a weakness of the index is that it defines the 

governments’ interpretation of happiness, not how the respondents rate the significance of the 

survey questions, e.g. political participation or driglam namzha (etiquette).  If they were allowed 

to accord weights to the importance of the categories (e.g. I do not politically participate, but I 

also don’t/do think it is important) and what aspects of their life are not addressed in the 

survey, it might give a fairer representation. It may also reveal possible gender-biases (instead of 

assuming that disaggregation of data is sufficient). 

 GNH replaces GDP: ‘GDP served its purpose at the time of the great Depression and World War 

II, but it has (a) no clear vision for society; (b) is devoid of ethics and social equality; (c) overlooks 

prudent use of scarce resources; (d) promotes infinite growth in a finite world; (e) measures 

economic gains, but ignores the greater environmental, social and society costs; and (f) is 

market-centered and dehumanizes and enslaves people. It is only a good service exchange 

measurement, said the person who created it, it is not an indicator of human progress’ (B2). 

‘The whole concept of GDP is greed’ (B44). 

 However, GNH policy continues to use GDP and conventional economic policy instruments to 

achieve economic self-reliance, but does a GNH screening of them. It does not currently 

deconstruct the economic paradigm as such (‘because we are dependent on corporations’, B19), 

but includes (per capita) income in a larger multidimensional poverty index. It does not possess 

a generic measure about how the economy is faring (promoting right livelihood) minus the ‘ills’ 

(the amount of GDP consisting of wrong livelihood69; consumerism and addressing the ethic of 

debt (Hewavitharana 2004, 507-509, 514, 517), but it does re-prioritize the economy as one of 

the domains of happiness. It also does not define or assess what are ‘righteous means’ or ‘right 

livelihood’. Hewavitharana (2004, 501-504) calls for reviving small enterprises, small scale 

agriculture and craft industries, preventing substandard products, etc. It also does not define 

housework as productive factor. It risks promoting income transfer rather than a Buddhist ethic 

of work to alleviate poverty (Hewavitharana, 2004, 505). Full employment is a priority, but 

                                                             
67 Prof. Michael Peil as quoted in We Movement. 2015. ‘Bhutan’s plan to advance Gross National Happiness’, 
online magazine: WE.org - We at School, March 28,  
http://www.weday.com/we-schools/columns/global-voices/bhutans-plan-advance-gross-national-happiness/.  
68 Royal Institute of Law, Royal Charter, February 21, 2015 http://www.jswlaw.bt/.  
69 Trade in weapons, meat, intoxicants, poison (tobacco), human beings. 

http://www.weday.com/we-schools/columns/global-voices/bhutans-plan-advance-gross-national-happiness/
http://www.jswlaw.bt/
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youth unemployment remains a problem (Sebastian 2015, 223). Project screening and 

monitoring of GNH is still to be developed (12.4.3). Emphasis is put on economic sovereignty 

alongside political sovereignty (economic self-reliance is the actualization of political 

sovereignty). In ‘development with a human face’ it is attempted to accord precedence of 

sovereignty of people over sovereignty of money. 

 Its underlying philosophy has the potential for constructing a new paradigm as it teaches 

selflessness instead of self-interest as the prime motivation for humans. Buddhism teaches that 

the nature of man does not have to be that way; the nature of human is what s/he chooses to 

be. ‘In the Bhutanese cultural context, the original meaning of the word development (is) (...) to 

rise above our own inborn prejudices and ignorance’ (Ura 2004, 293). 

 Connecting this to capability theory one could say that this proposes individual capabilities 

aiming at the collective: what can I do so that we live better (as opposed to Western: What can 

I do so that I live the life I value). One has to note that ultimately the ‘I’ is deemed not to exist as 

an independent entity, but the eightfold path does give prescriptions for the individual to 

develop towards this insight. 

 Service to others constitutes progress: Love, compassion, non-exploitation of others, and 

generosity are central values in Buddhism. To equal happiness to freedom in the sense of Sen is 

not espousing the Mahayana Buddhist dimension of altruism (Johnson 2004) (see footnote 116 

for definition). The Bhutanese, however, often equalize this with government service (B9). ‘In 

practice GNH has therefore moved more towards statism rather than to citizen’s self-sufficiency, 

though devolution of power tries to bring back autonomy. ‘Community identity is very strong 

(...) in Thimphu educated people form associations to give back to the rural community’ (B6, 

B20; Crins 2008, 137); ‘in rural areas people contribute labor for building houses’ (B7, B20) and 

do voluntary work (‘we refer to it as Phola or Chöp’) and have a common celebration (Tshechus; 

B20). 

 Decentralization policies in earlier years have been highly centralized and socialist in delivering 

an end product to citizens rather than agency-based, but participation for localized 

development is being evolved from consultative and petitionary participation, to participatory 

implementation, bargaining implementation and deliberative participation (Crocker 2007, 432-

433, Table 2.1), along the lines of the Buddhist ethic of democratic decision-making 

(Hewavitharana 2004, 527).  

 Rest and leisure are considered as an essential (constitutional) value; meditation and being still 

are also considered productivity, unlike the secular view which may consider monks depending 

on state funding as a waste of human capital and impeding productivity. Surveys show an 

increase in insufficiencies in the domains that make GNH innovative (meaning a decrease of the 

values promoted by GNH)  (Ura et al. 2012; Tobgay 2015; 12.4.3.1). 

 In promoting a simple life, the notion of development in terms of material accumulation does 

not exist; poverty is a lack of personal development and a poor mind (B25, 12.4.3.1). One only 

needs ‘the basic necessities’ (B14); ‘understanding our own desires and how it impacts on 

everyone else’ (B39). ‘We were never preoccupied with trade for profit, there was only 

exchange for what you needed’ (B44). 
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 Ecology takes primacy over economy: The intrinsic value of nature is treasured. This means 

‘slow development’ (Chhewang 2006, 151). This is partially implemented (e.g. building 

restrictions, phased opening of the economy, wildlife protection, carbon neutrality), but at the 

same time rapid hydropower development and the tourism sector lead to complains of too 

much focus on economic growth. At the same time the GNH index is criticized as ‘The indicators 

do not focus on ecological diversity (...) situating people as connected to their ecosystem (...) 

shifting land use etc.’ (Matt Branch70, B48).  

 Culture as a way of life is part of the paradigm and finds its expression in promotion of 

traditional arts and crafts and stimulating agriculture, but with globalization culture risks 

becoming commercialized (Chhewang 2006, 153) (12.4.3.1). 

 Equality (Buddhist ethic of sharing and non-discrimination, Hewavitharana 2004, 515 and 522) is 

important ‘Within Buddhism a strong ethos of equality, individual liberty and personal agency 

occurs’ (equal potential for enlightenment) (Wangchuk 2004, 841). At the same time the belief 

prevails that ‘If you are able to become rich, than that is your karma, I have no judgment on 

that’(B18). Vision 2020 (Planning Commission 1999) neither mentions redistribution nor 

equality. Redistribution takes place through free access to education and health services and a 

nascent social protection policy (besides the Kidu system). 

 Inclusiveness is important from the point of view of compassion, but also voluntary 

detachment/seclusion for religious purposes (Buddhism), individual enlightenment takes center 

stage, whereby being a monk is better, but a laymen can also be as good or better than a monk 

in deeds (quote from BLØF in Bhutan, 200671). 

GNH says little on the role of market actors. The GNH and business concept is still to be developed. It 

could look at market actors to be fully engaged in society creating ‘shared value’ for society (Porter and 

Kramer 2011). As the private sector is hardly developed and most employment is in the state sector or 

subsistence agriculture, this may be an opportunity. State corporations could take the lead. 

5.3 Conclusion on SDGs 
Though disputed by some, the current GNH approach seems to match well with the SDG goal-oriented 

approach in that it is quantified and measureable and covers many of the same domains. Earlier 

recommendations were taken on board in the SDGs (RGoB 2012, 83-84, recommendations 4, 7, 8, 9, 11, 

12). Interviewees make the following remarks on the SDG outcome of negotiations:  

On the underlying philosophy interviewees noted that: 

 The idea of happiness in the Buddhist sense, incorporating well-being and beyond, is not in the 

SDGs; the SDGs lack a coherent and compelling account of well-being, leaving out culture, 

relationships and work life balance; 

 SDGs as a goal for Bhutan is going backwards, GNH is far beyond that; 

 Mainstreaming of culture and spiritual values is missing, creating the danger of a uniform 

cultural pattern in the world modeled after the West;  

                                                             
70 http://www.fieldstudies.org/faculty-staff/matt-branch. 
71 Documentary. http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0779983/.  

http://www.fieldstudies.org/faculty-staff/matt-branch
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0779983/


5 Happiness theory of Bhutan  

176 
 

 GNH incorporates sustainable development plus the concept that nature is ‘the home for all’ 

and equal to happiness; 

 Inner peace, crucial to achievement of well-being of individual and society, is not in the SDGs; 

 Little acknowledgement of Bhutan’s efforts on New Development Paradigm (NDP) (in the SDGs 

or Stiglitz report) creates doubt on the need for Bhutan’s ‘mission for the world’. 

On the Goal framework they noted: 

 General agreement with the concept of the goals;  

 The goals are formulated in a totalistic way; 

 There are too many goals; the interdependence is more important; 

 Top-down, not related to people’s own work (= people’s autonomy). 

Remarks were also made on separate goals. Other missing dimension can be found in the concluding 

chapter, Table 9.2. Though all goals were said to be GNH, Table 5.1. gives specific positive GNH values. 

 

Table 5.1 Examples of GNH in SDG report 

Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in SDG framework) 

 (7. and) 12. Good governance … essential for sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth, sustainable 

development and the eradication of poverty and hunger. 

 9. (…)’Mother Earth’ is a common expression in a number of countries and regions. (…) It was noted that some 

countries recognize the rights of nature in the context of the promotion of sustainable development. The conviction 

was affirmed that, in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental needs of present 

and future generations, it is necessary to promote harmony with nature. The natural and cultural diversity of the 

world was acknowledged, and it was recognized that all cultures and civilizations can contribute to sustainable 

development. 

 13. In the outcome document, it was reaffirmed that there are different approaches, visions, models and tools 

available to each country, (…) 

Goals 

 3.4 ‘by 2030 … promote mental health and well-being’ (Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at 

all ages) 

 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, 

including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 

gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural 

diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development 

 8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local 

culture and products 

 12.8 By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for  

 sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature 

General 

 Inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16) 

 Social protection (SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4)  

 Equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b) 

 Social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and SDG 17.18)  

 Equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all 

levels (16.7)  

 8.5 achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all (to develop one’s talents, see section 12.2.4) 

 (Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17) (focus on equality and personal agency, 

section 12.7.2) 

 134 targets are already in GNH framework; 143 targets are relevant to Bhutan 
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In implementation and future goals could be included: 

 Happiness in the Buddhist sense of taming one’s mindset (towards enlightenment), as overall 

vision. Reorientation of humanity towards service and cooperation (12.5.3) instead of 

competition and a race to the bottom. Values of altruism and compassion ‘as trainable pro-

social mental qualities (Roshi Joan Hailfax)’ (RGoB 2012, 58). 

 It can inspire economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) with its notion of simple life (as 

part of sustainable consumption), spiritual poverty and emphasis on social justice, equality, 

equity and sharing. Reconstructive economic principles: multidimensional GNH instead of GDP 

measurement, full employment, people’s sovereignty (not capital), selflessness, individual 

capabilities aiming at the collective, service to others and non-exploitation, poverty as lack of 

personal development, decentralized decisionmaking, ecology over economy, culture as a way 

of life, equality but with acceptance of differences based on karma, inclusiveness as well as 

room for meditative seclusion, recognizing the essential value of rest and ‘being’, developing 

GNH business; 

 Education (MDG 2; SDG 4): ‘In the industrial world the purpose of education is to have a 

productive life, to learn skills and knowledge to produce something. But educationalism does 

not mean a productive life, it means that life is for education because the most important thing 

a human being can do is learn. Learning is a form of evolution (...). And using that knowledge to 

understand life. And learning to understand what is real and what is not and what is most 

valuable in your life. And according to Buddhist science you take what you learn with you to 

your next life unlike other things. The third principle is unique one that says the purpose of life is 

learning’ (Palden 2011 quoting Prof. Thurman, 1) (12.4.3.1). 

 Health (MDG 4, 5, 6; SDGs 3): Including traditional medicine is part of Bhutan’s policies 

(Tshenpo, 2003, 18-25; art. 9.21 Constitution). ‘In traditional Bhutanese medicine, the essence 

of health is a holistic harmony in which the microcosm of the body and the macrocosm of the 

universe are in harmony (...) it is based on an overall conception of the universe and life’ 

(Tshenpo 2003, 18-19). This goes beyond emotional and mental health. 

 Gender (MDG 3; SDG 5): ‘Gender in Buddhism and pre-Buddhism is not regarded as two 

separate sexes (…) (but) as the female and male principle within every human being’ (Crins 

2008, 146). Tantric Buddhism speaks about uniting Wisdom (feminine, intuitive) and Knowledge 

(masculine, analytical) and overcoming duality (B26) (see 12.2.2) They are ‘aspects of a 

complementary nature and always exist in combination’ (Crins 2008, 130) and are ‘important 

only to the extent that they reflect this ultimate dynamic’ (Crins 2008, 132). Moreover, ‘gender 

became nature because there was no value distinction between men, women, and animals’ 

(Crins 2008, 168). ‘Questions of personal identity and gender are considered a contemporary 

Western phenomenon’ (Crins 2008, 132). Bhutan has not articulated a specific GNH gender 

domain based on this understanding (12.4) and could review GNH tools through this lens. The 

value of rest and leisure could be regarded as including feminine principles.  

 Environmental sustainability (MDG 7; all SDGs, but specifically 6, 12, 13, 14, 15) can be 

broadened with respect for all living beings and their intrinsic value (12.2.3; 12.6.2); 
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 Global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) can be underpinned with the notion of interdependence of 

all life (12.2).  

 The notion of peace (SDG 16) takes on a specific meaning as it foremost starts with one’s own 

inner contentment. Restorative justice is part of traditional ‘simple justice’; Mediation is 

practiced in some civil and criminal cases in Bhutan (12.7.1). 

 Good Governance  (SDG 16) (12.4.3.1): One could derive principles from the Bodhisattva 

leadership literature (12.3.1.5) and Darma Raj (12.7.1; Kinga, 2009, 18; B43) in the tradition of 

the unity of religion and politics (‘Chhoe-sid’) (12.4.1); Bhutan follows Western style democracy 

(12.4). Happiness as sovereignty, not subjugating others (12.2.5) incudes autonomy, self-

sufficiency and decentralization. Reconstructive legal principles: spiritual heritage influencing the 

law and state, natural law springing from wholeness of being, reclaiming the cultural value 

dimension of human rights, recognition of customary commons, collective responsibility 

(duties), constitutional monarchy as Boddhisatva leader or dharma raja, preservation of culture 

as core to identity, traditional practices of collective decisionmaking and joint labor, freedom as 

detachment, constitutional conservation provisions, citizens trusteeship of natural resources, 

constitution as socio-economic document, rights for all sentient beings, interdependence 

derived from Buddha field, right to leisure, right to strong family and community bond and right 

to compassionate society, dignity derived from reason and compassion and related to karma 

and involving all living beings, ‘simple justice’ based on mediation. 

 Culture (SDG 4.7 and SDG 11.4) as central to identity and spiritual practices could be added as 

dimensions; as well as culture as founding value of human rights (12.6.2) and part of future 

instead of past, breaking the dichotomy of economics (future-oriented) and culture (traditional) 

(Johnson 2004, 468 quoting Apadurai). 

 Additional domains such as community vitality, time use, cultural diversity and (expansion of) 

good governance. 

 

Figure 5.1 symbolyzes happiness working through the MDG/SDG clusters. As Buddhism takes educating 

the individual as a starting point, the happiness principle is placed in the middle of the circle, symbolized 

by the yin-yang figure (duality in unity)72. This denotes balance and harmony of the opposites and 

gaining the insight of overcoming duality.  

                                                             
72 ‘Even at the heart of one there is the seed of the other – all things contain within themselves the germ of 
their opposites.’ This does not imply dualism in the ordinary sense because there is always the underlying 
unity.. the all-embracing circle that gives rise to these mutually interdependent forces. And so, yin and yang 
are in actuality a harmonious unity, contrary yet complementary, like two ‘Great Extremes’ that bound the 
immensity of space; Yin Yang also appears in the form of a spiral, 
http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm.  

http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm
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Figure 5.1 Happiness concept of balance and harmony influencing MDG/SDG clusters 

 

  

 

This insight then works through all clusters of MDG/SDGs. Combining this with the earlier proposed 

figure in Chapter 4, this results in Figure 5.2. 

 

Specific relations with the SDGs will be summarized in Chapter 9. In terms of the three components of 

sustainable development Happiness seeks balance as anchoring principle (no preferred order: 

Economic, social, ecological), whilst adding good governance and culture to the definition. 
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Figure 5.2 Sustainable Development Actions including Happiness principles 
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6 Ubuntu theory of (South) Africa 
 

For Vuyisile (‘the one that brings happiness’) 

 

‘The soul of a bird is in its nest’- African proverb (‘local talent is the source of endogenous development’; 

Chivaura 2006, 239) 

 

This Chapter summarizes the more detailed case study presented in Annex 13. 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Africa © D.E. van Norren 
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6.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to explain and analyze the Ubuntu theory of (South) Africa. It does so using critical 

realist tools such as undertaking an interdisciplinary study (philosophy, law, economy), analyzing 

language (grammar of the word Ubuntu; proverbs to reveal the implicit African philosophy), discourse 

analysis (from the point of view of power, to reveal assumptions in criticism towards Ubuntu and hidden 

power dynamics), including awareness of power asymmetries and socialization processes (among the 

UN members adopting a priori a new goal framework in the SDG negotiations derived from the earlier 

MDGs, conforming to the known UN standards and accepted academic language), thus suggesting 

ideological boundaries of participation interwoven with (academic) knowledge systems (meaning that 

frameworks of Other worldviews may have been underrepresented in the negotiations).  

6.1.1 Philosophy of Ubuntu 

Ubuntu- I am because we are – is linked to the popular saying ‘umuntu ngumuntu nga-bantu’: a person 

is a person through other persons. In its grammatical meaning ‘Bu’ literally means the abstract and ‘ntu’ 

the life force; or (Bu) the ‘enfolded being before it manifests’ (in motion towards) (Ntu) ‘temporarily 

having become’ (Ramose 1999/2005), signifying the continuous motion of the enfoldment of the 

universe. It is a collectivity ontology which stresses the value of compassion or life as mutual aid (Mbiti 

1990). Other dimensions of African philosophy can be derived from proverbs such as: 

 The source and justification of all power is in the people (democracy); 

 we may go our own way, whenever urgent and vital issues arrive, we still have the obligation to 

come together and try and find a common solution (consensus politics; truth and reconciliation);  

 If faced with a choice between wealth and the preservation of life of another human being, one 

should choose the life of the other’ (sharing goes above wealth; mutual aid); 

 No single human being can be thoroughly and completely useless (the criminal, ill or 

handicapped are part of humanity; reconciliation);  

 If God dishes you rice in a basket, do not wish to eat soup (acceptance of one’s fate); and 

 No one shows a child the Supreme Being (spirituality is self-evident); 

(Mbiti 1990, 43, 205, 41, 29; Ramose 1999, 70, 98, 100; Coetzee and Roux 2002, 544). 

The environmental dimension can be argued as: ‘To care for one another (…) implies caring for the 

physical nature as well. Without such care, the interdependence between human beings and physical 

nature would be undermined’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 106). In a deeper sense it refers to ‘seriti’, a field 

which connects all living beings (Boon 2007; Setiloane 1976; Cornell 2012a). Section 24 of the Bill of 

Rights reads: ‘The Right to an environment that is not harmful to the health and well-being, and to have 

the environment protected for the benefit of present and future generations’. This relates to the wider 

sense of ‘bantu’, people, which includes the ancestors and the yet-to-be-born. However, as a traditional 

leader argues: ‘That mandate does not simply arise from the Bill of Rights only. It is a duty that is implicit 

in our sense of accountability to our ancestors, who are identified within the Earth. The strong 

attachment to the land which traditional communities have is a source of indigenous knowledge and 

properly understood, it is a progressive, inclusive cosmology. As the planet is increasingly compromised 

by a development logic that places life at the service of the economy, Traditional Leaders and customary 

law works from the inverse assumption. The economy must be at the service of Life’ (Clarke 2015: ..). In 
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its socio-economic dimension the place of the economy in the entire African values system can be said 

to be much less significant or rather subservient to other higher goals of African brotherhood or 

familyhood or communocracy. In the traditional African conception of time progress or development 

does not exist (Mbiti 1969). Examples of cooperation in Ubuntu are ‘shosholoza’ (‘work as one’, team 

work) and collective enterprises, ‘stokvels’, in which profits are equally shared and may never be gained 

at the expense of the other (Louw 1998). 

It is a living philosophy as can be demonstrated while interviewing (South) Africans: ‘It starts in the 

communities. I am where I am today because of the other people at home; you should not forget where 

you come from. They uplifted you and you uplift them, so that you contribute back, you give back to the 

others. (…) You are expected to share with your neighbors (…) if you are raised with those values, you do 

not think of what the effect is going to be on your own intake when you give something. It just 

happens…’ (A3). 

Ubuntu has resonance in many parts of Sub-Sahara Africa under different names; e.g. ‘Batho’ being the 

Sotho word for Ubuntu (derived from ‘Nguni’-languages such as Zulu and Xhosa). ‘Ubuntu can easily be 

applied at the continental level given that it resonates well with Africa’s belief system in general. In this 

way, it has the potential to enhance participation of many stakeholders in development processes on 

the continent’(A5). ‘Agenda 2063: The Africa we Want’ including Aspiration 5: An Africa With a Strong 

Cultural Identity, Common Heritage, Values and Ethics ‘informed the Common African Position on 2015’ 

(A5).  

6.1.2 Merits and criticism 

On the positive side, scholars see Ubuntu as a collective ontology going beyond individual well-being 

and Amartya Sen’s capability theory; as a multidimensional, other-regarding, culture-based approach 

with a collective responsibility for (Global) Public Goods; which promotes a collective leadership style 

where the leader and people empower each other; with the potential for restructuring the content of 

law and economy; and according a ‘social personhood’ which values culture, that the rational homo 

economicus lacks (see proponents Mandela, Haenen 2014, Wiredu, Tutu, Nkondo, Khoza, Metz 2007b, 

Nkrumah, Nyerere, Senghor, Ntibagirirwa 2012, Ramose 1999/2005, Teffo 1996, Gade 2012, Eze 2010, 

Krog 2008, Metz and Gaie 2010, Metz 2014).  

On the negative side, critics mostly from the West argue that Ubuntu does not have universal value nor 

is there a homogeneous African identity; that it is not implemented; that it is merely a romanticized idea 

of the past; that it does not add much to the notion of human rights as this supposedly encompasses 

Ubuntu or oppose it as Ubuntu by forgiving criminals is seen to undermine punitive justice and to 

prevent upward mobility. There is some contradiction in the literature as anti-communists see it as a 

communist discourse, whereas communists see it as an anti-communist storyline lacking a power 

dynamic (see critics Van Niekerk, 2007, Van Binsbergen 2001, Marx 2002, Wood 2007, Roberts 2010, 

Keevy 2008, Hassim 1993, McDonald 2010, Matolino&Kwindingwi 2013, Matolino 2015, Van Kessel and 

Ellis in conversation). Postcolonial counterarguments can be found in the case study in the annex. 

6.1.3 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy 

Nevertheless, Ubuntu is not just an abstract philosophy. In South Africa, the concept has been 

institutionalized in the draft constitution enabling the Truth and reconciliation committee, and 
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therefore the legal history (spirit) of the Constitution, in the Child Justice Act, in the Traditional Courts 

Bill 2008 and customary law in general. This has led to jurisprudence based on Ubuntu as a legal 

principle, emphasizing i.a. restorative justice, mutual respect, consensus and hospitality, with concrete 

results. For example, within the sphere of public law, there are benefits for migrants and employment 

for refugees (principle of hospitality); there is enforcement of respectful administration including by the 

President (relational nature of rights rather than rights as individual entitlement; interest of the public 

comes first); enforcing the respectful delivery of justice based on the principle of mutual respect of 

citizens and courts; victim participation and forgiveness based on the principle of truth and 

reconciliation between perpetrator and victim; and a system of apologies instead of monetary 

compensation for defamation.  

Within the sphere of family law, this includes the recognition of marriages under Muslim law on the 

basis of the values of equality and tolerance; denial of a couple’s claim to the farm of the husband’s 

parents since greed undermines Ubuntu; recognition of the valuable features of customary law which 

encourages the prevention and resolution of disputes by seeking consensus within family meetings.  

Within the context of criminal law, Ubuntu is reflected in the abolition of the death penalty, 

rehabilitation of the criminal in the community as preferable to a prison sentence, restricting the scope 

of the definition of life threatening compulsion departing from regard for life and the Ubuntu 

community, and the right of the family to customary burial taking precedence over the right to a fair 

trial (barring further pathological tests).  

In private/property law, Ubuntu implies the recognition of rights of illegal occupiers of land and houses 

under the principle of meaningful engagement; declaring the Slums Act unconstitutional (principle of 

meaningful engagement); and the fine print of a contract was deemed to be unreasonable (as it 

hindered the principle of access to court) (Bennett 2011; Keep and Midgley 2007; Cornell and Muvangua 

2012; Metz 2010; Skelton 2010 and 2013). The strict boundary between customary law and common 

law/Roman Dutch law has therefore been permeated, leaving room for a rethink of the legal system. 

South Africa has also implemented Ubuntu in its national policy of ‘Batho Pele’ (People First), stipulating 

the fundamental right to be treated with dignity, articulating 8 principles of good government 

relationships with the people: consultation, setting service standards, increasing access, ensuring 

courtesy, providing information, openness and transparency, redress and value for money (Batho Pele 

White Paper, Government of South Africa 1997; Government of SA 2007; Government of SA 2010). 

Implementation reviews are, however, not very positive (CDE, 2009; Cameron, 2009; Tariuki and 

Tshandu 2014; Mafema et al 2014; Tshishonga 2011). In economic terms interviewees indicate that 

‘Ubuntu could mean a fundamental restructuring of the economy into solidarity, community, localized 

economy’ (A8, A10), giving other examples of implicit Ubuntu policies or initiatives such as the Land in 

commonage and Communal Land Acts; local economic development strategies; homegrown food 

initiatives; cooperatives; black empowerment programmes; private ‘street communities’ in townships as 

forms of self-organization (strong in the ‘80’s but diminishing: Saving clubs, creches and pooling of 

resources still exist); private initiatives of exchange of services; child grants to primary care giver 

(extended family); home based care; health campaigns by the victims of a disease (HIV); free access to 
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health and other social policies (in Batho Pele Brochure, Government of SA 2010); combination of 

traditional circumcision with modern health systems; teaching African history and values; and the 

Swaziland environmental legislation on the basis of Ubuntu (A16), e.g. art. 4b ‘consider the entire 

environment as a whole entity’ (but not the South African environmental legislation). South Africa has 

an active international policy of Ubuntu Diplomacy (DIRCO 2011) based on respecting human rights, 

democracy, justice, international peace, reconciliation, and the eradication of poverty and 

underdevelopment, and Pan-Africanism. There is no evidence that Ubuntu is used to define the word 

development, to guide donors who give aid to South Africa or to impose Ubuntu values on donor 

harmonization.  

 

With regard to the SDG negotiation process, Ubuntu was not explicitly used to shape South Africa’s 

statements to the Open Working Group. South Africa intervened specifically on the thematic areas of (a) 

health, (b) education, (c) full employment, decent work, social protection, and (d) infrastructure and 

industrialization as a means to economic growth. It laid particular emphasis on women (including 

violence and SRHR issues73), and youth and vulnerable groups (OWG South African PM UN 2013b). Thus, 

South Africa took a progressive stance emphasizing fundamental rights, particularly socio-economic 

rights, and non-discrimination including gender-based. It stressed solidarity within Africa; within 

countries with special needs; and globally and emphasized the need for adding means of 

implementation focusing on the how or process of achieving the goals. Its emphasis on social goals and 

solidarity can be said to be implicitly Ubuntu centered. The speech, however, aligns more with South 

African national priorities: Creation of decent work and sustainable livelihoods, education and skills 

development, improving the quality and quantity of health, fighting crime and corruption, and 

promoting rural development (South African Embassy 2011, 3). South Africa was not part of the SDG 

negotiations itself, but Zambia and Zimbabwe were and it had influence through the statements of the 

Southern Africa Group, the Africa Group and the G77 and China group (OWG South African PM UN 

2013a-d; OWG Africa Group 2013a-f; OWG Group of 77, 2013a-c). 

 

The following conclusion emphasizes aspects of deconstruction of current legal and economic theory 

(TWAIL methodology), the reconstructive concepts that would re-think the system, and the implications 

this could have for policy in the MDG/SDG clusters. Chapter 9 gives the summary conclusions with 

comments on all the separate 17 goals of the SDGs as well as a comparison with Happiness and Buen 

Vivir regarding criticism on underlying philosophy, goal framework and specific goals. 

6.2 Reconstruction of law and economy leading to SDG recommendations 
The following conclusions on reconstruction of the law can be drawn from Ubuntu philosophy. 

 Law should be based on the principle of life is mutual aid with ‘emphasis on truthfulness as the 

foundation of justice, peace and reconciliation; justice and peace means: to help someone 

means to help yourself (...)’ (A13), it is not based merely in human dignity (see below). 

                                                             
73 Sexual reproductive health and rights (SHRH); specifically the word ‘rights’ is subject to controversy and did not 
make it into the final document of the OWG. 
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 That Ubuntu may correlate with Christian spiritual notions of forgiveness and reconciliation – as 

embodied by priest Desmond Tutu, chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission – may 

point to the existence of natural law, whereas during the period of analytical positivism ‘the 

legal order became not a normative system ordering social life, but the rules of the litigation 

game’ (Bennett 1991, 3).  

 The ethical sense of the judge should be guided by metaphysical notions, something that was 

(and is) deemed erratic in positivist legal discourses which call for predictability and precedents 

and is of the opinion that this becomes impossible if the judge might decide ‘according to his 

subjective ethical notions’, Bennett 1991,2). Doing justice rather than simply executing the law 

is the Leitmotiv.  

 It also imposes duties on the parties (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 17, and 19: the City of 

Johannesburg v. Rand Properties case; Justice Sachs in Port Elizabeth case, section 13.4.2.4). 

Restorative justice is extended to the realm of civil and private law. As Cornell and Muvangua 

(2012, 27) state ‘it is not simply judges who are called to do justice; we are all called’.  

 Ubuntu asserts a collective ontology and a relational aspect of rights (A8, A13), an overarching 

principle that going beyond protecting human dignity. Law is inclusive, not exclusive, 

reconciliatory not adversarial; enforcement of one person’s rights cannot come at the cost of 

another person’s rights (A13). Duties are more than just correlations of rights, as one has the 

duty to participate in the community and make a difference (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 4; 

A8). This proclaims human boundedness more than human freedom. (Duties are, however, 

formulated in the South African Constitution in a general sense: art. 3, 8.1, 8.2, 33.3b (Batho 

Pele), 153). The indivisibility of rights takes on the notion of not distinguishing between socio-

economic and civil-political rights; both are indispensable for securing our humanity (Cornell 

and Muvangua 2012, 10) (and perhaps should be fully justiciable). Ubuntu goes beyond the 

Western terminology of social cohesion, social bonds and communitarism (Cornell and 

Muvangua 2012, 3-5) as it postulates that one does not exist without the other; there is a 

continuum of being. 

 The Ubuntu worldview would seem to favor a reverse order of generation of human rights: 

First, the rights of humanity as a whole, then solidarity rights, then individual socio-economic 

rights, then civil political rights. Future generations are automatically part of the idea of people 

(‘bantu’) and enshrined in the Constitution (art. 24.2). This logic follows from the reasoning (of 

Ramose) that fragmentation of individuals and communities into rights undermines the concept 

of wholeness. The right to food would seem the most basic of rights; it is the primary claim the 

‘individual can make against the community’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 135). 

 Cornell points out that ‘dignity in Ubuntu thinking is not rooted in reason because (…) this 

would deny dignity to too many human beings’ (Bennett 2011, 48; Cornell 2012b), including 

those who have deceased (13.4.2.3) in concurrence with the Bantu concept of people (13.2.1). 

Western legal theory places emphasis on rationality, reasonableness, equity, individualism and 

freedom (Keep and Midgley 2007, 33; Bennett 2011, 48), as well as protection of private 

property.  
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 The reconciliatory nature of criminal justice is stressed over the punitive (vengeful) aspects. (It 

extended restorative justice to the civil law, see below). It gives special meaning to the right to 

life, stressing every human including criminals as possessing an inherent dignity (no capital 

punishment: the dignity of all is diminished by taking the life of one) (Cornell and Muvangua 

2012, 11). African justice systems are directed at breaking the vicious circle of revenge, dealing 

with a communal guilt and communal suffering, so that peace and unity in the community will 

be safeguarded (Eveleens 2015). 

 Ubuntu also has the potential of deconstructing the conventional interpretation of the concept 

of democracy, as it highlights consensus politics or ‘deliberative democracy’ (Mabogo More) 

moving away from adversarial politics; which requires ‘dialogue and mutual consideration and 

respect as the base on which citizens can come to an understanding about the public good’ 

(George Carew; both cited by Cornell and Muvangua, 8; Metz and Gaie 2010, section 13.2.1; 

Ramose 1999/2005, section 13.3.2.5). Wiredu calls it a ‘non-party polity’, the election winners 

representing the public and not a party and constituency, but sharing power with other 

representatives (Metz 2007a, 325). (Van Reybrouck 2013 pleads for participation of all through 

election by ballotage, derived from ancient Greeks). 

 The Constitutional court held that protecting cultural identity (in this case wearing a nose stud 

for an Indian woman) ‘is one of the most important parts of a person’s identity precisely 

because it flows from belonging to a community and not from personal choice’. Secondly, it 

held that this includes respecting differences, as cultures are ‘not monolithic’, but ‘complex 

conversations within any social formation’ (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 295). It was observed 

that ‘the link between rainbow nation and Ubuntu is not necessarily philosophically correct’ 

(A13) To make distinctions between color/races goes against Ubuntu inclusivity. Black 

consciousness is a means of resistance against oppression, regardless of color, as well as a 

means of restoring pride in cultural heritage (A13, A2). 

 On human rights, nature and law (13.2.2), The People’s Charter for Africa74 states: ‘Mindful 

that the ancestral wisdom of Africa teaches that we come into being through our relationships 

with the whole community of life and that to unfold our full humanity we must respect and live 

in peace with all beings (...)’. ‘There is one community of life, how can human rights cover 

that?’ (A16) (this is however not present in South African environmental law or jurisprudence). 

The following conclusions can be drawn on reconstruction of economy from Ubuntu philosophy. 

 South African economic policies use conventional economic methods and do not give us 

guidance about what an Ubuntu economy would look like. Policies of Ubuntu are concerned 

with the right way of treating one another, especially in a power relationship of government to 

citizen and the duty the government has to a citizen in this regard. South Africa places great 

importance on (a variety of) social protection schemes (Government of South Africa 2010). 

 Ntibagirirwa (2012) argues that collective agency would come closer to Ubuntu than state 

socialism delivering service as an end product. So not to be able to ‘live the life you value’, but 

                                                             
74 http://therightsofnature.org/the-peoples-charter-for-africa/. 

http://therightsofnature.org/the-peoples-charter-for-africa/
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to ‘live the life we value’ would be one’s objective. It also presupposes expansion of collective 

capabilities: Enhancing collective physical and mental states and activities for well-being, so in 

sum ‘what can we (including I) do so that we live better’. This is not exactly the same as the sum 

of individual capabilities, as that would depart from the Kantian social contract theory, namely 

individuals while maximizing their own capabilities agreeing to do some things together. 

 It may also require a different collective leadership style where leader and people empower 

each other (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 324 citing Mulwa). It also requires market actors to be fully 

engaged in society creating ‘shared value’ for society (Porter and Kramer 2011), in producing 

what people truly need and all people engaging by actively contributing. Ubuntu inclusiveness 

implies the market provides employment for all, as ‘no-one is useless’ and ‘we work as one’. 

Lastly it requires a deliberative participatory state. 

 The concept of Ubuntu has the potential for deconstructing economic theory, as in the 

economic sphere the principle of sharing as opposed to the principle of monetary profit is 

highlighted. The word ‘tsima’/’letsama’, labor, implies ‘col-labor- rate’, mutual aid. Work is not 

done to amass wealth, but to benefit others. Secondly wealth needs to be distributed on the 

basis of needs, not rights. Thirdly, diligence is not necessarily a virtue if it goes at the cost of 

social interaction (Metz 2007a, 326-327). What a successful person is may therefore be defined 

differently. This links directly with the idea of ‘development as service’, articulated in section 

12.7.2: service to others constitutes progress (see 8.2.8).  

 In business culture there may be a different understanding. The idea of earning more because 

of a different job scale within the same company may not be well understood within Ubuntu 

(A6). Within domestic work expected exchange may go beyond receiving a salary as the 

employer is deemed to have enough and should share (toilet paper, sugar, etc.). ‘Meetings in an 

African fashion (reaching consensus) may be experienced as a waste of time, starting on ‘African 

Time’ (late) as an offence, and consensus may only be reached after multiple meetings, while 

the white boss thinks that it is has been reached during the first meeting.’(A6).  

 On globalization and Ubuntu Ramose (1999/2005 - Chapter 10) heavily criticizes ‘economic 

fundamentalism’ as a religion; the notion of ‘human capital’ undermining dignity of labor; the 

notion of children as future labor; the family as a support system for economic gain; the related 

decline in birth rate in the West (contrary to Ubuntu’s duty - and joy - to wed and procreate, 

section 13.2.1; Metz and Gaie 2010) and to ‘the interests of (...) amorous union’ (Ramose 

(1999/2005, 126); the (former) domestication of the woman in a monogamous marriage at the 

time of industrialization, increasing male’s economic power against equality; the economically 

functional homogenization of life through globalization; the undermining of sovereignty by 

capital movements while people are territory bound (weakening solidarity); in sum the 

dominance of capital determining human relations (and globalization as a new form of 

colonization). The right to life and human relations, a central tenet of Ubuntu, are called into 

question by globalization (Ramose 1999/2005, 134); ‘Ubuntu could mean a fundamental 

restructure of the economy into solidarity, community, localized economy’ (A8, A10) and basic 

necessities for all; ‘the principle would be unselfishness; humility would have to come, the 

community first, yourself second’ (A10) The lack of economic Ubuntu has expressed itself in 
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other mitigating policies in South Africa (13.4.3.2) (black economic empowerment quotas, 

promoting cooperatives, promoting home grown food security, Local Economic Development 

(LED) strategies, etc.) (A8). 

 The sparse case law on private law and Ubuntu give some more pointers, namely condemning 

excessive damages as socially disruptive (and in a balance between freedom of speech and 

defamation). This ties in with the general objections against commodification of human 

relations. Ubuntu was used against unreasonable fine print in contracts  (Dikoko defamation, 

Skelton 2010, 99) stating that ‘honour is not quoted on the stock exchange’ (Skelton 2013, 134). 

The case law on illegal eviction has highlighted a preoccupation with prevention of further 

marginalization of the poor, putting their interest before that of capital (Port Elizabeth case, 

Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 19).  

 Though environment features less in people’s speech on Ubuntu, according to (constitutionally 

and ‘bantu’ enshrined) intergenerational justice, violating the environment is also a violation of 

Ubuntu, as this is part of the environing whole. Rural dwellers adhere to this notion of Ubuntu 

(13.4.3.2; A6; Mbiti 1969; Clarke 2015). 

 A connection between economic theory and Ubuntu can be made by exploring the correlation 

between GPG and Ubuntu (13.3.1.2; Van Norren 2012; Kaul and Mendoza 2003, 92). GPGs need 

a reformulation in moral terms, as exclusion cannot be defined in technical terms; that would be 

tantamount to formulating a right to exclude when it is technically possible. Ubuntu moral 

theory can guide us here. (The term Global Community Goods may reflect this better than GPG, 

in order to avoid the confusion with the word ‘public’, which to many denotes ‘provided by the 

state’). 

6.3 Conclusion on SDGs 
One can relate these conclusions to SDG policy as follows, making Ubuntu an overarching principle, 

which can influence GPG principles and human rights as well as the SDG clusters, represented in Figure 

6.1. 
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Figure 6.1 Relation of Ubuntu to GPG, human rights and SDGs 

 

Some, however, do not see this as explicitly present in the SDGs: ‘The fundamental notion of how 

Africans see their lives is missing (...) a constant dialogue is needed (…) building a philosophy is not the 

most important, but to keep the relationship going’ (A9). ‘We don’t want a model to solve everything, 

this is where Jeff Sachs loses the people (...). Ubuntu is much bigger than that’ (A9). ‘The SDGs help us to 

define and categorize issues in areas where we can understand them and to see linkages, but for the 

policy makers in the North they are like a gospel: ‘They signed it so they have to implement it’; the 

Ubuntu concept of contract is the starting point of a relationship, not the end point, building trust to 

work together’ (A9). Moreover, ‘Don’t use the word development, let’s start by dropping that word. It is 

THE problem. It means to make better, to make function, to make good. Let’s call it Sustainable Human 

Goals or Sustainable Mutual Goals, that is Ubuntu’ (A9).  

With regard to SDG outcome, interviews give the following picture.  

On the underlying philosophy interviewees noted that: 

 Ubuntu infuses humans with a consciousness of wholeness and interdependence, on each other 

and their natural surroundings, including a spiritual level of being. 

 In traditional African conception of time progress or development does not exist. As time moves 

from the now into the past tense, the ‘golden age’ is found in past experiences, not in the 

future; therefore ‘African people have no belief in progress, the idea that the development of 
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human activities (...) move from a low to a high degree.’ (Mbiti 1969, 23). Moreover doing 

nothing is considered ‘producing time’ in African philosophy (Mbiti 1969, 19). 

 The SDG Africa position was informed by the NEPAD (New Partnership for Africa’s Development) 

concept of progress, deemed by certain African philosophers largely ‘incompatible with the 

beliefs and values which structure the African identity’: ‘Development as an autonomous 

process whose end-product is delivered to people’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012).  

 No explicit mention of African values; not very clear to what extent Ubuntu has been able to 

influence policymaking in Africa or SDGs; ‘I’m sure Africa didn’t negotiate these SDGs; they sign 

up to satisfy the West/donors’ (A9). 

 There is one community of life. Recognize the scientific reality that we are part of the (earth) 

system (...) build a new model that makes the old one obsolete (...) reasserting the rights of all 

(life) (A16). 

  ‘Mindful that the ancestral wisdom of Africa teaches that we come into being through our 

relationships with the whole community of life and that to unfold our full humanity we must 

respect and live in peace with all beings’ (People’s Charter for Africa; italics added). 

 Ubuntu may declare all goals as global public goods or common good (common responsibility). 

On the goal framework they remarked: 

 The Bantu languages have more verbs and are therefore process oriented; a goal framework is 

thinking from linear cause-result that can be measured with tools and indicators (though at the 

instigation of South Africa, there are some (sub)targets aimed at means of implementation 

numbered a,b,c etc.). 

 Model based thinking should be replaced by process thinking according to some. 

 SDGs should be instead about building mutual trust in cooperation (A9). 

 The fundamental notion of how Africans see their lives is missing, a constant dialogue is 

needed. 

 The goals are unobtainable with the current system and without protection of mother earth 

itself. 

 Some goals are unfeasible (timeframe) and not modest, undermining credibility and trust with 

communities e.g. 1.1 and 8.6. 

 SDGs should be guiding principles and not a gospel or absolute written contract (flexibility). 

 First 5 (social) goals and goal 16 (inclusive society) relate mostly to Ubuntu as well as 

(internationally) goal 17 (partnership).  

 Ubuntu jurisprudence gives direction to values within goal 16 (see public and criminal law) and 

goal 11 (see housing law) as well as aspects of goal 8 and 10 (see rights for migrants) and goal 

5.4 on ‘shared responsibility within the household and the family’ (see family law). 

 Batho Pele policy gives direction to goal 16. 

 

Comments were also made on separate goals, most notably that the core concept of restorative justice 

is missing (goal 16); other missing dimensions can be found in the concluding chapter, Table 9.2. A list of 

values that do link to Ubuntu can also be given, see below. Therefore the picture is not clear-cut and 

positions taken towards the goals (constructive or destructive) often depend on political perceptions. 
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Overall the approach taken seems to be pragmatic (‘satisfy the donors’ (A9) and focus on 

implementation, align with existing strategies such as NEPAD and the Rio+20 agenda, make the West 

take responsibility for sustainability, and for fulfilling earlier commitments to the MDGs). 

 

When comparing the literature and the goals, positive Ubuntu values in the goals can also be identified 

(Table 6.1).  

Table 6.1 Examples of Ubuntu in SDG report  

Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in most public SDG frameworks) 

 9. (…) ’Mother Earth’ is a common expression in a number of countries and regions. (…) The conviction was 
affirmed that, in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental needs of present 
and future generations, it is necessary to promote harmony with nature. The natural and cultural diversity of the 
world was acknowledged, and it was recognized that all cultures and civilizations can contribute to sustainable 
development. 

 13. In the outcome document, it was reaffirmed that there are different approaches, visions, models and tools 
available to each country, (...). 

Goals 

 Emphasis on socio-economic rights as opposed to (lesser attention to) civil political rights. 

 Emphasis on inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16). 

 Global social floor (social protection SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4).  

 Emphasis on equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b). 

 Emphasis on social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and SDG 17.18). 

 Emphasis on democracy (though the word as such does not feature in the OWG document) as expressed in rule of 

law and specifically equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative 

decision-making at all levels (16.7) and access to information (16.10). South Africa was, however, of the opinion 

that this did not need to be a stand-alone goal, but was an enabler (A1). It is therefore doubtful if South Africa 

pushed for these provisions. 

 Value education: Promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence (SDG 4.7). 

 Intrinsic value of work and its benefit to others (SDG 8.5 decent work and productive employment). 

 Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17). 

 Solidarity with countries with specific needs (e.g. SDG 9a infrastructure for ‘African countries, least ‘developed’ 

countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing States’). 

 

Regarding specific goals/clusters, one can remark that:  

 Ubuntu above all can underpin the cluster on global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) that was 

inserted in the MDG/SDG framework by the Global South (though not expressly mentioned by 

interviewees, interdependence, community and pan-Africanism underpins Ubuntu). This 

includes ‘Regional integration to be added to 17.9 (capacity building) and 17.14 (policy 

coherence) (A9). The SDGs still lack the sense of ‘community, collective, people, intra-

community relations’ (A9). 

 It can inspire economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) with its emphasis on social justice, 

equality, equity and sharing. 
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 Ubuntu ties in with social clusters on health (MDG 4, 5, 6; SDGs 3) and education (MDG2; SDG 4) 

by seeming to support the notions of the global social floor75 (also present in the 2010 

Millennium Review Summit Declaration) (section 13.4.2.1). On health and Ubuntu see for 

example Edward and al 2004; Wilson and Williams 2013 (mental health); Himonga 2013 (right to 

health); Manda 2010 (HIV-AIDS and women); Swartz and Colvin 2015 (care culture of 

community health workers). Ramose 1999/2005 (Chapter 5 Medicine through Ubuntu) 

articulates the principles of (significant) payment of the healer only if the patient improves; 

meaning into illness and the ill or demented; the healer as a mediator between the supra-

natural source (of illness) and the person; keeping mentally afflicted within the community out 

of mutual care.  

 Literature on the African philosophy of education (MDG 2; SDG 4) as well as moral education of 

personhood can inform a new cluster on education (Nafukho 2006; Le Roux 2000; Waghid 2004; 

South African Journal of Higher Education 18 (3) 2004: Issue on Indigenous African Knowledge 

Systems and Higher Education; and Horsthemke 2009 for a contrary view; and Okeja 2012 on 

the underprivileged status of African philosophy teaching in African universities). What it means 

to be educated in African philosophy entails being able to listen and articulate logical arguments 

(though rationality may have a different meaning than in the West); moral maturity promoting 

justice, courage and truthfulness; an ability to engage in consensual dialogue, allowing the other 

to offer his point of view regardless how ill-informed (Waghid 2004, 57-60). This may have 

specific significance for multicultural education: E.g. ‘we are what we do - to ourselves and 

others’ (Le Roux 2000). 

 Despite contention (13.3.2.11; Roberts 2010; Keevy 2008; Marx 2002), feminists may find 

inspiration as well for a gender goal (MDG 3; SDG 5). South Africa (and its Constitution) has a 

very progressive stance on gender (section 13.6.1.1; e.g. in the SDG negotiations aligning itself 

with the OWG Joint Statement 2013). On Sudan, one person remarked: ‘The strongest way is to 

look at the position of women as it is; focus on gender from their own perspective (...) then you 

can invite the government for a dialogue. Don’t mention sharia, just say it is important for the 

family and society that girls get educated’. On family planning communication: ‘Remove the 

concept of women’s rights or the right to limit the number of children; base it on what is good 

for the family? Is it good for the family to have more children? The honor and authority of men 

is in question, when a woman says she doesn’t want any more children, she will lose the fight 

and nobody will support her’ (A9). On equality: ‘Base gender policies on building relationships 

(...) respect between man and woman.’ (A9).  

 On gay rights there are diverging views: ‘We are not against gay sexuality, but we are against 

gay family, it goes against the spirituality of procreation (...) you can still be member of a family, 

that is Ubuntu’ (A9). However, ‘Ubuntu fits well with accepting people as they are, not 

establishing hierarchies of importance in society, everybody matters, everybody is entitled to be 

respected and have her or his humanity acknowledged. Homophobia and misogyny in that sense 

are anti-Ubuntu.’(A14). See also Bandawe and Meerkotter 2015. 

                                                             
75 Social Protection Floor Advisory Group (ILO), see www.ilo.org/public/english/protection. 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/protection
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 Ubuntu has a distinctive view of environmental protection (MDG 7; all SDGs but specifically 6, 

12, 13, 14, 15) by considering nature and man as a whole (section 13.2.2; the environment is 

part of the communitarian concept of life and ‘seriti’).  

 Ubuntu can inspire the cluster on peace and security (SDG 16) with its emphasis on restorative 

justice (see sections 13.4.2.2, 13.4.2.3 and 13.4.2.1 (ad delict law). ‘We have to work on trust 

and then build institutions’; ‘how to integrate a dialogue between militias’ coming first and 

‘creating livelihood for ex-militants and marginalized youth’ emphasizing this went wrong in 

South Sudan and the EU disregarded African Development Bank priorities in this regard (A9). 

Similarly A14 mentioned disregard of AU restorative justice proposals in the Libya crisis 

(providing an exit for leader Ghadaffi), resulting in divisiveness and lack of healing. And ‘Ubuntu 

is important for the International Criminal Court, as it provides remedies for healing trauma, but 

there are the hardline fundamental punitive justice approaches to international criminal law 

that do not allow for a wide-range strategy including restorative justice’ (A14).  

 It can inspire the cluster on institution building and rule of law (SDG 16) by its jurisprudence on 

public law (section 13.4.2.1) and civility in conduct of government agents (13.4.2.1 and 13.4.3). 

However, one needs to be aware that ‘Rule of law is not an African word, we use the concept of 

nation building including leadership’ (A9). People empowering leadership and accountability 

includes citizen participation (A9). Opposition to rule of law as a goal mainly exists, ‘because the 

West is using it as punishment, withholding development funding, ignoring restorative justice 

principles, these should work side by side’ (A9) Moreover, ‘Diversity is broader than culture 

(SDG 4.7): It involves respect to different value systems and building ownership and mutual 

respect and interest in results between development partners’ (A9). 

‘Excluding Ubuntu is not just excluding a word, but a people who subscribe to that philosophy’ (A13).  

Figure 6.2 Wheel of Development including Ubuntu 
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Specific relations with the SDGs will be summarized in Chapter 9. Figure 6.2 shows Ubuntu influencing 

the MDG/SDG clusters. Combining this with the earlier figure proposed in Chapter 4), this results in the 

following model of Sustainable Development Goals including Ubuntu, see Figure 6.3. In terms of the 

three components of sustainable development Ubuntu prioritizes the social as anchoring principle 

(preferred order: Social, ecological, economic), whilst including People First good governance policies 

and expanding the notion of People to former and future generations.  

 

Figure 6.3 Ubuntu and SDGs 
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6.5 Ubuntu and the interim constitution 
 

CHAPTER 15 

GENERAL AND TRANSITIONAL PROVISIONS 

 

251 Short title and commencement 

National Unity and Reconciliation 

This Constitution provides a historic bridge between the past of a deeply divided society characterized by 

strife, conflict, untold suffering and injustice, and a future founded on the recognition of human rights, 

democracy and peaceful co-existence and development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective 

of color, race, class, belief or sex. The pursuit of national unity, the well-being of all South African citizens 

and peace require reconciliation between the people of South Africa and the reconstruction of society. 

The adoption of this Constitution lays the secure foundation for the people of South Africa to transcend 

the divisions and strife of the past, which generated gross violations of human rights, the transgression 

of humanitarian principles in violent conflicts and a legacy of hatred, fear, guilt and revenge. 

These can now be addressed on the basis that there is a need for understanding, but not for vengeance, 

a need for reparation, but not for retaliation, a need for Ubuntu, but not for victimisation. 

In order to advance such reconciliation and reconstruction, amnesty shall be granted in respect of acts, 

omissions and offences associated with political objectives and committed in the course of the conflicts 

of the past. To this end, Parliament under this Constitution shall adopt a law determining a firm cut-off 

date, which shall be a date after 8 October 1990 and before 6 December 1993, and providing for the 

mechanisms, criteria and procedures, including tribunals, if any, through which such amnesty shall be 

dealt with at any time after the law has been passed. 

Source: http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/constitution-republic-South Africa-act-200-1993 

 

 

 

http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution/constitution-republic-south-africa-act-200-1993
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7 Buen Vivir theory of Ecuador 
 

For Qhatir Qullo Qullo (Aymara for Andes): the mountain that is illuminated (by sunrise and sunset and 

spirit) 

Para los pueblos indígenas la vida surge y se desarrolla gracias a la bondad de la 

madre tierra y sin ella no es posible nuestro futuro.  

Congreso de los Pueblos Indígenas de la Organización National Indigena de Colombia, 2007. 

 

This Chapter summarizes the more detailed case study presented in Annex 14 

 

 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Indigenous Latin America; © D.E. van Norren 
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7.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to explain and analyze the Buen Vivir theory of Ecuador. It does so by using critical 

realist tools such as undertaking an interdisciplinary study (philosophy, law, economy); language analysis 

(in analyzing the word Sumak Kawsay and its different formulations); discourse analysis (from the point 

of view of power to reveal assumptions in criticism towards Sumak Kawsay and the hidden power 

dynamics); awareness of power asymmetries and socialization processes (among the UN members 

adopting a priori a new goal framework in the SDG negotiations derived from the earlier MDGs, 

conforming to the known UN standards and accepted academic language); thus suggesting ideological 

boundaries of participation interwoven with (academic) knowledge systems (meaning that frameworks 

of Other worldviews may have been underrepresented in the negotiations).  

7.1.1 Philosophy of Buen Vivir 

 

Buen vivir is derived from the indigenous concept of Sumak Kawsay, living well (or living in plenitude), 

of the Quecha people living in Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile, Colombia and Argentina. Three different 

schools exist: (a) The purist, spiritual, ‘pachamamism’ of indigenous speaking solely of Sumak Kawsay 

(rejecting its modern Spanish variant Buen Vivir); (b) the ecological postmodernism of intellectuals 

including Western thinkers; and (c) the bio-socialist statism of neo-marxists and the state (in Ecuador 

the political project of the Movimienta Allianza País, of Rafael Correa) (Hidalgo-Capitán and Cubillo-

Guevara 2014). Some add to this (d) Christian religious inspired Buen Vivir and (e) international UNDP 

variants of Buen Vivir (E17, E31). Proponents stress that Buen Vivir has pluralistic meanings for which 

permanent dialogue is needed. It aims to be transformational (‘Pachakuti’) in renewing and rebalancing 

the world.  

 

Sumak Kawsay can be summed up in four principles: Integrality (overarching principle), relationality 

(equivalence and co-relation), complementarity (duality) and reciprocity (pragmatic exchange) (Fitz-

Henry 2012, 269, Acosta and Martinez 2011; Walsh 2011; E28); its metaphysical dimension is 

represented in the Andean cross (Chakana). Living well is living in harmony with, and not at the cost of, 

others or nature and in balance between spiritual and material wealth. It extolls 7 virtues including 

comprehension, inner strength, ability to envision the future, compassion, balanced conduct, 

perseverance (‘Runa’) through connecting with nature and communal learning (‘Yachachina’) 

(Waldmüller 2014). Its political tenets are the recognition of diversity, community, equality, duties in 

solidarity, dependence on nature, cooperation, right to work and leisure (contemplation), reinstating 

public goods, participatory democracy, and culture as a public good (GoE 2009). It embraces a horizontal 

co-existence with nature (no subject-object distinction between human and nature); social justice and 

multicultural respect (Jiménez 2011). The environmental philosophy embraces biocentrism, life 

centered around Mother Earth, which is expressed in the (constitutional) rights of nature (originating 

from environmental agencies in the USA) (Arsel 2012; Cullinan 2014; Akchurin 2015). The socio-

economic philosophy departs from complementariness and redistribution, sufficiency, work as duty and 

right, service rather than profit, cooperation and reciprocity; individual and communal work, and the 

collective ownership of natural resources (Ramos Arauco 2008). The traditional society embraces 
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various forms of ownership (centred around the ‘ayllu’ or community property). The government strives 

at ‘structural economic transformation’ such as combatting tax evasion, restructuring the financial 

system, food and energy sovereignty and public investments for basic needs (GoE 2013, 110). Interviews 

demonstrate that it is a living philosophy, though many experience a gap between the government 

modernist/development oriented interpretation and its origin: ‘For indigenous people it is the pillar of 

how they are supposed to live. It’s about how they relate to nature, how you relate to others, it is 

complementarity, reciprocity and harmony. Complementarity means we are necessary as one for the 

other and reciprocity means we mutually help each other. Mother earth gives us life and we have to be 

grateful for it; how we express that is in taking care of her and feeding her back and making her pretty’ 

(E10). 

 

Aspects of the concept of Sumak Kawsay have resonance in many indigenous cultures of North and 

South America, partly going back to the Inca civilization and its integrated road (and spiritual) system 

Qhapac Ñan (UNESCO World Heritage). It is present for the (Bolivian) Aymara, Chiquitano, Cambas, 

Guaraní, (Ecuadorian) Shuar, (Chilean) Mapuches, (Panamese) Kuna, (Surinamese) Wayana, 

(Guatamalan) Maya, (Mexican) Zapatistas, (Brazilian) Kayapo, but also the (North American) Seneca, 

Hopi, Navajo, Dakota (Gudynas 2011; Ramos Aurauco 2008; Boven 2006; Thomson 2011; WCIP post-

2015 panel; E40) (Sams 1993; Indigenous Elders and Medicine Peoples Council 201; E5, E37). Costa Rica 

embraced very progressive environmental policies and Colombia adopted an indigenous millennium 

development report. It centers around mother earth, harmony and ‘the original laws’ of native 

Americans (UNDP Colombia 2013). The ‘dream of Good living is shared by all the originary peoples of 

Abya Yala’ (Bremer 2014, 54). 

7.1.2 Merits and criticism 

On the positive side, scholars see Buen Vivir as counteracting the economic growth paradigm, but being 

neither capitalist nor socialist; as recognizing the intrinsic value of nature, concurring with deep ecology, 

which promotes leadership responsibility for seven generations to come; contributing to the 

decolonization of knowledge, ethics and interculturality, while incorporating the non-material 

dimension of emotion and spirit with the potential for restructuring the content of law and economy. 

The proponents adhering to the above three schools of thought are: (1) Albó, Rengrifo, Chancoso, 

Choquehanca, Davalos, Huanacuni, Pacari, Lajo, Medina, Macas, Maldonado, Oviedo, Simbaña Viteri, 

Yampara; (2) Acosta, Aguinaga, Boff, Escobar, Esteva, Carpio, Gudynas, Lang, Lander, León , Prada, Vega, 

Svampa, Tortosa, Quijano, Quintero, Quirola; and (3) Borón, Coraggio, Harnecker, Houtart, García-

Linera, Ramírez, Páez, Patiño, Pomar, Santos, SENPLADES (as quoted by Hidalgo-Capitán and Cubillo-

Guevara 2014. 

 

On the negative side, critics mostly from the West argue that Buen Vivir lacks homogeneity, mixes up 

Sumak Kawsay and Western human development, while Sumak Kawsay does not recognize a notion of 

development; it has been imposed on non-indigenous citizens and consists of a noble savage 

romantization and essentialism, while implementation has failed; it embraces degrowth, which may 

imply no poverty alleviation for the poor. There is some contradiction in the literature as some see it as 

a communist discourse (and therefore as developmentalist and materialist), whereas communists see it 
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as an anti-communist storyline lacking the dialectical power struggle (e.g. Viola-Recasens 2014; Alonso-

González and Macías-Válquez 2015, Ediciones MASAS 2009; Stefanoni, 2010; Sanchez-Parga, 2011, 

Bretón de Zaldívar 2013; Spedding 2010; Breton, Cortez, García 2014). All these can be counterargued 

from a postcolonialist point of view (see case study in the Annex). 

7.1.3 Implementation in law, jurisprudence and policy 

 

Buen Vivir is not an abstract theory but in Ecuador it is the basis of the Constitution of 2008. 

Its three ideological pillars are: 1) Plurinationality (intercultural respect extending into respect for 

indigenous territories, recognizing collective rights and indigenous sovereignty); 2) rights of nature; and 

3) Sumak Kawsay (as alternative for development) (Akchurin 2015). It promotes four principles including 

social and economic justice as the basis for the exercise of freedoms; participatory democratic justice; 

intergenerational justice; and transnational justice (E6). Plurinational autonomy implies control over 

access to resources (Sousa Santos 2008) which, however, remains vested in the state. It also does not 

recognize the ‘free prior informed consent (FPIC)’ principle of the UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous People (UNDRIP) (consent has been changed to consultation). The Constitution also contains 

an inherent tension between Buen Vivir with its focus on harmony with nature, reciprocity, spiral time, 

transcendental communication with earth and development (including sustainable development, human 

development, capability and classical multiculturalism) (E17). 

Bien Vivir has many innovative provisions such as regarding democracy: Customary reconciliatory 

justice, diverse forms of participatory democracy, freedom of movement (rights for migrants), and a 

focus on decentralization. In the economic sphere: food and energy sovereignty, right to social security, 

education, health, food, water, work (duty/right), housing, free time and development of personality, 

and various forms of (collective) production. Regarding the rights of nature, it suggests the right to exist, 

regenerate, restore; prevention of extinction of species; duty of citizens to protect; and the protection 

of genetic resources, biodiversity, soil, water management, urban ecology. In the cultural sphere it calls 

for the recognition of ancestral traditions, languages, law and social organization, including territories; 

intercultural education, right to cultural identity and intercultural communication/media. 

From the Constitution emanates a jurisprudence on the rights of nature, with mixed results. Negative 

decisions in the case of large mining and oil projects include the civil cases with the declaration that the 

court had no jurisdiction on judging the right of the sea in the British Petroleum Deep Horizon (BP and 

the Gulf of Mexico not being in Ecuador) and the dismissal of the Condor Mirador open-pit mining case 

(an environmental license for responsible mining and respect of protected areas were deemed to offer 

sufficient protection of nature and people). No further litigation in other mining/oil cases was pursued 

by activists out of fear of establishing negative jurisprudence by politicized courts. In the Chevron case 

of oil pollution in the Amazon, the victims have recently invoked the rights of nature, going beyond the 

violation of conventional environmental protection rules. 

Positive rulings concern smaller cases, including some contentious ones. These include civil cases and 

can be brought by litigants who do not need to prove personal damage and have led to: Environmental 

measures for pig farming; protection of trees in the Cayapas reserve, overruling the right to work, 

property and legal security for nature protection; protection of the Vilcabamba river, defeating 
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arguments of ‘development’, recognizing the precautionary principle and prevention of generational 

damages to nature; prohibition of the marine boardwalk extension, and enforcement of special 

protection of the Galapagos islands; and the protection of the paremo ecosystem and prohibition of 

reforestation. They also include criminal cases prosecuted by the state leading to: Protection of the 

condor and jaguar and prosecution of their killers who have the duty to respect nature; protection of 

the sharkfins in the Galapagos islands and prosecution of hunters by circumventing the issue of 

territorial water jurisdiction which previously hindered prosecution; protection of the soil, by prohibiting 

the further building of the Macuma Taisha road (a contentious case in which while the road building was 

allowed for oil exploration, it was later forbidden when the population opposed oil exploration and 

continued building the road by ‘minga’, collective labor, to service their village). The use of rights of 

nature is also liable to abuse to eliminate political opponents. Cases also include administrative 

measures by the state, leading to: Destruction of equipment of small scale miners; using the rights of 

nature to overrule the right to property (contentious as large scale mining is allowed); protection of 

native forests with a fine for the Secoya community for clearing forests without a permit for palm 

farming (a contentious case while the community perceives the fine as pressure to agree with oil 

extraction in their territory as well as to participate in community foresting programmes to pay the fine, 

which they oppose (Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). 

 

There is little to no jurisprudence on the legal principle of Sumak Kawsay or Buen Vivir. Mello (2015 44-

49) gives an overview of three constitutional cases in which Buen Vivir is mentioned: As a principle of 

the state on which rests all other rights, especially the social, economic and cultural rights; as an 

improvement vis-a-vis these ‘weakened’ rights, ‘centered on an improvement of living conditions that 

should not be measured in quantitative terms, but rather in qualitative terms’; and most importantly as 

requiring ‘pre-legislative consultation’ of the indigenous, and ‘recognizing interculturality and 

plurinationality’. 

As stipulated in the Constitution (Art 85), Buen Vivir is also the basis for Ecuador’s national policies 

expressed in two national plans (GoE 2009; GoE 2013) with (a) Democratic terms, a strong regulatory 

role for the State, deconcentration and decentralization; (b) Cultural space is safeguarded through 

access to (oral) history incollective and individual memories; the democratization of enjoyment of time 

and of public space; the promotion of creation, including the use of languages; free communication, 

regional cultural integration, intercultural health and education; (c) Nature’s rights are strengthened 

through knowledge and conservation, equitable access, biosecurity against genetic modification, 

sustainable consumption, pollution prevention, forest management, water management, renewable 

energy and special protection for the Amazon and the Galapagos. (d) Socio-economic equity is strived 

for through access to services especially for priority groups including migrants, social protection 

regardless of employment status, social cohesion, rural –urban equity, democratization of production 

means, economic inclusion and full decent employment with space for leisure and emotional well-being, 

as well as economic transformation (of production matrix; to achieve less dependence on natural 

resources) (GoE 2013). Criticism of implementation is wide ranged: Some argue that the economy (and 

redistribution) depends heavily on resource extraction. The plan is closer to ‘de-neoliberalisation of the 

country than to proposing an alternative form of society’ (Villalba 2013, 1435) (see further Dávalos 
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2013; Radcliffe 2012; van Teijlingen and Hoogenboom 2015; Fitz-Henry 2012; Becker 2013; Friant and 

Langmore 2015; Lalander 2014; and 22 various authors in ‘El Correismo al Desnudo’ (Quito: Montecristi 

Vive, 2013; E1, E2, E3, E4, E6, E7, E8, E10, E11, E13, E14, E15, E21, E24, E26, E27, E28, E30, E31).  

The international policy dimension of Buen Vivir expresses itself in striving for integration on the 

continent (following the Inca road trail and spiritual path, Qhapac Nan), establishing a new concept of 

sovereignty (financial, energy, food, economic), of identity (bi-national responsibility), of integration 

(through regional organizations UNASUR, CELAC and ALBA) and of global governance (responsive to 

people rather than the transnational private sector). In line with independence thinking, there is no 

mention of ‘donors’ in national plans, but its flagship policy of Yasuni-ITT aiming at keeping oil 

underground to protect the Amazon forests, if compensated internationally, failed dismally. Harmony 

with nature was promoted through several UN Resolutions (see harmony with nature website) and an 

International Mother Earth Day (22 April). 

Ecuador was part of the Open Working Group negotiations on the SDGs and actively promoted (third 

school) Buen Vivir, drawing attention to: the reunion of relations of society - economy - nature, ‘good 

life’ (Buen Vivir); the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Nature; a new financial architecture; a new 

metric measuring multidimensional poverty; incorporating culture as the fourth pillar of sustainable 

development; new ways to produce, consume and organize life and living; respecting regional, national 

and local particularities; ownership of non-renewable resources by the state; public investment as 

productive and redistributive instrument; energy sovereignty; inequality and redistribution of income; 

tax policy increasing social security coverage; eliminating labor outsourcing (reducing job insecurity); 

and the generation of capabilities and increased access to education’ (OWG Republic of Ecuador 2013). 

The troika of Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina stressed principles of equity, social inclusion and the 

realization of socio-economic rights, especially health, education, food and work as well as 

environmental care. Furthermore, the prevention of securitization and privatization of water, water 

access and usage for food which should be in harmony with the common good and mother earth; the 

need for community participation and consensus; full employment as a social right, including 

recognition of domestic work and participation of vulnerable people and prevention of (gender) 

exploitation; intercultural and mother earth and ICT education; and the intrinsic foundational value of 

culture, including ancestral wisdom are seen as key issues. They called for universal, free, fair, 

comprehensive intercultural health care, including traditional medicine and the participation of the ill 

and disabled (OWG Troika 2013a-c). Ecuador aligned with the G77+China in these positions.  

Indigenous people issued their own statements (OWG IPMG 2013, 2014a-b) focusing on culture as the 

fourth pillar of sustainable development; ensuring a holistic, identity and culturally sensitive approach 

and differential development; recognition of collective rights; local territorial management with local 

economies; recognition of UNDRIP and the participation of IP in the implementation of SDGs (all not 

reflected in the goals).  

7.2 Reconstruction of law and economy leading to SDG recommendations 
The following conclusion emphasizes the aspects of deconstruction of current legal and economic 

theory using the TWAIL methodology, the reconstructive concepts that would re-think the system, and 
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the implications this could have for policy in the MDG/SDG clusters. Chapter 9 gives the summary 

conclusions with comments on all the separate 17 goals of the SDGs as well as a comparison with 

Happiness and Ubuntu regarding criticism on underlying philosophy, goal framework and specific goals. 

The following conclusions on the reconstruction of the law can be drawn from Buen Vivir philosophy: 

 Right (respect) of mother earth as chief principle of law.  

 Nature limitation of people’s rights and property right (especially of the Earth); the natural 

world has been seen as legal property thus far (Fitz-Henry 2012, 265; see Esmaraldas small 

mining case on private property destruction to protect nature; 14.4.2). 

 Wider concept of dignity including nature: This goes beyond the civil political rights 

prioritization of the liberal democracy tradition and the socio-economic rights prioritization in 

the Marxist tradition (Sousa Santos 2008) to include the inherent dignity of nature and its rights 

and collective rights and a conception of human dignity that adds a wider circle of reciprocity of 

duties and rights and a relational dimension (Gianolla 2013, 64). Embracing intercultural human 

rights requires a less instrumental ‘rights’ approach, focusing more on the human, ‘the co-

presence narrative, storytelling and human dialogue’ (Gianolla 2013, 68), not a mere 

conceptualization of other cosmologies into (conventional) rights. 

 Freedom as reciprocity and right to live as part of nature. Reciprocity with nature sets humans 

free; exploitation of earth, and rights are centered around humans within modernity and imply a 

lack of reciprocity. Moreover, rights of nature are ‘multidisciplinary’ involving geography and 

culture, ‘multicultural’ involving dialogue with and among indigenous peoples ‘and combines 

material aspects (of life), human needs - which are also spiritual - and natural things’ (E8). 

‘Development is not important, what is important is well-being or life. Sustainable life!’ (E8) 

‘Conservation is the dissociation of human rights, social rights and nature rights’ (E8). 

 Recognizing the rights of the spirits.76 ‘Nature makes a reflection that if humans cannot respect 

themselves, why do you want to protect us? I don’t need protection from you humans, I just 

need to be recognized’ (E15). The rights of spirits have been incorporated in the Constitution: 

‘Art 7.7 recognizes pachamama has the right to exist; that means you recognize everything that 

is part of pachamama, nature, the spirits and the cosmos. So you can also sue for that’ (E31). An 

indigenous states: ‘How to weigh the invisible? How can we do a consultation with the unseen 

beings? We need to recognize the essential role of the elders (…)’ (E35). 

 However, the legalistic concept of rights of nature are ‘not chiefly indigenous’ in origin (E13, 

E16, E20, E26), but have been accepted by the indigenous who look at nature with respect and 

reverence. ‘To give rights to nature is arrogant; nature gives to you!’ (E8). 

 People’s sovereignty including that of migrants, is focused less on territorial sovereignty and 

more on the union of the planet: ‘There are no foreigners in the world; however, government 

has put limits to citizenship’ (E1). As an indigenous person expresses: ‘We disagree with the 

                                                             
76 In India various Gods have legal personality as well as the rivers Ganges and Yamuna, as referred to in: Burgers, 
L. 2017. “Waarom je in India door een rivier voor de rechter gesleept kan worden”, Brainwash July. 
https://www.brainwash.nl/bijdrage/waarom-je-in-india-door-een-rivier-voor-de-rechter-gesleept-kan-
worden?utm_source=email  

https://www.brainwash.nl/bijdrage/waarom-je-in-india-door-een-rivier-voor-de-rechter-gesleept-kan-worden?utm_source=email
https://www.brainwash.nl/bijdrage/waarom-je-in-india-door-een-rivier-voor-de-rechter-gesleept-kan-worden?utm_source=email
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nation state, borders determining nationality; identity is based on connection with your people’s 

original birth place and culture around it’ (E5). 

 Plurinationality or the plurality of nations within the horizontal non-patriarchical state is 

expressed as follows: ‘You cannot have the one (Sumak Kawsay) without the other 

(plurinationality). It is not multiculturalism, which is recognizing diversity of cultures; it is about 

giving power to the communities, (territorial) autonomy. And this has many consequences: The 

relation of the state with (1) organizations and collectivities, (2) the people, and (3) the family. 

The state is a vertical concept; the family has also become a vertical concept, that is a 

patriarchal concept (…) we are part of a (money) system and it is not enabling us to live in 

simplexes’ (E26). 

 Multiple forms of democracy co-exist: the Constitution recognizes representative 

(parliamentary), participatory and communitarian (consensus seeking) democracy (the latter 

motivated by ‘el buen convivir’, dual authority that is complementary; Villalba 2013, 1431).  

 Individual, communal and ecological citizenship: Different understandings of citizenship have 

to co-exist in the plurinational state, the ones based on individual civil and political rights and 

the ones based on communal ownership of land and reciprocity towards nature (Deneulin 2012, 

5). The result so far has, however, been token multiculturalism (cultural rights and limited 

territorial rights) in which the ontology of Native Americans cannot be practiced in economic 

decision making involving resource management and macro-economic decisions (Fitz-Henry 

2012, 266). 

 Interculturality is implied in Sumak Kawsay with its notions of complementarity and reciprocity; 

its recognition in Buen Vivir is an expression of decolonization, plural nations and a need for 

interculturality. Justice asks for juridical pluralism in order to remedy ‘what has been negated’ 

(Walsh 2009, 81). ‘It’s the diatopic hermeneutic of Sousa Santos finding the common 

denominator in e.g. what is dignity for you in Europe and in Sumak Kawsay’ (E7). 

 Juridical pluralism, includes a recognition of customary law with the community as judges, oral 

justice, and principles of harmony and healing through purification, public apologies, and 

community service as reparation. ‘If you commit an offence to one person, you commit it to the 

whole community’(E20, E21). ‘It is a more restorative system, if someone does damage to 

another we see that person as a spiritually sick (...) we will try to heal the person’ (E25).  Many 

stress speed and low costs of indigenous justice (E20, E28, E32). ‘It is justice made with the 

other’(E21). 

 It emphasizes social rights without jeopardizing the indivisibility of rights. It places the common 

good over and above the interests of individuals (GoE 2013, 26). 

 Collective rights and duties; free prior and informed consent; Buen Vivir solidifies third 

generation solidarity rights (such as, to development and self-determination) (Friant and 

Langmore 2015) (13.7.1), but extends beyond that. One could say these rights are incorporated 

in the larger concept of Buen Vivir.  

 Judges as instrumental in establishing law and as ‘creators of constitutional values and 

principles’ (Government of Ecuador 2013, 26 quoting Montaña 2011, 83). In a few cases judges 
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did bring in the rights of nature themselves, but overall the courts are influenced by the 

polarized domestic situation (14.4.2). 

The following conclusions on reconstruction of the economy can be drawn from Buen Vivir philosophy: 

 Human beings are central (as expressed in art. 283 of the Ecuadorian Constitution) and come 

before capital and this requires doing away with economies based on financial speculation (E1; 

Acosta 2015). To some: ‘Money fails us, we don’t need it, we need exchange’ (E28). That means 

reciprocity. Reproduction of life as the main aim of the economy recognizing the intertwinement 

of production with reproduction (Villalba 2013, 1432). 

 Community is the basis for life, consisting of all forms of life that surround us, with individuality 

expressed as complementary individuals coexisting with other life forms peacefully (Villalba 

2013, 1431); ‘An equilibrium is needed between individual, family and community’(E13). 

‘Recognize multiple forms of family; the family is the basis of society; homosexual, single parent 

and the extended family in indigenous communities’ (E1). 

 Nature cannot be appropriated and commodified and privatized. It is part of the ‘commons’; 

rights and intrinsic values of nature are recognized (E1; Acosta 2015). Departing from the 

mainstream sustainability paradigm that accepts ecosystem services as an economic valuation 

of nature and replacing it with rights of nature (services versus rights; commodification versus 

de-commodification (Fitz-Henry 2012, 275). ‘It is about a special equilibrium between society 

and nature which is austerity’ (E33). Living with pachamama, that includes a living spiritual 

universe, as opposed to an objectified material world (Villalba 2013, 1430). 

 Buen Vivir reformulates, or even does away, with the concept of sustainable development, 

making culture, nature and life central. ‘Most people focus on economic aspect of well-being; 

reformulating the economy means a shift of focus on natural wealth and cultural wealth as 

much as economic. People in my community value social bonds, that is true wealth, but due to 

the government buen vivir program they are now becoming more materialistic. It is all about 

what is wealth and how do you perceive it: Fresh air, clean water is as important as material 

wealth’ (E4). 

 It includes a solidarity economy based on the principle of harmony and reciprocity, recognizing 

that everything is dependent on everything else and all should benefit the community (E1, E30; 

Acosta 2015). ‘Production is collective and no one is in need; instead of competition we have 

solidarity, we live WITH the earth not FROM the earth’ (E28). Equality of all living beings is an 

important notion. 

 It considers work as happiness: Work is reciprocal and a source of satisfaction throughout life; it 

is both creative and recreational and contributes to flourishing within the community (Villalba 

2013, 1413). When it is linked to the soil it inspires humbleness and understanding for life. 

 It advocates the centrality of (productive and reproductive) work to measure the economy 

(Villalba 2013, 1432). ‘The mode of production must be focused on work, and not based 

exclusively on the State’s property of the means of production, as real socialism proposed, but 

on a mixed property regime where regulated private property, public property, community 

property, and collective associative (co-operative) forms of property coexist. This means 
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transiting from an economy of greed to an economy of altruistic solidarity. Being socially 

efficient means to compete through sharing, and to generate private wealth, but within a 

system marked by solidarity, reciprocity and social justice (De Sousa Santos, 2007)’ (GoE 2009, 

22). 

 It strives towards de-growth and post- structuralism: Liberation from the growth paradigm; (E1, 

E6, E8): ‘The principle is that you take as much as you need and you do not accumulate, not 

strive to become richer. You do have to have some extras, but only to secure the well-being of 

the whole community’ (E10, E25). Living well instead of living better implies living in harmony 

and reciprocity, contrary to competition and profiteering (Villalba 2013, 1431). 

 It calls for redistribution of wealth and income (E1; Acosta 2015) as ‘It should be for the benefit 

of all, not only a few’ (E23, farmer). ‘Sharing … quality of life, spirituality, happiness and 

equilibrium’ (E34). 

 It advocates decentralization of production, not in large firms, but recuperating local small scale 

food production; and autonomy of communities (contrary to import substitution within 

mainstream economy which benefited local elites) (E1; Acosta 2015). ‘I prefer to keep eating 

from the tree to the pot and not feed myself with products from the market that are processed 

and meat that has a lot of hormones in it’ (E10). ‘The community has to have sovereignty in 

access to resources and control to the things you need for life’ (E8). Restoration of local 

technologies derived from traditions (E1; Acosta 2015); ‘Schumacher wrote Small is Beautiful; it 

means to keep economies at local level, benefit the local community first’ (E4). 

 It lays emphasis on energy and food sovereignty (E1; Acosta 2015).  

 It encourages active popular participation through a new form of ‘indigenous’, direct, 

deliberative democracy: Having a discussion until consensus is reached, like in the ‘ayllu’; a 

rethinking of traditional political parties; (E1) (Acosta 2015). ‘We are protesting the vertical 

state, the corporatization of the state’ (E15). 

 It moves beyond socialism, whereby emancipation of labor and nature in an altogether different 

non-capitalist system is envisioned (E1) (Acosta 2015). 

 It pleads for community markets whose purpose is to serve the local community; and is only 

global in so far as necessary, while diversifying exports (so that they do not depend on one 

market); and advocates mainly national finances, ending classical ‘market fetishism’ (E1) (Acosta 

2015). Buen Vivir can be seen as a local specificity of the global commons which implies limiting 

its applicability, but commons can also be seen as a constituent feature of Buen Vivir, practicing 

a way of life and belief, redefining what should be commons (Belotti 2014), which can give it 

universal value. 

 It strives for a post-extractivist economy (which both intellectuals and the government strive at) 

with gradual reduction of fossil fuels and mining; abolishing all products that use more energy 

than they produce (when recycled); lessening of packaging material and waste; ending of mono-

culture agriculture (E1) (Acosta 2015). 

 It believes in reunion of political and economic spheres and markets based on use values, not 

exchange values (Dávalos 2008b, quoted by Waldmüller 2014, 8). 
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 It calls for getting away from the claims of scientific progress and all separations and reductions 

created by the civilizing paradigm (Oviedo 2011 quoted by Waldmüller 2014). 

 Buen Vivir expands capability theory in the ultimate purpose being the quality of relations 

(rather than individual outcomes), the analysis what underlying relationships are the cause of 

existing situations (in which global market relations takes an important place), the dignity of 

nature (rather than its instrumental value in anthropocentrism) (Deneulin 2012, 15), 

interdependence of all living things, a spiritual dimension and an emphasis on mutual 

responsibilities (duties towards one another in reciprocity rather than actualizing one’s own 

rights). The capability theory can be said to be extended by according agency to nature, 

departing from a ‘human-like consciousness’ of nature (Fitz-Henry 2012, 266 quoting Viveiros de 

Castro). 

 As Deneulin (2012) explains human development theories are outcome oriented, linear, 

anthropocentric, individualistic and do not question the structure of production. Buen Vivir is 

process oriented (and therefore initially did not include measurement), circular, biocentric, 

collective, reciprocal and critical of current production structures.  

7.3 Conclusion on SDGs 
Buen Vivir is a rethink of future SDG policy all together; it pleads mostly for recognition of the intrinsic 

value of nature and moving away from a goal structure all together. In a narrow sense, an example of 

how indigenous views can be incorporated in a goal structure can be found in the Colombian report 

(UNDP Colombia 2013; 14.2.7). This formulates five indigenous goals (together with its own symbolism) 

which come close to plurinationality, which is inseparable from Sumak Kawsay (Simbaña 2013 as quoted 

by Alonso-González and Macías Vázquez 2015, 5): 1) the protection of indigenous territory; 2) 

indigenous self-government; 3) the self-development of indigenous communities on the basis of 

balance, buen vivir and harmony; 4) free, prior and informed consent as a condition for developments 

on indigenous land; and 5) the ‘institutional redesign’ of the state in its relations with indigenous 

peoples (Llewelyn 2013). (For remarks on underlying philosophy and goal framework see overall 

conclusions.) Interviewees were critical of the SDGs and some (Achuar/Quecha from the Amazon) 

outright suspicious (14.6.2).  

On the SDGs as outcome, interviewees remarked the following: 

On the underlying philosophy: 

 Sumak Kawsay is a substantive alternative; not a new adjective to development like ‘sustainable’; 

 SDGs are the traditional way of seeing development as something better, as material satisfaction 

and an anthropocentric view of nature; 

 SDGs are not sufficiently bio-centric; 

 SDGs are not meeting the ‘heart’ part, too mental, we need to use our emotions to achieve 

transformation; 

 SDGs miss the communitarian idea of life and the notion of the common good;  

 SDGs are based on a traditional liberal UN framing supporting economic growth – and this is 

problematic even if the Goals themselves are socially relevant; and the  

 Cosmovision of the indigenous is not represented. 
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On the goal framework: 

 Disagreement with goals or written framework by some especially indigenous peoples and instead 

they focus on an invitation for dialogue; 

 Disagreement with the hypocrisy in the document as: ‘This is what Europeans have been doing, 

writing these texts and at the same time destroying the planet’; 

 Seeing the Goals as ‘concrete’ and fixed; the need for flexible things, things that live; 

 Missing the actions; 

 Declaring some goals unachievable/unrealistic; 

 Complaining by (some) indigenous people representatives that they have not been consulted on the 

goals by their government; and  

 Declaring the indigenous concept is holistic, versus linear SDGs. 

 
Comments were also made on the separate goals. The overall position taken towards the goals are 
polemic (with the exception of government officials), reflecting the polarized society of Ecuador. There 
is little ownership of indigenous people towards written goal schemes. 
 
The government of Ecuador has been fairly successful in promoting its values in the SDG framework 
though many aspects are not present, e.g. food and energy sovereignty, plurinationality, the notion of 
the collective or common good. The goals reflect positive Buen Vivir features as shown in the Table 
below. 
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Table 7.1 Examples of Buen Vivir in SDG report 

Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in most public SDG frameworks) 

 9. (…) ’Mother Earth’ is a common expression in a number of countries and regions. (…) It was noted that some 
countries recognize the rights of nature in the context of the promotion of sustainable development. The 
conviction was affirmed that, in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental 
needs of present and future generations, it is necessary to promote harmony with nature. The natural and cultural 
diversity of the world was acknowledged, and it was recognized that all cultures and civilizations can contribute to 
sustainable development. 

 13. In the outcome document, it was reaffirmed that there are different approaches, visions, models and tools 
available to each country, (...). 

Goals  

 2.3 By 2030, double the agricultural productivity and incomes of small-scale food producers, in particular women, 
indigenous peoples, family farmers, pastoralists and fishers, including through secure and equal access to land, 
other productive resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets and opportunities for value addition 
and non-farm employment. 

 2.5 genetic diversity of seeds (…) promote access to and fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the 
utilization of genetic resources and associated traditional knowledge. 

 3.4 ‘by 2030 (…) promote mental health and well-being’ (Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 
all at all ages). 

 4.5 equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples (…). 

 4.7 ‘By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development. 

 5.4 Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, infrastructure 
and social protection policies and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the family as 
nationally appropriate. 

 6.b Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation 
management. 

 8. Full and productive employment. 

 8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local 
culture and products. 

 12. (and 8.4) Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns. 

 12.8 By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for sustainable 
development and lifestyles in harmony with nature. 

 

General 

 Inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16). 

 Social protection SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4).  

 Equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b).. 

 Social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and SDG 17.18).  

 Equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all 
levels (16.7) and access to information (16.10) (=Batho Pele/People First). (South Africa was, however, of the 
opinion that rule of law is an enabler, not a goal).  

 Intrinsic value of work and its benefit to others (SDG 8.5 decent work and productive employment) 

 Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17). 

 Solidarity with countries with specific needs (e.g. in SDG 9a infrastructure for ‘African countries etc.’). 
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A few summary points that give direction for the reformulation of the goals are:  

 On the cluster for economy: ‘Self-sustaining and life-nurturing economy’, without growth 

(accumulation of production and consumption) paradigm, based on solidarity (Cortez and 

Wagner 2010, para 8); this is closely intertwined with its vision of gender and nature. 

Reconstructive economic principles: People jointly formulate their goals of good living (collective 

capability); human beings as central to economy; no dominance of capital or speculation over 

humans; reciprocity: development as service; ecology over economy; community including 

nature as central to life; solidarity including with the earth; work as essential to happiness, 

leisure and creativity; recognizing domestic and reproductive work; measure economy in terms 

of full employment; de-growth; redistribution of wealth and income; decentralization of 

production; energy and food sovereignty; active popular participation in decision-making; 

beyond socialism including emancipation of nature (and labor); community markets; promoting 

a post-extractivist economy; markets based on use value; getting away from the claims of 

scientific progress. 

 On the cluster for education: Unmasking the coloniality of knowledge (subordination of other 

knowledges)(Walsh 2011, 54) and making space for finding common ground for different views 

(Villalba 2013, 1433) and for intercultural education. 

 On the cluster for gender: Recognizing the concept of complementarity and conflict between 

two opposites: chacha-warmi (Vega-Ugalde 2014). Gender is not just a side subject but 

instrumental in understanding life: pachamama is the life-giving feminine principle and exists 

only with its polar opposite male principle which creates harmony (Cortez and Wagner 2010, 

para 8). Natural phenonema also have female and male attributes. ‘In indigenous traditions 

gender is not only an anthropomorphic … principle but a cosmic life embracing term’. It views 

the Western development paradigm as anthropocentric as well as androcentric and patriarchal 

(Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 8). The feminine is closer to the Creator and takes precedence 

over the masculine; therefore women deserve utmost respect as creators of new life (Clarkson 

et al. 1992, 18; Oviedo 2008). 

 On the cluster for health: Recognizing the spiritual and the importance of emotions and ‘all that 

is beyond- the-rational’ (Villalba 2013, 1431) and the need for healing at different levels. 

 On the cluster for environment: Redefining environment into ‘nature’ which is sacred with zero-

extractivism (Lalander 2014, 152) instead of environment to be exploited; nature as the 

foundation of ethics to preserve the cosmic order (Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 4); recognize 

nature’s rights and equal standing; create ecological citizenship (Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 

9). See Jurisprudence on Rights of Nature (oversight table in 8.2.6). Reconstructive legal 

principles are: Right (respect) of mother earth as chief principle of law; natural limitation of 

people’s rights and property right (of earth); wider concept of dignity including nature.  

 On the cluster for democracy/rule of law: Thinking of democracy from the feminine (horizontal) 

principle of reciprocity and collectivity. This means participatory democracy devoid of 

patriarchal domination by exploitation of a) others, b) nature c) women d) ethnicity - ‘a 

democratic co-existence among themselves in harmony with nature’- (Cortez and Wagner 2010, 

para 9), stressing autonomy and diversity (plurinationality as self-determination). Reconstructive 
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legal principles are: people’s sovereignty (including migrants), not territorial sovereignty, union 

of the planet, identity based on birthplace and culture; plurinationality (plurality of nations 

within the horizontal non-patriarchical state); multiple forms of democracy (communitarian, 

participatory, representative, consensus seeking: ‘convivir’); individual, communal and 

ecological citizenship; interculturality; juridical pluralism (including customary law: community 

as judges; oral justice; principles of harmony and healing: purification, public apologies, 

community service as reparation); collective rights and duties; free prior and informed consent; 

judges as instrumental in establishing law; freedom as reciprocity and right to live as part of 

nature; recognizing rights of the spirits. 

 On the cluster for peace: Restoring harmony in the community taking primacy over punitive 

justice; recognizing both the victim and victimizer perspective and viewing the individual’s 

problem as the community’s problem , in other words the whole community has failed when a 

crime is committed (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015; Ávila-Santamaría 2012; 14.4.2.6).  

 On the cluster for global partnership: Recognizing partnership with the Earth as first principle. 

 Suspicion of the SDGs is clear in statements such as: (The Quecha from highlands): ‘All of these 

are important but the concept is a traditional liberal UN one...supporting economic growth’ 

(E17). ‘This is not Sumak Kawsay, we want an alternative to development not a new 

development model, we want to simplify life (…). Sustainable development is the exploitation of 

nature which is still based on a division between nature, non-humans and human beings’ (E26). 

‘Our concept is holistic, this is linear. The West fractures knowledge, we integrate, they have 

science, we have wisdom’ (E28). ‘This is what Europeans have been doing, writings these texts 

and at the same time destroying the planet’ (E15). ‘This paper is just to justify that these people 

are paid for doing this’ (E28). ‘This is an utopia (...) not useful, because it doesn’t say how to do 

it. This is mental masturbation’ (E33). 

 

Figure 7.1 Buen Vivir influencing MDG/SDG clusters 
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Specific relations with the SDGs will be summarized in Chapter 9. Figure 7.1 shows Buen Vivir influencing 

the MDG/SDG clusters. Figure 7.2 visualizes how the SDG goal structure can be related to Buen Vivir. 

The latter represents the three dimensional relationship with the earth (planet). In terms of the 

definition of sustainable development Buen Vivir prioritizes the ecological (preferred order: Ecological, 

social, economic), whilst including culture as the fourth pillar. 

Figure 7.2 Buen Vivir and SDGs 
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For Willem (‘will and protection’) 

 

‘Behind every growth figure are the tales of the people and the tale of nature. If these tales are positive 

we can welcome growth.’ (Max-Neef 2001, quoted by Acosta 2015, 158)  
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8.1 Introduction 
This Chapter answers the subquestion of the main research question, namely comparing the three ‘non-

Western’ philosophies (in philosophy, law, implementation) through the lens of TWAIL analysis (de- and 

reconstructing legal and development theory), to establish how the three ‘non-Western’ well-being 

theories of Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir did and can contribute to the (formulation and 

operationalization) of the SDGs and future development agenda’s?  

 

The following paragraphs explore some of the similarities (8.2) and differences (8.3) between the three 

worldviews. This description is non-exhaustive. It follows the casestudy outline77: General philosophy 

(8.2.1; 8.2.2; 8.2.3), democratic and legal principles (8.2.4; 8.2.5; 8.2.6) 78 economic-ecological principles 

(8.2.7; 8.2.8; 8.2.9)79, culture at the heart of development (8.2.10), resonance in the region (8.2.11) and 

comparable general criticism versus merits (8.2.12). Differences follow the same order: General (8.3.1; 

8.3.2), policy formats (8.3.3), constitutional embedding and jurisprudence (8.3.4) economic-ecological 

issues (8.3.5; 8.3.6) culture (8.3.7) and lastly foreign policy (8.3.8). It then describes the identified 

implementation issues in comparative perspective (8.4). It explores some of the similarities with current 

theories (8.5). It then applies this to the SDGs in Chapter 9 which ends with concluding remarks on 

future culturally inspired ‘goals’ or rather well-being philosophies (0).  

 

The literature gives ample justifications why other worldviews claim a place in the debate: 

 

In the words of the former Bhutanese Prime Minister: ‘The [GDP-based] system has depleted resources, 

degraded ecosystem services, accelerated greenhouse gas emissions, diminished biodiversity, and now 

threatens the survival of humans and other species. It has created yawning inequities, and is generating 

global economic insecurity, indebtedness, instability and conflict… we have never had greater 

knowledge, technical capacity, material abundance and productive potential to create a sane economic 

order’ (RGoB 2012, 9).  

 

From South Africa it is remarked ‘that each culture had grasped only part of the universal truth’; ‘an 

additional reason to engage in cross-cultural comparison (…) because it could help us establish whether 

morality is universal or not’. Therefore ‘Ubuntu (…) is a serious competitor to other moral theories in 

English speaking philosophies’ (Metz 2007, 26). ‘Euro-American thinkers have a tendency of rejecting or 

negating cultural realities that they do not understand or cannot be proven using Western conventions’ 

(Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata, 2014, 261). 

 

From Latin America: ‘Different members of humankind are still insufficiently able to understand one 

another from a conceptual point of view and be related in diversity’ (Jiménez 2011, 4). Therefore it is 

needed to come to ‘epistemological and ethical decolonization to retrieve in a useful way the cultural 

heritages of the peoples of the world’ (Jiménez 2011, 3). ‘ (…) giving our original peoples their place as 

                                                             
77

 In slightly different order 
78 Referring to para’s on legislation and jurisprudence as well as legal deconstruction 
79 Referring to para’s on executive implementation as well as economic deconstruction 
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an ‘other’, different generator of legitimate and useful knowledge, in essential horizontal dialog with 

modern Western knowledge (…) beyond the traps of universalism and denial on the one hand, and 

those of idealism and justification on the other’ (Jiménez 2011, 6). 

 

In general Tronto remarks: ‘As smart as our philosophers are, they have not been able to prescribe a 

moral theory that solves contemporary moral problems [...] the need to face a rich philosophical 

tradition about justice that [...] cannot alter conditions of remarkable social injustice, domestically or 

globally’ (Tronto 1993, 152). 

8.2 Similarities between Happiness, Ubuntu, Buen Vivir  
The following paragraphs describe similarities between worldviews. It is possible to critique these 

similarities (or differences) as there are so many variations in culture. However, as explained in Annex 

15 on the Wheel of Values some general patterns may be distinguishable (the general is contained in the 

specific and the specific in the general). 

8.2.1 Cosmic unity and harmony (as basis for justice) 

All three worldviews take cosmic unity, harmony and interdependence as a given (see 12.2.2; 13.2.1; 

14.2.2). This has implications for notions of peace and justice, that should restore harmony (see 8.2.6). 

The forces of yin (feminine) and yang (masculine), ntu (life force) and ubu (abstract patterns), awca 

(positive force) and sami (opposing force) feature in all three traditions. They meet respectively in Yin-

Yang, Ubu-ntu and Tinkuy. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

All three philosophies derive from this cosmic unity a sense of an expanded community (that reaches 

into ancestral and future lives and includes nature) and absence of the hierarchy of living beings. From 

this is also derived a notion of equality (though in practice with graded scales, see 8.3.5).  

 

Buddhism formulates this in reincarnation and the law of karma; one’s present actions have 

consequences for one’s future life. One is therefore immediately concerned for future generations as 

one will invariably be part of it, unless one escapes ‘samsara’ through Nirvana. Part of reaching 

enlightenment is remembering one’s past lives; therefore reintegrating past and future lives into the 

present as a fully aware being brings salvation. This ‘supports the idea that the cosmos is ethically in 

ntu 

Ubu 

Figure 8.1 Meeting of opposing cosmic forces: Feminine (dark) – masculine (light)/life force-life 
patterns 

    Yin-yang  Tinkuy  Ubuntu (author’s design): ntu=life force/ubu=abstract being  
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balance and that there is justice’80. ‘There is the assumption that lives which are lived wrongly result in 

painful afterlives, and painful subsequent incarnation (…). On the positive side of the justice equation, 

no kind or compassionate act is ever lost, but the results of such action follows the individual through 

his or her deaths and rebirths’81 (the Jivamala-conclusion; Dalai Lama 2011).82 ‘(...) arguments are based 

on the idea that the nature of the mind, its clarity and awareness, must have clarity and awareness as its 

substantial cause. It cannot have any other entity such as an inanimate object as its substantial cause’ 

(Dalai Lama 2011). 

 

One can draw parallels between the cycle of life (past lives-rebirth-future lives) in Asian Buddhism and 

the expanded human (Bantu) community in Africa. ‘These Bantu include human beings actually living 

(the present generation), human beings who are dead (the past generation), and human beings who are 

not yet born (the future generation). This sense of community which is not limited to those living is 

peculiar to the African way of life. In Kwesi Dickson’s words, this all-inclusive human community is a 

characteristic mark that defines African-ness (Kwesi, 1977).’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 86; Mbiti …) These life-

cycles are considered as intertwined, the living are guided by the living–dead in achieving Ubuntu and 

therefore ‘the philosophy of Ubuntu is inextricably linked to the living dead’ and African spirituality 

(Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata, 2014, 265). Though co-existence of living and living-dead is emphasized, 

there is a notion of reincarnation in African philosophy too; we transcend to heaven, but heaven is here 

on earth; there is an interdependent co-existence between the forces of life and (living-) death (Baloyi 

and Makobe-Rabothata 2014, 264-265; Ramose 1999/2005) (see also the reference to ‘ancestors within 

the earth’ in the Xolobeni mining case, see 13.4.3 ‘Nothing in creation is ever lost even when it decays, 

withers away and is no longer discernible by our visible senses. Instead, it is transmuted into another 

form or function such that existence continuously replenishes itself. This is why reincarnation is an 

accepted fact in African (…) traditions’ (Adofo 2016, 3). In African philosophy, maintaining and achieving 

harmony is of utmost importance and that is done through ‘peace’ which in turn is obtained through 

justice (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata, 2014, citing Ramose). 

 

Sumak Kawsay departs from ‘a primordial understanding of oneness, connectedness and animacy’ 

(Waldmüller 2014, 5). This implicates unity with nature (see 8.3.5). Reincarnation extends mainly to 

nature: ‘People don’t bury the dead, they plant them in the earth. Life is transcending, you don’t die, 

you go to the superior world, our energy transforms into plants’ (E28, Quecha). ‘When we die the 

human transforms itself into animal spirits, like owls, bear, butterflies’, but ‘we don’t transform into 

someone else’ (E27, Achuar). Though some native American traditions do believe in reincarnation into 

another human (14.2.6), the essence of the idea is that nothing is ever lost within the cosmic harmony. 

                                                             
80

The Jivamala, Necklace of Souls, A Buddhist Practice of Purification Dealing with Reincarnation (Conclusion), http://many-
lives.com/index.html 
81 The Jivamala, Necklace of Souls, A Buddhist Practice of Purification Dealing with Reincarnation (Conclusion), http://many-
lives.com/index.html 
82 ‘There are many people in the East and West, who can recall incidents and experiences from their past lives. 
Denying this is not an honest and impartial way of doing research, because it runs counter to this evidence’ The 
Dalai Lama. 2011. Reincarnation, http://www.dalailama.com/messages/statement-of-his-holiness-the-fourteenth-dalai-lama-
tenzin-gyatso-on-the-issue-of-his-reincarnation 

http://many-lives.com/index.html
http://many-lives.com/index.html
http://many-lives.com/index.html
http://many-lives.com/index.html
http://www.dalailama.com/messages/statement-of-his-holiness-the-fourteenth-dalai-lama-tenzin-gyatso-on-the-issue-of-his-reincarnation
http://www.dalailama.com/messages/statement-of-his-holiness-the-fourteenth-dalai-lama-tenzin-gyatso-on-the-issue-of-his-reincarnation
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One can draw a parallel between the concept of life force in Buddhism/Hinduism and Ubuntu. Taking 

the grammatical explanation of the word Ubuntu as beings, ‘ubu’, that are to become alive through the 

life force ‘ntu’, one wonders if there is a correlation between ‘ubu-ntu’ and the word ‘Aum’ (or ‘Om’) in 

Dharmic (Hindu/Buddhist) traditions83. Aum signifies the primordial sound of the universe, the force 

from which everything else came forth. The three letters stand for the holy trinity Brahma (creator), 

Vishnu (sustainer), Shiva (destroyer) or past, present and future; waking, dreaming, sleeping (this can be 

equalled to life-force ‘Ntu’); the silence between sounds is the substratum beyond the trinity (which 

could be equalled to the abstract signified in ‘Bu’, the implicit abstract that needs to be brought to life 

by the force).84 Oviedo (2010, 99) from Ecuador speaks of the life force as Kontixi, the spiral of the Great 

Total Conscience that comes from ‘the Great Cosmic Belly or Great Black Hole that is (…) the energetic 

base of all the cosmos’. 

 

It is not necessary to be a spiritual or religious person to identify with these beliefs. South African 

Ubuntu inspired judge Sachs: ‘I am very secular, but I’m willing to receive that gift with spiritual 

undertones, from the spiritual world, because the message is the same. Because I believe in those 

ideals. Whether you derive it from a religion, faith or from an enlightenment position, the spirit is the 

same. It’s for humanity, for human dignity, it’s believing in what humans can achieve (...)’85. 

 

The subjective worldview (one creates one’s own material and experiental world) and relational 

worldview (none is dominant over the other) contrasts with the objective worldview of the Western 

world. 

8.2.2 The creation of the world from our mind/heart: spirit before material 

All three traditions put spirit before material and articulate this in a philosophical way (see general 

philosophy in 12.2.2; 13.2.1; 14.2.2). ‘The question of whether there is an external physical reality 

independent of sentient beings' consciousness and mind has been extensively discussed by Buddhist 

thinkers. Naturally, there are divergent views on this issue among the various philosophical schools of 

thought. One such school [Cittamatra] asserts that there is no external reality, not even external objects, 

and that the material world we perceive is in essence merely a projection of our minds.’(Dalai Lama 

1991). The question then arises is what is the mind: ‘According to tantra, the ultimate nature of mind is 

essentially pure. This pristine nature is technically called ‘clear light.’ (…). In general, the mind can be 

defined as an entity that has the nature of mere experience, that is, ‘clarity and knowing.’ It is the 

knowing nature, or agency, that is called mind, and this is non-material (…) the macroscopic world of our 

physical reality can be traced back finally to an original state in which all material particles are 

condensed into what are known as ‘space particles.’ (…) the doctrine of karma (...) provides an 

                                                             
83 According to the Mandukya Upanishad (Indian philosophy), ‘Om is the one eternal syllable of which all that exists 
is but the development. The past, the present, and the future are all included in this one sound, and all that exists 
beyond the three forms of time is also implied in it.’ http://hinduism.about.com/od/omaum/a/meaningofom.htm 
84

 http://www.religionfacts.com/hinduism/symbols/aum.htm  
85 Interview on Dutch television, NPO, 5 July 2015, video on http://www.nieuwwij.nl/nieuws/albie-sachs-in-de-
nieuwe-wereld/ 

http://hinduism.about.com/od/omaum/a/meaningofom.htm
http://www.religionfacts.com/hinduism/symbols/aum.htm
http://www.nieuwwij.nl/nieuws/albie-sachs-in-de-nieuwe-wereld/
http://www.nieuwwij.nl/nieuws/albie-sachs-in-de-nieuwe-wereld/
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explanation as to how these inanimate space particles evolve into various manifestations’ (Dalai Lama 

1991).  

 

The creation of the world from our mind as (certain) Buddhists posit (see below, 8.3.2), finds a slightly 

different expression in America’s indigenous traditions in the understanding that ‘everything on the 

planets was created by the inner human world of images within the heart and the interaction with Great 

Spirit. Almost all indigenous people know this as a fact of life’ (Melchizedek 2008; 14.2.4). Here we find a 

distinction between thinking from the mind and thinking from the heart (see Annex 15 on the Wheel of 

Values. Essentially though both concepts speak of humans creating their own world, the material 

following from the spirit rather than the reverse. Asked about this, the Achuar responded: ‘We don’t 

talk about the beginnings of creation, we have always been here. We believe in the three worlds’ 

(superior, interior and present worlds) (E27). Thus interaction of forces of the conscious, subconscious 

and supraconscious (Oviedo 2008, 104) create reality. The Achuar, however, explained that the human is 

not above other life, so the idea that the human mind creates reality to them appeared arrogant. A 

Bhutanese, however, remarked that the mind in Buddhism also includes the mind of everything alive 

(B43), since it is derived from the principle of dependent origination (‘nothing comes into existence 

uncaused’, Dalai Lama, 1991).  

With regard to African thought, one can raise the question that if we exist only through others, what are 

we? ‘African philosophers usually answer this question through the concept of ‘seriti’ (...) which means 

there is no distinction between the body and soul, both are determined in the field of life forces (…) the 

multiplicity of relationships in which a person is intelligible only in relation to social and natural 

environments.’ (Battle 2009, 116) (13.2.2). It can be broken up into ‘lots of little seritis, (...) one for the 

clan, one for the family lineage and another for the Self (...) a personal seriti/isithunzi remains a 

reflection of personal goodness and humanity’ (Boon 2007, 32). An interview reveals the following: ‘In 

Ibo (Nigeria) there is the concept of the human ‘Chi’ (soul) (...) in your being, your existence, your own 

God in you through which your life, destiny shares and succeeds with your family, community (…) 

Western Christianity teaches us this as your Soul (…)’ (A9). If Ubuntu takes interconnectedness as its 

departure point, one can pose the question to what extent this ‘chi’ exists separately, the interviewee 

answers as follows: ‘This ‘chi’ is personal, but also exists within the concept of interconnectedness (…) It 

is within the concept of witchcraft, where everything mixes. This is how the sangoma functions, nothing 

is separate, the Chi, the material, the spirit (…) (but) you can also function within that as an individual, 

that is the contradiction that you have to face. This question is the core of understanding the African 

mind’ (A9). ‘Wole Soyinka argued that the African witchcraft mind can very well function within the 

Western scientific world.86 It is science that creates the material being that is not spiritual; it pretends it 

                                                             
86 See for example: ‘Traditional religion is not only accommodating, it is liberating, and this seems logical, because 
whenever a new phenomenon impinged on the consciousness of the Yoruba - whether a historical event, a 
technological or scientific encounter - they do not bring down the barriers - close the doors. They say: Let us look 
at this phenomenon and see what we have that corresponds to it in our own tradition..’, in Wole Soyinka on 
Yoruba Religion A conversation with Ulli Beier, derived from http://yoruba.org/Magazine/Summer97/File3.htm on 
https://www.facebook.com/notes/teekay-arabambi-akin/wole-soyinka-on-yoruba-religion-a-conversation-with-
ulli-beier/390961290941168/ 

 

http://yoruba.org/Magazine/Summer97/File3.htm
https://www.facebook.com/notes/teekay-arabambi-akin/wole-soyinka-on-yoruba-religion-a-conversation-with-ulli-beier/390961290941168/
https://www.facebook.com/notes/teekay-arabambi-akin/wole-soyinka-on-yoruba-religion-a-conversation-with-ulli-beier/390961290941168/
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can replace the spiritual mind of the human being. Creation is within an illusionary world; the illusion of 

the mind, that is where the African mind works very strongly’ (A9). This answer leaves open whether the 

personal ‘chi/seriti/isithunzi’ is capable of creating or manipulating the material, but suggests it may, at 

least both influence one another. Who or what has created ubu (abstract life patterns) and where ntu 

(life force) comes from, and how seriti (the personal and communal field or aura) interacts with those, 

remains an open question.  

8.2.3 Altruism  

Relationality and altruism is essential (see general philosophy in 12.2.2; 13.2.1; 14.2.2), though 

individualism has a stronger emphasis in Buddhism (see 8.3.1). The social ethics of Buddhism can be 

described according to Prof Thurman, as transcendental individualism, non-violence, educationalism 

(life is for education) and: ‘The fourth principle (of Buddhist social ethics) is social altruism. Ancient 

Buddhism was socialistic. King Ashoka changed the model of kingship in India from a leader to a carer’ 

(Palden 2011). ‘The pursuit of happiness is intimately linked with altruism’; Venerable Matthieu Ricard 

emphasizes that selfish happiness does not exist, because ‘it’s at odds with reality; we are not separate 

entities. We need to have the sense of inter-connectedness and global responsibility’; stating that 

altruism is ‘the core of all components of happiness (…) altruism and happiness are not a luxury, they are 

a necessity’ (Government of Bhutan 2012, 39). GNH is post-modern because it incorporates non-

material and social dimensions of well-being, according to Bhutanese scholar Karma Ura (Government of 

Bhutan 2012, 40). 

 
Altruism is the essence of Ubuntu: ‘Ubuntu of the umuntu (Ubuntu bw’umuntu), that is, the humanity of 

the human being, is assessed in terms of what a person can do and be for other people to enhance their 

life’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 88-89). ‘Literarily, Umuntu-w’-Ubuntu refers to a person of humanity, a person 

of harmony, integrity, equity and one who is respectful of the world of the humans and of things. It is a 

human person as one realizes oneself as an individual person in one’s universe which includes one’s 

guiding principles, cherished values, innovating and constructive choices, self-determination, 

selfrealisation in harmony with others’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 90). Or as Ramose (1999/2005, 42) puts it: 

‘To be a human being is to affirm one’s humanity by recognising the humanity of others.’  

  

Buen Vivir centres around reciprocity between humans, nature and spirits (see 8.2.8). This is a ‘feminine 

culture’ (Oviedo 2008, 162), where all is in exchange (horizontal); ‘we live in a system of 

correspondence, of reciprocity and complementarity’; it is about harmonizing the opposites; ‘we are 

interdependent (…) inter-transdependent (…) it is about relationality (tawantin)’; without reciprocity 

there is no equilibrium (Oviedo 2008, 230-231). 

 

Altruism can be learned (according to Prof. Layard, RGoB 2012) and has an impact on (the Western idea 

of) happiness, which is both related to external factors (social bonds, income, work, economic stability) 

and internal factors (such as mental health and altruism) (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 43). Of 

psychologist Seligman’s five components of well-being three relate to altruism: Engagement, 

relationships, meaning in life (the other ones being: Positive emotion and achievement) (Royal 

Government of Bhutan 2012, 39).  
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8.2.4 Deliberative democracy and decentralization, equality 

(see executive policies; 12.4.3; 13.4.3; 14.4.3; Table 8.8 and Table 8.9 rows on decentralization, 

government service delivery, democracy and leadership) 

In all three world views decentralization is core to democracy. In Bhutan this is reasoned from an 

individual pursuit to happiness and empowerment to do so: ‘In His Majesty’s own words, this means 

that ‘destiny lies in the hands of the people’. This resonates beautifully with democracy because 

democracy, in its purest form, is the empowerment of the people. GNH requires that every citizen, to 

achieve happiness, be empowered to make the right decisions. So this becomes a collective 

responsibility’(Kuensel 2007). It is also reasoned from a historic perspective: ‘Buddha was a 

revolutionist, because [he was] against the [caste] system. He accepted members from every cast into 

the Sangha [the community]. It means that people are equal and that they should have equal 

opportunities. Every human being who has the intelligence has access to the teachings and education 

for enlightenment. His Majesty’s devolution of power is Buddhism.’ (Prof Thurman in Palden 

2011).Harmony is part of treading the middle path and political polarization opposite to that (Choden 

2015). Local ‘zomdus’ represent participation from a community perspective, where families 

(households) voted together and women had a strong role. 

 

In South Africa the ‘People First’ slogan, should also entail empowerment of people as central to 

Ubuntu, rather than people as mere recipients of service. Thus far this only involves the principle of 

consultation (Batho Pele policy, Government of SA 1997). Decentralization was introduced in the 

Constitution to promote grassroot participatory democratization, but it is said to have failed: ‘Municipal 

governance is in a state of paralysis, service delivery failure, and dysfunction. Hardly a day goes by when 

the country does not experience a service delivery protest (...).’ And despite concern and multiple 

government efforts ‘no tangible results have so far been reached to address the crisis’ (Koelble and 

Siddle 2013, 343). Democracy in Ubuntu is communitarian deliberative democracy, a ‘palaver’ in which 

discussion take place until consensus is reached; this may seem inefficient, but ensures commitment of 

all participants (Ramose 1999; Cornell and Muvangua 2012, Kimmerle 1995). Leadership is one of leader 

and people empowering each other (Ntibagirirwa 2012). ‘The King is there to serve the people; the 

power is conferred on him by the people (…) and the people can force him to step down if he 

misbehaves’ (A9). 

 

Buen Vivir aims for the most far reaching decentralization in a polycentric decentralized state with 

multiple cosmovisions, as articulated in national plans (GoE 2009). The principle of plurinationality 

stresses people’s sovereignty rather than the nation’s sovereignty (art. 1 ‘multi-national state’ and 56-60 

Constitution of Ecuador on ‘indigenous nations rights’; Sousa Santos 2008). The Constitution articulates 

it thus: ‘Sovereignty lies with the people, whose will is the basis of all authority, and it is exercised 

through public bodies using direct participatory forms of government’ (art. 1); participation in different 

levels of government and direct democracy (art. 101-107); political, administrative and financial 

autonomy (art. 238-241); decentralized autonomous governments and special systems (art. 251-259); 

participatory planning (art. 279-280). Buen Vivir includes in its Constitution communitarian democracy 

(consensus seeking); participatory democracy (all spaces where people deliberate in an informal non-

institutionalized way); representative democracy (voting; parliament) (art. 95-107). Citizenship is 
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individual, communal and ecological (art. 83 Constitution of Ecuador). The emphasis is equally on 

equality and citizen responsibility. In practice implementing these principles have proved problematic, 

mainly, but not only due to mining and oil exploration. Indigenous Elder Abel Rodriguez commenting on 

waste in the Amazon forest implicitly points at lack of autonomy as the cause: ‘Who is in charge? The 

people are not in charge. The governments are in charge, because they have money (…) money 

dominates the world. It’s a totally destructive system.’87 Buen Vivir seeks dual authority of leader and of 

people that is complementary (Villallba 2013). 

 

In all three cases these forms of democracy may be practiced at the local level, but the parliamentary 

system largely represents a Western style democracy, though minor adaptations have been made (in 

Bhutan adaptations were made by including direct election of the first chamber, a recognition for 

religion in a dual system and a place for traditional monarchy; in Ecuador by including a citizen council; 

in South Africa by including numerous government organizations promoting equality and redress, 

mentioned in Table 8.8; and in all three decentralization laws further seek to enhance democracy). It 

has, however, made rural people illiterate, their value system obsolete and replaced it by a hierarchical 

state system ‘helping’ the people with service delivery rather than reinforcing traditional arrangements 

that foster self-reliance (Wangchuk 2004; Petersen et al. 2000). 

Figure 8.2 an attempt has been made to visualize the various relationships of traditional leaders with 

their community: In (South) Africa the chief sits outside the circle of ceremony, in which the medicine 

(wo)man88 acts on his behalf, thus symbolizing his hierarchical position as part, but above the 

community (A9). Nevertheless ‘a chief is a chief by the people’ (‘inkosi yinkosi ngabantu’)89.’The land 

belongs to the people as collective, but the chief is the custodian of the land and helps with 

redistribution’ (A9). The relationship between state and traditional leaders is regulated in the 

Constitution (art. 211-212). In Bhutan the feudal system was modernized into a constitutional 

monarchy; religious and state leaders are in a hierarchical position to traditionally strong communities 

with local leaders (gups) in their midst, that have been coopted in the state system. The land belongs to 

the monarch who can dispense it to households through the Kidu (welfare) system. In indigenous 

societies the chief is often also a spiritual leader and acts as ‘primus inter pares’.90 Some uncontacted 

communities (mainly Amazon) still do not have a relationship with the state - the land belongs to the 

community. The indigenous claim plurinationality with full control over resources as territory and 

culture (way of life) are intertwined. Conflicts between the modern state and traditional societies over 

land and resources underground are similar in South Africa. In Bhutan these arise mainly over 

hydropower resources, but resistance is much less strong. 

                                                             
87 Documentary by Fernando Arias on Prince Claus Fund Laureate Abel Rodriguez, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE 
88 A distinction needs to be made between herbalists and witchdoctors, which are often combined in one powerful 
person; most often these are women. Marginalized women can use it to acquire a power position (A9). 
89 Branson, N. 2016. Land, Law and Traditional Leadership in South Africa, Africa Research Institute Briefing Note 
1604 (June), 1-4 
90

 E.g. Leon Shenandoah, Haudenosanee (Weaver, H.N. 2010. Native Americans: Oxford Bibliographies Online 
Research Guide, NY: Oxford University Press); the Inca ruler was also considered divine (though with hierarchical 
status), Ancient History Encyclopedia, Inca religion, http://www.ancient.eu/Inca_Religion/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE
http://www.ancient.eu/Inca_Religion/
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Figure 8.2 Leadership and traditional society91
 

 

8.2.5 Overarching legal principle and expanded notion of dignity and freedom 

All three philosophies have developed into an overarching legal principle (see 12.7.1, 13.7.1, 14.7.1). In 

Bhutan and Ecuador this is incorpated in their Constitutions of 2008 and in South Africa in jurisprudence 

based on legal history (its presence in the draft Constitution) (see 8.3.4 on differences). Discussions 

whether translation into rights is the right course have taken place in Ecuador. Whereas the notion of 

therights of mother earth are logical to the indigenous, at the same time legal rights are an instrument 

of the logic of the state, whereas indigenous communities often still strive at maximum autonomy to 

exercise their way of life and delivering (oral) justice (14.2.4; 14.4.2.6; 14.7.1). In South Africa more 

conservative jurists may question the extraction of a legal principle from a draft constitution, but this 

practice has broken the separation of law systems (customary versus common/Roman Dutch law), both 

recognized in the Constitution (Bennett 2011; 13.4.2.6). In Bhutan the embracing Happiness as a legal 

principle is part of a (legal) historic legacy and has broad support, though not all consequences of the 

new Constitution may have become clear yet, particularly as a potential right of nature being part of the 

guardianship (duties) of citizens (see below, 8.3.4). 

 

This overarching legal principle embraces an expanded notion of dignity and freedom, a strong sense of 

socio-economic (positive) rights as indivisible of political and civil (negative) rights, intergenerational 

justice and varying degrees of collectivity: 

In Happiness: Dignity is combining the mind (reason) and the heart (compassion) and needs to be 

viewed from the aspects of (a) karma (several lives), (b) dependent origination (no self, interrelation of 

                                                             
91 These diagrams leave aside broader governance issues such as the place of the judiciary and legislative bodies. 



8 A comparative case study analysis  

247 
 

all that is open to change), (c) compassion with Buddhahood in all living beings, (d)the path of self-

development (awakening and actualizing our dignity), and (e) being able to contribute to manifesting 

the world (through the mind) (Shiotsu 2001; Matsuoka 2005). Freedom is associated with freedom of 

the mind, from delusion (detachment from belief in the self) (Kinga 2009; Tobgye 2015), but does not 

translate in significant difference on fundamental freedoms in the Constitution; it is limited by duties 

(concept of service) (art. 8), mainly related to sovereignty, culture, nature, non-killing and reciprocity. 

The Constitution puts the generation of rights on equal footing (Tobgye 2015), but without enforceable 

collective rights (limited to secondary law); the understanding of the Buddha field of interdependence 

makes indivisibility of rights, for all sentient beings, logic. The idea of reincarnation and ‘karma’ makes 

one automatically part of future generations (protected in art. 5 nature and art. 14.5 debt sustainability) 

(12.7.1). 

 

In Ubuntu: Dignity is not rooted in reason (because it would deny dignity to those without the capacity 

of reasoning) (Cornell 2012b); it regards our beingness as related to the beingness of others (the other 

comes first) (Wewerinkee 2007); human freedom being limited and overruled by human boundedness 

as interdependence of all is seen as a simple fact of life. This implies a natural indivisibility of rights and 

an emphasis on basic necessities (water, food, air) first. As only the earth and community can ensure the 

actualization of rights, it would prioritize first humanity-as-a-whole-rights, then solidarity rights, then 

socio-economic rights, then civil and political rights (though these are equally important) (Ramose 

1999/2005), but the South African Constitution only recognizes collective rights through its respect for 

customary law. Future generations are part of the ‘bantu’ community and enshrined in the Constitution 

(art. 24.2 environment). Duties are, however, not emphasized in the Constitution and formulated as 

correlates to rights (13.7.1). 

 

Buen Vivir equally reconstructs freedom and dignity; dignity is accorded to all living beings; nature rights 

take precedence over human rights as one cannot live without mother earth; freedom also entails 

freedom as community to live with nature, and culture and nature being in permanent dialogue; it 

requires recognition of cultural diversity, interculturality and plurinationality; and (in practice half-

hearted) recognition of ‘the principle of relationality’ (14.4.1.2; 14.4.2) connecting territory with 

spirituality, culture and the form of organization of indigenous peoples. It solidifies third generation 

solidarity rights and recognizes collective rights and emphasizes social-economic rights. It recognizes the 

rights of nature and rights of spirits (living in nature) as part of pachamama (art. 7.7), but the idea of 

nature as object, expressed in the right to property, has only been limited in the penal code of 2014 (in 

certain cases to protect nature; due to the Esmeraldas mining case) (14.4.2). The Ecuadorian 

Constitution puts emphasis on specific collective and individual duties. Art 395.1 guarantees justice for 

future generations (14.7.1). 

8.2.6 Restorative justice  

As articulated above in 8.2.1 a cosmic view related to harmony leads to a specific interpretation of 

justice. Bhutan has recently adopted a Western justice system and so far not institutionalized 

indigenous principles of justice, but practices of reparation to the community were revealed in 

interviews as well as practices of mediation by senior citizens prior to going to court avoiding official 
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justice, which is considered a means of last resort (Baylis and Munro 2003, 134) (legislation 12.4.1; 

jurisprudence 12.4.2). This is traditional ‘simple justice’ based on Buddhist principles. Suspected 

criminals embrace restorative justice from a point of view of avoiding bad karma in a future life through 

confession. Here there is equally an element of purification, as understanding causality is essential on 

the path to enlightenment (8.2.1). Confessions may also help the victims to heal and facilitate 

settlement. There is, however, no evidence in jurisprudence yet of happiness as a legal principle 

breaking the barriers of ordinary justice. Table 8.1 presents Happiness jurisprudence; Table 8.2 

arguments pro and contra Buddhist inspired law. 

Table 8.1 Jurisprudence involving Happiness principle in Bhutan 

Case Happiness principles 

Government 

of Bhutan 

against 

Opposition 

Party (2011) 

 

Opposition party demanding tax measures to be passed in parliament. The government invoked the 

argument of happiness: ‘The purpose and essence of the direct and indirect taxes: 

A primary purpose of taxation is to create the enabling conditions for the pursuit of happiness by all 

Bhutanese. This is in keeping with the principles of state policy as enshrined in Article 9(7) of the 

Constitution which requires that ‘The State shall endeavour to develop and execute policies to minimize 

inequalities of income, concentration of wealth, and promote equitable distribution of public facilities 

among individuals and people living in different parts of the Kingdom’. These are also to ensure that the 

country becomes self-reliant and that its sovereignty and independence are not compromised through 

perpetuation of dependence on foreign development assistance.’  

The Supreme court did not follow this argument. 

Therefore it did not elaborate on the principle of happiness as ‘the authority of the government to impose 

tax’ was not under dispute (para 6.1). It did elaborate on democracy: ‘The Supreme Court as the guardian of 

the Constitution is deeply impressed with the paramount importance of ensuring and establishing a firm 

foundation for democracy and the functioning of the democratic institution as based on the tenets 

enshrined in the Constitution. As mentioned by His Majesty that: ‘(...).The key to success is the manner in 

which new democratic institutions learn to work in harmony, and with unity of purpose, in the interest of 

the Nation and People. If we can set this tradition in place in the first years, our democratic future will be 

forever strengthened’ (para 6). 

Sonam 

Tshering Vs. 

Office of 

Attorney 

General 

(2011) 

 

Convicted disputing punishment of tobacco smuggling with three years imprisonment on the basis of 

compassion. The court: ‘Extreme compassion would pose more harm to the justice system and may endure 

palpable threat to the society while improper sentencing will breed contempt and disproportionate 

attributes of mismatching between crime and punishment.’ The court did not want to ‘encourage legislation 

from the Bench.’ 

Sangay 

Gyaltsen 

and others 

vs Attorney 

General 

(2011)  

Convicted disputing punishment for illegal mining on the basis of compassion. Court deemed arrest, search 

and seizure lawful and stated ‘The law cannot be compassionate towards the guilt.’ This case also involves 

the separation of religion and state, as the defendant being a monk pleaded ‘the will of the people will not 

apply to religious personalities as they are not qualified to vote in the elections and are not represented in 

Parliament.’ (and pleaded ignorance of the law as a consequence). The court dismissed this: ‘The very 

essence of the electoral laws to disqualify our religious personalities from voting in election is in keeping 

with the original intent of the Constitution under Article 3, section 3 to ensure that our religious 

personalities and institutions remains separate and above politics. But this does not guarantee impunity to 

commit common law crimes’. Furthermore stipulating that invoking ‘the status of one being a monk is a 

classification against the principle of equality and effective protection of laws under our Constitution.’ 
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Case Happiness principles 

Settlements 

in criminal 

and civil law 

Simple justice, settlement based on confession with a large intermediary role of the judge (Baylis and Munro 

2003, 134). ‘Buddhist principles, while not serving any official role in the law, are not stopped at the 

courtroom door.’ ‘Rather than being an artificial structure which must be learned and imposed on society by 

specialists, the law is itself an organic expression of social (Buddhist) values, and the court an expression of 

the social will.’ ‘(…) because the legal code expresses the people’s fundamental ethical principles, the 

wrongdoer in each case should be aware of his own guilt, and will therefore often be compelled by his 

conscience to admit the wrong. This happens frequently (…) in criminal cases as well as civil (…) (which) is 

the principal basis for the resolution of so many cases through settlements without any need for judicial 

hearing (…) the Bhutanese system focuses on substantive justice rather than procedural fairness, and (…) on 

procedural simplicity (...) the appearance of new and more complicated legal problems in Bhutan is a 

source of great concern to those who believe in simple justice’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 135-136). ‘Reforms 

undertaken to advance Bhutanese law to a 21st century model add procedural and substantive flourishes 

that do not serve any purpose for the law’s domestic constituency’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 137). 

Mediation is part of Bhutanese culture: ‘If there is a problem in my family, we can call a senior citizen to 

mediate, if not we can take it to court, but that is very rare’ (B23); ‘if he can’t solve it we go to the Gup (local 

leader) or the Dhungkhag (deputy district leader, Sebastian 2015, 63)’ (B26).  

Restorative rather than punitive justice features in some conversion of sentences in religious offenses 

(12.4.2), seeking harmony and redress of those offended (though not direct rehabilitation within the 

community). GNH has so far not emphasized this element: ‘The country’s foreign-trained lawyers lost sight 

of Bhutanese community law, which emphasizes restorative justice, and negotiated settlements with 

mutually beneficial resolutions.’(Michael Peil 2015).The first law school in Bhutan to be established in 2017 

is ‘to facilitate research and to promote cultural enrichment and traditional Bhutanese values’. 

 

Table 8.2 Arguments pro and con Buddhist inspired law (reconstruction of law) 

Western: Buddhist: 

• Law is and should be based on objective rationality; religion 
is subjective. 

• Western legal systems are rooted in reason (and in the 
economic reality of ‘self-interested man’), not religion, and 
therefore universally applicable. 

• Separation of religion and state (though exceptions exist in 
the West too). 

• Principle of non-discrimination (of non-Buddhist minorities). 
• Freedom of religion: Proselytization punishable by law (Art 

7.4 of the Constitution; section 463A Penal Code) is against. 
• Human Rights and legal systems are universal. 
• Bhutan is a Buddhist theocratic constitutional state. 
• Traditional dual (religious-political) system of government 

still underlies the Constitution. 
• Gross National Happiness does not foster economic growth. 
• Happiness is subjective and cannot be measured, can 

therefore not be a goal of legal systems or policies. 

• ‘Legal code expresses the people’s fundamental 
ethical principles’ (Baylis and Munro 2003). 

• Large majority of country is Buddhist; largest minority 
adheres to Hinduism which recognizes similar 
principles. 

• More adherence to the law because internalized. 
• Separation of religion and state still guaranteed; unlike 

in the West, political parties are not allowed to have 
religious affiliations (art. 4.b Constitution), nor use 
religion for political gain (art. 15.3 Constitution), duty 
on the religious leaders, not the state, to ensure that 
religion remains separate from politics  (art. 3.3 
Constitution); religious persons are not allowed to 
vote (electoral laws). 

• Proselytization is offensive to the religious feelings of 
the Buddhist and Hindus (National Assembly of 
Bhutan). 

• Western system also rooted in religion; avoiding 
Western colonization of law system. 

• Happiness is to be understood as ‘Dewa’ in Buddhism 
and not as hedonistic happiness or pleasure=ultimate 
goal in life. 

• Restorative rather than punitive justice. 
• More confessions (based on avoiding bad karma).  
• More settlements (based on mediation by community, 

senior citizen or judge). 
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Western: Buddhist: 

• Less court cases = simple justice. 
• Integrates respect for nature as duty of citizens. 

• Converges with concepts of Modernity (material 
development of the individual and society) and (superior 
and inferior) stages of development. 

• Analogy with colonialism: Unlimited resources to be 
discovered, conquered and exploited; ranking of human 
civilizations whereby indigenous is inferior. 

• Converges with indigenous beliefs in harmony and 
balance (within oneself, with community, with nature) 
and self-sufficient survival in precarious environment, 
self-development through spirituality. 

• Postcolonial law based on equality of different cultural 
traditions. 

Consequences:  
• Dignity rooted in human reason. 
• Freedom centers around human freedom: of expression, of 

religion and from fear (civil political rights), from want 
(socio-economic rights) (Roosevelt 1941); or freedom to 
actualize ones (individual) rights and capabilities (Sen 1999). 

• Sustainable development often outside Constitution; 
environmental laws centred around human. 
 

Consequences: Reconstruction of law 
• Dignity is combining the mind (reason) and the heart 

(compassion) and needs to be viewed from the aspects 
of (a) karma (several lives) (b) dependent origination 
(no self, interrelation of all that is open to change) (c) 
compassion with Buddhahood in all living beings 
(d)the path of self-development (awakening and 
actualizing our dignity) (e) being able to contribute to 
manifesting the world (through the mind) (Shiotsu 
2001; Matsuoka 2005).  

• Freedom is associated with freedom of the mind, from 
delusion (detachment from belief in the self) (Kinga 
2009; Tobgye 2015), but does not translate in 
significant difference on fundamental freedoms in the 
Constitution; it is limited by duties (concept of service) 
(art. 8), mainly related to sovereignty, culture, nature, 
non-killing and reciprocity.  

• The Constitution puts the generation of rights on equal 
footing (Tobgye 2015), but without enforceable 
collective rights (limited to secondary law); the 
understanding of the Buddha field of interdependence 
makes indivisibility of rights, for all sentient beings, 
logic. The idea of reincarnation and ‘karma’ makes one 
automatically part of future generations (protected in 
art. 5 nature and art. 14.5 debt sustainability) (12.7.1). 

• Sustainable development is incorporated in 
Constitution. 

 

In South Africa truth and reconciliation based on Ubuntu has played a major part in putting behind the 

apartheid era. Furthermore activist judges have extended the common law into restorative justice 

principles. Jurisprudence on Ubuntu centers largely around that (13.4.2). The elements of restorative 

justice are consecutive and fourfold: 1) Encounter (meaningful engagement face-to-face) between 

parties), 2) reparation (repairing the harm), 3) reintegration (in community with mutual commitment), 

and 4) participation (of others close to the parties). These principles were formulated by Justice Sachs in 

the Dikoko v Mokhatla92 defamation case (Skelton 2010). Meaningful engagement (as earlier defined in 

Grootboom93) was made mandatory in the earlier Port Elizabeth municipality case, and became a 

decisive factor in deciding whether eviction from housing is just (though the Constitution and relevant 

acts related to housing do not require reasonable engagement, Skelton 2010, 106). Arguments in favor 

of restorative justice are: Restoring dignity to the victim (instead of impersonal punitive vengeance), 

victim participation, dialogue and compromise, recognizing relatedness and restoring it (‘we are not 

                                                             
92 2006 6 SA 235 (CC); 2007 1 BCLR 1 (CC) 
93 Government of the Republic of South Africa v Grootboom, 2001 1 SA 46 (CC), para 87 
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islands onto ourselves’; Port Elizabeth case, para 37), value of apology, promoting service to the 

community (in sentencing), achieving mutual respect, the public interest in reducing prison population, 

welcoming people back into society as functioning members (Skelton 2010), reciprocity (giving the same 

respect as one receives) and mutual enjoyment of rights as well as specifically in South Africa, nation 

building through reconciliation, even in smaller disputes, ‘as part of maintaining peace and stability in a 

diverse country with a difficult history’ (Skelton 2013, 142). Similarly the objectives of the Child Justice 

Act (2008) are restoring dignity, respect for human rights, reconciliation and participation of parents, 

families, victims and communities, referring explicitly to Ubuntu. Skelton points out that none of the 

South African laws till then included the option of diversion to restorative justice, though a discretionary 

option for the prosecutor existed (Skelton 2005, e.g. 127). South Africa is, however, actively 

transforming common law to recognize restorative justice, (though Roman Dutch law originally also 

included provision for apology, Skelton 2013, 137) in a wider sense than only criminal restorative justice 

(Skelton 2013, 123). Table 8.3 gives a concrete example; Table 8.4 gives examples of jurisprudence and 

Table 8.5 arguments pro and contra Ubuntu law.  

Table 8.3 Restorative justice in action (South Africa) 

Henri van Westhuizen  

(South African secret service) 

Albie Sachs 

(Anti-apartheid activist/judge at constitutional court) 

‘And you walk towards an individual, stretch out your 

hand, only to find that he doesn’t have a hand. That’s 

when reality dawned on me big time.’ (on meeting Sachs; 

after ordering the placement of a bomb at Albie Sachs’ car 

in 1988). 

‘I feel I have humanized what would have been a purely 

abstract relationship before, the enemy trying to kill me, now it 

is a person and we have met and now we live in the same 

country.’ (on meeting van Westhuizen). 

 

On vengeance: ‘I said to an American journalist in the 1990’s 

now interviewing me (…) I think there is a deficit in me. I am a 

failure as a real freedom fighter, I don’t hate them. He said, 

you can relax Albie, I’ve spoken to Nelson Mandela, he said the 

same thing. Walter Sisulu .. Ahmed Kathrada, the same thing. 

(...) if we get freedom, if we get democracy, if we get justice 

that will be my soft vengeance…for me that’s much more 

powerful than revenge (…).  

On ‘what the new world would be like’: ‘My life since 1988 has 

been swords into ploughshares. You don’t discard the negative, 

you don’t trample it, you don’t say these things didn’t happen, 

they happened, but that negative energy around them you 

turn it around to become positive and that’s what we’ve really 

done.. that’s what gives me courage and hope for South Africa. 

 

Source: NPO television interview with Sachs, 5 July 2015, http://www.nieuwwij.nl/nieuws/albie-sachs-in-de-nieuwe-wereld/  

  

http://www.nieuwwij.nl/nieuws/albie-sachs-in-de-nieuwe-wereld/
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Table 8.4 Restorative Justice principles derived from Ubuntu jurisprudence and practice South Africa 

Case examples Ubuntu Principles 

Criminal law  

Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Draft Constitution. 

 

 

 

Forgiveness (amnesty) for (apartheid) crimes, based on 

confessing the truth; in the interest of the whole of society 

(restoring harmony) and placing the crimes in the context of 

time and place (history); nation building through reconciliation; 

peace and stability in a diverse country; welcoming people back 

into society as functioning members. 

Albutt v Centre for the Study of Violence and 

Reconciliation and Others (2010) 

 

victim participation in deciding the proper punishment for 

offenders and forgiveness (and thus presidential pardon should 

include a voice for the victims). 

State versus Makwanyane (1995) abolition of the death penalty; collective dignity; the life of 

another person is at least as valuable as one's own; instead of 

punitive vengeance. 

M v. S (2007)  

 

defining rehabilitation in the community as preferable over a 

prison sentence.  

S v. Mandela (2001)  

 

the scope of the definition of life threatening compulsion 

departing from regard for life and the Ubuntu community. 

Crossley v The National Commissioner of the South 

African Police Services (2004) 

the right of the family to customary burial preceding over the 

right to fair trial (barring further pathological tests): ‘The right to 

dignity (…) embraces not only those who are living, but also 

those who have departed.’ 

Housing, prevention of eviction:  

Grootboom case (definition of meaningful engagement, 

2001)  

(and Dikoko v Mokhatla defamation case, below)  

 

 

1) encounter (meaningful engagement face-to-face) between 

parties).  

2) reparation (repairing the harm).  

3) reintegration (in community with mutual commitment).  

4) participation (of others close to the parties) (Skelton 2010).  

= recognizing relatedness and restoring it  

Port Elizabeth municipality (2005)  

 

made meaningful engagement mandatory for eviction cases. 

Abahlali Basemjondolo Movement SA&Sibusiso Zikode v 

The Premier of the Province of Kwazulu-Natal (2010): 

declaring the slums act unconstitutional in light of the above. 

Other Public law  

Migration 

-Khosa versus Minister of Social Development (2004)  

-Union of Refugee Women and Others v. Director Private 

Security Industry Regulatory Authority and Others (2007) 

the culture of providing hospitality to bereft strangers (allowing 

for welfare grants to migrants and having to allow refugees to 

take up employment in the security industry). 

Administration 

Masetlha v. President of the RSA and Another (2008) 

 

fairness and civility as inseparable from Ubuntu (and therefore 

due compensation at termination of a contract;  

respect for the reputation of the person concerned and securing 

public confidence in the integrity of the incumbents of these 

public institutions). 

- Pharmaceutical Society of South Africa and others v. 

Tshabalala-Msimang and Another NNO 

-New Clicks South Africa (Pty) Ltd v Minister of Health 

and Another (2005) 

 

 

relationship of mutual respect (in casu between courts and 

organs of the state towards citizens and therefore delay of 

giving judgment was unreasonable).  
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Case examples Ubuntu Principles 

Koyabe and Others v. Minister for Home Affairs and  

Others (Lawyers for Human Rights as Amicus Curiae) 

(2010) 

give reasons for administrative decisions and an obligation  

to treat people with dignity and respect, linking it with Batho 

Pele (People First) policies: The best interest of the public must 

come first. 

Joseph and Others v. City of Johannesburg and Others 

(2010) 

 

fair and respectful administrative action and the relational 

nature of rights (move beyond the common law conception of 

rights as strict boundaries of individual entitlement). 

 

Dikoko v Mokhatla (2006/2007) respectful relationship between parties and an apology, 

instead of monetary compensation for defamation. 

Family Law  

Child Justice Act (2008) first in the option of diversion to 

restorative justice, refers to Ubuntu  

Earlier a discretionary option for the prosecutor existed 

(Skelton 2005, e.g. 127) 

Objectives of the act: 

1) Restoring dignity.  

2) Respect for human rights.  

3) Reconciliation and participation of parents, families, victims 

and communities.  

 

Table 8.5 Arguments pro and contra Ubuntu law (reconstruction of law) 

Contra Ubuntu Pro Ubuntu 

• Ubuntu is not in the Constitution, only part of the 
interim Constitution to enable the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission. 

• Only promoted by activist judges. 
• Death penalty could have been abolished without 

reverting to Ubuntu. 
• Invented tradition by African philosophers. 
• ‘Communist’ principles of Ubuntu do not sit well with 

modern economic principles and private law. 
• Ubuntu is not emancipatory (against communism). 
• Ubuntu is for Africans, not universal, cannot apply to 

non-Africans. 
• Ubuntu forgiveness denied justice, concealing 

conflict. 
• Objectivity of reason can establish universal truths. 
• No difference between Ubuntu and human dignity. 
• Cultural relativity (as consequence of recognizing 

other cultural systems) will undermine international 
law system and lead to instability. 

• Restoring dignity to the victim (instead of impersonal 
punitive vengeance). 

• Victim participation.  
• Dialogue and compromise.  
• Recognizing relatedness and restoring it (‘we are not 

islands onto ourselves’; Port Elizabeth case, para 37),  
• Value of apology, promoting service to the community (in 

sentencing).  
• Achieving mutual respect.  
• The public interest in reducing prison population.  
• Welcoming people back into society as functioning 

members (Skelton 2010).  
• Reciprocity (giving the same respect as one receives)  
• and mutual enjoyment of rights.  
• Nation building through reconciliation, even in smaller 

disputes, ‘as part of maintaining peace and stability in a 
diverse country with a difficult history’ (Skelton 2013, 
142). 

• Converges with concepts of Modernity and (superior 
and inferior) stages of development. Kantian social 
contract theory, namely individuals while maximizing 
their own capabilities agreeing to do some things 
together. Utilitarian moral theory. 

• Analogy with colonialism: ranking of human 
civilizations whereby indigenous is inferior, already 
established Western based law systems are 
sufficient. 

• Converges with African indigenous concepts of justice, 
bridges common and customary law, rainbow nation 
(cultural diversity including wholeness or ‘holo-
culturality’). 

• Analogy with postcolonial law. Postcolonial law can 
enable postcolonial economics.  

 

Consequences 

• Dignity: rooted in human reason, individual not 
collective. 

• Freedom: rights prioritized over duties to 
community. 

• Private/Property law: individual, allowing for 

Consequences 

• Ubuntu/Humaneness/interconnectedness: grandmother 
of law, above dignity, relational aspect of rights. 

• Dignity: ‘not rooted in reason because (…) this would deny 
dignity to too many human beings’ (Cornell 2012b); 
extends to those who are deceased (as part of bantu 
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Contra Ubuntu Pro Ubuntu 

inequality, exclusion. 
• Meritocracy: based on talent/effort one advances 

oneself. 
• Criminal justice: punitive. 
• Family law: nuclear, not extended family. 
• Environmental protection centred around humans. 

community). 
• Freedom: human boundedness (duties to the other) more 

important than human freedom. 
• Legal culture rooted in reconciliation, sharing, 

compassion, civility, responsibility, trust and harmony; 
Ubuntu reciprocity also extends to respecting natural 
environment. 

• Development is not the central goal, human relations and 
mutual aid are. 

• Property (equal distribution), criminal justice (restorative), 
medical confidentiality (transparent to group members), 
family life (duty to wed and have children), and moral 
education (developing personhood). 

Interconnection with:  
• Individual rights.  
• Historic generation of rights (in theory indivisible, but 

in practice with priority of civil-political rights; socio-
economic rights are deemed desirable but not 
feasible, idem for cultural rights). 

Interconnection with:  
• Collective rights.  
• Could be connected to rights of nature, though bantu 

community is central (born, yet to be born, deceased). 
• Protection of environment for future generations in 

Constitution. 

 

Ecuador has included restorative justice principles in its Constitution (constitutional art. 95 -102 

stimulate active community participation in all government levels including alternative forms of dispute 

mediation; for secondary legislation see Table 14.10; Table 14.11). Jurisprudence in this regard has 

therefore not been included in this study. Interviews revealed that justice is seen as a process of healing, 

a material and spiritual reparation, through a process of ‘justice made with the other’ (14.7.1). These 

practices are recognized through the ‘indigenous branch of justice’ (art. 167-203, Constitution). 

Community justice is collective and horizontal and has no judge; oral instead of written; it includes 

victim/family participation; it strives at purification of the individual, reparation to the community and 

apologies (confession) reconciliation for future well-being and therefore excludes prison sentences and 

retaliation as a principle of justice; instead of justice involving the individual, an offense to one person is 

an offence to the whole community. Proponents deem it cheap, fast, transparent, public and gender 

friendly by including women. There is a need for preventing conflicts between ordinary justice and 

customary law and delineating clear jurisdiction (14.4.2.6), Ecuador could learn from South Africa that 

has an established tradition of dealing with customary law, though both systems operate independently. 

By recognizing Ubuntu as a legal principle, however, this segregation between the two systems of law 

has been broken. Firmly establishing Buen Vivir as a legal principle may have the same effect, though 

the Ecuadorian Constitution is already a hybrid construction of both. 

Restorative principles also come into action in unique jurisprudence on rights of nature, protecting 

constitutional rights of ‘integral respect for its existence and for the maintenance and regeneration of its 

life cycles’ (art. 71) and to restoration (art. 72) and prevention of extinction of species (art. 73) and duty 

of citizens to protect natural resources (art. 84). Table 8.6 summarizes the debate on the adoption of 

this legislation (14.4.2) and its consequences. This point of view is supported by some (South) African 

environmental activists (e.g. Cullinan 2002 and 2010). 

  



8 A comparative case study analysis  

255 
 

Table 8.6 Pro and cons against rights of nature 

Opposition Proponents 

• Law aims at regulating human relations  
• Utility value of nature, lesser value than humans  
• Giving agency to non-humans without moral sense 

and rational ability is not rational 
• An outright ‘absurdity’ or ‘stupid’ 
• Nature is not able to fulfill corresponding obligations  
• Inability to sue nature causing damage (eg Flooding 

destroying other life) 
• Scientific difficulties for establishing alteration to a 

natural cycle  
• Fear of excessive litigation and increased conflicts  
• Imprecise definitions of what nature (or natural) is, 

may impede implementation (the Constitution gives 
a positive definition ‘where life is reproduced and 
occurs’, art. 71, while a negative definition would be 
‘that which is not human-made’)  

 

• Assigning intrinsic value to nature 
• As to utility value of nature:  
• Human governance systems are failing: Designed for 

exploitation and domination of Earth, leading to 
environmental degradation 

• Like liberation of slaves, liberation of nature is needed: 
Both subject to ownership of their masters 

• Human well-being is derived from earth well-being 
• Therefore, balance the interests of all (human and Earth) 

for the benefit of humans and non-humans  
• =Redefinition of economy-society-nature relationship  
• =Recognition of environment- culture interrelations 
• Law is central to human governance and therefore must 

recognize rights of non-human members to protect Earth 
and human survival 

• (Abstract) corporations have rights, so can (abstract) 
Nature  

• Converges with concepts of Modernity and (superior 
and inferior) stages of development 

• Analogy with colonialism: Unlimited resources to be 
discovered, conquered and exploited; ranking of 
human civilizations whereby indigenous is inferior 

• Converges with indigenous logic: ‘Of course, nature is our 
mother, she has rights’ 

• Analogy: Postcolonialism, deep ecology and 
environmental justice 

Consequences:  
• Dignity concerns human dignity and rights 
• Freedom concerns human freedom and capabilities 

to actualize that freedom, using Earth and non-
human members to their benefit (lack of reciprocity) 

• Development concerns human progress and may go 
at the cost of earth 

• Sustainable development with continued economic 
growth, but without recognizing rights of the earth, is 
possible and will solve environmental governance 
crisis 

Consequences: Reconstructs the notion of: 
• Dignity (wider circle of reciprocity: Rights/duties)  
• Freedom is’1) the right of existence of different 

Communities as part of nature.. 2) keeping the vital cycles 
of nature and 3) of animals’ (E8) (=reciprocity sets one 
free) 

• ‘Development is not important, what is important is well-
being or life. Sustainable life!’(E8). Not sustainable 
development 
 

Interconnection with: 
• Individual rights 
• Civil, political rights; socio, economic and cultural 

rights to protect and emancipate humans 
• Culture and nature are separate; culture concerns 

humans 
• Property law; humans own land, animals, earth 

systems for their benefit and private and collective 
use 

• Conservation: ‘The dissociation of human rights, 
social rights and nature rights’ (E8) 

Interconnection with: 
• Collective rights: Nature is territory 
• Free prior and informed consent (tool) 
• Culture and nature are intertwined: ‘Community with 

nature .. are in permanent dialogue; it means to be part 
of, secondly interdependence, thirdly complementarity, 
which means both depend on each other, and there is 
reciprocity’(E8)  

• Fundamentally reshapes property law, as the natural 
world has been seen as legal property thus far 

• Integration of human and nature in one balanced system 

 

Table 8.7 summarizes the actual case law on rights of nature in Ecuadorian courts including some of the 

possibilities that the civil society initiative of the tribunal for the rights of nature sees for future rulings 

(14.4.2.4), as it deems the courts of Ecuador not to be independent. First the three significant cases are 

mentioned in oil and mining: BP (Deep Horizon), Chevron and Condor Mirador, which either did not 

invoke the rights of nature or were rejected by the courts, showing that real impact still has to be 

obtained. Then the minor cases in which victories were obtained are listed. Certain administrative 
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measures are contentious as they destroy the livelihood of small communities, whereas large mining 

projects are left untouched, or involve political conflicts on opposition against mining projects. Thus in 

some cases rights of nature have become a tool of the government to suppress opposition. (See also 

Table 8.8, and Table 8.9 - rows on restorative justice). 

Table 8.7 Jurisprudence Rights of Nature (RoN) 

Case name Content/Judgment 

Outcome Civil cases 

British 

Petroleum 

RoN claim 

rejected 

(no jurisdiction) 

• invoking the principle of universal jurisdiction, defending the right of the sea  
• a moratorium on deep sea oil drilling  
• ‘leaving untapped an equivalent amount of oil to the oil spilled in the Gulf’ and  
• ‘British Petroleum be ordered to redirect investment earmarked for further exploration towards 

strategies aimed a leaving oil underground 
• making public the information on cleaning mechanisms reducing oil particles, which are being absorbed 

by species 
• Dismissed on jurisdictional grounds 

Condor 

Mirador (open-

pit) mining 

project 

RoN claim 

rejected 

• Violation of the rights of Nature, the rights of people to adequate water and decent life (resp. art. 71, 73, 
406, 411; art. 12, 318, 282, 318, 276, 15, 413, 66.2 constituion)  

• The suits were rejected by Provincial Court of Pichincha (ruled that project does not affect protected 
areas, responsible mining can mitigate environmental damages) 

• People’s RoN ‘tribunal’: Violates collective and nature rights; proposed remedies:  
• restoration of the area  
• suspension of mining  
• compensation of those affected  
• investigation of public officials involved in decision-making  
• punish those responsible for the death of activist José Tendentza 
• evidence of drainage affecting the high biodiversity and deforestation was presented as well as 

intimidation of indigenous people and ‘campesinos 

Chevron 

NOT RoN case, 

but brought in 

by victims 

 

• only environmental rights for the persons who are affected; civil action in the national court (del Lago 
Agrio), damages awarded  

• Chevron took the case to the constitutional court (trying to revoke the decision) declaring that there is a 
violation of due process 

• In their defense the victims have invoked the rights of nature; therefore the constitutional court will 
have to rule on the rights of nature in this case  

Amparo 

Biodigestor 

Positive for RoN 

• Positive ruling pig nurseries/biodigestor machine 
• state’s duty to guarantee water for inhabitants, to protect the natural heritage and guarantee the rights 

of persons, collectivities and nature (art. 3.1 and 277)  
• nature as a subject of rights (art. 10), the state guaranteeing the exercise of rights (art. 11), right to a 

healthy and ecologically balanced environment (art. 14)  
• the company had ‘ to ensure that all its productive activities are tuned towards the integral respect for 

Pachamama or Nature..’ (art. 71, 72)  

Camaronera 

(shrimp farm) 

Positive for RoN 

• the constitutional court also took a positive decision to consider the rights of nature to protect the trees 
in the Cayapas reserve  

• overruled the decision of the provincial court in favor of the shrimp-farmer who cut the trees  
• overruled the right to work, art. 319; right to a property, art. 66.26 and art. 32; and to legal security, art. 

82 

Vilcabamba 

River 

Positive for RoN 

but failing 

implementation 

• The river won the case against the provincial government of Loja, which widened a road without 
environmental permits. The court invoked 

•  (a) the ‘precautionary principle’, a duty of the judges to prevent environmental damages until the 
contrary is proven  

• (b) the notion that damages to nature are generational damages  
• (c) government to provide certain proof that the widening the road would not affect the environment  
• (d) defeated the argument that ‘the population needs roads’ 
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Case name Content/Judgment 

Galapagos-

Medidos 

Cantelares 

 

Positive for RoN 

• local businesses launched a court case against expansion of a boardwalk (Charles Darwin avenue) on the 
coast 

• court invoked violation of the ‘Rights of Nature, established in the Political Constitution of the Republic, 
in its Arts. 71, 73, 66 sub 27, 258, 397 sub 1, 14 and 11’ 

•  ‘art 258 limits the activities in the insular region of Galápagos that can affect the environment’  
• ‘art. 242, sub 2 grants Galapagos the quality of special regime, for being a unique eco-system in the 

world, of special interest for conservation and science, not just of the country, but of humanity itself’ 

Tangabana 

Paramos case 

RoN claim 

rejected but 

appealed 

• RoN claim to remove a pine tree plantation in a paremo ecosystem and to restore the ecosystem (art. 
71-72 of Constitution), by activist organizations against ERVIC company that operates on behalf of 
ministry of agriculture (reforestation program), but violates ministry of environment protocol with 
ministry of agriculture not to reforest in paremo ecosystems 

• Constitutional appeal  

 Criminal cases 

Condor Felipe  

Positive for RoN 

• campesino was sentenced for shooting a condor, an endangered species 
• art. 3.7 (‘the state has to protect the cultural and natural heritage according with the Constitution)  
• art. 83.6 (the Ecuadorians have the responsibility and duty to respect the rights of nature, preserve a 

healthy environment and use natural resources in a reasonable, maintaining and sustainable way)  
• art. 14 (public interest to preserve the environment, and to preserve ecosystems and biodiversity)  
• art. 73 (the State has to apply the measures in restriction and precaution of activities that may lead to 

extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems or permanent altering of natural cycles)  
• art. 395. 1 (the state will guarantee a sustainable model of development, environmentally balanced and 

respectful towards cultural diversity, that conserves biodiversity and capacity for natural regeneration of 
ecosystems, and assures the provision in needs of current and future generations) 

•  art. 395.2 (the politics of environmental management will be applied in a transversal way and will be 
have to be observed by the state in all its levels and by all natural and legal persons in the national 
territory)  

• art. 400.2 (biodiversity is declared of public interest the conservation of biodiversity and all of its 
components, especially the agricultural and wild biodiversity as well as the genetic heritage of the 
country) 

Galapagos 

sharkfin  

 Positive for 

RoN 

• sharks gained legal standing, defeating illegal shark fishing in or by the territorial waters of Galapagos 
• avoiding problem of territorial waters jurisdiction 
• 13 fisherman were sentenced to 1-2 years in prison and an addition 8 sentenced in absentia; based on 

the New Penal Code (COIP) of 2014; articles 71, 72, 73, 83.6, 395.4, 396, 397 final part and 405 
Constitution 

Macuma-

Taisha Road  

Positive for RoN 

but contentious 

• See below; criminal prosecution of prefect for continuing to build road to village without the proper 
license (violation of the right of the soil, art. 252 penal code) 

• Prefect claims political persecution for his community’s refusal to oil exploration in their area (for which 
the road building was begun) 

Killing of 

Jaguar 

Positive for RoN 

• Hunter convicted based on art. 247 (crimes against wildlife) 
• Fine paid to ministry of environment and 6 months in prison 

 Administrative Measures 

Esmeraldas 

Mining 

Positive for RoN 

but contentious 

• Protective action for RoN against small scale illegal miners for polluting the rivers; affecting the forests, 
ecosystems and habitat of species (art. 71, 72, 73 of the Constitution) 

• RoN overruled the right to property (mining equipment destroyed) 
• Some claim action was disproportional and may give go ahead for large scale mining 

MAE (ministry 

of 

environment) 

vs Secoya 

Positive for RoN 

but contentious 

 

• fine for Secoya community for clearing native forest for palm farming without permit 
• violation of art. 10, 57,71, 72, 73, 321, 396 and 397 of the Constitution and art. 78 of the forestry law 
• community perceives fine as pressure to agree with oil extraction in their territory and/or participating 

in community foresting programs which they oppose, to pay of the fine. 
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Case name Content/Judgment 

Macuma-

Taisha Road 

Positive for RoN 

but contentious 

• administrative action against province of Morona Santiago for building of a road to village of Taisha 
through ‘minga’, community labor (violation of the right of the soil), violation of art. 396 (violating 
policies to avoid environmental damages); fine of $70.800 for prefect and lawyer 

• community claims political persecution for refusing oil exploration in their territory for which the road 
was built but left unfinished 

 

8.2.7 Economic-ecological principle 

All three philosophies embrace similar economic ecological principles putting sovereignty of people over 

sovereignty of money, and putting sovereignty of nature over sovereignty of people (in varying degrees). 

These can be summarized in below key words (and are explored in the next sections 8.2.8 and 8.2.9). 

Ecological principles are treated under differences in cosmovisions (below in section 8.3.6), but also 

show many similarities. 

 

In broad lines GNH stresses sovereignty and economic self-reliance; equality and sharing. Its four pillars 

equally emphasize natural and cultural wealth and good governance. Buddhist happiness focuses on an 

individual (development) path combined with community values. It can be said to be in between bio and 

anthropocentric (12.7.2). 

 

In Ubuntu human relations are central, the community is the basis of life; it stresses equality, sharing, 

mutual aid, hospitality, batho pele (people first) service delivery and collective agency (capability). It 

argues against ‘human capital’ terminology and sovereignty of money. It pre-supposes harmony with 

the habitat, but whether it is fully biocentric can be subject to debate (13.7.2). 

 

In Buen Vivir the human is prioritized over the economy, but nature is central (biocentric); equality and 

sharing are expressed as values in the solidarity economy; it stresses sovereignty in food and energy 

production, decentralization, collective rights and markets based on use values (not exchange value) and 

hence opposes financial speculation and globalization only to the extent it is necessary; it focuses on 

social, natural and cultural wealth and acts ‘against human capital’; it combines collective agency with 

agency of nature (14.7.2) (see also 8.5.2). 

 

Mainly Ubuntu and Buen Vivir call for a redefinition of what should be ‘commons’ (Happiness has less 

emphasis on this aspect, as it is less collectivist in its outlook (8.3.1), though Bhutan does know this 

tradition from the past). 

8.2.8 Development as service/servant leadership 

Without wanting to diminish Ubuntu, Happiness or Buen Vivir to the idea of service only, it does 

constitute a prominent feature in all three. Hence the proposition of ‘development as service’ as a 

leading tenet in all three traditions. The use of the word ‘development’ should be seen as a transitionary 

term; mutual ‘service’ to denote what it is that we are ultimately aiming for. All three stress getting 

away from the idea of scientific linear progress and all separations and reductions created by the 

‘civilizing’ paradigm. 
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Progressive economic thought (Sen 1999) stresses freedom: Access and opportunities leading to 

‘expansion of the capabilities of people to live the kinds of life they value’ enabling people to actualize 

their rights; however, one cannot equal Buddhist happiness to freedom in the sense of Sen nor can one 

narrow down Ubuntu and Buen Vivir in this sense. It is eliminating (or at least diminishing) the essential 

feature of duty (to others) coming before claiming one’s own rights. One could say if one values to help 

others, the capability approach would then advocate to empower an individual to do so, but that is not 

equal to these traditions defining the end purpose as living through others or in reciprocity. 

 

Buddhist economics proposes an economy of service. Right livelihood entails non-violence, simplicity by 

exiting the psychology of desire and stresses the intrinsic value of work. In its minimum requirement it is 

do-no-harm to nature, others and oneself (Daniels 2011); in its maximum effort the understanding that 

enabling others is enabling oneself. True contentment is reached by the satisfaction of the self while 

serving others, which is why social service is ranked as a high priority in GNH (represented as time and 

money donations in the nine domains of GNH). The (extra) Mahayana Buddhist dimension of altruism 

extends to all living (sentient) beings (Tashi 2004).This is part of the larger concept of happiness as 

‘dewa’ and ties in with the idea of duty to society, springing from the Buddhist concepts of service, love 

and understanding (gaga, metta and panna) (Tobgye 2015). It is not to be confused with service delivery 

by the state, though this plays a crucial part in official GNH. The Government of Bhutan claims GNH to 

be a new development paradigm embracing the principles of cooperation, service, value reorientation 

and interconnectedness (NDP Secretariat 2014). Material poverty can be alleviated through altruism, 

but true poverty is lack of spiritual nourishment. Hence development is personal development. 

 

Happiness in African philosophy is defined by African sage Chaungo as ‘Happiness is openness to all 

people; it is good.’ Knowledge of the good makes happiness possible; happiness is not to feel happy, but 

to ‘do happy’; openness is meant as a verb and an ethical appeal to be good to others (Haenen 2014). 

Here we see the concept of service. Sage Nyandere says: ‘Happiness is in the sharing of wealth, the 

sharing of property, however, little’ (Haenen 2014). In other words, happiness exists in one’s service to 

the community (mutual aid). Certain Ubuntu proponents categorize it under alternatives to 

development, as an ally to the degrowth movement, stressing care and being a person through others 

(Ramose 2015). ‘We should present Ubuntu not just as an African thinking, but put it on a global level, 

but not as another development model (…). Then we have to defend why it is a good model’ (A9). Or as 

former deputy minister of defense of South Africa puts it: ‘Ubuntu is not just for Africans. It is inside 

every single human being and has the capacity to bring tremendous change if people can live it’ (Mrs. 

Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge)94. Though its application is narrowed down to government service (Batho 

Pele-People First), development in Ubuntu centers around developing better human relations.  

 

Buen Vivir is based in Sumak Kawsay which stresses reciprocity as part of integrality (wholeness), 

relationality (interrelation between the parts) and complementarity (feminine-masculine). A system 

based on reciprocity prevents situations of permanent poverty; therefore a concept of poverty did not 

                                                             
94 http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/field/discovering-ubuntu 
 

http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/field/discovering-ubuntu
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exist in Quecha culture (Viteri Gualinga 2002). This service or reciprocity to others extends to nature, 

spirits and all things, animate and inanimate; it therefore can include paying respect to (and giving 

energy to) the sun or the earth. Implicit in this is self-limitation through avoiding harm to others or 

nature (Jiménez 2011). In the economic field it finds its expression in the idea of collective community 

labor for public works, exchange of labor and products, free labor to be repaid later and group labor for 

certain tasks, derived from traditional practices of minga, ranti-ranti, makimañachina and makipurarina 

(Acosta 2015, 166-167). All of these contain an element of service, that does not seek profit, but rather 

benefit for one’s own future well-being and that of others. From this emerges an economy of solidarity 

based on reciprocity and sufficiency (not necessarily between the individual and the state, but between 

and within communities), producing a good life for all (based on equal importance of all living things or 

integrality), careful exploitation of resources (reciprocity with nature), employment as a right and a duty 

to the community (based in relationality), equal importance of productive and reproductive work and of 

rest and work (based in complementarity and balancing the masculine and feminine); overall an 

economy in which the human is central (Acosta 2015, 155-156). Buen Vivir stresses to be an alternative 

to development, the main difference between the government of Ecuador and its opponents being that 

the former sees service as government service (paid for from extractive resources) and the latter as 

autonomous community service and exchange, which includes non-human members (and therefore 

cannot be limitlessly extractive, as it demands equal respect to the non-human community). 

 

All three contain a strong concept of social security, analogue to the global social floor advocated by the 

ILO95 (see e.g. 13.4.2). 

 

The concept of service is also found in the three distinct leadership concepts: The Ubuntu leader and 

followers who empower each other (Ntibagirirwa 2012; Van den Heuvel 2007; 13.3.1.4); the 

Boddhisatva leader that shepherds his people with wisdom and compassion (Tideman 2016; Tshering 

2008; 12.3.1.5); and the Native American indigenous leader, who’s vision reaches seven generations 

beyond (Clarkson et al 1992; 14.3.1.6). This ties in with notions of servant-leadership enabling others to 

perform better, out of a deep desire to help others (Greenleaf, 1977). True wealth is in 

interrelationships. 

8.2.9 Simple life, value of being (leisure): notions of poverty and of time 

The Bhutanese emphasize the aspect of simple life as a personal virtue (the middle path), but it features 

to some extent in Ubuntu and Buen Vivir, where survival of the collective is paramount and a limitation 

of ownership of resources by an individual is imposed. Both Sumak Kawsay and African philosophy have 

no linear concept of development and a different concept of time (8.2.12). Buddhism seems to take a 

middle position whereby a linear process is envisioned in the eightfold path for personal development, 

but in terms of socio-economic development emphasis is placed on right livelihood (simplicity and non-

violence) (12.2.4). 

 

                                                             
95 International Labour Organisation, Social Protection Floor, http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-
development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm  

http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm
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Related to the Buddhist notion of simple life is ample time for leisure: GNH Commission General 

Secretary explains ‘in our GNH paradigm, time is life – not money.’ It is therefore considered a critical 

domain for the pursuit of happiness: ‘The greater the alignment between what one really cares about 

and how one uses time, the higher the chances of being happy and, therefore, we promote through 

workplace policies, balanced time use’ (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 42). 

 

Ubuntu adherents do not expressly oppose economic growth (A14), though they do emphasize the 

intrinsic value of human relations and therefore some oppose notions such as human capital (Ramose 

1999/2005; 13.7.2). Ramose states on ‘the metaphysics of competition’ that this is ‘oriented towards 

the exclusion of the ‘other’’. ‘Distributive justice presupposes also the relative scarcity of material 

resources that may be (…) owned to actualise the human right to life’ (1999-2005, 146). Life does not 

only have to be in balance with others, available resources and nature, one also has to be in balance 

with time itself. Mbiti explains how time is critical to understanding African philosophy (Mbiti 1969, 15-

27). Not only is there no linear concept of time (people think backwards not forward; 13.2.3), time is to 

be produced: ‘In the western technological society time is a commodity which must be utilized, sold and 

bought; but in traditional African life, time has to be created or produced. Man is not a slave of time, he 

makes as much time as he wants’ (Mbiti 1969, 19). Numerical time (exact hour, exact duration) is much 

less important than events itself. Living in time is more important than being ‘on time’. The event is 

what gives meaning to life (Mbiti 1969, 19). As explained in 13.2.3 the future is deemed much less 

important than the past, but most importantly ‘the most vivid moment is the NOW’ (Mbiti 1969, 22).  

 

Native Americans would allocate resources on the basis of the family size (necessity) and the 

regenerative capacity of the environment (harmony). Self-limitation was necessary to prevent harm to 

nature and the imperative to redistribute wealth to avoid poverty (Jiménez 2011, 13). Wealth was 

measured in terms of relations (and family) and a person’s ability to give, leading to misunderstanding of 

colonial authorities why poor people would participate in extensive ceremonies to give, therefore 

outlawing this form of generosity (Sachs 1993, 303-306). Ecuadorian Oviedo speaks of the cardinal 

virtues of non-being, not-having (‘Ama Kay’, Oviedo 2008, 115) and not-doing (‘Ama Ruray’), but simply 

being, living in the now  (as the first art96 of the Sun, Seeing, the realization that we are everything and 

have everything): ‘The best way not to be unhappy is not to do anything, because every time our ego 

does something, it obstructs everything’ (Oviedo 2008, 206-207). The objective is not living in the past or 

future; ‘there is no future (Ama Riy)’ (Oviedo 2008, 115 and 209). This is why Inca meant ‘the one who is 

not’ or ‘the one who lives in Being’ (Oviedo 2008, 146) ‘The developed man wants to be bigger than the 

Complementary Unidiverse Order97, and the only thing he achieves is the damaging of its creation..’ 

(Oviedo 2008, 210). ‘We do not march in direct line towards the unknown future, but in a cyclical way 

on the basis of the known past ‘(Oviedo 2008, 151).The Ecuadorian government speaks of a spiral 

concept of time (14.2.2) and interviewees of a spiral economy, equaling nature (14.4.1.1 ad 3). 

                                                             
96 2nd recognizing life follows the universal order, 3rd the sun as centre (heliocentrism) and ourselves as centre, 4th 
being centred around ourselves, 5th balance and harmony in oneself, 6th innocence and simplicity, 7th unlearn what 
one has been taught, recognizing that all knowledge of the Complementary  
Unidiverse Order is in oneself (Oviedo 2008, 206-216)  
97 Tixi Kapak Unancha Yuyarina 
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8.2.10 Cultural beliefs at the heart of development 

Though Bhutan has never been colonized, indirect colonial influence penetrated the country through 

the influence of English trained Indian development officers and teachers (12.4.3). Its struggle for 

remaining independent from both China and India generated a strong focus on local customs and beliefs 

at the heart of GNH policy (12.5.1). The cultural pillar is most often mentioned as the central pillar by 

interviewees, which centers around Buddhist values (12.4.3). Cultural beliefs help in harmonizing power 

and obtaining a GNH outcome (Schoeder 2014) (12.3.1.3). Human values and spirituality are seen as 

coming before (articulating) human rights and therefore culture is central to identity and in Bhutan also 

to state making. 

 

The multidimensional, other regarding philosophy of Ubuntu is extremely important in building social 

cohesion in a country that has been torn apart by apartheid (13.3.1). This is why 

attention to African epistemology and cognitive justice is the more imperative in the rainbow nation, 

where it can be used to build bridges, rather than being referred to as a vague notion: ‘There is that 

priest that always talks about it’ (Tutu) (A12). Recent education of African history has at most reached 

the younger generation and left most of its non-black population oblivious, as well as ignorant of the 

relation between Ubuntu and Batho Pele policies. Ntibagirirwa makes ‘a call to demarginalise African 

beliefs and values (…). Extroversion has marginalised and is still marginalising the African beliefs and 

values, and relegated them to irrelevance in favor of borrowed beliefs and values. One may recall Axel 

Kabou (1991) and Etounga Mangellé (1990) who claim that African beliefs and values ‘are the cause of 

Africa’s economic underdevelopment to the extent that Africa needs a programme of cultural 

adjustment.’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 320). This has its consequences for all policy fields and becomes visible 

in inter alia education and health programmes remaining Western-oriented. Though there is scope for 

extension of Ubuntu in other policy fields than Batho Pele (notably in reviving the environmental 

dimension of it in urban people’s conscience), South Africa has set an example in making Ubuntu the 

heart of government’s behavior and of its diplomacy and by recognizing legal pluralism (whereby 

Ubuntu jurisprudence in common/Roman-Dutch law has blurred strict separation of legal systems). 

  

The government of Ecuador calls for ‘multiple cosmovisions and epistemologies’ (14.2.2). Legitimizing 

these as equally important is a power struggle, restoring identity, self-esteem, intercultural dialogue and 

ways of life where the economy is not the centerpoint (Gudynas 2011b, 14.3.1). Though cynicism 

towards Buen Vivir policy intentions may at times be legitimate in view of extensive extractive policies, 

the movement of people supporting such intentions is still strong as demonstrated by the reactions to 

the cancellation of the Yasuni initiative (leaving oil underground in the Amazon). To genocide and 

ecocide in Yasuni, some add epistemicide: The death of alternative knowledge systems (Sousa Santos 

2008; 14.3.1.4). Some call for the extension of the epistemological discussion to reformulating 

‘universal’ and notonly national policies and rights: ‘There must be a post imperial reconstruction of 

human rights centered on undoing the massive acts of constitutive suppression (...) upon which Western 

modernity was able to transform victors’ rights into universal rights’(Sousa Santos 2008, 35). The 

premise of these rights are ‘universal human nature’, anthropocentrism, individual dignity, and society 
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as the sum of individuals (Sousa Santos 2008 quoting Pannikar 198498; 1.2). This can be in the form of 

recognizing ‘the right to knowledge’, ‘transformation of the right to property’, granting rights to nature 

and ‘the right to democratic self-determination’ (reemphasizing state internal self-determination) 

(Sousa Santos, 2008). Sousa Santos explains the emphasis on external self-determination (from 

colonization and racism) as a conservative stance of ‘socialist countries, together with Arab and African 

countries’; it may, however, be better to say that it is the modern elite in Southern countries that would 

lose legitimacy if they were to unequivocally give into collective rights, including over territory, 

resources and ways of life of indigenous peoples worldwide; it would require all to reformulate their 

ways of life into more horizontal ways of cooperation, even those elites in Western countries facing 

opposition from their rural communities. 

As to Sustainable Development Goals, this can extend to incorporating process thinking. Process 

thinking is important in both Ubuntu and Buen Vivir, which is concordant with the idea of living in the 

now (8.2.9). Verb-based languages are process oriented (Haenen 2012, 21). Oluwole pleads for refinding 

the philosophical wisdom contained in African languages (Haenen 2012, 15). ‘In South Africa you hear 

the ‘ana-‘ suffix all the time, like in public transport, it signifies the interactive exchange: Whatever is to 

be done, is to be done jointly, collaboratively, to the benefit of all’ (A13). Though SDGs do not meet 

strong opposition by Africans, one needs to bear in mind that in the African mind a written contract is 

only the starting point of a relationship(A9); this is why a goal framework without MDG8 or SDG17 

(global partnership) does not make sense. In Ecuador it is most explicitly stressed that the importance of 

Buen Vivir lies in the continues debate on good living and practice: ‘I am against a definition of Buen 

Vivir: It is a straightjacket’ (E1). The example of ‘the box that is neither empty nor full’ given by an 

Aymara illustrates this point (14.2.1). Metrics that are being developed may undermine the preference 

for dialogue and oral transmission of indigenous culture, which also became apparent in resistance to 

the SDG framework by certain interviewees (14.6.2). At the same time it may help government policy 

and dialogue with external partners. Though there are also objections against the GNH metric being 

devised to make ‘dewa’ (happiness) palatable to the West (12.3.2.10), goal-oriented thinking meets less 

opposition in Bhutan and the SDGs are therefore well received.  

 

On differences in cultural approach (eg Ecuador’s plurinationality and interculturality, legal pluralism) 

see 8.3.7. References to implementation can be found in Table 8.8 and Table 8.9 in general and 

specifically on cultural diversity, education, health and intra- community reciprocity. 

8.2.11 Resonance in the region 

It may be argued that Bhutan and Ecuador (or Bolivia) are relatively small countries with little impact on 

world power relations, and South Africa just one of many African countries, therefore one does not need 

to take their specific worldviews into account when negotiating development agendas.  

However, as demonstrated (12.2.6) Buddhism has a much further reach, not only in majority Buddhist 

countries that enshrine it in their Constitution (Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, Myanmar, Laos), but also 

                                                             
98 Pannikar, R. 1984. “Is the notion of human rights a Western Concept?” Cahier 81, 28-47. 
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leaving its mark throughout Asia, notably in China; and it is closely linked to Hinduism in India. As has 

been argued (12.3.1.2), this is not just a religion, but a philosophy that interacts with science. 

The same has been argued for Ubuntu (13.2.5) that embraces the whole of sub-Sahara Africa, though 

the word is specifically derived from nguni languages (but appears in other languages). So far it has 

mostly been linked in South Africa to policies overcoming apartheid legacy, but its potential is much 

greater, as shown for example by Ntibigirirwa (2012) analyzing Africa-wide NEPAD strategies from the 

Ubuntu perspective. 

Lastly it has been argued (14.2.6) that the indigenous Quecha culture is spread over several countries in 

Latin America and has many interlinkages with other native American cultures in both North and South 

America. Indigenous people around the world, but notably in the Americas, belong to the most 

neglected as demonstrated by the recognition of their rights in the adoption of UNDRIP as late as 2007. 

Nevertheless their voice is becoming louder - through governments, indigenous organization at the UN-

level and protest movements –and there are no signs of it going away. 

Therefore these worldviews may have a considerable impact on future development agenda discussions 

as soon as stronger coalitions among like-minded countries and groups emerge. The first signs are most 

apparent in the GNH movement initiated by Bhutan, though somewhat weaker in recent years. 

Coalitions are also being forged among different alternative worldviews, such as between Buen Vivir and 

Happiness in exchanges between the governments of Ecuador and Bhutan. Missing link so far seems to 

be a greater Ubuntu movement in Africa, as well as linking up with other continents, as demonstrated in 

the absence of Africans in GNH conferences. 

8.2.12 Merits and criticism 

The merits of the ‘non-Western’ value systems are that they: 

 Are culture-based, multidimensional and other-regarding concepts of well-being; 

 Go beyond the capability theory and well-being measurement; 

 Approach and extend the original utilitarian notion of well-being/happiness; 

 Incorporate holisme with an extended GPG or Commons notion; 

 Are neither capitalist nor socialist in outlook; 

 Recognize the intrinsic value of nature; and  

 Counter the economic growth paradigm. 

They are also critized and defended through counterarguments99 (for references see Chapters 5, 6 and 7 

and for specific arguments Annex 12, 13, 14): 

 Lack of universality and applicability outside the region/country: However, many country 

specific notions have resonance at least in the immediate region (and possibly continent) and a 

dialogue among different regions may be fruitful to identify underlying synergies, though the 

risk of significant diversions remains. 

                                                             
99 Internal criticism is not included here (as not of a postcolonial nature), but in implementation issues 
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 Romantization of pre-colonial values or religious beliefs. In the case of never-colonized Bhutan, 

this criticism is taking the shape of the reproach of not being secular.100 Opposition may be 

rooted in the postulation of the idea that the pre-colonial life was better; it is better to postulate 

they were based on a different set of ideas, the merit of which is subjective, but one cannot 

deny the philosophy on this basis. Moreover, contemporary intellectuals use these concepts in 

seeking a more humane market economy, thus making it a current concept and not merely 

historical. 

 Lack of homogeneity: However, variations within different traditions do not make these 

traditions non-existent in themselves (specificity is contained in the general and vice-versa, see 

Annex 15 on Wheel of Values); they are not single, but multi-faceted. 

 Human rights encompass all Other traditions: However, the negotiation and adoption of 

human rights treaties by governments do not necessarily imply that all facets of Other 

worldviews have been incorporated. The need for regional human rights treaties already in 

some respects testifies to the contrary. 

 Cultural relativity undermines human rights: This comes up as a general argument against 

including or debating ‘non-Western’ values in a SDG context. The argument is also used that 

looking at ‘non-Western’ value systems (or understanding them) may be redundant when they 

converge in a general, global text such as the SDGs. In other words: Is it useful to understand 

Other value systems at all or does it simply undermine what we have achieved in human rights?  

 Being communist: Communal systems are often confused with being equivalent to 

socialism/communism.However, socialism is associated with statism and may not do sufficient 

justice to the concept of agency when it suffices itself with service delivery by the state without 

participation (see Ntibagirirwa 2012). (This argument has not been found against GNH). 

 Being anti-communist: A persistent tendency exists to draw other worldviews into the 

capitalist- anti-capitalist debate and force them to take sides. Often these arguments confuse 

implementation issues with the concept itself or limit the concept to certain aspects of it. 

Resistance may also have to do with general atheist tendencies within Marxism considering any 

metaphysical notion as superfluous to the essence of life (and life struggles). (This argument was 

not found against Happiness). 

 Culture is rendered static: ‘non-Western’ philosophers are seen as clinging to past values and 

practices, freezing culture in a past time frame; However, contemporary ‘non-Western’ 

philosophers are ensuring that concepts are continuously evolving and informing the public 

debate, but in certain cases clinging to past traditions may be a danger. 

 The notion of development is absent or has a different meaning, so mixing them up with 

Western notions is detrimental (anthropologist view) or does not foster economic growth 

(economists): Buddhist happiness defines progress in terms of spiritual evolvement; Ubuntu in 

terms of human relations, community and personhood; Sumak Kawsay looks at time as circular 

or spiral (not linear) and emphasizes reciprocity, relationality, integrality and complementarity. 

One can, however, not isolate indigenous from the global modernization project and therefore 

                                                             
100 The spiritual connotations of Ubuntu/Sumak Kawsay are not so widely known; it is not perceived as a religion, 
but as a way of life. Hence the debate whether Ubuntu is a moral theory (Metz) or much more than that (Ramose). 
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the best defense seems to be moving into the ‘development’ debate rather than out of it; 

whether GDP growth as a concept is useful is part of that debate.  

 Measurability is a problem: Measuring results itself is a Western concept and may distory 

existing concepts (Happiness; Buen Vivir).  

 Being gender-insensitive: All three traditions emphasize gender complementarity (8.2.1). 

Concerns of assigning certain roles to certain gender can be mitigated by the notions of 

recognizing feminine-masculine men and masculine-feminine women, abstracting these 

concepts from ‘male’ and ‘female’ biology (see Annex 15 on Wheel of Values). 

 Indigenous values are imposed on non-indigenous citizens or minorities: Ecuador counters this 

by the notion of plurality of nations; South Africa by eliminating the indigenous concept from 

the Constitution altogether; Bhutan covers it by the Constitutional right to participate in cultural 

expression and claims to have no problems (check) despite ethnic clashes in the past.  

 Deficient implementation leading to the perception of an obsolete idealized concept without 

normative power to influence outside circumstances. As argued the normative value of a 

concept cannot be judged solely by failing or partial implementation. 

 Restorative justice undermines punitive justice: This argument has been used in the case of the 

truth and reconciliation commission in South Africa (though not by the West, but by the black 

conscious movement itself); the debate has also taken place in Ecuador on whether traditional 

jurisdiction needs to be limited in cases of grave crimes, whereby the indigenous maintain this is 

another form of discrimination. Restorative justice needs to be seen from the aspect of harmony 

and healing after punishment (a confession may be a ‘punishment’ in itself). 

 Ignoring the concept altogether: Though not part of this research, one could add unfamiliarity 

to this list, where certain disciplines possibly ignore the concept as not relevant (which is an 

implicit criticism). While secular academia may not easily be inclined to take notice of spiritual 

notions of well-being and relegate those to the religious, philosophical and anthropological 

disciplines rather than legal or development theory. Attached to this may perhaps be the 

unarticulated perception that these concepts are vague and unimplementable.  

 Taking a Reductionist view: It is also possible that a reductionist view is taken where the 

metaphysical dimension is for example omitted. As all three theories seem to take holism as a 

starting point, separating the spiritual notion from the rest of the well-being theory would seem 

counter-intuitive from this worldview point of view. On the other hand this pragmatic stance 

may make it more acceptable and accessible to a larger audience.  

8.3 Differences 

In the case studies a number of important differences come forward, which are articulated below 

8.3.1 Individual versus collective agency 

Bhutan’s take on Happiness is more individual oriented, even though there is an emphasis on 

compassion and service to others: ‘Gross National Happiness is not a promise of happiness. Happiness, 

as we learn in Buddhism, is an individual pursuit. We look inside ourselves for happiness, because there 
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is no external source of happiness.’ (Kuensel 2007) And in the context of good governance: ‘Systems are 

only as good as the people who run them. This places the responsibility on bureaucrats as professionals. 

And that is the heart of GNH, the responsibility of the individual for public well-being.’ (Kuensel 2007). 

Professor Thurman (Palden 2011) calls this ‘transcendental individualism’ or ‘social individualism’ and 

the first social ethic of Buddhism. ‘It means that my social duty is subordinate to my individual duty.’ He 

explains how one can reconcile selflessness with this individualistic notion: One has to develop oneself 

first, in order to become truly loving and wise; one has to reach inner happiness in order to develop a 

real feeling of love for others. This is why Buddha left his family behind, not out of selfishness, but to 

educate himself (Palden 2011). At the same time the Sangha (religious community) takes a central place 

as part of the Buddhist holy trinity, Buddha, Dharma, Sangha. 

 

Both Ubuntu and Buen Vivir depart from a collective point of view, though there is also room for the 

individual. 

 

For Ubuntu: ‘The member of the community society (…) claims his autonomy to affirm himself as a 

being. But he feels, he thinks that he can develop his potential, his originality, only in and by the society, 

in union with all other men – indeed, with all other beings in the universe: God, animal, tree, or pebble’ 

(Senghor, 1964, p.94). ‘The aim of the community is to safeguard humanity in the individual and, on the 

other hand, the permanent concern of the individual is how humanity can be safeguarded in the 

community’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 90). To cut oneself from one’s family or community is in fact to lose that 

which makes us human, sharing from heart to heart, therefore severing ties with one’s family as 

stressed in the Buddha’s story of non-attachment is unthinkable in African culture with its duty to wed 

and procreate (Metz and Gaie 2010). Non-attachment may in this context rather take the meaning of 

accepting one’s destiny, not being attached to the outcomes in one’s life, but leaving that up to the 

greater forces (‘God’). 

 

In Ecuador collectivity is expressed through including nature in the sense of community (much like 

Senghor above expresses). Individual ‘introspection or meditation is only practiced by Shamans, not by 

the community itself, the relationship with nature is spiritual’ (E1) This expresses itself in indigenous 

participating in for example collective ahuasca rituals (ingestion of a hallucinating plant) in order to 

connect to the spirit of this special plant (the umbilical cord to mother earth), come to insight and 

healing of themselves and others (E29). 

8.3.2 Thinking from the mind versus heart 

It is apparent that Buddhism as a philosophy prides itself in intellectualism (which is also expressed in its 

debates with science, see 12.3.1.2): ‘It is the glory of Buddhism that it makes intellectual enlightenment 

an essential condition of salvation. In Buddhism morality and intellectual enlightenment are inseparable 

from one another. Without a perfect understanding of the law of causality and transformation (…) no 

one can even be said to be truly moral if he does not possess the necessary insight and knowledge (…) 

Buddhism starts with no assumptions. It stands on the firm rock of facts, and can therefore never shun 

the dry light of knowledge’ (Prof. Lakshimi Narasu as quoted by Sarada Maha Thero 1993, 618). And the 

following quote: ‘When we read Buddha’s discourses, we are impressed by his spirit of reason. His 
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ethical path [eightfold path] has for its first step right views, a rational outlook.’ (Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, 

Gautama the Buddha as quoted by Sarada Maha Thero 1993, 126). From Buddha himself: ‘(…) After 

observation and analysis, when you find anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and 

benefit of one and all then accept it and live up to it’ (Kalama Sutta). Buddhism is moreover concerned 

with overcoming competing worldviews and ‘duality’: Attachment to existence and to non-existence is 

both rejected. This understanding is the way to escape from the cycle of birth and rebirth (Sarada Maha 

Thero 1993, 597). This of course does not mean that there is no place for the thinking of the heart (as 

altruism takes an important place), but that the departing point is the individual and its ‘right mind’ to 

discern to path to altruism. Step 2 of the eightfold path speaks of ‘An informed heart and feeling mind 

that are free to practice letting go’ (Table 12.1), so the notion of heart in the mind and mind in the heart 

is there. It also refers to ‘crazy wisdom (Vajarana Buddhism) (…) that goes beyond ethics’ (B11), wisdom 

being the feminine and knowledge the masculine principle (B26). 

 

Ubuntu, on the contrary, departs from collectivity bounded in cooperation from heart to heart: ‘For 

cooperation, in family, village, tribe has always been held in honour in Africa, not in its collectivist form 

as an aggregate of individuals, but in its communal form as conspiracy from centre to centre, of hearts. 

You will recognize this as Teilhard de Chardin’s union, which makes one mind and one soul’ (Senghor, 

1964, p. 146). Teilhard de Chardin writes in his book The Future of Man about the spiritual evolvement 

of humans from basic to higher consciousness until there is an understanding of humankind’s ultimate 

purpose in the universe (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 156). Ntibagirirwa explains that ‘in De Chardin’s process of 

socialisation, African socialism becomes the technical and spiritual organisation of human society by the 

intelligence and the heart. In its materialistic approach, scientific socialism relies on the intelligence 

without the heart’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 100). Again this does not mean that there is no role for 

intelligence, but it is subservient to a greater goal: ‘The primary role of intelligence is to connect people 

to their true selves as human beings to the extent that they can now feel obligated to be in harmonious 

relations in the community of both the visible world and the invisible one’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 89). ‘The 

individual cannot make optional the community without, at the same time, doing injustice to the 

Ubuntu characteristic of one’s individuality. Hence the concept of umuntu-mu-bantu’ (man in society) 

(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 91). Intelligence is what distinguishes man from other beings (nature and inanimate) 

(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 79), it is, however, not what binds humans to each other and gives them value. 

Value lies in one’s ability to think from the heart and be in communion with the others. To this is 

attached the notion of feeling, to be distinguished from emotion, it is rather empathy: ‘The Negro-

African sympathizes (sym-pathises: Feels with), abandons his personality to become identified with the 

Other, dies to be reborn in the Other. He does not assimilate; he is assimilated. He lives a common life 

with the Other; he lives in symbiosis (Senghor 1964, 72-73).’ Senghor speaks of the ‘reason of the 

touch’, the ‘reasoning-embrace’, the ‘sympathetic reason’ instead of the Western ‘reasoning eye’ 

(thinking from the mind) (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 100).  

 

‘Our People believe that every human being, male or female, has two minds: The Mother Mind and the 

Warrior Mind. The Warrior Mind looks at things logically (...), but the Mother Mind says nothing of that 

kind .. does not think in a line way as warriors do. The Mother Mind thinks sideways and upwards and 

downwards. We must awaken the Mother Mind in us. We must feel what is going on in the world. We 
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mustn’t just listen to newspapers. It is said by our Zulu people that women think with their pelvic area’. 

This corresponds with left and right brain activity (14.3.2.6 footnote 269), where left is abstract and here 

associated with masculine (warrior) and right is empathic and here associated with feminine 

(mother).101 (on masculine-feminine see also Annex 15 on Wheel of Values). ‘The western mind is a 

rational mind, it wants to compartmentalize. That way we lose the discussion to move forward. A 

constant dialogue is needed (…) building a philosophy is not the most important, but to keep the 

relationship going’ (A9). The historical scheme that African philosophy is emotional, intuitive and 

collective versus Western philosophy that is rational, argumentative and individualistic is attacked by 

Oluwole as a consistent and humiliating misunderstanding of African culture (Haenen 2014). However, 

‘thinking of the heart’ is not to be interpreted as ‘emotional’, but rather as the wisdom of the heart. 

Why right brain intuitive thinking is qualified as lesser than left brain logical thinking is in itself 

discriminatory and exemplary of the diminution of the feminine in our society (It is not denied that 

Western thinkers are capable of thinking from the heart and Africans of logical thinking, nor is it denied 

that women are capable of logical thinking and men of thinking from the heart). 

 

Native American tradition speaks of both mind and heart and as everything is seen as horizontal and 

reciprocal distinguishes no hierarchy or priority. Nevertheless, ‘We think with the heart and not with the 

head, so as to find balance’ (Oviedo 2008, 120). Sumak Kawsay speaks of overcoming duality in that one 

needs to balance ‘two always existent sides’ of material living and spiritual living (feminine versus 

masculine, negative versus positive, whereby negative does not mean bad; neither over-material nor 

over-spiritual is good). This is achieved by ‘practising consciousness, listening, responding and 

correlating with mind, heart and body’ (Waldmüller 2014, 5). This is represented in the three worlds: 

Lajo (2003, 136-138) clarifies that Huawa Pacha (abstract patterns/thinking/reason/words, past, 

knowledge) is symbolized by the throat and head; Kay Pacha (feelings; present; work) by the stomach 

and heart; and Uku Pacha (instincts, creating the future; caring/conscious will) in the lower part of the 

body. Balance is found in the chakana (bridge-solar plexus, Oviedo 2008, 68; Lajo 2005, kay pacha/work 

is the ‘equilibrator of the world’). Sumak Kawsay also speaks of balancing masculine and feminine 

values, which are ‘qualities beyond human gender’ (Waldmüller 2014, 5; Oviedo 2008, 168, Lajo 2005, 

49) (similar to the Buddhist yin-yang). However, the feminine (heart102) is deemed to be more powerful; 

‘it’s the cosmic Grandmother that sustains life’ (Oviedo 2008, 167).  

 

                                                             
101

 Zulu Sangoma (healer) Vusamazulu Credo Mutwa, A Message to the World, Global Oneness Project, 
http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu 
102 Solar system (sky) is considered masculine and corresponds with mind (Oviedo 2008) 

http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu
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Figure 8.3 The three worlds 

 
Source: Reprinted with permission from Lajo 2005, 92 

 

As the West is a mind oriented culture, it may be experienced that ‘Words with feelings have no value to 

them’ (Westerners) (Indigenous Elder of the Amazon Nonuya people Abel Rodriguez in the documentary 

by that name)103: ‘The white man humiliates the indigenous, because we don’t have money, and guns.’ 

8.3.3 Formalization in policies, formats, indexes 

Both the native Americans and the Buddhists have a subjective worldview (see 8.2.1), but Ecuador and 

Bhutan assess development from objective and subjective measurement, in which both hold equal 

importance: ‘Wellbeing also accrues from the intangible side. Addressing needs at the outer physical 

realm and the inner, mental invisible realm corresponds to subjective and objective conditions of life. 

Subjective conditions, at the end, are what you feel from objective stimuli or material circumstances. 

Development has to be assessed on whether indicators of both subjective and objective realities are 

moving ahead’ (Ura undated radio interview). 

 

Bhutan is the only one to have created its own GNH Index and use extensive screening tools before 

taking a decision on policy matters; this is, however, by some also attributed to pressure from outsiders, 

specifically Western academics and activists and not necessarily a culturally specific practice (as 

interviewees indicated). It was also shown that therefore (lower) government agents do not always 

regard these formal instruments as necessary to come to a GNH compatible decision (Schroeder 2014). 

It does make its system more easily comprehensible for outsiders and possibly transferable to other 

contexts. As argued before the fact that (relatively recent) instruments are not always implemented 

does not mean the system is not transposable, but is rather an expression of a culture that is 

internalized and therefore logic common sense for the majority of its participants. It also facilitates 

mainstreaming throughout government which may also have participants that have not internalized 

GNH ideas. Therefore culture has a harmonizing effect on implementation (see Schroeder 2014), but 

implementation tools can also have a harmonizing effect on culture. 

 

                                                             
103

 ‘Palabras con sentimiento no vale para ellos’ Documentary by Fernando Arias (Colombia) on Prince Claus Fund 
Laureate Abel Rodriguez, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE
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South Africa has an Ubuntu inspired Batho Pele policy on public service delivery accompanied with civil 

servant handbooks, evaluations and means of redress for citizens (13.4.3.1). This does not, however, 

deal with overall government planning, but rather with the relationship of the government with its 

citizens. Its focus can largely be explained by the legacy of the Apartheid era. Ubuntu values are often 

implicit and examples can be found in other policy fields (13.4.3.2; Table 8.8). 

 

Ecuador has extensive Buen Vivir policies and is developing screening tools to check whether policy 

decisions are Buen Vivir compatible. Recent exchanges between Bhutan and Ecuador have taken place 

on how to develop better indicators (B12) (Telesur TV 2015).104 The government also carries out 

evaluations, measuring fulfillment of indicators (SNPD 2014).  

 

On the one hand a lack of clear screening tools may make it easier to deviate and for policies to become 

stuck in rhetoric’, on the other hand common values have a harmonizing influence on decision-making 

(Schroeder 2014) and too much metric may undermine the core of the philosophy itself (see above 

8.2.10).  

8.3.4 Constitutional embedding and jurisprudence 

The Constitution of South Africa (1996) made a reference to Ubuntu values only in the interim stage, 

but these values are now said to be implicitly embedded. Though the reference to Ubuntu in the interim 

Constitution was merely meant to enable to Truth and Reconciliation Commission, judges expanded the 

meaning and acted as creators of constitutional values. The Constitutions of Bhutan (2008) and Ecuador 

(2008) are fully indigenous, with Ecuador having the most elaborate Constitution. The constitutional 

embedding of Happiness and Buen Vivir may have made it less necessary to develop these as a legal 

principle in jurisprudence; though in Ecuador its development is also hampered by conflicting interests 

of natural resource exploitation and respecting indigenous culture.  

 

In Bhutan defenses in jurisprudence on the grounds of happiness, compassion and the special position 

of religion in the state were defeated by the court. Happiness was invoked only once in a constitutional 

case on vehicle tax (12.4.2). Reluctance to judicial activism, regarding happiness as the sovereignty of 

the people to change the law, coupled with a strongly hierarchical society, may lead to a conservative 

stance of the judiciary on interpreting this principle as changing societal relations. Some constitutional 

rights are considered non-justiciable policy intentions (art. 9 principles of state policy) though specific 

new rights are also formulated: E.g. right to leisure time (art. 9.13), living in strong family and 

community bond (art. 9.19) and a compassionate society (art. 9.20) and participation in cultural life (art. 

9.23). The Constitution (art. 5)105 appears to have the potential for rights of nature cases to be launched 

by citizens, regardless of personal damage, but environmental activism is less strong than in Ecuador. 

 

                                                             
104 Telesur TV, Ecuador Moves From Money to Community to Measure-Happiness 1 July 2015, 
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Ecuador-Moves-From-Money-to-Community-to-Measure-Happiness-
20150701-0034.html 
105 ‘Every Bhutanese is a trustee of the Kingdom’s natural resources’. 
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In South Africa, possibly because of lack of constitutional embedding, the jurisprudence on Ubuntu is 

more elaborate, giving practical meaning to Ubuntu in civil, family and criminal law. It is considered the 

‘grandmother of law’ (above human dignity) resulting in case law on a diverse range of subjects such as 

abolishment of capital punishment (dignity), grants and employment for migrants (hospitality and social 

justice), prevention of eviction (social justice), anti-defamation and limitations of damages (respectful 

relationship), fair and respectful administrative action (relationship), victim participation (traditional 

justice in determining punishment), fair contracts (reasonableness), community rehabilitation rather 

than prison (restorative justice), dignity for the dead (bantu concept of humans including the deceased 

and unborn), and restorative child justice (see Table 8.8 under restorative justice). However, it has not 

been invoked asan environmental principle (A14). It is limited in private law.  

 

In Ecuador, Buen Vivir as a legal principle established the principle of pre-legislative consultation (re: The 

mining law), which was argued on the basis of the principle of relationality, yet jurisprudence 

contradictorily did not declare the mining law unconstitutional (14.4.1.2; 14.4.2; 8.2.5). Therefore it 

cannot be said to have been operationalized as a legal principle. Furthermore, the interpretation of the 

rights of nature as the most salient feature of Buen Vivir has been subject to jurisprudence in civil and 

criminal law, going beyond the right to a healthy environment. Case law has been limited due to failure 

of the case against large scale mining (Mirador) and oil exploration (British Petroleum), a perception that 

the courts are biased and fear creating negative jurisprudence. Nevertheless, the lagoon of 

Yaguarcocha, the trees in Cayapas reserve, the Vilcabamba river, the sharkfins in Galapagos, the coastal 

zone in Galapagos, the ecosystems, forests and river in Esmeraldas Province and a dead jaguar and 

condor Felipe gained legal standing and recognition of their rights. The legal principle of nature as a 

subject of rights proved effective in expanding the scope of who can sue (regardless of personal 

damages) as well as enlarged the possibility for judges to bring these considerations in, even if plaintiffs 

do not invoke the rights of nature. A next case in point may be the Chevron constitutional court case, 

where defendants (victims) brought nature rights in as an additional consideration, which was not the 

case in earlier litigation. Nature rights have (in one case) reshaped property law (and altered the notion 

of nature as object), though mostly in the interest of the state so far. The doctrine has equally led to a 

new criminal law (penal code 2014). Judges have acted as interpreters of constitutional values. 

In Bhutan the court has stated that it does not, in principle, want to encourage legislation from the 

bench; however, in Ecuador and South Africa judges are facilitated as co-creators of constitutional 

values, though in Ecuador the scope has been limited in practice. It may, however, be worthwhile to 

take note of South African legal culture in order to develop indigenous legal culture in Bhutan and legal 

pluralism in Ecuador further. 

8.3.5 Notion of equality 

I tentatively conclude that there is a graded scale of the importance of equality and equity, from very 

strong in indigenous societies in Ecuador to important in African society, (and especially in post-

apartheid South Africa) to weaker in traditionally hierarchical Bhutan. 
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Present in GNH is the constitutional value of equity promoting policies to minimize inequalities of 

income (art. 9.7 Constitution). Nevertheless the belief in karma makes income and status differences 

equally acceptable. Bhutan still represents a strongly hierarchical traditional society with at the head a 

monarch, who dispenses welfare, citizenship to those who are deprived of it and pardon. Though a 

special domain for religiously inspired compassion exists in the GNH-index measuring donations and 

voluntarism, this exists alongside a hierarchal society with a strong elite. Redistribution is not a top 

priority in its Vision 2020. 

Equality or Equity expresses itself in African culture as mutual respect (equal value, natural rights), 

sharing, access for all to the basic necessities of life, undoing artificial separations between people, 

recognizing interconnectedness and tolerance for expressions of our differences (it is often linked to 

dignity and freedom, art. 7 Constitution and art. 9: Equal rights and non-discrimination; Batho Pele 

policy aims at rectifying inequalities in distribution of services). ‘African traditional thought defines 

personhood in terms of wholeness. (…) the community through which the human individual comes to 

know both himself and the world around him’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 56). This does not exclude 

hierarchical relations or even historic absolute monarchs (A9). ‘We do not believe everybody is the 

same, Africans respect the chief as the highest spiritual leader with the medicine man acting on his 

behalf’ (A9) (see Figure 8.4).  

‘Political equality’, ‘social equality’, ‘equality in diversity’ (the recognition of differences), ‘gender 

equality’, ‘inter-generational and interpersonal justice’ including the impact on the environment is an 

express aim of Buen Vivir policies (GoE 2009; 14.2.1), finding a balance between rights and duties 

towards the community, expressed in the solidarity economy. The Ecuadorian Constitution mentions 

equality in numerous articles (e.g. 42, 67-69, 70, 83, 156-157). In its philosophical basis, equality extends 

to non-human beings, in reciprocity with nature (equality of all living beings). In native American 

tradition personhood is extended to nature: ‘Stone People’’, ‘Cloud People’, ‘Standing People’(trees), 

‘Grandfather Sun’, ‘Grandmother Moon’, ‘Star People’; ‘All Our Relatives’: ‘The Creatures’ (animals), ‘the 

Winged Ones’,’ the Four-Legged Ones’, ‘No-Legged Ones’, ‘the Creepers’, ‘the Finned Ones’ (Sams 1993, 

188). 

8.3.6 Nature-human unity versus human-unity 

Both Buddhism, Native Americans and Ubuntu stress unity with nature, which also expresses itself in the 

national policy frameworks of Bhutan and Ecuador, but not in that of South Africa. Buddhism starts with 

the individual human and its capacity for reasoning (first step in the eightfold path), which on his path to 

enlightenment expresses detached love (altruism) for others and nature. Ubuntu starts from the familial 

community life. Native Americans, though community oriented, seem to have no conceptual starting 

point at all; everything partakes of everything. Man is smaller than nature and life is biocentric. As the 

Kogi say they see themselves as the keepers of the Earth (footnote 322). It is a subtle difference, as all 

stress the ultimate unity of being. 

 

‘According to both Buddhist and pre-Buddhist philosophies, the mountains, rivers, streams, rocks and 

soils of Bhutan are (…) the domain of spirits (…) this coupled with the Buddhist tenet that the acts of this 

life will be rewarded or punished in the next, provides a powerful motivational principle for sustaining 
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Bhutan’s natural resource base (…). In Bhutanese culture (…) the original definition of development was 

based on the acquisition of knowledge (…) the process of communal enrichment was based on a 

dynamic in which those who possessed superior knowledge imparted that knowledge to others’ 

(National Environmental Commission of Bhutan 1998, 19 as quoted by Crins 2008, 155). As Crins 

concludes ‘all forms of life are valued equally (…) in Bhutan nature as a holistic cosmology is a prime 

cause and religion a result of this’ (Crins 2008 168). The Bhutanese Prime Minister expresses it thus: ‘We 

desperately need an economy that serves and nurtures the well-being of all sentient beings on earth 

and the human happiness that comes from living life in harmony with the natural world, with our 

communities, and with our inner selves’ (Jigme Thinley) (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 20).  

 

Ubuntu focuses mainly on humanity, human-unity, human bonds within the community (u-Ba-ntu) (the-

Human-beings) which possess u-Bu-ntu (general humaneness of humans). This word at the same time 

signifies the general inherent quality of everything in the universe (Bu). Unity between all beings is 

articulated through the underlying life force (-ntu) that inspires all beings. This means that there is no 

hierarchy of things which would distinguish humans as separate from other beings. Therefore caring for 

nature is as important as caring for others. The concept of ‘seriti’ also stresses unity with nature and all 

beings. On the contrary, Mbiti says: ‘Man is the centre of this ontology; the Animals, Plants and natural 

phenomena and objects constitute the environment in which man lives, provide a means of existence 

and, if need be, man establishes a mystical relationship with them’ (Mbiti 1969, 16). Nowadays, 

however, this concept seems to come less to the forefront. Interviewees mention the environmental 

dimension less, if at all. South African policies do not articulate specific Ubuntu inspired environmental 

policies; they do stress human civility in public service delivery as well as humanity in social justice and 

restorative justice. African philosophers such as Ramose, however, maintain Ubuntu also refers to the 

cosmic unity and ecology. It seems that Ubuntu has taken a more anthropocentric meaning in practice 

nowadays. Nature is seen in relation to the next generations that are part of bantu (Figure 13.1 and 

Haenen 2014).106 Sangoma healer Mutwa, however, calls for a more expanded (Mother) mindset (8.3.2) 

‘we must no longer look at a tree, but must see a living entity in that. I must no longer look at a stone, 

but I must see the future lying dormant in that stone (…)’107  

 

Likewise Ecuadorian author Oviedo speaks of a feminine culture rooted in Mother Earth (8.2.3). Buen 

Vivir proposes harmony with oneself, others and nature (14.2). A Sekoya expressed it thus: ‘Our spiritual 

belief is harmonious relations; when we cut down a tree, we cut down our brother or sister or 

grandparents (...) we also kill the spirits, not only the species physically. A little drop is representing the 

whole of humanity (…) The air we breathe is the same (as other species)’; On damaging the 

environment: ‘The environment space is not empty. It has many spirits, it is sacred. We believe we 

become spirits when we die. When the soil is covered in oil and the ecosystem is damaged, we are also 

                                                             
106 On Ubuntu, Former South African Deputy Minister of Health Nozizwe Madlala-Routledge remarks: ‘We have to 
look after the planet, the earth was given to us and we have got to protect it, we got to, when we pass on, leave it 
in a condition where those who have come after us continue to exist and enjoy what is given to all of us freely by 
nature.’ http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/films/ubuntu. 
107 Zulu Sangoma (healer) Vusamazulu Credo Mutwa, A Message to the World, Global Oneness Project, 
http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu. 

http://www.globalonenessproject.org/library/films/ubuntu
http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu


8 A comparative case study analysis  

275 
 

damaging human life (…)’ This is implying that human life needs the spirit of plants, not only the food it 

produces; needs not only water to drink, but to nourish the soul; needs not only air to breathe, but to 

clear the mind and needs its emotional-soul connection to nature to nourish its intellectual faculties: 

‘When you kill everything to do with the spirits, they also kill intellectual sciences (faculties), if there is 

no harmony. We know the physical losses, but there are also intellectual losses. When you kill the river, 

you kill the species of the river and human beings and our feelings and our respect for the spiritual 

world’ (E38). 

This contrasts with certain mainstream Western views towards nature, as illustrated in a debate on 

animal rights (in relation to the massive gassing of geese in The Netherlands) philosopher Ger Groot: 

‘The one who pleads for animal rights is philosophically going of the road. There can be at most a duty 

that we have to treat animals well. But that duty is often misinterpreted as if animals have rights to a 

certain treatment, or even to land (…) as soon as you want to give a legal meaning to that, one 

encounters problems (…) the law is an artificial construction and it requires a moral ability and legal 

consciousness to take part of that. Animals cannot do that. The duty that we have towards animals is 

therefore something solely between people’ (author’s translation). Therefore according to Groot 

massive gassing of geese to protect agriculture is acceptable. ‘It is dangerous (…) to call pest control 

mass murder’. In a dissident Western view Frank Ankersmit quotes Thomas van Aquino who contended 

that everything that animals and humans have in common (survival, sexuality, looking after their young) 

should be an indicator of duties and rights. ‘It was Descartes who saw animals as ‘automatons’, a view 

that has been made definite by our bio-industry’ (Van Dijk 2015).  

 

If one wants to categorize, the mainstream West has an individualist anthropocentric worldview, 

Buddhism has a point of departure that is individual, in between anthropocentric and bio-centrism, 

Ubuntu collective, in between anthro and bio-centrism, and Native American outlook collective 

biocentric, though all three views ultimately merge in higher spirituality and lean towards the reverence 

for nature. 

8.3.7 Plurinationality versus national cultural homogeneity 

The duty ‘to preserve, protect and promote the cultural heritage of the country, including (…) religion’ is 

part of the Constitution of Bhutan. Culture is an important pillar of GNH policy, but is in part construed 

as the dominant Dzongka/Ngalong culture taking precedence over others in an effort to create national 

unity. At the same time it is encouraging cultural diversity. It is consolidation of power and the 

traditional dual religious-politico system of the ruling majority that is expressed in GNH, sometimes at 

the cost of minority views (12.3.2.2), though in recent years the government eased policies to 

accommodate diversity (12.4.3). Culture is linked to the main philosophy of Buddhism mainly through 

Bonism or Bon religion (animism) that influenced Mahayana Buddism (Crins 2008). Moreover, culture 

consists of preserving language and etiquette and spiritual practices incorporated in festivals and dances 

(12.4.3).  

 

Similarly South Africa strives for conservation and restoration of its indigenous languages in its 

Constitution, but an Ubuntu inspired cultural pillar aiming at preservation of heritage is absent. Its 
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unifying language is in the concept of ‘rainbow nation’. One could say its cultural dimension comes 

closest to Ecuador’s plurinationality, as it speaks of ‘united in our diversity’ (Constitution preamble); 

respect for indigenous institutions and legal pluralism is strongly anchored in the Constitution and legal 

system. However, this has not been expressly articulated as derived from Ubuntu. ‘It is a parallel theme, 

but not the same thing; the rainbow nation is associated with not looking for vengeance’ (A14). 

Therefore it is expressly linked to overcoming apartheid. This, however, does not appeal to the younger 

generation: ‘There is a shift to the concept of blackness, black consciousness, Pan-Africanism; that is 

something that a lot of us are turning to, to find ways to mobilize(...) do something about structures that 

really suffocate us, because they don’t speak to us as black people.’108 Rainbow nation could be said to 

be part of Ubuntu’s notion of non-discrimination (treat the other as you want to be treated, therefore 

respect the other’s form of expression). It can also be found in its general foreign policy white paper 

(preamble): ‘An approach to international relations that respects all nations, peoples, and cultures.’ 

Certain Ubuntu proponents argue for ‘holo-culturality’ instead, de-emphasizing difference and 

recognizing each other’s humanity (A13).  

 

Plurinationality takes center stage in Buen Vivir in Ecuador (and Bolivia), combined with interculturality, 

giving culture a sovereign status. It has, however, not surpassed the theoretical level. The Ecuadorian 

Constitution recognizes both the multinational (art. 1) and plurinational state. Thus Article 257 of the 

Constitution expresses: ‘Within the framework of political-administrative organization, indigenous or 

Afro-Ecuadorian territorial districts may be formed. These shall have jurisdiction over the respective 

autonomous territorial government and shall be governed by the principles of interculturalism and 

plurinationalism, and in accordance with collective rights.’ Preservation of culture is implemented 

through a ‘national system of culture’. Implementation is more geared to unifying education and 

development in inter alia millennium cities and schools, and territorial control of the state due to mining 

and oil exploration; culture threatens to become folklore rather than preserving ways of life.  

 

These differences seem to be explained by different historical circumstances, rather than the indigenous 

philosophy itself. In Ecuador suppressed native Americans, long not represented in the states they live, 

claim a stake in power and knowledge making and governance of their territories. This is justified from 

the native difference-in-equality perspective. It is, however, complicated by the majority no longer being 

indigenous and modern urban elites losing control and legitimacy in case of fully operationalized 

plurinationality. In South Africa it is equally the black majority (including white judicial activists) that 

after years of apartheid, has started to express its indigenous values, though careful of leaving ample 

space in the Constitution for the different nationalities that are part of the nation and even omitting 

explicit reference to indigenous concepts like Ubuntu. Whereas Ecuador keeps meticulous track of all 

nations within the country, which necessitated the creation of artificial divisions such as mestizo and 

mulatto, in South Africa keeping statistics (derived from historical categories) are necessary for 

empowerment programs; yet it is counterintuitive to the Ubuntu, post-apartheid thought of color-

                                                             
108

 Leithead, A. 2015. Is South Africa’s Rainbow nation coming to an end? BBC News 27 Oct 2015 (video), 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-34637663; Why South Africa’s born free generation is not happy, 25 Oct 
2015, http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-34570761  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-34637663
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-34570761
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blindness. Bhutan equally struggled with its diverse population, especially during the Nepali (Hindu) 

immigrant conflict (remaining Southerners or Lotshampas are still 25% of population), and tried to find 

answers in strengthening the cultural pillar of policies. Cultural-religious links between Buddhism and 

Hinduism help in this respect. An attempt has been made to represent these differences in  

Figure 8.2 (though not cast in stone, but to facilitate discussion). 

 

In conclusion only Ecuador derives a specific (constitutional) cultural diversity notion of sovereignty 

(‘pluri’+‘nation’) directly from its worldview, though as noted also necessitated by the historical context. 

South Africa treats its Ubuntu concept as culture itself with an implicit diversity concept (and launched a 

separate idea of rainbow nation), but institutionalized legal pluralism and indigenous institutions to a 

greater extent than Ecuador. Bhutan treats Buddhism as part of culture by which it becomes the basis of 

its GNH policies to which is then added a heritage preservation notion including a spiritual dimension. 

The possibility exists of extending interculturality to legal practice, such as in Canada and Colombia, 

whereby indigenous communities interact with judges of western-national law to take a consensus 

decision on crimes committed by indigenous people through a dialogue (Walsh 2009, 72). So far both 

systems have operated largely separately in South Africa and Ecuador, though recognition of the core 

philosophy in the legal system has broken through these separations. 

Figure 8.4 Rainbow nation, cultural diversity, multi or plurinationality 

 

South Africa: The state is above the indigenous communities nations and groups, but recognizes their institutions and law in the 
central Constitution 
Bhutan: The square symbolizes the unity state; the circle the national culture (GNH) binding diverse communities.  
Ecuador: The multination state is above the indigenous nations, recognized in the Constitution (foundation), but legal pluralism 
is still little institutionalized and contentious. The desired pluri-national state as envisioned by indigenous groups has the state 
and Constitution as central coordinator, but no hierarchy.  
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8.3.8 Foreign policy 

Bhutan actively promoted ‘Happiness diplomacy’ between 2004 (first GNH international conference) 

and 2013, until a new more inward-looking government took office, which in 2015 made its first steps to 

re-engage with the international community on GNH. Bhutan actively promoted a new development 

paradigm until 2013 within the UN. Traditionally isolated Bhutan, however, does not seek regional 

integrationist goals based on common values; on the contrary it is more concerned with maintaining its 

sovereignty and articulating its own particular GNH identity. There are no signs that it wants to engage 

more with Himalayan or Buddhist countries than with others. Its relationship with neighboring Nepal is 

troubled over Nepalese minorities formerly residing in Bhutan. It therefore applies a very strict 

interpretation of citizenship. Hospitality to migrants is not stressed as a GNH value (unlike in Ubuntu and 

Buen Vivir, below). The Happiness foreign policy is about promoting its national development model 

abroad, transforming the international development model, engaging with other Buddhist countries, 

and aligning donors. Geopolitical considerations have clearly influenced (limited) how happiness is 

applied to immediate foreign relations, in the Nepali case leading to fear rather than compassion based 

choices (12.3.2.2).  

South Africa’s Ubuntu diplomacy has most explicitly recognized its indigenous value system in its name. 

It serves mainly as a justification of certain (human rights, reconciliatory and poverty oriented) policy 

choices. It does not explicitly promote a new development paradigm. Integration with neighboring 

countries is part of foreign policy, regionally through the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) and continentally through the African Union; it is unclear whether this is inspired by Ubuntu as 

SADC was formed to combat apartheid and develop economic integration.109 South Africa’s white paper 

on foreign policy contains an one-page Ubuntu preamble that is, however, not consistently articulated 

throughout the document (DIRCO 2011). It relates mainly to ‘our common humanity’ and 

‘interconnectedness and interdependency’. Its foreword stresses pan-Africanism as a central theme 

born out of its liberation struggle. It, however, does not explain the relationship between African 

integration and common African values (or whether these exist at all). Instead it refers to postcolonialist 

liberation, the ANC Freedom Charter and ‘African renewal’ (DIRCO 2011, 7 and 10), which also justifies 

connecting with African diasporas in the Americas (DIRCO 2011, 34). The preamble concludes that: 

‘South Africa therefore accords central importance to our immediate African neighborhood and 

continent; working with countries of the South to address shared challenges of underdevelopment; 

promoting global equity and social justice; working with countries of the North to develop a true and 

effective partnership for a better world; and doing our part to strengthen the multilateral system..’ 

(DIRCO 2011, preamble). The relationship between democracy and human rights and Ubuntu is treated 

as a given. Ubuntu has furthermore inspired jurisprudence advocating for a more benign attitude 

towards migrants, though xenophobia remains a problem in society. To what extent cultural values are 

part of South-South, G77, BRICS and Africa-China relations needs to be researched110; no overwhelming 

evidence was found. (South) Africa does not seem to be engaged in the search for a new development 

paradigm based on cultural values. The New Economic Paradigm meeting of 2012 in New York, with 700 

participants (RGoB 2012), did not feature a (Sub-Sahara) African speaker, except Morocco. The 

                                                             
109 http://www.sadc.int/about-sadc/overview/history-and-treaty/  
110 See footnote 232 

http://www.sadc.int/about-sadc/overview/history-and-treaty/
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International Gross National Happiness Conference 2015 counted no Africans among its 700 participants 

with the exception of one South African of Indian origin. Interviewees, however, advocate Ubuntu’s 

universality: ‘It is important to see Ubuntu in its wider significance. Ubuntu is not a technical thing. It is 

not an African thing only, it goes well beyond that. It is about human solidarity; emphasis on rights is a 

western concern that is very individualistic, very competitive and very harsh. It is always rights against 

(something). Ubuntu does not seek to undermine autonomy or expression, but if these dominate, we 

become isolated and dignity is trivialized’ (A14).  

Ecuador has most explicitly articulated how its indigenous world view implies a certain foreign policy 

goal, namely integration with neighboring countries and the whole South-American continent, and even 

enshrined it in the Constitution. This is part of restoring ‘Khapak Ñan’, the integrated Inca road network, 

community and spirituality. Holism takes a physical dimension of integration of people and lands, as one 

spiritual community based on common values. It therefore pursues an active alliance with neighboring 

countries. From here also follows a different citizenship definition and a different, more open attitude 

towards migration and people’s mobility (though with limitations in practice, E1). Promoting its national 

development model abroad, transforming the international development model, has found its 

expression within the UN (Harmony with Nature resolutions). 

8.4 Implementation issues 
This paragraph will give an overview of how implementation is succeeding/failing according to 

interviews. Table 8.8 gives positive examples and Table 8.9 presents challenges in implementation. 

Table 8.8 Positive examples/potentials of implementation mentioned by interviews 

Implementa

tion 

potentials 

Ubuntu/South Africa 

 

Happiness/Bhutan 

 

Buen Vivir/Ecuador 

 

General Implemention limited to (a) 

jurisprudence based on draft 

Constitution (b) government 

service delivery (Batho Pele) (c) 

Ubuntu diplomacy. 

Implemented in (a) Constitution 

2008 (b) overall policies. 

Implemented in (a) Constitution 

2008 (b) jurisprudence (c) overall 

policies. 

Govern- 

ment 

service 

delivery 

Batho Pele (People First) policy 

(consultation, service standards, 

access, courtesy, information, 

transparency, redress, value for 

money); complaints hotline; free 

emergency healthcare; waiver for 

education fees; Social security; 

National Housing Act and the 

National Housing Code, 2009 

(affordable access to housing); 

Promotion of Access to 

Information Act (PAIA); The 

Promotion of Administrative 

Justice Act (PAJA). 

 

Strong focus on government 

service delivery as priority in 11
th

 

five year plan; free health and 

education; royal welfare (‘kidu’) 

system (land, housing, living 

allowance, etc); government most 

important employer.  

Strong focus on government 

service delivery in national plans, 

free health and education, social 

security. 
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Implementa

tion 

potentials 

Ubuntu/South Africa 

 

Happiness/Bhutan 

 

Buen Vivir/Ecuador 

 

Decentrali-

zation 

Decentralization in Constitution; 

local government act 1997 

Bottom-up nation building 

Reform of former administrative 

system: Integration of a racially 

segregated administration (4 

units: black, white, colored, 

Indian) and homeland and self-

governing territories (10 different 

units).  

Decentralization in Constitution; 

local government Act 2009; 

absolute monarchy promoted 

gradual 

democratization/decentralization 

since 1953 based on Buddhist ethic 

of democratic decision-making; to 

regional dzongkhag and local gwog 

level, since 1981 5th 5 year plan 

(financial and administrative), 

building on traditional community 

assemblies. 

 

Decentralization and 

plurinationality in Constitution; 

law on decentralization 

(COOTAD) 2010; 

Aim for polycentric decentralized 

state with multiple cosmovisions 

in national plans; certain local 

initiatives practice Buen Vivir: 

Regulations exist based on 

indigenous justice, like in 

Llanchama (Yasuni) and Sarayaku.  

Democracy 

Leadership 

Building effective democratic 

institutions with accountability; 

very progressive, inclusive 

Constitution; 

TRC example works through for 

reconciliation in farms of racial 

tensions and between gangs in 

township (Bush radio). 

Local democracy through 

consensus decision making in 

informal meetings; 

Promotion of Equality and 

Prevention of Unfair 

Discrimination Act (PEPUDA);  

several institutions for redress 

(next to courts): The Public 

Protector; the South African 

Human Rights Commission; the 

Commission on Gender Equality; 

IDASA (citizen participation); the 

Open Democracy Advice Centre; 

the Independent Complaints 

Directorate (ICD); Presidential 

Hotline. 

Building effective democratic 

institutions with accountability; 

Traditional consensual elements in 

majority based system and special 

(presidential) position for 

monarchy as upholder of Buddhist 

norms; 

Local democracy in traditional 

community assemblies with 

household (mostly women) 

representation, trust and 

consensus based, direct election of 

the local leader; constituting 

participatory direct democracy that 

foster self-reliance and co-

operation.  

Building effective democratic 

institutions with accountability; 

Constitution recognizes 

communitarian democracy 

(consensus seeking in ‘ayllu’); 

participatory democracy; 

representative democracy 

(voting; parliament); citizen 

participation council to promote 

active citizenship valuing the 

common good; plurinational 

deconcentrated, decentralized 

state. 

Cultural 

diversity 

Rainbow nation concept;  

Legal pluralism (Constitution 

recognizes indigenous law); 

Constitutional Right to enjoy 

culture, language and religion; 

Recognition of 11 official 

languages; 

Right to be taught in one of the 

official languages of your choice 

in a public educational institution 

provided there are sufficient 

Culture as a pillar of GNH (1of 4); 

spiritual values underlying all 

government policies;  

Cultural policy as part of strategy to 

preserve sovereignty; 

Preservation of national dress in 

government offices and official 

occasions with adaptions for 

certain minorities, promoting unity 

and identity; national festivals 

(tshechus) strengthening cohesion 

Plurinationality (Protection of 

indigenous ‘nations’ rights: 

ancestral traditions and forms of 

social organization) and 

interculturality;  

Legal pluralism (Constitution 

recognizes indigenous justice);  

National system for culture 

(Constitution): languages/oral 

traditions/ritual, festive 

productive manifestations; urban 
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Implementa

tion 

potentials 

Ubuntu/South Africa 

 

Happiness/Bhutan 

 

Buen Vivir/Ecuador 

 

students; 

Ethnic sovereignty expressed in 

the languages used in parliament 

and national broadcasting , 

promotion of traditional 

leadership, e.g. ‘the Zulu way of 

life’, the Constitution recognizing 

the King of the Zulus, having the 

authority to govern his own 

people within the native 

framework. 

and spiritual awareness; 

preservation of indigenous 

wisdom, arts and crafts for 

sustainable livelihood. 

monuments/natural and 

archeological sites; 

documents/objects/archives/libr

aries/museums; 

artistic/scientific/technological 

creations; preservation, 

restitution and restoration of 

heritage; support artistic 

teaching. 

Education Education by the family and 

community on Ubuntu values. 

Inclusivity promoted through: 

exemption from school fees 

possible for those who cannot 

afford; higher education 

institution must be less strict 

when considering an entrance 

application from someone who is 

previously disadvantaged; adult 

basic education; skills 

development at workplace; 

More emphasis on teaching 

African history and values, 

moving away from apartheid 

curriculum, in public schools.  

Free education (inclusivity); 

Cultural/spiritual values in 

Educating for GNH program/Green 

school concept; 

CBS research on GNH; 

iGNHs centre for coordination of 

GNH teaching/research in higher 

education. 

Free, intercultural education, 

teaching of/in indigenous 

languages, wisdom, handicrafts, 

tradition, (formerly) in 

cooperation with indigenous 

movement.  

Intra 

community 

reciprocity 

Strong in rural areas and black 

townships; cooperatives 

(stokvels) alive; community 

includes unborn and ancestors 

who dwell in the earth; reverence 

for ‘sacred’ nature; 

Private street communities in 

urban townships as forms of self-

organization (strong in the ‘80’s 

but diminishing), positive to 

diminish violence against women; 

Saving clubs, creches and pooling 

of resources still exist. 

 

Strong in rural communities and 

small towns; exchange of labor 

(‘Chirub Wulam’) collective labor 

(‘Wula’) customs affected by rural 

urban migration, schooling; 

reverence for ‘sacred’ nature;  

Voluntarism/donations 

measured/promoted by state; 

Paying back to rural communities 

by urban elites. 

Strong in rural and indigenous 

communities;  

Different forms of collective labor 

(‘minga’), exchange of labor 

(‘ranti-ranti’, ‘makimañachina’, 

‘makipurarina’) and social aid 

(‘uyanza’, ‘chukchina’, 

‘makikuna’), agri-product and 

land/cattle exchange (‘uniguilla’, 

‘waki’);  

Concept of community and of 

reciprocity includes nature. 

Restorative 

justice & 

customary 

law 

Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (apartheid crime). 

Child Justice Act. 

Traditional courts bill. 

Ubuntu as a legal principle in 

jurisprudence broke separation 

between Western and indigenous 

Constitution partly based on 

principles of Happiness, Mahayana 

Buddhism and historical model of 

dual state (religious and 

administrative).  

No jurisprudence yet. 

Customs of mediation by senior 

Oral indigenous justice based on 

harmony, reciprocity, do not 

desire, do not be lazy, 

reconciliation, avoiding future 

harm (no written jurisprudence); 

indigenous movement fighting 

for total jurisdiction; 
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law systems. 

Court cases:  

-Hospitality: Allow employment 

for refugees; welfare grants to 

migrants; 

-Right to housing: Prevention of 

eviction of illegal occupiers; 

-Fairness and civility: Due 

compensation at termination of a 

contract; respect for the 

reputation of the person;  

-Relationship of mutual respect 

between courts and organs of the 

state towards citizens: Delay of 

giving judgment unreasonable; 

-Fair and respectful 

administrative action (relational 

nature of rights): Give reasons for 

administrative decisions and an 

obligation to treat people with 

dignity and respect; 

-Victim participation in deciding 

the proper punishment for 

offenders/forgiveness: 

Presidential pardon should 

include a voice for the victims; 

-Abolishment of capital 

punishment (prevention not 

retribution); 

-Rehabilitation in the community 

preferable over a prison sentence 

(societal reintegration/harmony 

after justice done); 

-Defamation: Reestablishing a 

respectful relationship more 

important than monetary 

compensation;  

-Upholding family values: 

Equality & tolerance in 

recognizing religious marriages, 

countering greed , dispute 

resolution and unity of family 

structures; 

-Reasonable contracts allowing 

access to court. 

 

citizens to solve conflicts; some 

practices of alternative punishment 

in work for (religious) community; 

practices of ‘simple justice’ 

(settlement based on confession) 

by local courts based on Buddhist 

principles. 

Law was previously based on the 

law codes from the Zhabdrung 

(first Abbot-King) in 1652 based on 

Mahayana Buddhism and codified 

in 1729 (Kathrim) and local 

unwritten social contracts on 

grazing rights, distribution of 

irrigation water, community 

services. Customary rules on 

collective resource use (not 

ownership) in the Land Law and 

Forest Act. 

 

Rights of nature to restore itself 

in Constitution and jurisprudence 

(below); 

Little to no jurisprudence on legal 

principle of Buen Vivir, but 

emerging rights of nature 

jurisprudence.  

Economy No explicit Ubuntu policy but 

examples:  

Constitution reprioritizing GNH 

economy as one of four pillars of 

Constitution/national plans 

promoting Buen Vivir economy to 
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Ubuntu/South Africa 

 

Happiness/Bhutan 

 

Buen Vivir/Ecuador 

 

Socio-economic rights in 

Constitution: Right to health, 

food, water, social security, 

housing, education, fair labor 

relations; 

Redistributive policies; 

Local Economic Development 

(LED) strategies which 

municipalities are required to 

implement, but often lack the 

skills; 

Extension of security tenure act 

(ESTA), land in commonage;  

(Controversial) Communal Land 

Rights Act (CLRA), (declared 

unconstitutional);  

Government projects to promote 

home grown food security;  

Government policy of promoting 

cooperatives; though benefits 

could be shared more equally; 

Private initiatives such as the 

Community Exchange Network 

(exchange of services), which 

could be extended to the poor; 

Black economic empowerment 

quotas; 

Stokvels in local communities are 

still alive; 

The government pledges to 

enable citizens to actualize the 

constitutional right to food and 

right to water for basic human 

needs and maintain water 

ecosystem functioning. 

well-being: ‘Development with a 

human face’; 

Socio-economic rights in 

Constitution: right to education, 

health, work, rest and leisure; 

Slow development e.g. phased 

opening of the economy, building 

restrictions, wildlife protection, 

carbon neutrality, forest 

protection, not joining WTO, 

regulated low impact high quality 

tourism;  

Redistributive policies; 

Rest and leisure are considered as 

productive, essential 

(constitutional) value; 

Monastic education teaches 

poverty is a lack of personal 

development and a poor mind; 

(Rural) Exchange of labor (‘Chirub 

Wulam’) and labor for community 

(‘Wula’), collective building of 

houses; 

Honoring culture by practicing of 

traditional arts and crafts; 

Economic sovereignty/self-reliance 

policy promoted through 

hydropower (clean energy). 

 

be balanced with ecology and 

culture (indigenous way of life);  

Socio-economic rights in 

Constitution: Right to housing, 

health, social security, water, 

food education, work/full 

employment;  

Concept of sovereignty includes 

food, energy, economic and 

financial, biodiversity 

sovereignty; Recognition of 

various forms of production and 

of property;  

Solidarity economy; 

Redistributive policies; 

Moving away from extraction to 

knowledge economy through 

changing the production matrix 

(value added industry). 

Social 

Security 

Child support grants, based on 

need and given to primary care 

giver, extending the notion of 

nuclear family to extended 

family; and foster care grants for 

aid orphans; 

Free public health and right to 

emergency treatment from any 

hospital - public or private; 

Constitutional right to access to 

social security; 

The Social Assistance Act makes 

various grants available. 

Inclusiveness and equality 

promoted through free access to 

education and health services and 

a nascent social protection policy, 

and ‘kidu’ (welfare) system (land 

allocation, assistance with housing, 

education, special medical 

treatment, disaster relief) 

promoting inclusiveness. 

conditional cash transfers 

(‘Bono’), CDH loans and trainings 

to promote labor over capital and 

solidarity economy; pension for 

elderly and disabled; coverage of 

specialized medical treatment; 

emergency cash transfer for 

natural disasters promoting 

inclusiveness. 
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Environ 

ment 

No environmental Ubuntu policy, 

but for example: 

The (former) program of rural 

women to uproot invasive plants 

that were taking a lot of water; it 

combined protecting scarce 

resources of water, with 

employment for women and 

restoring the vitality of the earth; 

Recent strong focus on climate 

change and clean energy policies, 

like biogas which also has a link 

to traditional ownership of land. 

 

Mandatory forest cover of 60% in 

Constitution; citizen’s 

constitutional duty to preserve, 

protect and respect the 

environment (no jurisprudence); 

carbon neutral economy, 

sustainable management of 

national resources, water security, 

improved disaster management as 

priorities (11
th

 5 year plan); run-of-

the-river hydro-electricity providing 

clean energy and protecting 

environment. 

Rights of nature in Constitution; 

enforced in penal code, 

protective administrative actions 

and (civil and criminal) 

jurisprudence reinforcing nature 

rights in minor cases (with 

exception of mining and oil 

exploration), giving legal standing 

to (representatives of) rivers, 

trees, ecosystems, animals etc.; 

Subordination of property rights 

to nature’s rights in certain cases; 

Yasuni-ITT initiative leaving oil 

underground (cancelled). 

Health No health Ubuntu policy. 

The program of rolling out 

antivirals, the treatment action 

campaign by people living with 

HIV as spearhead; Home based 

care systems for AIDS patients, 

keeping patients in the 

community;  

Free access to 

retrovirals/condoms, linked to 

preservation of family values and 

protection of family; 

Traditional male circumcision 

ceremonies respected, but 

government imposed supervision 

of medical doctors (respect for 

authority of traditional society); 

Traditional medicine people 

recognized by government, 

dispersing herbal medicine and 

giving treatment, working 

alongside hospitals (in many 

African countries progressive 

collaboration of Western and 

traditional medicine esp in 

mental health); 

Mandela leading by example, 

announcing death of son through 

aids (A9). 

Free healthcare. 

Recognition of interrelation of 

physical, emotional, spiritual health 

in traditional medicine, as part of 

health policies; Recognition of 

leisure time. 

Free, holistic, intercultural 

(alternative) health including 

emotional well-being and leisure 

time and ancestral medicine as 

policy objective. 

Foreign 

policy  

Concept of respect and equality 

of nations (not domination) as 

central to foreign policy: 

Cooperation over competition. 

Ubuntu diplomacy promoting 

Projecting unique GNH identity 

worldwide as part of careful 

geostrategic balancing act between 

China and India; 

International GNH Conferences 

Constitution promoting concept 

of legal equality of the States, 

universal citizenship, peaceful 

settlement of dispute, regional 

integration and international 
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human rights, democracy, justice, 

international peace, 

reconciliation, and the 

eradication of poverty and 

underdevelopment; South-South 

cooperation; Pan- Africanism; 

value debates in BRICS/BASIC and 

G77; Post-apartheid foreign 

policy helps Africa build stronger 

self-confidence and image in 

global relations – cultural, 

political, economic; 

Potential of awakening donors 

and others to the ethical 

imperative for cognitive justice as 

well as economic justice; ‘non-

Western’ orientation of foreign 

policy (A9); 

Claimed leadership role in Africa 

alongside others African 

countries such as Nigeria, Senegal 

and Egypt (A9); 

Extensive business, economic 

investments in Africa, in capital, 

jobs, business partnerships (A9). 

since 2004; 

UN Happiness resolution 2011; UN 

Happiness Day 20 March; 

promotion of New Development 

Paradigm 2012-2014; GNH centre 

maintaining international network; 

Donor alignment around 5 year 

plans, based on GNH. 

instruments for regeneration of 

the life cycles of the planet;  

Regional trade and investment 

institutions (SUCRE, the Bank of 

the South, Common Reserve 

Fund of the South);  

Promotion of Buen Vivir in 

regional organizations; 

Integration based on Qhapac Ñan 

(Inca network& spiritual vision);  

Promotion of new development 

paradigm through UN resolution 

on harmony with nature and 

promoting Yasuni ITT concept for 

the world (leaving oil 

underground for compensation). 

 

Table 8.9 gives an overview of criticism to the implementation discussed in the case studies, which has 

fueled criticism at the concepts of Ubuntu, Happiness and Buen Vivir itself. This list is not exhaustive, but 

demonstrates that there is a long way to go in implementing alternative well-being concepts. 
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Table 8.9 Implementation issues mentioned in interviews (non-exhaustive) 

Issues Ubuntu/South Africa  Happiness/Bhutan  Buen Vivir/Ecuador  

General Implemented only in (a) government 

service delivery (Batho Pele) and (b) 

Ubuntu diplomacy (c) jurisprudence. 

Implemented in (a) Constitution 

and (b) overall policies. 

Implemented in (a) 

Constitution (b) overall policies 

(c) jurisprudence. 

Govern- 

ment 

service 

delivery 

Lack of capacity, poor development 

of human resources, 

mismanagement of financial 

resources, corruption, saving face 

(lacking confrontation), post-

apartheid attitudes, bureaucracy, not 

engaging people. 

Bureaucracy, lack of efficiency, 

corruption; Good governance is 

often interpreted as good 

government (government is 

good; neglecting 

counterbalancing forces). 

Government’s role as a provider 

of kidu (welfare) entrenched in 

the attitudes of both people and 

the government. 

Better public service delivery 

financed from mining and oil 

income which is opposite to 

biocentrism. 

Decentrali-

zation 

Decentralization in transition; 

Inherited hierarchical systems; weak 

autonomy; Ubuntu is dislocated from 

its context; the mayor is removed 

from the people, communication not 

strengthened by Ubuntu leadership 

(community and leader empowering 

each other). 

Successful decentralization, but 

issues with awareness and 

meaningful engagement of 

people and women’s 

participation. Government taking 

over community joint decision 

making and collective labor 

becoming forced free labor 

contribution. 

Conflicts over jurisdiction 

regarding ecological protection 

versus extraction of natural 

resources. 

Democracy Constitution failed to help build less 

racial, unequal, poverty-stricken, 

greater ‘Rainbow Nation’; 

Authoritarian, domination by one 

party as result of Western 

democratic system; good governance 

not thought of from indigenous 

perspective. Patriarchy and concept 

of ‘strong man’ clashing with Ubuntu 

leadership (humility, trust and 

reconciliation). 

Former household 

representation replaced by 

individual voting. Polarization 

due to recent Western 

democratic system; preference 

for Kingdom; mainly young 

graduates in parliament due to 

clash of culture and democracy; 

nascent counterbalancing forces 

(media, cso); lack of women 

participation; media dependence 

on government; good 

governance not thought of from 

indigenous perspective; 

‘commons’ were mostly 

nationalized by the state and 

later re-created in (some) 

community forests , including 

water sources. 

Lack of independence of courts, 

council of citizen participation 

and electoral system; 

inappropriate consultation of 

communities; division of 

indigenous movement; lack of 

gender perspective in Buen 

Vivir debates. 

Cultural 

diversity 

Rainbow nation respecting diversity, 

but lack of dialogue on difference; 

apartheid legacy of racial 

(empowerment) categories stand in 

the way of Ubuntu-unity; no 

recognition for first nation people 

(KoiSan); lack of pride in black culture 

Partial citizenship in South and 

those without a Bhutanese father 

(gender bias); limitation on 

certain cultural freedoms (e.g. 

Nepali); unifying national cultural 

code/dress created tension in 

past; etiquette reinforces 

No plurinationality in control of 

natural resources and territory, 

and lack of cultural freedom 

(linked to territory and nature); 

need for recording indigenous 

culture; ethnocide in Amazon 

of uncontacted people due to 
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as consequence of apartheid; 

xenophobia undermining values of 

hospitality; Ubuntu is seen through 

the prism of apartheid legacy; lack of 

integration of white culture in post-

apartheid South Africa; 

Ethnic sovereignty restricted when it 

comes to land and natural resources. 

hierarchy; eroding community 

and family units; tradition 

undermined by modernization; 

cultural consequences of dams; 

lacking support for modern art as 

bridge for identity. 

extraction; 

Lack of true understanding and 

respect for indigenous 

healthcare in official 

institutions. 

Education Lack of communication of Ubuntu in 

schools; not internalized outside 

black community; 

Western epistemology takes 

precedence. 

Western style education with 

elements of GNH, overemphasis 

on white collar jobs; mismatch 

with employment; teacher GNH-

training needed; secular 

education created disconnect 

with traditional values 

(undermining tshechus); private 

alternative indigenous initiatives.  

Gradual abolition of 

intercultural education; 

Western epistemology in 

schools and universities.  

Intra 

community 

reciprocity 

Government service cannot replace 

Ubuntu; 

Diminishing due to income disparity 

and urbanization, but existed in 

apartheid area urban centers. 

Still strong, but going down in 

urban areas. Income disparity 

growing, but also pay back to 

‘home’ rural community. 

Mining/oil companies and 

extraction (dis)advantages 

divide communities. 

Restorative 

justice & 

customary 

law 

Truth and reconciliation commission 

contested; 

Inferior status of customary law; 

limited exchange with Roman Dutch 

law; 

Ubuntu as a legal principle, but not 

consistently applied.  

Western style judicial system 

may undermine Buddhist ‘simple 

justice’; happiness not (yet) 

applied as legal principle. 

Lack of true legal pluralism; 

indigenous jurisdiction denied 

on grave crimes; two separate 

systems; Buen Vivir application 

as legal principle still in its 

infancy; restorative justice on 

rights of nature hampered by 

alleged lack of independence of 

courts. 

 

Economy Apartheid legacy of uneven 

distribution of wealth; growing 

income disparity breaking down 

traditional solidarity; 

Controversy over black economic 

empowerment; 

Access to energy; low levels of 

education; unemployment;  

No Ubuntu in private law; family ties 

preventing upward mobility; 

Addressing structural poverty (A9); 

Slow reversal of apartheid 

policies/legacy in food, health, water 

and sanitation, housing, quality of 

public medical facilities, quality of 

life, employment, livelihood for 

youth, distribution of wealth, 

segregation between townships and 

Pace of (infrastructure) 

development; dominance of 

government, lack of private 

sector; over-regulation; income 

disparity; regional distribution of 

socio-economic benefits; 

Dependence on hydropower 

possibly undermining economic 

sovereignty and ecology; rural-

urban migration affecting food 

sovereignty; fragmentation of 

agricultural land and stagnant or 

declining productivity;  

Maintaining low impact high 

value tourism; relearning organic 

agriculture; overreliance on 

imports; GNH is expensive; 

balancing GDP and GNH is 

Economy based on extraction; 

macro economy predominant 

over local economy; official 

solidarity economy has 

eliminated traditional 

cooperatives; redistribution 

instead of re-appropriation; no 

structural change; conventional 

development concept under 

guise of Buen Vivir; replacing 

traditional communities with 

millennium cities. 
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urban centres etc. (A9). difficult; GNH and business 

(creating shared value) to be 

developed. 

Environ 

ment 

Withering environmental Ubuntu 

dimension in public, separating 

human from nature, partly as result 

of forced removal from ancestral 

lands under apartheid; 

Dichotomy between conservation 

and people’s use; 

Mining conflicts; 

Conflict between energy and food 

sovereignty (over water and 

pollution); 

Slow reversal of apartheid policies of 

removing people from their land and 

lack of ownership of land and 

resources (A9). 

Human-wildlife conflict; 

Climate change impacting 

glaciers, water sources, safety 

(GLOF) and biodiversity; littering; 

developing eco-tourism;  

Environmental and biodiversity 

consequences of road and dam 

building; fossil fuel transport 

(electric not yet succeeded); lack 

of public transport; no concept of 

green city. 

Lack of implementing laws on 

rights of nature; Oil exploration 

and mining at cost of 

biodiversity, contradicting 

rights of nature;  

Inorganic agriculture at cost of 

fragile ecosystems; 

Criminalization of 

environmental activism.  

Health Ubuntu failed in earlier HIV policies, 

which were not focused on the 

communal and on service delivery, 

but on HIV/Aids intellectual debate.  

Lack of resources in Health Fund. Uneven regional coverage; 

Health services based on 

Western structure, using 

indigenous health politically 

without deep investigation of 

indigenous health or 

implementation of that wisdom 

in hospitals. 

Foreign 

policy 

Internal xenophobia, visa policies, 

sense of superiority and leadership in 

Africa affected better relations at 

home and in Africa (A9); Challenge of 

(South) African leadership in internal 

governance, contact with own people 

and accountability; therefore lacking 

authority to challenge other nations.  

 

Nepali migrant issue affected 

regional relations and image 

abroad, undermining perceptions 

of GNH; 

Over-dependence on India, 

affecting choices in GNH 

(hydropower, imports, balance of 

payments etc); 

Early termination of new 

development paradigm office, 

due to cabinet change, affected 

active position at SDG 

negotiation. 

Cancellation of Yasuni ITT 

(leaving oil underground for 

international compensation) 

nationally affected global 

credibility of promoting the 

concept. 
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8.5 Alternative worldviews versus current (Western) theories 

8.5.1 Legal and economic de-(and re-)construction 

The way Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir deconstruct Western legal and economic theory has been 

described in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.  

The main reconstructive ideas have been discussed in the previous paragraphs. In summary, Ubuntu, 

Happiness and Buen Vivir are a philosophy, a legal principle with an expanded notion of conventional 

dignity and freedom, a restorative justice principle, a democratic principle, an economic-ecological 

principle and a cultural principle.  

Table 8.10 dichotomises between the Western and ‘non-Western’ ‘primal’ mind, though the distinction 

is not always clear-cut (e.g. Buddhism uses written historic sources and reason; African philosophy 

though based in oral history uses reason; Islamic Africa relies in part on written sources). 

Table 8.10 Primal versus Western mind 

 ‘non-Western’ Western (mainstream) 

Origin  Harmony with and part of the universe. Control of the outer phenomena by ratio and taking a 

distance. 

Space Holy, magical, space and time are one. Un-magical, outer, space separate from time. 

Time Circular, living in the now, ‘in time’. Linear and measured, ‘on time’. 

Nature Sacred, holy earth, magical, human is part of 

nature. 

Human separate from nature, neutral, un-magical. 

Quantifiable, atomized, control of nature. 

Identity Collective, one is part of the community and 

nature, non-fixed, can be transformed at special 

(ritual) occasions. 

Individual, fixed and definitive, separate from the 

community and from nature. 

Body Integration of mind, heart and body. Organ of 

expression through dance.  

Separation of mind and body. Priority of mind. 

Marginalization of body and emotion. 

Art  Part of life, expression of experiences, related to 

philosophy and spirituality, visionary, access to the 

invisible (and great mystery). 

Separate from daily life, focus on originality and 

individuality, objective view of life, un-magical world, 

decorative. 

Dance Part of ritual and spirituality and expression of 

emotion. 

Individual. Art form. Former repression of dance by the 

church. 

Music The sound of natural life, the basis of creation, part 

of ritual and spirituality, controlled by ‘eros’, 

feeling, experienced by the body. 

Controlled by the ‘logos’, reason, experienced by the 

mind, separate from ritual or dance. 

Literature Oral, visionary. Written, realistic (with exceptions such as magical 

realism). 

Strategies  Open, process oriented, flexible. Closed, goal oriented, fixed. 

Source: Adapted table, derived from Lemaire 1986, 291-292 

 

Table 8.11, Table 8.12 and Table 8.13 present a non-exhaustive overview of deconstruction. 

Deconstruction can take place at two levels: That of ideas (philosophy) and that of the implementation 

of ideas. When the idea is present, but clearly not practiced this is in certain cases added in the table 

below. 
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Table 8.11 Legal deconstruction 

+=yes; -=no; +/-=to some extent; np=not practiced; pp=partially practiced; f=failed(in countries in study) ?=unknown 

Reconstructive ideas Ubuntu Happiness Buen Vivir 

Position of the judge: Ethical sense of the judge guided by metaphysical notions 

takes center stage; doing justice rather than simply executing the law 

+ + pp - 

Emphasis on duties: Duties are more than just correlations of rights, as one has the 

duty to participate in the community and make a difference (partial in SA 

Constitution); in Constitution Bhutan and Ecuador 

+ pp +/- + 

Indivisibility of rights in the sense of not distinguishing between socio-economic and 

civil-political rights; one does not exist without the other; there is a continuum of 

being 

+ + + 

Human Dignity not rooted in reason, but in the heart as opposed to Western 

rationality, reasonableness, equity, individualism and freedom 

+ +/- + 

Future generations protected in Constitution + + + 

Law rooted in a natural law that springs from the collectivity of being (Ubuntu); 

Dharma; Original Law (native Americans) 

+ + + 

Reformulation of the generation of rights derived from moral reasoning (as 

opposed to Western history): First humanity as a whole rights, then solidarity rights, 

then socio-economic rights, then civil political rights 

+ - + 

Restorative rather than punitive justice, seeking harmony (and rehabilitation within 

community) (SA); karma related confessions (Bhutan) 

+ + + 

 

Collective argument against capital punishment: Binding-togetherness could be said 

to imply that the dignity of all is diminished by taking the life of one (Ubuntu); no 

killing (Buddhism); purification in indigenous justice, but also vengeance in some 

cases 

+ + -/+ 

Deliberative democracy: Dialogue and mutual consideration and respect as the base 

on which citizens can come to an understanding about the public good as opposed 

to (Western) adversarial politics –‘Palaver’ (Ubuntu); ‘Zomdu’ (Bhutan); republican 

notion institutionalization through the state and citizen responsibility (Ecuador)- 

practiced at village level 

+  + + 

Possibility of abolishing political parties (Ubuntu); putting restrictions regarding 

regionalism, ethnicity, religion; monarchy (Bhutan, art. 15); parties as national in 

nature (Ecuador art. 109) 

+ np +/- pp - 

Democracy by ballotage (Van Reybrouck; ancient Greek idea), as opposed to free 

and fair elections, stimulating community participation, possibly enhancing agency; 

Bhutan: Some communities have rotating local leadership; Ecuador: collective 

representation by rotation 

-? +/- + 

Alternative leadership interpretation which could influence democracy (as opposed 

to hierarchical top down): Collective mutually empowering (Ubuntu); Boddhisatva 

(Buddhist); 7 generation leadership (native American) 

+ + + 

No excessive damages in law cases, harmony more important + ? ? 

Victim participation in criminal law (deciding on punishment/forgiveness), e.g. truth 

and reconciliation commission; Bhutan traditionally feudal law; participation in 

traditional law/ victim protection in main law (art. 78 Constitution Ecuador) 

+ -? + 

Religious-philosophical values underlying Constitution and law, challenging secular 

state ideology 

- + +/- 

Decentralization as representing people’s power (bottom-up) +/- pp f + + f 

Rights of Nature (All persons, communities, peoples and nations can call upon 

public authorities to enforce) 

- - + 
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Reconstructive ideas Ubuntu Happiness Buen Vivir 

‘secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources’; 

‘equitable access to all South Africa’s natural resources’ (Art 24BIII and 25.4a 

Constitution South Africa); ‘The rights over mineral resources, rivers, lakes and 

forests shall vest in the State and are the properties of the State’; ‘sustainable use 

of natural resources and maintain intergenerational equity’ (art. 1.12 and 5.4 

Constitution Bhutan); ‘Nonrenewable natural resources of the State’s territory 

belong to its inalienable and absolute assets’; exploitation in harmony with cycles of 

nature (art. 1 and 408 Constitution Ecuador) 

+ + + 

Plurinational (intercultural) state; Protection of ‘indigenous nations’ rights - - + 

Recognition of customary law: African cust law; Buddhist principles in main law 

system, but not separate tribal law; indigenous branch of justice (Ecuador 

Constitution) 

+ -/+ + 

Duties of citizens (explicit rather than as implicit correlation of rights): In 

Constitution of Bhutan and Ecuador; explicit in Ubuntu, but not in SA Constitution 

+ np + + 

Transnational justice recognizing right of mobility of people: All migrants are legal; 

protection of transnational Ecuadorian families (Buen Vivir); certain equal rights for 

migrants (Ubuntu) 

+/- - + 

Constitutional intergenerational justice (environmental and social impacts of the 

use of natural resources; safeguarding for future generations) 

+ + + 

 
Table 8.12 Economic deconstruction 

+=yes; -=no; +/-=to some extent; np=not practiced; pp=partially practiced; f=failed; ?=unknown/not studied 

Reconstructive ideas Ubuntu Happiness Buen Vivir 

Human relations as central, more important than GDP growth + +/- +/- 

Nature as central +/- + + 

Redistribution through social protection schemes + +? + 

Redistribution through free access to education and health  +  

Participatory service delivery (extended from nominal, consultative, petitionary to 

deliberative participation) 

+   

Total Inclusiveness determines success of society= very meaning of the values of 

togetherness, collaboration and cooperation (Ubuntu); compassion but also 

voluntary detachment/seclusion (Buddhism); community of humans, nature and 

spirits as equals (Buen Vivir) 

+ +/- + 

Collective agency: Capacity to live the life we value + - + 

collective capabilities: Enhancing collective physical and mental states and activities 

for well-being: ‘What can we do to so that we live better (as opposed to sum of 

individual capabilities (Kantian social contract theory), namely individuals while 

maximizing their own capabilities agreeing to do some things together) 

+ - + 

Individual capabilities aiming at collective: What can I do so that we live better (as 

opposed to Western: What can I do so that I live the life I value) 

- + - 

Service as progress (extending freedom as progress in Sen’s Development as 

Freedom) Development as (mutual) Service: Life is mutual aid (Ubuntu); love, 

compassion, non-exploitation of others, generosity (Buddhism); reciprocity (Buen 

Vivir) 

+ + + 

Alternative leadership: Collective leadership where leader and people empower 

each other (Ubuntu)/ Boddhisatva leadership (Buddhism)/7 generations leadership 

(native American) 

+ + + 

Market actors to be fully engaged in society creating ‘shared value’ for society; + pp + pp + pp 
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Reconstructive ideas Ubuntu Happiness Buen Vivir 

presence of traditional forms of sharing labor in cooperatives 

Full Employment: Work is not done to amass wealth, but to benefit others; wealth 

is created on a cooperative basis, not a competitive one 

+ np + np + 

Diligence is not necessarily a virtue if it goes at the cost of social interaction; 

engaging with the other is deemed more important (SA); Bhutan: Right effort 

(diligence); Ecuador: Ama killla, don’t be lazy 

+ - - 

Social stand higher than economic (Life for Life): Against ‘human capital’ notion, 

economically functional homogenization of life; human relations more important 

than capital accumulation 

+ np + + 

Condoning illegal occupation; Prevention of eviction of land +   

Normative (extended) Global Public Good notion (due to interconnectedness in all 

spheres): Movement by one/in one field affects all others/other fields: Seriti, 

Buddha field, Integrality/Relationality 

+ + + 

Ecology takes primacy over Economy: Intrinsic value of nature (not ‘environment’ as 

resource for economy) 

+/- np + + 

Alternative to GDP index - + - 

Basic assumption is selflessness as opposed to self-interested economic actor; in 

Buen Vivir this is reciprocity 

+/- + pp + 

Rest and leisure as essential (constitutional) value (Bhutan); ‘producing time’ in 

African philosophy (Mbiti) 

+ np +  

Finance: public debt will not place an undue burden on future generations (Bhutan 

Constitution); sovereign external debt renegotiation (Ecuador) 

 + + pp 

Incorporating non-material dimension of emotion and spirit -/+ np + + 

Notion of development (in terms of material accumulation) does not exist; poverty 

is lack of long term vision (native American) or lack of personal development/poor 

mind (Buddhist) 

? + + 

Simple life (Buddhism); goal is to live well, but this should not go at the expense of 

others or the environment (austerity)(Buen Vivir); relative scarcity of material 

resources that may be owned to actualise the human right to life (Ubuntu) 

+ + + 

Extended sovereignty: Economic sovereignty, food sovereignty, energy sovereignty  

(Constitution of Ecuador); economic self-reliance (Constitution Bhutan); right to 

food (Constitution SA) 

- -/+ + 

Reformulate the concept of sustainable development, incorporating culture as 

fourth pillar of sustainable development 

- + + 
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Table 8.13 Social deconstruction (some examples) 

+=yes; -=no; +/-= to some extent; np=not practiced; pp=partially practiced; ?=unknown/not studied 

Reconstructive ideas Ubuntu Happiness Buen Vivir 

Education: Moral education of personhood + + - 

multicultural education: E.g. ‘we are what we do - to ourselves and others’ +  - + 

Education: Elevating status of indigenous philosophy and knowledge in universities +  + + 

Health: Care culture of community health workers + ? ? 

Health: Linking spiritual, emotional, physical illness + + + 

Health: Payment of the healer only if the patient improves + -? -? 

Health: Universal health coverage/ illegal for all health insurance companies to 

exclude any person  

+ -? -? 

Gender: Masculine-feminine value balance; non-discrimination 

Abstract life patterns (ubu) versus life force (ntu); yin-yang; complementarity 

+ + + 

Institution building: Emphasis on fairness/civility/mutual respect in conduct of 

government agents (relational nature of rights beyond rights as boundaries of 

individual entitlement) 

+ ? ? 

Peace and Security: Restorative + +pp + 

Migration: Hospitality to strangers (employment /social security for 

refugees/migrants) 

+ - + np? 

Culture: Constitutional duty to protect -/+ + + 

Environment: Citizen’s duty to protect - + + 

Environment can be influenced by mental states (Buddhist) (or by prayers-native 

American) 

- + +/-? 

 

8.5.2 Convergence with current trends 

This section examens the philosophies in the light of some of the convergent current theories 

(mentioned in Chapter 2 and Annex 10: Table 10.6 and Table 10.7). 

 

All three philosophies can be linked to the degrowth movement with their emphasis on simple life (see 

above 8.2.9), the extended normative GPG (or Commons) concept (8.2.12) and environmental justice 

(Buen Vivir law and policies recognize biocentricity most explicitly, thereafter Happiness’ guardianship of 

nature (in law and policy) and Ubuntu does so implicitly in its outlook, but not in law or policy). 

Biocentric or animistic (spiritual) views of life remain, however, they are fundamentally different from 

anthropocentric theory. This also counts for the Bhutanese Bodist (animist) outlook on nature (Crins 

2008) and the rural (and environmental activist) concept of Ubuntu. Happiness theory is partly (but not 

solely!) related to Happiness economics (beyond GDP) and to Western subjective well-being theory 

which, as research shows, comes to the same main conclusions as objective well-being theory (3.6.2).  

 

Whether linking other world views to debates of de-growth represents the best semantics remains to be 

seen, as the term growth is linked to GDP; the whole construction of GDP is under debate as being an 

irresponsible manner of accounting. Degrowth may signify to some a reduction in living standards and 

for those who are in poor circumstances is therefore not the most appealing option. Governments in the 

global south are not likely to embrace this terminology. Ultimately, however, construction of alternative 

measures of well-being or better living could signify the end of the growth debate as we know it, once 
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they gain universality. Though some maintain GDP will never be replaced: Messinger [director of 

industry measures and analysis for Statistics Canada]: ‘The new well-being index (…) will never replace 

the G.D.P. For one thing, economic activity, affected by weather, labor strikes and other factors, changes 

far more rapidly than other indicators of happiness’ (Revkin 2005, 3). Others question whether national 

well-being can really be defined, like Frank Bracho, a Venezuelan economist and former ambassador to 

India: ‘The most important things in life are not prone to measurement - like love.’; ‘Just the act of trying 

to quantify happiness could threaten it’ (Revkin 2005, 4). D’Alisa, Demaria and Kallis 2015 rightfully refer 

to Ubuntu and Buen Vivir and Ghandi’s economy of permanence (coming close Happiness in GNH) as 

allies to Degrowth (‘Alliances’ (part 4); and not as part of ‘Lines of thought’ (part 1), ‘The core’ (part 2) 

and ‘The action’(part 3). Interestingly the author have included happiness as subjective well-being (part 

2), but left out GNH (in part 4). 

 

The notion of Commons and GPGs (3.10; Table 3.4) captures some of the idea of collectivity, but still 

falls short of capturing the more mystical dimensions of interdependence as expressed in the Buddha 

field of existence (Happiness), seriti (Ubuntu) and pachamama (Buen Vivir). It has been argued in 

Chapter 6 that what Ubuntu takes as a starting point, is the end point of reasoning in Western GPG 

theory (or responsible sovereignty extending beyond national borders). In this sense it is a pity that the 

2006 GPG taskforce failed to gain wider acceptance in the ‘non-Western’ world (Which will, however, 

always have a problem with the word ‘good’ as it is material rather than normative, unless used as 

opposite of ‘bad’). Houtart found the solution in referring to the Common Good of Humanity (Houtart  

2012). The seven principles of Öström (3.10.1) for common resource pool management align well with 

discussed principles of entitlement and autonomy (eg food and energy sovereignty in Buen Vivir), 

restorative justice, duties as compliments to rights and local democratic decision-making and right to 

self-organize. ‘the commons are constantly (…) being (…) destroyed by market forces, parliaments and 

governments. This process is called enclosure’ and ‘poses enormous conceptual challenges to 

conventional economics’ (Helfrich and Bollier 2015, 76). 

 

The Western concept of Environmental Justice (2.2) comes closest to indigenous nature’s rights. It 

connects respect for nature with social justice and articulates that inequalities of power have social and 

environmental consequences for the poor. A true intercultural dialogue is equally demanding a shift in 

power relations (Gianolla 2013, 71). The Declaration on the Rights of Development (1986, UNGA 

41/128) is strongly anthropocentric (defining the ‘human person’ as ‘the central subject of 

development’) and does not mention the environment (Gianolla 2013). How to balance this with the 

right to a healthy and ecologically based environment? (suc h as enshrined in the UNDRIP (art. 29: Right 

to conservation and protection of the environment) and the earlier (1989) ILO Indigenous and Tribal 

Peoples Convention, the economic, social and cultural rights in the American Convention on Human 

Rights, and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights? Other human rights instruments make 

scant reference to the environment and only in relation to the benefits to humans: Universal Declaration 

HR (art. 25); ICECSR (art. 12); Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW) (art. 14); and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (art. 24)) (Gianolla 2013). 

Gianolla posits that both humans and nature should be part of the ‘living commons’, ’made up of 
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subjects; living beings which deserve protection for their inalienable living status’ (Gianolla 2013, 77) 

(see also Anguelovski 2015). 

Happiness Economics accounting for subjective well-being (3.6.2) is often confused with, but 

constitutes only a minute part of the Gross National Happiness paradigm, where it denotes inner peace 

and development of the self. The confusion between subjective well-being (and hedonic happiness) and 

GNH does not do justice to Buddhism and GNH and is most unfortunate. (Though not capturing the 

notion of ‘dewa’ either, Gross National Harmony may be a less confusing term; 12.3.2.9). On 

relationality, altruism and happiness see 8.2.3. Degrowth theorists suggest that reduction in paid work 

will be offset by more free time and relationality and thus not affect life satisfaction, as long as it is 

embraced by all (Sekulova 2015, 116).  

 

Inclusive development (2.2) can be enriched by including ‘non-Western’ theories of well-being. Though 

it does acknowledge stakeholder participation and context-specificity, this still orders the Other 

perspectives as only applicable to their specific context. Its tenets of decentralization, addressing 

inequality, open-access knowledge, public investments, dialogue between stakeholders are in many 

respects compatable. Narrower conceptions of inclusive growth or ‘growth benefitting all’ may be 

contentious as well as urbanization (see interviews in Chapter 7 or (related to Chapter 6) Nyerere’s fear 

for proletarization of the city, Haenen 2012, 125). 

 

Sustainability is in some cases largely disregarded (Chapter 6 Ubuntu), to others compatible with their 

worldview (Chapter 5 on Happiness interviews: most indicators are regarded as compatible with GNH 

targets), but heavily criticized by again others (Chapter 7 on Buen Vivir). Buen Vivir proponents criticize 

sustainability for reproducing ‘economism and developmentalism’; blaming the (displaced) poor for 

irresponsible environmental behavior; disregarding inequities in resource problems and state that 

environmental sciences reinscribed nature ‘into the law of value’ with local knowledge as ‘useful 

complements’ and that molecular biology made nature malleable. In sum, Escobar calls it: ‘The death of 

nature and the rise of the environment’, an urban-industrial view of nature under control of humans , 

disregarding nature’s agency and nature as ‘a co-construction between humans and non-humans’ 

(Escobar 1995, 193-211). 

 

Capability approach concurs with these worldviews in defining the purpose of the economy in creating 

opportunities for people to live in dignity (appearing in GNH, Ubuntu, Buen Vivir), happiness as a 

constitutive part of development (GNH), a search for justice through a deliberative process (palaver in 

Ubuntu; deliberative democracy in Buen Vivir, village democracy in Bhutan) as well as agency rather 

than outcome based strategies (all three); the idea of capability is extended by these worldviews 

through emphasizing the quality of relations as ultimate purpose, an emphasis on mutual 

responsibilities in reciprocity (mutual aid in Ubuntu, reciprocity in Buen Vivir, service to others in GNH), 

according spirituality, dignity and agency to nature and interdependence of all living things (GNH, 

Ubuntu, Buen Vivir) (Deneulin and McGregor 2010; Deneulin 2012; Cornell 2005; Ntibagirirwa 2012) 

(12.7.2; 13.3.1.1; 13.7.2; 14.7.2). 
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The graduated difference may be typified as follows: In Buddism the emphasis is on what can I do, so 

that we live better (semi-collective capability); in Ubuntu what can we do so that we live better 

(collective capability) and in Buen Vivir how can we be in harmony (collective biocentric capability with 

more emphasis on our be-ingness as part of nature’s agency than our agency as humans). 

Alternative well-being indexes are being developed around the world111 and can have a profound 

impact in what we perceive well-being to be and influence policy decisions. The efforts to translate ‘non-

Western’ well-being philosophies into indexes, however, have mixed responses (8.3.3). The proliferation 

of different indexes and varying outcomes partly explains (but doesn’t justify) the reluctance of giving up 

GDP indexes. To give an example: The 2013 Positive Experience Index of Gallup reports that Ecuador 

ranks (together with Guatamala and Nicaragua) number 3 in the index (with 83 as a total score); all 

countries in the top 10, except Denmark, are in Latin America, which Gallup explains by ‘the cultural 

tendency in the region to look at the positives in life’ (Clifton 2014). Bhutan was included for the first 

time in 2013 with an equally high score of 82 out of 138, the deficiency mainly attributed to 53% 

reporting ‘not being treated with respect’ (lowest worldwide), while 88% was ‘well-rested’. South Africa 

scored 78 out 138 (same score as USA, Netherlands, Sweden and a few others).  

 

In Gallup’s well-being index 2014 (Table 8.14), however, 67% of all South Africans and almost half of all 

Bhutanese and 42% of Ecuadorians are struggling in all categories (purpose, social, financial, community, 

physical). Physical well-being in South Africa is even lower than average in Sub-Sahara Africa (11% versus 

20% average); the country scores lower than the average in all other categories except financial, which is 

explained by vast inequalities (Gallup-Healthways 2014). This stark contrast with the popular perception 

of South Africa as an economic powerhouse (and part of the BRICS) due to its GDP. Bhutan also scores 

lower than average Asian countries in all categories (8 vs 14% average is thriving in more than 3 

categories) (though almost average on community dimension) and so does Ecuador for the Americas (26 

vs 33% average) and South Africa for Sub-Sahara Africa (7 vs 9% average) (Table 8.15). 

 

Bhutan’s result contrasts with its own GNH index where 43.4% was deemed to have sufficiency on a 

moderate or deep level (12.4.3.1) against 8% thriving in 3+ categories of the Gallup Well-being Index.  

 

 

 

                                                             
111 E.g. UNDP Human Development Index and Multidimensional Poverty Index; The European Commission’s ‘GDP 
and Beyond’ Project; the OECD Better Life initiative, www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/ ; UK national wellbeing 
program (2010), https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-wellbeing; French government report 
(2015), Les nouveaux indicateurs de richesse (rapport du Gouvernement), 
http://www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files/atoms/files/a9rb245.pdf; Canadian environment and 
sustainable development indicators http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/16-002-x/2011001/part-partie5-eng.htm; and 
similar initiatives in Australia, Israel, Japan, Finland, New Zealand and Netherlands (Royal Govt of Bhutan 2012; 
Revkin 2005, 2). See also Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) (12.3.1.1). 
 

http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-wellbeing
http://www.strategie.gouv.fr/sites/strategie.gouv.fr/files/atoms/files/a9rb245.pdf
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/16-002-x/2011001/part-partie5-eng.htm
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Table 8.14 Gallup Well-being Index 2014 (Bhutan, Ecuador, South Africa) 

 Thriving/struggling/suffering (%) Thriving in number of categories (%) 

Country purpose social Financia

l 

community physical 3+ 

(thriving) 

Yes (No) 

None 

(thri-

ving) 

1 2 3 4 5 

Bhutan 11 69 20 15 61 23 23 67 10 24 70 6 14 78 8 8 (92) 49  

 

31  

 

12  

 

4  

 

3  

 

1 

Ecuador 

 

31 58 11 34 54 12 20 46 34 29 63 8 29 65 6 26 (74) 42 19 13 11 11 4 

South 

Africa 

12 35 53 11 46 42 13 52 35 14 59 28 11 71 17 7  (93) 67 16 9 4 2 1 

Source: http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-

Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf. 

Table 8.15 Gallup 2014 Well-Being Across the World and by Region Geographic Area 

 Well-Being category (Thriving %) 

Region Purpose  Social  Financial  Community  Physical  Three or More 

Elements 

(Thriving %) 

World 18 23 25 26 24 17 

Americas 37 43 29 37 36 33 

Asia 13 19 25 25 23 14 

Europe 22 27 37 28 22 21 

Former Soviet 

Union 

18 25 24 19 15 14 

Middle East 

and North 

Africa 

13 18 24 22 21 13 

Sub-Saharan 

Africa 

15 16 9 18 

 

20 

 

9 

Source: http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-

Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf 

 

Alternative worldviews and conventional methods of measuring well-being are more and more in 

continuous exchange. In recent years a number of alternative well-being indexes have partly been 

inspired by alternative worldviews. On the other hand, the GNH index has also been inspired by 

examples such as the multidimensional poverty index (developed by the OPHI which was also involved 

in the development of the GNH index) and Ecuador’s policies and Constitution borrow much from 

Western philosophers. 

 

Much of the debate revolves around whether capitalism should be broadened with a few more well-

being goals or an alternative economic model should be envisaged, as was for example apparent in the 

GNH conference in Canada 2005 (Revkin 2005, 3). However, when constructing different measurement 

tools within the current system, this in itself may already change the way we perceive capitalism, the 

tools we may employ and ultimately its operation. Therefore the perceived contradiction may not exist. 

http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf
http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf
http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf
http://info.healthways.com/hs-fs/hub/162029/file-1634508606-pdf/WBI2013/Gallup-Healthways_State_of_Global_Well-Being_vFINAL.pdf
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As the Buddhist would say: Perception creates our reality, in this case quite literally. As political 

philosopher Saul puts it: ‘It's ideas which determine the directions in which civilizations go; If you don't 

get your ideas right, it doesn't matter what policies you try to put in place’ (Revkin 2005, 4). As native 

Americans maintain, all language and symbolism is as ‘material’ as anything else, Saul may be right in 

maintaining that ‘Bhutan's shift in language from ‘product’ to ‘happiness’ was a profound move in and of 

itself’ (Revkin 2005, 4). The expression ‘What’s in a name?’, may be a more profound question than we 

think. A name may contain a whole world. 
 

8.6 Conclusion 
This Chapter compared the three world views of Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir and concluded 

similarities in emphasis on: Cosmic unity and harmony as the basis for justice; the creation of the world 

from our mind/heart putting spiritual before material; altruism; deliberative democracy, 

decentralization and equality; expanded notions of dignity and freedom as overarching legal principles; 

restorative justice; economic-ecological principles; development (as in progress) as service; simple life, 

the value of being (leisure), different notion of poverty and circular concepts of time (with the future 

being behind you and the past in front of you); while putting cultural beliefs at the heart of 

‘development’. All face similar criticisms which have been counterargued from a postcolonial 

perspective. It established differences and nuances in: Individual versus collective agency; thinking from 

the heart and from the mind; the degree of formalization in policies, formats and indexes and 

constitutional embedding and development of jurisprudence; the degree in emphasis on equality; the 

spectrum of unity among humans and nature-human unity; the conceptualization of plurinationality, 

interculturality, diversity and the strive for national cultural homogeneity and identity; and lastly 

differences in foreign policy objectives.   
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For Akif (‘the one who stays in isolation to worship Allah’) 

 

‘Something I have learnt, is that everyone has a name, when you are called, stand, respond and receive’ 

(Indigenous Elder Abel Rodriguez).112 

 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Middle East ©; D.E. van Norren 

  

                                                             
112 Documentary by Fernando Arias on Prince Claus Fund Laureate Abel Rodriguez. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oT7A6BHy6QE
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9.1 Introduction 
This thesis investigates how the three ‘non-Western’ well-being theories of Gross National Happiness, 

Ubuntu and Buen Vivir did and can contribute to (the formulation and operationalization of) the SDGs 

and the drafting of future development agenda’s.  

 

In Chapter 2 the postcolonial economic and legal (TWAIL) perspective (2.3) has been represented in this 

research in that the ‘coloniality of power’ (race as social classification, identity and control of labor) has 

lead to the ‘coloniality of being’ (control over the ontological) and the ‘coloniality of knowledge’ (i.e. 

Eurocentrism as the only perspective of knowledge or epistomology), all of these causing the ‘coloniality 

of nature’ (Walsh 2011, 54). This analytical framework has been used to analyze the pre-dominantly 

Western conceived MDGs and the cautiously more integrative approach of the SDGs. 

In Chapter 3 the merits of the MDGs were analyzed against the background of the original intention of 

the Millennium Declaration, taking into account objective, subjective and future well-being theories and 

looking at global governance from the perspective of GPGs and institutional economy. 

In Chapter 4 it was concluded that the SDGs address many (though not all) of the criticisms mentioned in 

Chapter 3 (with some exceptions such as principles of the ‘commons’; specific target discussions have 

been left out) (Tables 4.3 and 4.4).  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 have discussed three different worldviews from legal and policy angles and 

evaluated the MDG/SDG frameworks from these perspectives. It has been demonstrated that the large 

consultation and negotiation process in formulating the SDGs has led to different worldviews finding 

space within the SDGs.  

Chapter 8 compares the three world views and concludes similarities in emphasis on: Cosmic unity and 

harmony as the basis for justice; the creation of the world from our mind/heart putting spiritual before 

material; altruism; deliberative democracy, decentralization and equality; expanded notions of dignity 

and freedom as overarching legal principles; restorative justice; economic-ecological principles; 

development (as in progress) as service; simple life, value of being (leisure), different notion of poverty 

and circular concepts of time (with the future being behind you and the past in front of you); putting 

cultural beliefs at the heart of ‘development’. All face similar criticisms which have been counterargued 

from a postcolonial perspective.  

This Chapter summarizes the conclusions that can be drawn with regard to the positions in the SDG 

negotiation process and regarding the outcome. (For references in this chapter see 8.7). 

9.2 Process 
Bhutan played an active role in the preparation of the post-2015 development agenda, by pushing the 

New Development Paradigm, but took a backseat at the crucial time of the negotiations itself. It did not 

push for its indigenous terminology to be recognized. Nevertheless it expressed that the end result 

matches with its indigenous values (such as a multidimensional agenda with incorporation of mental 

well-being). However, the importance of the intrinsic value of nature (not as resource), as well as culture 
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and spirituality as goals is stressed rather than a focus on rights. Its contribution to the SDGs can extend 

to the expanded concept of happiness (self-development), broader psychological well-being (life 

satisfaction), cultural diversity, spirituality, community vitality and time use (recognizing the value of 

‘being’ as complementary to ‘doing’). There is generally no objection to goal schemes (though GNH itself 

is criticized for it); rather the similarities between the SDGs and GNH are stressed. 

South Africa had active input into the SDG negotiations, but did not take part in the Open Working 

Group (OWG) as a member; for Southern Africa Zambia and Zimbabwe were members (footnote 52). It 

also did not specifically push an Ubuntu African indigenous agenda. Its values are represented in a more 

implicit way through inclusivity, socio-economic rights, equality, social protection, participatory 

decision-making, partnership and a culture of peace and non-violence. It, however, stresses human 

relations rather than development. Therefore an Ubuntu paradigm may look quite different than 

development goals: Sustainable human/mutual goals or sustainable human relations may be considered 

more appropriate terms. Bantu languages are verb-based and therefore more process oriented (A13). 

The relationship with nature is horizontal not hierarchical (A13). 

Ecuador seems to have pressed for recognition of its indigenous worldview most explicitly, which can 

also be found in indigenous terms in the end text such as Mother Earth. The inclusion of ‘Pacha Mama’ 

is significant as acknowledgment of plurinationality and interculturality, as it was in the Ecuadorian 

Constitution (Acosta 2010). Buen Vivir is, however, against the idea of (linear) development (time is 

circular), against growth, against fixed goals (process and flexibility is more important; indigenous 

languages are often verb-based), against written documents (the oral counts); everything is viewed in 

terms of gender including nature (complementarity). Life is biocentric, nature comes first. The intrinsic 

value of nature is a given as well as our profound interdependence. The common good takes 

precedence over the individual. Sustainable life may be considered more appropriate terminology (E8). 

Sumak Kawsay does not want to influence the development goals, it wants to be itself. 

The concept of service (volunteerism, altruism, reciprocity) important in all three philosophies does not 

get attention in the goals, nor does autonomy or collective (community) agency. Ubuntu and Buen Vivir 

proponents criticize goal orientation or model based thinking; at the same time there is a tendency of 

being coopted in goal and indicator schemes (as already done in Bhutan and underway in Ecuador). 

From an African perspective it was remarked that countries should be able to focus on particular goals 

as not all have the same resources and governments may fear over-ambitious goals and therefore not 

communicate them at all: ‘It should not be a race to achieve this, it makes people nervous’; ‘if we have 

to do all , it will be a collective failure if we don’t meet them’ (A9). This ties in with the criticism at the 

MDGs (Chapter 3), that progress is more important than end-result. A more action-oriented language, as 

suggested in Chapter 3 (and by the High Level Panel), was, however, not adopted . 

In sum, (South) Africa did not promote its own indigenous worldview, Ecuador promoted mainly its own 

worldview and Bhutan promoted a universal new development paradigm incorporating its Buddhist 

happiness. 
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(South) Africa officially questioned the need for a (new) goal framework and thus results-based 

management (model thinking) and SADC added the adagium ‘quality over quantity’; Bhutan and Ecuador 

did not, though criticism exists internally at national metrics. Ecuador asked for a new multidimensional 

metric. Bhutan and (South) Africa expressed a focus on process instead of end result stressing the ‘how’ 

in asking for ‘means of implementation’ and fulfillment of the MDGs. 

In underlying philosophy South Africa did allude to Ubuntu implicitly mixing it with a Western legal 

thinking by asking for a human-centred, rights based approach, with universal inclusive access and 

stressing (social, ecological and economic) interdependence. It is largely incorporated in the outcome. 

Bhutan formulated its position (in troika) in terms of the conventional notions of ‘green economy’, social 

inclusiveness and environmental sustainability, a non-antagonizing position that is reflected in similar 

notions in the outcome. Ecuador (in troika) went all out in advocating its own language of rights of 

nature, pachamama, harmony with nature, culture, different notions of sovereignty and the need for 

civilizational change (with limited success in the outcome). Indigenous groups asked for culture as the 

fourth pillar of sustainable development and recognition of traditional systems of territorial 

management, health, education, employment, and knowledge (with very limited success as the word 

collective does not feature in the SDGs). All three were represented in the G77 advocating solidarity 

(global partnership) with differentiated responsibilities and equal attention to environment including 

climate change and socio-economic progress (including growth). 

In comments on future goals, South Africa had a focus on human needs, sharing, including, 

redistribution, mixed with socio-economic rights and Western growth thinking; Bhutan a focus on 

climate change as well as human needs, sharing, including, redistribution, mixed with Western green 

growth thinking; Ecuador a focus on social rights, nature and culture (ancestral wisdom). 

The study did not find significant coalitions between the three different case studies during SDG 

negotiations. Coalitions were built within each continent on similar worldviews, but not among 

continents, with the exception of the conference on the New Economic Paradigm in New York in 2012, 

organized by Bhutan. First of all South Africa did not explicitly embrace the goal of promoting Ubuntu in 

its SDG position. Ecuador and Bhutan started official government exchanges on indigenous worldviews 

after the SDG negotiations (14.6.1). 

Through the novel process of shared seats within the OWG and a year-long stocktaking, ‘there was a 

high level of cohesion, a common sense of purpose, a shared understanding of the issues and 

receptiveness to new ideas’, instead of people coming from their capital with a fixed position (Chasek 

and Wagner 2016, 406). However, this did hardly result in indigenous terminology being recognized 

explicitly. 

Table 9.1 summarizes the official positions during the OWG negotiations, in general, on the choice for a 

goal framework, on the underlying philosophy and on specific goals (see also 12.6.1; 13.6.1; 14.6.1). 
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Table 9.1 SDG-process: negotiation positions in OWG documents 

SDG position South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador/Buen Vivir  

General  No explicit Ubuntu value oriented 

input, but implicitly there 

 

Explicit formulation of New 

Development Paradigm based on 

Happiness in run up to 

negotiations 

Explicit promotion of Buen Vivir values, 

indigenous knowledge and terminology 

in positions 

Underlying 

philosophy 

 

(SDG->UN 

Charter: 

International 

peace and 

security, 

friendly 

relations 

among nations 

based on 

.equal rights 

and self-

determination, 

solving 

international 

problems of 

an economic, 

social, cultural, 

humanitarian 

character 

respect for 

human rights 

and for 

fundamental 

freedoms for 

all) 

-Human-centred, rights based 

approach, with universal inclusive 

access (=mix of Ubuntu and Western 

legal thinking) 

-Interdependence of economic 

growth, social equity and integrity of 

the environment  

-South Africa’s position seems 

aligned with its national priorities 

(not necessarily all formulated from 

Ubuntu perspective): 1) Creation of 

decent work and sustainable 

livelihoods;2) Education and Skills 

Development; 3) Improving the 

quality and quantity of Health; 4) 

Fight against crime and corruption; 

5) Rural Development 

 

-Green economy which supports 

social inclusiveness and 

environmental sustainability 

(troika) 

-Position formulated in troika with 

Vietnam/Thailand, therefore partly 

based on Happiness and New 

Development Paradigm (NDP) 

initiated by Bhutan:  

1) Transformation of what we 

value; 2) Reconsideration of the 

purpose of development; 3) 

reorientation of humanity towards 

service; 4) recognition of our 

interconnectedness; 5) an ethos of 

cooperation (not explicit in OWG 

statements) 

-Reunion in relations society - economy 

- nature, ‘good living’  

-Universal Declaration Rights of Nature  

-New financial architecture 

-Reformulate the concept of 

sustainable development, 

incorporating culture as fourth pillar of 

sustainable development 

-Abolish word ‘developing’  

-Culture is the coordinating dimension 

of civilizational change  

-Sustainable consumption patterns 

-Promote new ways to produce, 

consume and organize life and living 

-Non- renewables resources are jointly 

owned by Ecuadorians represented by 

the state 

-Public investment as powerful 

productive and redistributive 

instrument 

-Energy sovereignty  

-Inequality and redistribution of 

income  

-Social security coverage; reducing job 

insecurity 

-Generation of capabilities through 

access to education at all levels 

Goal 

framework 

-Praised simplicity, but 

questioned the need for a goal 

oriented framework (= questioning 

quantitative result-based 

management instead of human-

centred approach) 

-Means of implementation important 

(=process) 

-Fulfilling financial obligations 

towards the MDG’s (= social 

goals+accountability)  

-SADC intervention: Quality rather 

than quantity; three pillars of 

sustainable development 

-Africa Group intervention: No goal 

proliferation, MDG fulfillment 

-No questioning of goal framework 

in OWG though internal criticism at 

GNH objectification for Western 

consumption, diminishing its true 

meaning exists 

-Means of implementation 

(=process) important, in the form 

of ODA, rules-based system of 

international trade, debt relief and 

technical transfer, infrastructure 

development, regional integration  

-Building upon the MDGs, taking 

into account existing gaps; highest 

priority to poverty eradication 

(=social goals+ accountability) 

 

No questioning of goal framework in 

OWG though internal criticism at Buen 

Vivir being mixed with Western 

concepts 

-New metric measuring 

multidimensional poverty needed 

 



9 Conclusions: SDG negotiations and outcome 

308 
 

SDG position South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador/Buen Vivir  

(mostly but 

not solely 

applicable to 

Ecuador case) 

-Indigenous (non-state) Group:  

-Recognition of collective rights, including territorial management; free prior informed consent (FPIC) ref to UNDRIP; 

traditional health, education, employment, knowledge  

-Culture as fourth pillar of sustainable development; ensuring a holistic, identity and culturally sensitive approach and 

differential development 

-Access to knowledge and science, especially for local communities  

-Recognition of other knowledge systems 

-Life cycle thinking 

-Participation of IP in ICT 

-Governance of Commons according to international law: High seas, atmosphere, Antarctica, outer space, (plus recent 

additions of) tropical rainforests and biodiversity 

-Broader definition of Commons in education, science, information, peace 

Goals  -South Africa was of the opinion that 

rule of law (now SDG 16) is an 

enabler, and did not need mention as 

a goal (interview) 

-Intervention on (a) health, (b) 

education (c) employment, decent 

work, social protection and (d) 

infrastructure and industrialization as 

a means to economic growth  

-Africa Group: Above + energy, 

macro economy+ G77 

(= Focus on human needs, sharing, 

including, redistribution, mixed with 

socio-economic rights and Western 

growth thinking) 

 

-Intervention on (a) Adaptation to 

adverse impacts of natural 

disasters and climate change (b) 

Renewable energy and energy 

efficiency (c) Access to adequate 

social protection (d) Addressing 

inequality (e) Inclusive social 

development (f) Accelerated green 

economic development (g) 

Development of strategic 

infrastructure 

(= Focus on climate change as well 

as human needs, sharing, 

including, redistribution, mixed 

with Western green growth 

thinking) 

 

Intervention on (a) water and 

sanitation: universal coverage for 

drinking water and sanitation; fair and 

equitable access to water; integrated 

water resource management; 

integrated watershed management; 

water sustainability; attention to water 

scarcity, drought, desertification and 

role of climate change; community 

participation, bottom-up approaches, 

consensus building with regional and 

national levels; irrigation water for 

food; exploitation in harmony with the 

common good, environmental 

protection, social development, its 

cultural and social value; respect for 

Mother Earth; no securization of water; 

no privatization of water  

(b) Work: employment as social 

inclusion factor and social right; socially 

inclusive production sectors; 

participation of disabled, elderly, 

youth, migrants, HIV/Aids patients, 

informal and unregistered workers; 

domestic work recognition; precarious 

agricultural work sector; child and girl 

exploitation  

(c) Education: technology, knowledge 

and innovation education alongside, 

mother earth education; 

comprehensive humanistic education; 

intercultural education as a cross 

cutting issue of sustainable 

development; access to ICT technology 

and media  

(d) Culture: intrinsic value of culture, 

apart from market value, as dignifying 

humans; culture as the foundation of 
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SDG position South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador/Buen Vivir  

sustainable development; Ancestral 

wisdom; cultural diversity, 

multiculturalism and cultural rights; 

respect for nature 

(e) Health: reproductive health and sex 

education; mother and child care; 

pre/post natal care; participation of 

disabled, elderly and people with 

catastrophic illness; gender equality; 

universal, free, fair, comprehensive 

health care; health care, sensitive to 

cultural diversity; substance abuse 

prevention; immunization; generic 

medicine availability; traditional 

medicine; nutritious diet  

(=focus on social rights, nature and 

culture) 

(mostly but 

not solely 

applicable to 

Ecuador case) 

Indigenous people (IP) intervention 

-replacement of the $1.25 poverty target by a multidimensional well-being measurement (target 1.1) 

-recognition of collective rights of IP’s to land, property and other productive resources 

-recognition of traditional health (goal 3 on health) 

-preventative health measures through education (goal 3) 

-culturally appropriate education (goal 4 on education) 

-deletion of education aligned with labor market needs (goal 4) 

-recognition of traditional occupations as forms of employment (goal 8) 

-insert ‘indigenous technology based on indigenous knowledge’ (goal 9) 

-add to Free Prior and Informed Consent principle of UNDRIP, ‘ensure inclusion of indigenous and loca l communities in 

decision making, and promote traditional knowledge of indigenous peoples’ (goal 15) 

Target groups -Women (including violence and 

SRHR), youth and vulnerable groups 

(=inclusivity+ non-discrimination) 

-NEPAD (=unity of Africa; mainly 

Western economic approach)  

-Special attention to the needs of 

LDC’s (and other countries in special 

needs) (= inclusivity+solidarity) 

-Vulnerable groups 

-Special attention for LDCs, SIDS, 

landlocked countries 

(=inclusivity+ non-discrimination) 

-In consistence with level of 

development (=common but 

differentiated responsibilities) 

 

-Take into account regional, national 

and local particularities 

-See under work: Participation of 

disabled, elderly, youth, migrants, 

HIV/Aids patients, informal and 

unregistered workers 

 

 

Target groups IP intervention: Participation of IP in implementation of SDGs  

G77 goals 

position 

-Global partnership, a supportive and just international system, repairing the structural causes of the economic 

financial crises ’07/’08, restructuring the international financial institutions (=Interdependence+ nation equality) 

-Environment: atmosphere and climate change, natural hazards, toxic and chemical waste; forests, oceans and seas; 

water; biodiversity; sustainable cities and human settlements; sustainable agriculture; desertification and land 

degradation; sustainable consumption and production (= Western sustainability discourse) 

-Economy: Inclusive economic growth, employment, decent work, financial stability, financing for development, 

external debt restructuring, trade, technology transfer, industrialization, sustainable agriculture, stable commodity 

prices, productive capacity, infrastructure, sustainable transport, policy space and voice in economic governance 

-Access to health, education, energy, water, sanitation , social protection  

-(Gender) equality (=non-discrimination) 

-Effective justice 

-Food security (land, price volatility, agricultural protection, water) (= food autonomy) 

-Common but differentiated responsibilities (=interdependence) 
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9.3 Outcome 

Table 9.2 summarizes views of interviews and in literature on the SDGs (outcome of the OWG), in the 

same categories (see also 12.6.2; 13.6.2; 14.6.2). Concerning Ubuntu/Happiness/Buen Vivir values, a lot 

has been left out in the SDGs, notably the concept of community, collective rights and social harmony. 

On Table 9.2: 

 (2nd row) Discussing criticism at the underlying philosophy: The harshest criticism is coming from 

critical (Sumak Kawsay) voices in Ecuador qualifying the SDGs as a mental model, a traditional 

neoliberal UN one supporting economic growth, instead pleading for biocentrism, a communitarian 

idea of life and thinking from the heart. A milder form of criticism is uttered by Ubuntu thinkers 

stating that the SDG model is followed to satisfy the West - some wondering whether Africa 

negotiated these goals at all - and in stead emphasizing mutuality, (human) relations and 

interdependence of all life. Less antagonizing are the Bhutanese Happiness adherents stressing that 

sustainable development can be incorporated in GHN (redefining it to include culture), but 

subscribing to the positive aspects of both abovementioned views, stressing the need for a coherent 

account of well-being including culture, spirituality, nature, relationships and work-life balance.  

 (3rd row) discussing criticism at the concept of the goal framework, Ubuntu advocating relational 

process thinking, mutual trust in cooperation; Happiness advocats being pragmatic and accepting the 

goal framework, but stressing interrelationship and anti-totalism but autonomy of people; Buen Vivir 

proponents equally accepting the goals, but strict Sumak Kawsay adherents calling for flexibility, 

holism, (reciprocal) action, consultation and dialogue rejecting (written) frameworks. All are 

concerned about the feasibility of achieving the goals if one doesn’t change the current economic 

system (going towards an earth based system) or leave more space for people’s autonomy.  

 4th row mentions positive examples of Ubuntu/Happiness/Buen Vivir values that have been 

integrated in the SDGs: for Ubuntu prioritization of the first five social goals (on poverty, food, 

health, education and gender equality) (and socio-economic rights); mentioning of inclusivity, 

equality, equity, Batho Pele principles of government/justice, value education and cultural diversity, 

intrinsic value of work, collective agency of all actors, solidarity among countries. Happiness proposes 

a balancing of the four dimensions of socio-economic rights, good governance, nature and culture, 

but people often prioritize climate change (SDG 13), protection of nature (esp. SDG 15) and peaceful 

mind/mental health (SDG 3); GNH agrees with aforementioned dimensions but adds stress on well-

being, mental health, (inner) peace, (local) culture’s contribution to sustainable development and 

harmony with nature. Buen Vivir falls apart in those proponents who say all goals reflect Buen Vivir, 

except goal 8 on growth (government) and those who say none do (opposition adhering to more 

strict biocentric interpretations of Sumak Kawsay). Buen Vivir agrees with earlier mentioned 

dimensions but adds stress on harmony with nature. Preamble references to Mother Earth and the 

contribution of all cultures and civilizations to the realization of SDGs are there, but omitted from 

popularized versions on SDGs (as not part of the goals themselves).  

 (5th and following rows) discussing missing dimensions in the goals, notably culture/identity, 

spirituality, and community as stand alone goals, as well as missing elements in each goal. Notably in 

goals: 1) Quality of life, mental attitudes towards suffering, cherishing a one’s way of life in dialogue 

with nature as wealth (and demanding respect for it). 2) Home grown natural food, people’s food 
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sovereignty, less focus on import/export. 3) Traditional medicine, integration of spiritual, emotional 

and physical health, natural environment being part of health. 4) Value education for moral maturity 

promoting justice, not primarily for production; knowledge through mind, heart, hands; inclusivity of 

values rather than people (intercultural dialogue); knowledge of native languages; teaching levels of 

awareness/mindfulness. 5) (a) Include the family perspective in gender discussions; (b) broadening 

gender concept as uniting Wisdom (feminine, intuitive) and Knowledge (masculine, analytical) and 

overcoming duality (c) consider complementary roles. 6) Water as foundation of life and as a sacred 

element, water as human right, the rights of hydrological systems, prioritization of water usage 

(ecosystem and human), primacy of water over energy. 7) Energy access for people above industry, 

right to energy, energy sovereignty, decentralized, clean energy (incl. mitigating impact of 

hydrodams on ecology). 8) Economy must be at the service of life, ‘simple life’, time use (work-life 

balance), sharing not growth, proper (ethical) livelihood, focus on employment. 9) People’s rights 

befor industry rights, more close relations between consumer and producer without destroying 

nature; varying models of production (including cooperatives and community labor), establish 

relationship with materials and with community. 10) Life as mutual aid, inclusivity of decision-making 

(not beneficiaries only), acting from love and compassion (balancing an informed heart and feeling 

mind (right thought); principle of non-exploitation of oneself and others (right action), reciprocity, 

reducing relative poverty. 11) Promoting traditional reciprocity/sharing mechanisms in urban 

settings; looking at cities through a system’s approach, saving forest, greenery and esthetics; keeping 

cities small and in harmony with nature. 12) Notion of simple life, taking what you need; produce as 

much as you can consume. 13) Local capacity to respond; climate change will force people to more 

localized economies; make all other goals subservient to this goal; supporting leaving the oil 

underground initiatives. 14) Conserve and maintain the beauty of oceans and keep them alive, 

understanding of nature-people interdependence. 15) Idem, Universal Declaration of the Rights of 

Mother Earth; ancestors as part of People (Bantu) are identified within the earth/land, respect 

biodiversity in the same way as fellow humans, combining protecting scarce resources with 

employment and restoring the vitality of the earth, right of nature, citizen responsibility to the 

environment; we (humans) are nature made up of the five sacred elements, which are the basis of 

life (earth/wind/water/fire/space). 16) Legal pluralism, restorative reconciliatory justice, inner peace, 

autonomy, citizen participation, collective agency, Ubuntu people empowering leadership and 

accountability, dialogue in peacebuilding, deliberative democracy (dialogue on common good), 

transparent government performance, boddhisatva leadership serving the happiness of others, 

fundamental rights, horizontal relations including nature (not vertical hierarchical patriarchal), 

visionary long term  (seven generations) leadership, plurinationality and interculturality. 17) 

Interdependence of all life as part of global partnership, regional integration (Pan Africanism or Pan 

Americanism), global coalition for Buen Vivir, Ubuntu and Happiness.  

 Missing or underrepresented target groups: interviewees mentioned first nation or indigenous 

people, sentient beings, migrants, all family forms, gay/transgender as missing in the goals.  
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Overall, Western anthropocentric dominance remains in the SDGs advocating ‘sustainable use’ of 

natural resources, linear ‘development’ and goal-orientation. Cultural values are implicit underlying 

value systems in the SDGs, but where no consensus could be reached it is expressed in phrases such as 

‘poverty in all its dimensions according to national definitions’ (SDG1.2). 

Table 9.2 Outcome of OWG: SDGs - views in interviews113 

Interview South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador /Buen Vivir 

Under 

lying 

philo-

sophy  

Criticism 

 Ubuntu infuses humans with a 
consciousness of wholeness and 
interdependence, on each other 
and their natural surroundings, 
including a spiritual level of 
being 

 Ubuntu doesn’t know a notion of 
‘development’ like in the SDGs 
but emphasizes human 
relations; some prefer 
Sustainable Human Goals or 
Sustainable Mutual Goals 

 SDG Africa position informed by 
NEPAD concept of progress, 
deemed largely ‘incompatible 
with the beliefs and values which 
structure the African identity’: 
‘Development as an autonomous 
process whose end-product is 
delivered to people’ 
(Ntibagirirwa 2012)  

 No explicit mention of African 
values; not very clear to what 
extent Ubuntu has been able to 
influence policymaking in Africa 
or SDGs; ‘I’m sure Africa didn’t 
negotiate these SDGs; they sign 
up to satisfy the West/donors’ 
(A9) 

 There is one community of life. 
Recognize the scientific reality 
that we are part of the (earth) 
system.. build a new model that 
makes the old one obsolete... 
reasserting the rights of all (life) 

  ‘Mindful that the ancestral 
wisdom of Africa teaches that we 
come into being through our 
relationships with the whole 
community of life and that to 
unfold our full humanity we 
must respect and live in peace 
with all beings’ (People’s Charter 
for Africa; emphasis added)  

 The idea of happiness in Buddhist 
sense (incorporating well-being but 
larger than that) is not in the SDGs 

 SDG lack a coherent and compelling 
account of well-being, leaving out 
culture, relationships and work life 
balance 

 SDGs as a goal for Bhutan is going 
backwards, GNH is far beyond that 

 Mainstreaming of culture and spiritual 
values missing, creating danger of 
uniform cultural pattern in the world 
modeled after the West  

 GNH incorporates sustainable 
development plus the concept that: 

 Nature is home for all and equal to 
happiness 

 Inner peace crucial to achievement of 
well-being of individual and society not 
in SDG 

 Little acknowledgement of Bhutan’s 
efforts on New Development Paradigm 
(NDP) (in SDG or Stiglitz report) creates 
doubt on need for Bhutan’s ‘mission 
for the world’ 

 Sumak Kawsay is a substantive 
(alternative); not a new adjective 
to development like ‘sustainable’ 

 SDGs are the traditional way of 
seeing development as 
something better, as material 
satisfaction and anthropocentric 
view of nature 

 Not sufficiently bio-centric 

 SDGs are not meeting the ‘heart’ 
part, too mental, we need to use 
our emotions to achieve 
transformation 

 The communitarian idea of life, 
common good is missing  

 All of these are important but 
the concept is a traditional 
liberal UN one (...) supporting 
economic growth 

 Cosmovision of the indigenous 
not represented 

                                                             
113 Remarks have been loosely attributed to philosophy, framework and goals for comparative reasons and were not always 
made explicitly in that context by interviewees. When * is added, the remark is deducted from the case study text or interview 
in another context. Remarks are not necessarily shared by all. 
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Interview South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador /Buen Vivir 

 Ubuntu may declare all goals as 
global public goods or common 
good* 

Goal 

frame-

work 

Criticism 

 Model based thinking should be 
replaced by process thinking 

 Bantu languages more verb/ 
process oriented, goal 
framework is thinking from 
linear cause-result that can be 
measured with tools and 
indicators 

 SDGs should be instead about 
building mutual trust in 
cooperation 

 The fundamental notion of how 
Africans see their lives is missing, 
a constant dialogue is needed 

 The goals are unobtainable with 
the current system and without 
protection of mother earth itself 

 Some goals are unfeasible 
(timeframe) and not modest, 
undermining credibility and 
trust with communities e.g. 1.1 
and 8.6 

 SDGs should be guiding 
principles and not a gospel or 
absolute written contract 
(flexibility) 

 First 5 (social) goals and goal 16 
(inclusive society) relate mostly 
to Ubuntu as well as partnership 
(goal 17)  

 Lastly, Ubuntu jurisprudence 
gives direction to values within 
goal 16 (see public and criminal 
law) and goal 11 (see housing 
law) as well as aspects of goal 8 
and 10 (see rights for migrants) 
and goal 5.4 on ‘shared 
responsibility within the 
household and the family’ (see 
family law) 

 Batho Pele policy gives direction 
to goal 16 

 General agreement with concept of 
goals  

 Goals are formulated in a totalistic way 

 Too many goals, interdependence 
more important 

 Top-down, not related to people’s own 
work (= people’s autonomy) 
 

 Disagreement with goals or 
written framework, by some, esp 
indigenous; invitation for 
dialogue 

 ‘This is what Europeans have 
been doing, writings these texts 
and at the same time destroying 
the planet’ 

 Goal is ‘concrete’, fixed; we need 
flexible things, things that live 

 Actions are missing 

 Some goals are 
unachievable/unrealistic 

 (some) Indigenous people 
representatives: We have not 
been consulted on these goals by 
our government 

 Our concept is holistic, this is 
linear. 

Goals 

 

Example 

Ubuntu/ 

Hap-

piness/ 

buen Vivir 

values*  

inclusion 

 All goals but prioritization of first 
5 social goals and goal 16 
(inclusive societies) by 
interviewees; less emphasis on 
environmental goals 

 Socio-economic rights as 
opposed to (lesser attention to) 
civil political rights; more 
restorative justice (absent) 

 Inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16) 

 Global social floor (social 

 All goals but prioritization of climate 
change (13), protection of nature (esp. 
15) and peaceful mind/mental health 
(3) by interviewees 

 Equal attention socio- economic 
rights, good governance, culture, 
nature (4 pillars GNH) 

 See 1
st

 column on inclusivity, social 
protection, equality, equity, 
solidarity, diversity, work, justice, 
peace 

 All/None of the goals but esp not 
goal 8 (growth) as system is not 
biocentric; support for goals as 
intermediairy step to 
prioritization of nature& spirit as 
our mother/father on which we 
depend 

 Attention to nature rights 
(absent in SDGs but Mother 
Earth in OWG Preamble) as equal 
to human rights; priority to 
socio-economic rights and 
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Interview South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador /Buen Vivir 

protection SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4) 

 Equality (SDG 10) and non-
discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 
16b) 

 Social equity (para 11) and by 
emphasis on disaggregating data 
(para 17 and SDG 17.18)  

 Equal access to justice for all 
(16.3), responsive, inclusive, 
participatory and representative 
decision-making at all levels 
(16.7) and access to information 
(16.10) (=Batho Pele/People 
First). (South Africa was, 
however, of the opinion that rule 
of law is an enabler, not a goal)  

 Value education: Promotion of a 
culture of peace and non-
violence, (...) appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 
development (SDG 4.7) 

 Intrinsic value of work and its 
benefit to others (SDG 8.5 
decent work and productive 
employment) 

 Partnership (SDG 17) through 
agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 
and 17.17) 

 Solidarity with countries with 
specific needs (eg in SDG 9a 
infrastructure for ‘African 
countries etc’)  

 (Harmony with nature) (SDG 
12.8) (many do no longer 
associate Ubuntu with nature; 
some do, esp. rural people and 
environmental activists) 

 (Mother Earth) (Preamble OWG 
9.) 
(a few referred to this concept) 

 Preamble OWG 13. ‘In the 
outcome document, it was 
reaffirmed that there are 
different approaches, visions, 
models and tools available to 
each country (…)’ 
 

 Well-being for all (SDG3) 

 Promote mental health and well-being 
(SDG 3.4) 

 Promotion of a culture of peace and 
non-violence, (…) appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s 
contribution to sustainable 
development (SDG 4.7) 

 promotes local culture and products 
(SDG 8.9) 

 lifestyles in harmony with nature (SDG 
12.8) 

 (Mother Earth) (Preamble OWG 9.) (a 
few referred to this concept) 

 Preamble OWG 13. ‘In the outcome 
document, it was reaffirmed that there 
are different approaches, visions, 
models and tools available to each 
country (…)’ 
 

restorative justice (absent) 

 See 1
st

 and 2
nd

 column refs to 
inclusivity, equality, equity, 
social protection, solidarity, 
diversity, work, justice, peace + 
social floor, culture, well-being  

 2.3 By 2030, double the 
agricultural productivity and 
incomes of small-scale food 
producers, in particular women, 
indigenous peoples, family 
farmers, pastoralists and fishers, 
including through secure and 
equal access to land, other 
productive resources and inputs, 
knowledge, financial services, 
markets and opportunities for 
value addition and non-farm 
employment 

 2.5 genetic diversity of seeds (…) 
promote access to and fair and 
equitable sharing of benefits 
arising from the utilization of 
genetic resources and associated 
traditional knowledge 

 4.5 equal access to all levels of 
education and vocational 
training for the vulnerable, 
including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples 
(…) 

 5.4 Recognize and value unpaid 
care and domestic work through 
the provision of public services, 
infrastructure and social 
protection policies and the 
promotion of shared 
responsibility within the 
household and the family as 
nationally appropriate 

 6.b Support and strengthen the 
participation of local 
communities in improving water 
and sanitation management 

 Harmony with nature (SDG 12.8) 
(Preamble OWG) ‘9. Mother Earth 
is a common expression in a 
number of countries and regions. It 
was noted that some countries 
recognize the rights of nature in 
the context of the promotion of 
sustainable development. The 
conviction was affirmed that, in 
order to achieve a just balance 
among the economic, social and 
environmental needs of present 
and future generations, it is 
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Interview South Africa/Ubuntu Bhutan/Happiness Ecuador /Buen Vivir 

necessary to promote harmony 
with nature. The natural and 
cultural diversity of the world was 
acknowledged, and it was 
recognized that all cultures and 
civilizations can contribute to 
sustainable development.’ 
‘13. In the outcome document, it 
was reaffirmed that there are 
different approaches, visions, 
models and tools available to each 
country (...).’ 

Goals 

Missing 

Dimen-

sions 

↓ 

Com-

munity 

 Community, collective, people, 
intra-community relations  

 People include yet to be born 
and ancestors (Bantu concept) 

 Respect for communal rights, 
justice & natural resource 
management 

 Social harmony 

 Ubuntu is respecting the 
ancestors/dead (e.g. no 
relocation of burial sites for 
mining)* 
 

 Community vitality (donations in time 
and money, family, community 
relations, safety)  

 Sangha (religious community)* 
 

 Community, communitarian 
property, communal life 

 Concept of community as 
including nature 

 Respect for collective rights, 
justice & natural resource 
management 

 Commons 

 Family rights (Constitution)* 

Poverty 

① 

 

1) Definition of poverty as level of 

quality of life (A9) (SDG 1.2 narrows 

‘poverty in all its dimensions’ to 

‘according to national definitions’) 

 

1) Definition of poverty in terms of living 

standards (assets, housing, household 

per capita income: correcting for 

household size-GNH) instead of $1.25 a 

day;  

-Well-being is broader than health 

-Origin of suffering is derived from 

craving for the material* 

1) Poverty comes from the 

meaning of wealth; for the 

indigenous their way of living is 

wealth, not accumulation; now 

based on the idea of ‘basic services’ 

for the people, the state has to 

fulfil basic needs 

Food 

② 

 

2) Home grown food security*  

-food sovereignty for people, not 

for export*  

-(small) land ownership  

-constitutional right to sufficient 

food 

2) Replacing imports by 

keeping/returning to home grown 

organic agriculture* 

2) Food sovereignty not food 

security: control over natural food 

production 

constitutional primacy of food over 

energy 

Health 

③ 

3) Development is also about 

psyche, happiness and respect 

-Community oriented care system* 

-Patient participation in 

prevention* 

-Respect/integrate traditional 

medicine, esp in mental health, and 

circumcision ceremonies* 

-Right to access to healthcare* 

-Right to an environment that 

is not harmful to health and 

well-being (Bill of Rights)*  
-payment of the healer only if the 

patient improves*  

3) The understanding that psychological 

and emotional health influences and is 

more important than physical health 

-Life satisfaction, positive and negative 

emotions, psychological well-being (GNH 

domains)* 

-Eightfold path of self- development as 

life purpose* 

-Right effort: Consciously directing our 

life energy to the transformative path of 

creative and healing action*  

-Respect/integrate traditional medicine* 

3) Different (intertwined) concepts 

of health: emotional, spiritual and 

physical 

-Healing through (spiritual) ‘vision’ 

and medicinal plants 

-Healthy food and environment as 

precondition; a different system all 

together (based on autonomy 

because: Hospitals create 

dependent people) 

-Integrate traditional medicine* 
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-meaning into illness and the ill or 

demented*  

-the healer as a mediator between 

the supra-natural source (of illness) 

and the person*  

-keeping mentally afflicted within 

the community out of mutual care*  

 

 

Educa-

tion 

④ 

4) ‘non-Western’ epistemology in 

education 

-Being able to listen and articulate 

logical arguments (though 

rationality may have a different 

meaning than in the West); moral 

maturity promoting justice, 

courage and truthfulness; an ability 

to engage in consensual dialogue, 

allowing the other to offer his point 

of view regardless how ill-informed 

(Waghid 2004)* 

4) Education linking mind, heart and 

hands 

-’Educationalism does not mean a 

productive life, it means the purpose of 

life is learning’ (Palden 2011)* 

-Psychological education on what 

wealth/poverty is (spiritual 

development) 

-Teaching clear, truthful, uplifting and 

non-harmful communication (right 

speech)*  

4) Knowledge through mind, heart, 

hands (Yachay, Munay, Llankay) 

and of the Chacana in general* 

-Not monoculture but intercultural 

(dialogue) education, inclusivity of 

values rather than people 

-Teaching of/in native languages, 

culture, nature, spirituality, 

tradition, handicraft and way of 

life* 

-Free access to scientific research 

(=inclusivity) 

 

Culture  

Spiritual 

Values 

(in part 

under4) 

-Culture as underlying philosophy 

(values) rather than as goal/end  

-Diversity as broader than culture 

(SDG 4.7): respect to different 

value systems and building 

ownership and mutual respect and 

interest in results between  

development partners  

 

-Goal on culture and on spirituality (or 

mainstreaming) 

-Non-discrimination for one’s culture 

(right to exercise one’s culture); culture 

as identity 

-Heritage preservation 

-Knowledge of native languages, 

etiquette, artistic skills, cultural 

participation (GNH domains)* 

-Teaching the vision of the nature of 

reality and path of transformation (right 

view)* 

-Teaching levels of awareness and 

mindfulness - of things, oneself, feelings, 

thought, people and reality (right 

mindfulness)* 

-Teaching concentration, meditation, 

absorption or one-pointedness of mind 

(enlightenment)* 

-Culture: What misses is the 

fundamental basis: Who are we? 

(in relation to culture and nature 

and interrelationships of these) 

-Spiritual matters and respect of 

different ways of life 

-Plurinationality & interculturality* 

-Identity is based on connection 

with one’s people’s original birth 

place and culture; disagree with 

the nation state, borders 

determining nationality* 

 

 

Gender 

⑤ 

5) Include family perspective; base 

gender policies on building 

relationships, respect between 

man and woman 

 

5) Broadening gender concept as uniting 

Wisdom (feminine, intuitive) and 

Knowledge (masculine, analytical) and 

overcoming duality*  

5) Balance between masculine and 

feminine values  

-Complementary roles 

-End patriarchal state 

 

Water 

Sanita- 

tion 

⑥ 

6) Human right to life is 

meaningless without water: protect 

the right of hydrological systems 

(...) before we protect the right to 

6) Climate change impact on water 

security* 

-Water as 2
nd

 foundation of life (after 

aeonic wind)* as part of 4/5 sacred 

6) -Water as a human right 

-Free access and no privatization  

-Prioritization of the usages of 

water (ecosystem and human) 
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life (environmental activist) 

-Constitutional right to access to 

water 

-(Indirect) primacy of water for 

inhabitants rather than industry 

elements 

 

-Constitutional primacy of water 

over energy 

-Control (by people), spiritual 

relation, conservation  

-Water quality 

-Water is 1
st

 foundation of life*, 

part of the 4/5 sacred elements; 

water as balancing our 

interior/related to the emotional* 

Energy 

⑦ 

 

7) Energy access for people comes 

first, then only for industry*; 

people include the death/ancestors 

(so no relocation of burial sites for 

mining) 

 

7) Clean energy: meaning of ‘modern 

energy’ unclear: should be water, solar 

and wind (nuclear is not clean energy) 

-Measure hydrodam impact on ecology* 

-Climate change impact on (hydro) 

energy supply*  

7) Right to energy, energy 

sovereignty (control) 

-Priority for energy for life not for 

mining; not at the cost of water 

and land  

-Includes renewables, low impact, 

decentralized and clean energy, 

excludes nuclear, hydro-dams 

Growth/ 

Jobs 

⑧ 

8) ‘Green economy’ is a false 

solution, externalizing harm to 

society (environmentalists) 

-Economy must be at the 

service of life; development 

logic places life at the service 

of the economy* 

-(barter) Exchange of services* 

-Land in commonage* 

-Shared profits cooperatives 

(stokvels)* 

-Local economic development* 

 

8) Sustainable growth is a deceiving idea 

-The real causes of multiple crises are 

missing 

-Priority to employment more than 

growth 

-Time use /leisure time/sleep 

-Proper Livelihood based on correct 

action, the ethical principle of non-

exploitation* 

-Live simple (modest) life (only what you 

need) and be compassionate with all 

living beings* 

8) Growth not necessary as a goal, 

it could be a means 

-7% is not achievable with current 

natural resources 

-Sharing not growth 

-Curbing the power of 

transnational corporations, true 

corporate social responsibility 

-Remodeling the world economic 

system esp financial speculation, 

drugs and weapons 

-Live in simpleness, using money 

only for exchange, take what you 

need, and reciprocate with nature* 

Industry 

Infra- 

struct. 

⑨ 

9) People rights before industrial 

rights/access to energy, land, air, 

water, agricultural products* 

-Varying models of production 

(including cooperatives, 
‘shosholoza’ (‘work as one’)* 

9) Industrialization is a means and 

sometimes anti-GNH 

-Varying models of production (including 

voluntary community labor, 

‘chöp/phola’)*  

9) Industrialization is not a goal, 

could be a means 

-Artisanal work can create more 

employment, better relations with 

the materials& close relationship 

within the community 

-More close relations between 

consumer and producer without 

destroying nature 

-Varying models of production 

(including cooperatives)* 

Equality 

⑩ 

 

10) Life is mutual aid; Ubuntu is 

sharing* 

-Inclusivity of decision-making and 

implementation; not only of 

beneficiaries  

-Hospitality to strangers –migration 

-Abolishing economic apartheid* 

-Intracommunity reciprocity* 

10) Acting from love and compassion. 

Balancing an informed heart and feeling 

mind (right thought) 

-Ethical foundation for life based on the 

principle of non-exploitation of oneself 

and others (right action)* 

10) Basis of life is reciprocity, 

complementarity, integrality, 

relationality* 

-Reduction of wealth of the most 

rich; poverty is a result from this 

concentration of wealth through 

exploitation of workers, nature and 

through speculation 
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Cities 

⑪ 

 

11) Promoting traditional 

reciprocity/sharing mechanisms in 

urban settings* 

-Constitutional right to access to 

housing, no arbitrary eviction 

(ubuntu jurisprudence) 

11) Looking at cities through a system’s 

approach, saving forest, greenery and 

esthetics 

-Ecological urbanization issues (GNH 

domain)* 

11) Keeping cities small; city not a 

place for Buen Vivir, there is no 

harmony with nature and it is too 

complex to govern; reinvent the 

cities 

Consume+ 

Produce 

Sustain- 

ably 

⑫ 

12) see under 13; sustainability as a 

concept is not consistent with 

Ubuntu; ‘SDGs is destruction of the 

planet’(environmentalist)* 

12) Notion of simple life, taking what you 

need (to be added to sustainable 

consumption)*  

12) Produce as much as you can 

consume; another model needed 

 

Climate 

Change 

⑬ 

13) Ubuntu is local capacity to 

respond; climate change will force 

people to more localized economy; 

clean energy policies, like biogas 

also have a link to traditional 

ownership of land 

13) Conflicts between the goals, like 

climate change versus poverty reduction 

and economic growth 

 

13) Yasuni - leaving the oil 

underground initiatives; IP way of 

living is a good way to achieve this 

 

Seas 

Oceans 

Marine 

Resour-

ces 

⑭ 

14) Environmental activists: 

Sustainability concept is not 

consistent with Ubuntu, which is 

living in harmony with nature; 

nature-people interdependence 

understanding of Ubuntu 

14) ‘Conserve and maintain beauty of’ 

preferable to ‘sustainable use of’ 

(oceans/seas less relevant to Bhutan) 

14) Life is not a resource, the goal 

is not sustainable development; it 

is how you keep the ocean alive 

 

Ecosys- 

tems 

Land 

Forests 

Biodiversit

y 

⑮ 

 

15) Sustainability concept is not 

consistent with Ubuntu, which is 

living in harmony with nature; 

nature-people interdependence 

understanding of Ubuntu lacking 

(environmental activists) 

-Universal Declaration of the Rights 

of Mother Earth 

-Landrights are connected to 

culture 

-Ancestors as part of People 

(Bantu) are identified within the 

earth/land* 

-Respect biodiversity in the same 

way as fellow humans* 

-Combining protecting scarce 

resources with employment and 

restoring the vitality of the earth* 

15) Natural resources: ‘Conserve and 

maintain beauty of’ preferable to 

‘sustainable use of’  

-The respect for all life forms, the 

acceptance that the human life form is 

not the most important 

-Climate change impact 

-Five sacred elements, as basis of life: We 

are also nature: Our body is made up of 

water, we have heat (fire) inside, the 

body is as the soil, we breath air, and we 

have the mind (space)* 

-Citizen responsibility to the environment 

(GNH domain)* 

-Human – wildlife conflicts (GNH)* 

15) The focus is development not 

conservation, the use value (...) this 

goal can have a contradictory 

meaning 

-SDGs are anthropocentric concept 

of nature 

-Nature (ecosystem) rights and 

spirit rights 

-Landrights are connected to 

exercise of culture and 

plurinationality  

-Protecting nature is not same as 

nature’s right to survive 

-Five sacred elements, as basis of 

life (earth/wind/water/fire/space)* 

 

Inclusive 

Societies 

Access to 

Justice 

⑯ 

 

16) Restorative justice and 

reconciliation as central to Ubuntu 

-Autonomy and collective agency 

(Service delivery is not necessarily 

Ubuntu)  

-Bottom-up nation building 

-Citizen participation 

-Local democracy through 

16) Inner reflection as condition to 

achieve outer peace 

-Peace and disarmament and weapons of 

mass destruction as threat to the planet  

-Boddhisatva leadership & Dharma Raj 

principles: Serving the happiness of 

others* 

-People’s autonomy, self-sufficiency and 

16) Inclusive societies, but for 

what? For sustainable 

development? No! 

-Plurinationality 

-Restore societies in the sense of 

community and provide access to 

justice 

-Democracy 
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consensus  

-People empowering leadership 

and accountability  

-Livelihood for marginalized youth, 

ex-militants and combatants in 

conflicted affected areas 

-Dialogue in peacebuilding (militias) 

preceding building institutions 

-Deliberative democracy (dialogue 

on common good) 

-Government performance (Batho 

Pele)* 

-Ubuntu leadership, people and 

leader empowering each other* 

-Diversity, rainbow nation, ethnic 

sovereignty*  

-Respect for legal pluralism 

(common and traditional law 

including demarcating 

jurisdiction)* 

-Hospitality for refugees and 

migrants (employment and 

welfare)* 

-Fair and respectful administrative 

action (relational nature of rights)* 

decentralization* 

-Traditional ‘simple justice’ includes 

restorative justice* 

-Democracy 

-Fundamental rights, government 

performance, services, political 

participation (GNH domain of good 

governance)* 

-Collective rights 

-Seven generations leadership* 

-End vertical (patriarchal) state, 

return to horizontal 

(family/community) relations 

-Inclusive societies include nature 

and restorative justice includes 

rights of nature (respect for life 

cycles, regeneration and 

restoration) 

Global 

Partner- 

ship 

⑰ 

 

17) Regional integration to be 

added to 17.9 capacity building, 

17.14 policy coherence  

-Interdependence; identity, 

ownership and community, pan- 

Africanism 

17) Interdependence of all life as part of 

global partnership*  

-Notion of community vitality, collective 

-Human element does not come out 

sufficiently 

17) World coalition not for 

sustainable development, but for 

Buen Vivir, Ubuntu, Happiness: 

nature, plurinationality, peoples in 

communities 

 

Target 

groups 

Missing 

First nation people in Africa and 

their rights (Koisan in SA)* 

-Sentient beings: all living beings need 

protection 

-Gender equality deemed not an issue 

for Bhutan by many (SDG5) 

-Gay and transgenders 

-Indigenous people perspective; IP 

as target group mentioned twice 

(food/education)  

-Migration and person mobility 

(but global citizenship mentioned)  

-All family forms including gay, 

extended, single parent* 

 

Concluding remarks: Towards ‘Development as Service’ (reciprocity) or ‘Human Nature Well-being 

Interrelationship’ philosophy? 

Discussions on including culture into human rights or development goals often result in claims of 

universality versus cultural relativism, undermining of human rights versus coloniality and dominance of 

the West with under-representation of the South (Chapter 1.2). This dichotomy needs to be 

transcended. I agree with Sousa Santos (2008, 14) proposing to transcend universalism by ‘cross-

cultural dialogues’. Though all cultures aspire to give a complete version of human dignity, it may be 
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that each one of them highlights a different aspect or approaches the subject from a different angle. 

Sousa Santos’ (2008, 15) proposal to organize human rights into ‘local mutually intelligible meanings’ 

(see section 1.2) therefore deserves merit. The contrast between the general (universal; ‘hierarchical 

belongingnesss’ in Sousa Santos words) and specific (local or ‘separation among unique identities’ 

according to Sousa Santos) does not need to bite one another, but can exist at the same time (as Annex 

15 on Wheel of Values also illustrates). The anthropologist will emphasize the specific and often deny 

the general, while for instance the Jungian psychologist or a political analyst might seek for general 

patterns and overlook specificity. Only if one understands and internalizes all aspects and approaches, 

can one transcend one’s own perspective and realize. Here I agree with Teilhard de Chardin, when 

stating ‘that the human species is evolving spiritually, progressing from a simple to higher forms of 

consciousness until it culminates in the ultimate understanding of humankind’s place and purpose in the 

universe’ (referred to by Ntibagirirwa 2012, 108). 

Regarding the SDGs as outcome of negotiations, some general conclusions are presented below (Table 

9.3 – for a description see the executive summary). The glass can be viewed as either half empty (it runs 

contrary to our worldviews and ways of existence; a position taken by Ecuadorian (indigenous) 

oppositional forces) or half full (certain concepts are taken on board, but we are far ahead of them; a 

position taken by many Bhutanese). Or no glass (goal framework) is needed (let the glass desired by the 

West be there, we will add some color to it, as long as it doesn’t obstruct us doing our own thing; a 

position often taken by the Africans). 

Table 9.3 Comparison of SDG, Ubuntu, Happiness, Buen Vivir approach 

Perspective 

on 

SDGs Happiness Ubuntu Buen Vivir 

SDGs • Universalist: 
Accepted by all UN 
member states with 
consultations of civil 
society and business 

• Upbeat: GNH is better, 
goes beyond and 
incorporates SDGs  

• Pragmatist: Please the 
global North while doing 
your own thing locally 

• Polemic: SDGs are called 
mental masturbation 

• Intellectual and 
pachamamist Buen Vivir 
against SDGs  

Values • Leave no one behind 
• Goals are integrated, 

interrelated, 
indivisible 

• Human rights based 
approach 
 

 

• 5P’s: (peace, 
prosperity, planet, 
people, partnership) 

• Respect all beings  
• ‘Buddha field’: inter-

dependence includes 
metaphysical  

• Non-duality/Middle 
path based on 
Buddhism 8thfold path 
of self-development & 
compassion 

• 4 pillars of GNH: 1
st

 
culture, identity & 
spirituality, 2

nd
 socio-

economic policies, 3
rd

 
harmony with nature, 
4

th
 good governance 

and decentralization 

• Life is mutual aid 
•  ‘Seriti’(field) - 

interdependence 
includes metaphysical 

• Humaneness in 
action/motion and 
collective human rights 

• People First (Batho Pele) 
where people includes 
past, present and future 
generations of 
communities 

 

• Let mother earth lead 
• ‘Chakana’ - interde-

pendence includes 
metaphysical=IRCR*  

• Biocentric rights of nature 
approach 

• Good living in harmony with 
nature, Plurinationality, 
Interculturality 

*Integrality, relationality 

complementarity, reciprocity 

Develop 

Ment 

Sustainable growth 

=development/progress 

Inner peace & harmony 

with nature/others 

(incorporating 

sustainable development) 

Human relations including 

with past/future 

generations which are 

connected to earth/nature 

Biocentric intersubjective 

relations (good living) 

(alternative to and against 

sustainable development) 
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Perspective 

on 

SDGs Happiness Ubuntu Buen Vivir 

as part of community (I am 

because we are) (replacing 

sustainable development) 

Goals vs 

Process 

• Goal oriented result 
based management 
(with elements of 
process thinking) 

• Vertical (upward 
linear progress) 
Doing what is good 
for yourself (and the 
other) 

• Goal + Process 
• Vertical (progress in 

developing self) 
/Horizontal (harmony) 

• Contemplating self and 
other 

• Process/ reciprocal 
• Horizontal 
• Feeling engagement with 

the other 

• Process/Horizontal/ 
Reciprocal/Cyclical/ Spiral 
(Sumak Kawsay)*  

• Being in harmony with 
universe * (contradiction with 
government Buen Vivir goal 
setting) 

Targets 

Indica 

Tors 

Knowing is Measuring & 

Reasoning 

Simple, quantifiable, 

analytical 

 

Knowing is controlling 

Mind (Life is learning; 

overcome duality; 

Balance Yin (Feminine) 

and Yang (Masculine) 

Knowing is Feeling 

(Empathic thinking from 

heart); Balance warrior 

mind (analytic) and mother 

mind (feeling) 

Knowing is connecting to Earth 

(Feeling/knowing earth); 

Complementarity of 

Feminine/Masculine 

Priority 

Goals 

All 17 Climate change (13), 

protection of nature (esp. 

15) and peaceful 

mind/mental 

health/wellbeing (3) 

& General balance: of 

socio-economic rights, 

good governance, 

culture, nature (4 pillars 

of GNH) 

First 5 social goals and 

inclusive societies (16)* and 

partnership/means of 

implementation (17)  

& general focus on socio-

economic rights, people 

first and restorative justice 

(absent in goals) *in 

contradiction to the official 
South African position  

No goal especially not goal 8 
(growth) as system is not 
biocentric; support goals as 
intermediairy step to prioritize  
nature as our mother/father on 
which we depend  
& General focus on nature 

rights and socio economic 

rights 

Missing 

(inter alia) 

Many goals did not 

make it to the final 

shortlist because of the 

efforts to come to a 

consensus 

Community vitality 

Culture/heritage/identity 

Spirituality/nature of 

reality 

Interdependence  

Community/collective 

values; diversity; wholeness 

Community including nature; 
Plurinationality;  
Interculturality; 
Identity in nature/earth 
Spiritual nature-culture 

Leader- 

ship style 

see 

12.3.1.5 

King: the one who 

achieves individual 

power first and then 

helps the people (Global 

Governance systems based 

on patriarchal power 

system lead by G7/G8) 

combined with notions 

of 

Servant-leadership 

enabling others to 

perform better 

Boddhisatva leader 

shepherding (following 

behind) his people with 

wisdom/compassion 

Boatman: Leader and 

followers empower each 

other (going in front taking 

the others with) 

Seven generation leadership 

council (collective leadership) 

 

All three worldviews lead to the following conclusions: 

 

Firstly, the SDGs depart from an anthropocentric sustainable development point of view aiming at the 

sustainable use of resources. They are not biocentric aiming to respect nature for nature’s sake and 
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enabling reciprocity with nature present to varying degrees in Happiness, Ubuntu, and Buen Vivir. A 

biocentric view would require replacing ‘sustainable use of environment’ by living in harmony with 

nature. 

 

Secondly, the SDGs embody the need for linear growth which requires resource exploitation, posing a 

problem given that resources are limited. Cyclical thinking is necessary, following the regenerative 

cycles of nature. This means modelling the economy and law around the earth system (and not the 

other way round). Cyclical thinking would replace GNP growth with well-being (of all beings).  

Thirdly, the SDGs do not address the private sector and individualism. More attention to limiting one’s 

own intake to what is necessary and sharing with the other is needed, which means limitation of profit-

making, of speculation for one’s own financial gain, and of non-payment of taxes and focusing on 

delivery of basic goods (housing, food, etc.) for its own sake, not for speculation or profit. This means 

adhering to the cycle of reciprocity between humans and modelling the law and economy around the 

principle of serving the other and the collective good. Hence, sharing would imply that there is need for 

‘development as service’ to one another and to the Earth which should not be interpreted as service 

delivery by the state. Ultimately this may lead to abolishing the word ‘development’ replacing it by 

inter-relationship. 

Fourthly, the SDGs embody reductionist result-based management thinking, in splitting goals into 

targets, measured through indicators. The other philosophies emphasize open-ended, flexible, verb-

based process thinking and not closed, fixed, noun-based linear thinking to enable Goal achievement. 

This includes room for spirituality, culture and rights of nature, all omitted from the SDG system. This 

may lead to replacing the word goal by value. 

Lastly, in the SDG negotiations cross-cultural philosophical bridges were largely absent. Coalitions can be 

built within regions as well as bridges between Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir, so that small 

localized value processes leading towards well-being (‘good living’) join forces in re-interpreting and 

adjusting the globalization process.  

Without wanting to suggest that all comes together in this picture, Figure 9.1 attempts to visually relate 

the three discussed worldviews to the framework of SDGs. 

Though Bhutanese interviewees emphasized overcoming climate change as goal number 1, the concept 

of happiness was often defined as inner contentment and the starting point for all solutions to be 

brought to the world, linking contentment to seemingly unrelated issues such as climate change (inner 

contentment leading to a more simple, more sustainable, life and/or the more profound Buddhist 

notion of the mind (including emotions) shaping outer reality). The Buddhist concept of overcoming 

duality has therefore been placed in the middle, the central notion from which we depart when as an 

individual we explore the world (the idea of self-development). This has been connected to the 

individual concept of (civil-political) human rights as we know it and which has been translated into the 

SDGs as justice and peaceful inclusive societies (since the Western notion of rule of law was resisted by 

the global South). This is what the South African delegation called ‘the enabler’. 
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Whereas many African interviewees associated Ubuntu most with SDG 16 on inclusive societies and the 

first 5 social goals, they referred mostly to their own society. Ubuntu in this representation has been 

placed in a global context as the outer circle symbolizing interconnectedness and associated with SDG17 

on global partnership. In Ubuntu, the collective takes the front stage. Interconnectedness in the African 

mind involves first of all human relations and secondly the relation with nature on which we depend. 

Lastly, the biocentric Ecuadorian Buen Vivir concept has been symbolized in the three dimensional 

global interconnectedness, where survival of the planet or spiritual pachamama is paramount and a 

reciprocal relation with nature the only way to survive. The collective community includes nature and all 

living beings on an equal footing. Though many interviewees were skeptical of the SDG framework, they 

did acknowledge the importance of all themes and of associating each goal with survival of nature or 

gratitude towards nature. While sustainability has a dubious meaning in their view as it is associated 

with human use of nature, indigenous views can be seen as gratitude involving reciprocity of taking from 

the earth and paying respect in return.  

The Western view is represented in the compartmentalized 17 Goals: Result-oriented and neatly 

categorized achievable steps to take. The Western view may be divided in the rights-based school 

(Europe) and the business results-based management school (North America) (see Annex 15 on Wheel 

of Values).The picture has divided them in 15 themes plus 2 enablers, so as to symbolize the 15 years in 

which these are to be reached and the preconditions that are needed, whereby the rights-based 

approach in the Western mind is the essential core (SDG16) and whereby global governance institutions 

(SDG 17) are the vehicle. This is to demonstrate that all readers will interpret the same SDG framework 

from their own perspective. One can also relate this visual to the Three Worlds in Quecha philosophy of 

Sumak Kawsay (Figure 8.3), the interior circle symbolizing uncovering the subconscious (inner work, 

connecting outwardly to all- emphasized in Buddhism), the middle circle symbolizing actual work 

(emphasized in mainstream Western thinking), the outer circle standing for the connecting relational 

work (emphasized in Ubuntu), and the outer-three dimensional circle representing the connecting of the 

three worlds (as emphasized in Sumak Kawsay/Buen Vivir). 

If one wants to relate the worldviews to the (articifial) division economic, social, ecologically oriented 

goals, one could say the Western view takes the economic as point of departure, the Ubuntu the social , 

and the Buen Vivir the ecological, while Happiness is the mediator between all of them (taking a more 

moderate view on Western growth and sustainability concepts than Buen Vivir, but aligning with the 

sacredness of nature, social engagement and deliberative democracy). 

Moving towards cultural sustainable development goals would mean a reshaping of the agenda: The 

words Human – Nature – Well-being Inter-Relationships may capture the essence of above four 

perspectives. The word ‘Human’ replaces the word development from the Ubuntu relational perspective 

(life is mutual aid), ‘Nature’ replaces anthropocentric sustainability using the Buen Vivir perspective 

(mother earth is the life giver) and ‘Well-being’ captures the Western reorientation towards broader 

than economic well-being, targeting concrete achievements (life is actualizing one’s rights and setting 

targets). The word ‘Interrelationships’ signifies a process approach, whereby it is aimed at creating a 
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greater consciousness (awareness of interrelations, necessary for changing behavior), honoring the 

Bhutanese Buddhist spiritual evolvement (life is learning, on inner and inter-relationships).  

All three worldviews incorporate an aspect of the other, but the emphasis is different. Buen Vivir does 

not deny inner contentment and self-acceptance, but finds it in nature; Ubuntu embraces the human 

field to extend into the ‘field’ of reciprocal relations with nature (‘seriti’); and Happiness embraces the 

notion of compassion to be extended to all sentient beings, recognizing Buddhahood in all. However, the 

West is not oblivious of notions of self-reflection, compassion, deep ecology or community spirit and 

solidarity either. Whether the road to be travelled starts in the centre, the middle or leads from the 

outer inwards, each road represents merely one face of reality, which exists of endless possibilities and 

is ultimately unknowable; in the end all roads converge into what the Buddhists have named: The 

Ultimate Reality.  
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Figure 9.1 Ubuntu, Happiness and Buen Vivir and the SDGs
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10 Annex to chapter 2: Development decades 
 

Table 10.1 Decade zero ’50: Truman, stages of growth and big push 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

GDP growth 

(balanced 

growth) 

 

Government 

 

Industry 

 

Economies of 

scale 

 

Import 

substitution 

The inception of development theory, the 1950’s (with theorists 

Rosenstein-Rodan; Rostow; Nurkse; Lewis; Hirshman, Kahn), had a 

strong focus on the role of government, but was more rightwing 

inspired by its policies on stimulation of GDP growth by means of 

trade and investment, particularly in industry and infrastructure, 

from which a trickledown effect on social equality was expected. It 

was believed that all countries went through a linear path to 

modernity in ‘stages’ with a critical ‘take-off’ stage (Rostow: 

Traditional society; pre-take-off; take-off; maturity; higher 

consumption stage) and that ‘balanced growth’ (all variables grow 

at a constant rate) was achieved by investing in a number of 

sectors simultaneously (Nurkse). (Gupta and Thompson 2010, 34) 

The modern economy would slowly overtake the traditional 

economy, which belonged to the past (and was thus backward). 

Moreover the traditional ‘surplus’ labor (subsistence farmers) 

needed to be employed by industry whereby distribution of 

income needed to be in favor of the top 10% as these people 

saved more and could then invest and labor could be hired at 

slightly higher than subsistence wages (Lewis) (not surprisingly this 

lead to great inequality, see below). This 'big push' (Rosenstein-

Rodan) had to create import substitution and economies of scale 

(Escobar 1995, 75-79). In this one sector, one input model, the 

investment ratio was pushed as much as balance of payment 

equilibrium could afford. Industrialization was the engine of 

growth and supposed to have the highest return on investment. 

The models were inspired by the successes of Russia (Thorbecke 

2006, 4). The theories, however, neglected analysis of alternative 

strategies of investment, were hampered by availability of national 

aggregate statistics only and considered GDP growth as equal to 

development (Thorbecke 2006, 4).  

 Marshal Plan for the 

reconstruction of Europe 1945-

1950 (19 billion USD). Aid to Third 

World countries is a fraction of 

this (150mln in 1953, Escobar 

1995, 33). 

 First bilateral aid polies and 

institutions are set up, mainly aid 

for former colonies (UK, France) 

and supporting anti-communism 

(USA). (E.g. British Development 

Act as response to challenges to 

imperial empire, Escobar 1995, 

26). 

 Government investments in 

different sectors, mainly of 

industry and infrastructure 

simultaneously.  
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Table 10.2 1st development decade ’60: unbalanced and balanced growth 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

GDP growth 

(balanced/ 

unbalanced) 

 

Government 

 

Agriculture/ 

Industry 

 

Economies of 

scale through 

regional 

Integration 

 

Export 

 

Fiscal reform 

 

Price policy 

 

[versus 

emergence of 

Dependency 

Theory] 

During the first (official UN) decade for development (1960’s; 

Hirschman, Kuznets, Chenery, Tinbergen), when this paradigm did 

not lead to balanced growth and agricultural labor shifting to 

industries, unbalanced growth (due to lack of decision-making 

ability; Hirschman) was also accepted (unbalanced investments 

correcting existing imbalances were now justified next to balanced 

growth models). (Gupta and Thompson 2010, 34) Economic dualism 

emerged recognizing the interdependence of agriculture and 

industry (agriculture not only being a passive supplier of surplus 

labor). Intersectoral linkages were better recognized, in order for 

the ‘backwards agricultural goose’ not to be ‘starved before it laid 

the golden egg’ (industry) (Thorbecke 2006, 6-7). In terms of 

policies, investments were therefore gradually adjusted to 

agricultural and industrial growth and more geared towards export 

promotion. Regional integration was believed to enlarge 

national markets, which led to setting up of multiple arrangements 

(Gupta and Thompson 2010, 34). (The example of the European 

Union led to the establishment of ECOWAS (Economic Community 

of Western African States), SADC (Southern Africa Development 

Community), EAC (East African Community) and the African Union; 

in Asia to ASEAN (Association for South East Asian Nations) and 

SAARC (South Asean Association for Regional Cooperation); and in 

Latin America the OAS (Organization of American States) and ALBA 

(in 2004). A more appropriate output mix was also expected through 

measures such as pricing policies (including commodity, tax and 

subsidy rates)(removing market imperfections), appropriate 

exchange rate and commercial policies. Increasing investments in 

agriculture were inspired by the success of Korea and Taiwan using 

agricultural surplus in a successful industrial take-off (Thorbecke 

2006, 9).  

This era also saw the first emergence of criticism in the Dependency 

Theory assuming a more dialectical power-analysis of economic 

interdependence (Escobar 1995), opposing Rostow (2.3). 

 The first UN Development 

Decade was launched by the 

General Assembly in December 

1961. (…) The attainment of a 

5% growth rate remained 

unattained in the ‘developing’ 

countries. The General Assembly 

concluded that one of the 

reasons for the slow progress 

was the absence of a framework 

of international development 

strategy (nations encyclopedia-

United Nations). 

(www.nationsencyclopedia.com

/United-Nations) 

(http://www.un.org/en/ga/searc

h/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/

1710%20(XVI) 

 Using agricultural gains for 

industry sector and government 

promoting both sectors; sectoral 

plans; export; fiscal reforms; 

regional integration 

organizations and foreign aid 

were promoted.(Gupta and 

Thompson 2010, 35). 

 The International Development 

Agency (IDA),the World Banks 

fund for the poor was 

established in 1960. 

 The Development Assistance 

Committee of the OECD was 

established (OECD/DAC) in 1961, 

comprising of donor countries, 

establishing a definition of aid 

excluding military aid. 

 The United Nations 

Development Programme 

(UNDP) was established in 1965. 

 Three foundational human rights 

treaties (see 2.2). 

 

  

http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/United-Nations
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/United-Nations
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/1710%20(XVI)
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/1710%20(XVI)
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/1710%20(XVI)
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Table 10.3 2nd development decade ’70: growth with redistribution, basic needs, rural development 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

GDP per 

capita growth 

 

Market and 

Government 

 

Basic needs 

 

Local 

entrepreneurs 

 

Informal 

sector 

 

Rural-urban 

 

Technology 

 

Demography 

 

[Versus 

Dependency 

theory] 

The second decade (1970’s with mainstream emphasis on empirical 

studies by i.a. the Worldbank) saw a swing to the left, when growing 

inequality, unemployment, migration to cities, large numbers of people 

in poverty and debt arising out of development loans became apparent. 

The meaning of development now changed to growth and poverty 

alleviation (Thorbecke 2006, 11). The characteristic of emerging models 

was ‘to explain the simultaneous determination of output, employment 

and income distribution’, while more disaggregated data were 

becoming available (Thorbecke 2006, 13). The focus became 

addressing growth of individual income (per capita GDP): ‘Growth with 

redistribution’ through productivity increase of small-scale farmers and 

urban informal sectors (Worldbank; Chenery, Ahluwalia, Bell, Duloy, 

and Jolly); and addressing ‘basic needs’ of the poor (food, shelter and 

services such as water, sanitation, health, education) which entailed 

structural change (redistribution of assets; land reform) (ILO) 

(Thorbecke 2006, ..Gupta and Thompson 2010, 34 and 37). ‘Integrated 

rural development’ (IRD) emerged, focusing on labor intensive 

agriculture (while improving infrastructure, institutions and land 

reform) and progressive modernization with green technology 

(Johnston and Kilby), as opposed to earlier large-scale capital intensive 

models (Thorbecke 2006, 14). At the same time, however, the role of 

government was de-emphasised and local business encouraged. 

Attention also focused on the role of the informal sector for 

employment and output (Ghandi; Kenya Report of ILO), the relation 

between rural and urban areas (Harris-Todaro models on migration), 

demography and economy, technology transfer (Thorbecke 2006, 12; 

Gupta and Thompson 2010, 37).  

 

 At its 25th session, in 1970, the 

General Assembly adopted a 

resolution outlining an 

international development 

strategy for the second UN 

Development Decade—the 

1970s.In 1975 it noted that the 

gap between the ‘developed’ 

and the ‘developing’ countries 

had increased alarmingly during 

the first half of the decade. 
http://www.un.org/en/ga/searc

h/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/

2626%20(XXV) 

 Policies focused on meeting 

basic needsthrough 

entrepreneurship; integrated 

rural development; reduce role 

of government to set market 

conditions and for redistribution 

of wealth (Gupta and Thompson 

2010, 35 and 43). 

 The Human Development Index 

as an alternative measure 

of wealth saw the light. 

 New International Economic 

Order and North South Dialogue 

proclaimed by the UN. 

 Women in development became 

a major theme (Ester Boserup 

1970), with its own UN fund 

(UNIFEM 1976), treaty (CEDAW 

1979), culminating in its own UN 

organization in 2010 

(UNWomen).  

 

  

http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/2626%20(XXV)
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/2626%20(XXV)
http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/2626%20(XXV)
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Table 10.4 3rd development decade ’80: export led growth, structural adjustment, sustainability 

 Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

GDP growth 

 

Macro 

economic 

stability 

 

Market 

 

Privatiza- 

tion 

 

Liberaliza- 

tion 

 

Debt 

reschedu- 

ling 

 

Institutions 

 

Sustaina- 

bility  

 

[versus 

Postcolonia

l 

Economics] 

The third decade (1980’s) saw a swing to the right. Government roles 

were de-emphasized further with (structural adjustment) policies 

focusing on macro-economic stability, privatization and liberalization, a 

belief in export-led growth, trying to address the ‘third world’ debt 

arising out of inter alia development loans. Theories were of (1) growth 

through trade and technology transfer (export-led growth; cross-

sectional and country-specific analyses looking at e.g. (South) East Asia 

using labor intensive industries with state of the art technology creating 

growth and reducing inequality) and (2) of human capital (endogenous 

growth: Technical progress is enhanced through investing in research 

and development by firms and diffusion from know-how of other firms, 

with increasing returns on investment, but the market is likely to 

underinvest in human capital, therefore government investments in 

education are needed) (Lucas, Romer, Ray). (3) Institutional economics 

(institutions reducing market transaction costs and opportunist 

(corrupt) behavior) gained momentum (North, Williamson, Nabli and 

Nugent); as well as analysis of the role of non-market exchanges (intra-

farm household exchanges, rural cooperatives, mutual credit and 

insurance; being more cost-effective due to market failures (Thorbecke 

2006); a new conceptualization of poverty (Sen 1999) and of its 

measurement (Chapter 3); analysis of interlocking markets factors of 

labor, credit and land (due to simultaneous interlinked transactions in 

one contract; Bardhan).(Gupta and Thompson 2010, 37; Thorbecke 

2006, 15 -17). More national statistics became available on the 

magnitude of poverty, the characteristics of the poor and inter-

household income distribution (Thorbecke 2006, 18). Though theories 

often focused on market failures, policies sought market solutions 

driven by a necessity (Mexican debt crisis) to stabilize the financial 

system (Thorbecke 2006, 14 and 17). This decade was often called the 

lost decade for development, as it could not prevent rising inequality 

within and between countries (Gupta and Thompson 2010, 44). 

Nevertheless certain countries made great leaps in GDP growth, notably 

China, with its export led growth and strong state.  

 

A parallel crisis, the environmental (resource) one for which the Club of 

Rome in the 70’s had warned in The Limits to Growth (Meadows at al 

1972), led to the concept of sustainability (Brown 1981, IUCN 1980), 

current wealth not going at the cost of future generations as articulated 

by the Brundtland Commission (WCED 1987).  

 Third UN Development Decade 

pledged to establish a new 

international economic order 

based on justice and equity. Goals 

included 7% GDP growth, the 

attainment, by the year 2000, of 

full employment, of universal 

primary school enrollment, and of 

life expectancy of 60 years as a 

minimum, with infant mortality 

rates no higher than 50 per 1,000 

live births. Policy measures 

included international trade, 

industrialization, food and 

agriculture, financial resources for 

development, international 

monetary and financial issues, 

science and technology for 

development, energy, 

transportation, environment, 

human settlements, disaster relief, 

and social development, as well as 

in technical cooperation. The 

number of countries designated 

by the General Assembly as ‘least 

developed’ grew, however, from 

24 in 1972 to 47 in 1991 (Nations 

Encyclopedia; UNGA RES A/35/56 

1980).  

 However, structural adjustment 

policies for macro-economic 

stability(reducing government 

debts) of World Bank and IMF 

dominate. 

 In response to structural 

adjustment causing poverty, the 

campaign for child survival and 

development was launched, 

culminating in a treaty on 

children’s rights and a World 

Summit for Children (1990), 

including a World Declaration and 

10-point Plan of Action comprising 

a set of child-related human 

development goals for the year 

2000. 

 Right to Development(1986).  

http://www.unicef.org/wsc/
http://www.unicef.org/wsc/
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Table 10.5 4th development decade ’90: Adjustment with a human face, social capital, good 

governance 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

Human  

Develop- 

ment and 

GDP growth 

  

Market and 

Good 

Governance 

 

Privatiza-

tion 

 

Liberaliza-

tion 

 

Basic needs 

 

Anti-

corruption 

 

Institutions 

 

Sustaina-

bility 

 

[Versus 

Postcolo- 

nial Law: 

TWAIL] 

During the fourth development decade, the 1990’s, 

The ‘East Asian miracle’ was the example (export-led 

growth), though the Asian crisis of 1997 turned it 

largely into a ‘myth’, focusing attention on the 

deficient international financial and trade system and 

Bretton Woods Institutions itself as the problem 

(Thorbecke 2006, 25). Controversy emerged between 

the orthodox adjustment strategies (World Bank) and 

the heterodox ‘adjustment with a human face’ 

(UNICEF). The latter advocated major structural and 

institutional change (focusing on industrialization, 

diversification of export, human capital, land reform, 

infrastructure and institutions benefitting small 

farmers) (Thorbecke 2006, 23). More detailed statistics 

became available on micro-level regarding health, 

nutrition, assets and access to public goods (Thorbecke 

2006, 22). A number of aid effectiveness and aid 

conditionality studies appeared (i.a. Dollar and 

Burnside), partly driven by general ‘aid fatigue’ as 

results were not showing sufficiently (Thorbecke 2006, 

25). Human capital theories were complemented by 

social capital theories (factoring in the benefit which 

an individual gets from social networks) (Thorbecke 

2006, 22). In the policy field the wonder plaster to 

remedy rising inequality within countries was called 

‘good governance’, whereby a number of countries 

fell between the cracks (donor orphans), as aid shifted 

towards those doing relatively well (ignoring rising 

inequalities between countries). Less corruption, more 

transparency and effective institutions became the 

slogan. Concealing the possible root cause of social 

inequality in structural adjustment policies, the market 

ideologies continued, this time under the guise of 

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and ‘pro-

poor growth’. Mitigation of poverty and investing in 

the poor was the means of promoting development, 

which increased consumption power, but often not 

individual production (Gupta and Thompson 2010, 37).  

 Fourth UN Development Decade focused on 

economic growth, social needs, the international 

financial system, macro-economic management, 

development cooperation and LDCs (A/45/199).  

 Structural adjustment with poverty mitigation is the 

policy device in the Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Papers (PRSPs).  

 Emphasis on good governance, humanitarian 

assistance and basic needs; result: Donor darlings 

receiving twice as much aid by 1999 (Gupta and 

Thompson 2010, 52). 

 International Conferences (Chapter 3).  

 The Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) 

was born to reschedule debts. 

 The first Human Development report was brought 

out to focus on human instead of economic 

prospects. 

 Indigenous people recognition in the 1992 

Conference on Biodiversity (article 8j IP knowledge), 

preceded by Arctic (traditional ecological 

knowledge) and Pacific (customary tenure of marine 

resource) in the ’70’s and ’80’s (S12). 

 Rio summit: Sustainability discourses found their 

largely parallel expression in the Earth Summit in 

Rio de Janeiro and 20 years later  in Rio+20, World 

Summit on Sustainable Development 2002. At the 

same time they were enshrined in international law 

by legal scholars in the Delhi Declaration 

(International Law Association 2002).  

 International legal development theory introduced 

the concept of human security for addressing 

vulnerability of individuals, de-emphasizing national 

security(culminating in the Human Development 

Report 1994 and a Human Security Index in 2008).  

 Genocides in Rwanda and Sebrenica posed the 

question when humanitarian intervention is 

legitimated. This led to the evolving norm of 

international law of the responsibility to protect 

(R2P), pioneered in 2000 by the African Union act 

(art. . 4h) and unanimously adopted by the UN 

member states (World summit 2005). The Arab 

spring proved a difficult testing ground for this shift 

in the concept of sovereignty. 

 The office of the High Commissioner for Human 

Rights was established and right-based approaches 

to development emerged. 
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Table 10.6 5th development decade (2000): capability, alternative well-being, behavior economics 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

Capability 

Agency 

 

Individual 

production 

 

Happiness 

economy 

 

Alternative 

Measures 

of well-

being 

 

Financial 

system 

reform 

 

Accountabil

ity and 

Results 

(end of 

Grand 

Ideas) 

 

Climate 

change 

 

Institutiona

l and 

behavior 

economics 

 

Global 

Public 

Goods 

theory 

 

During the fifth development decade (the 2000’s; no longer officially proclaimed 

by the UN as the new Millennium took centre stage), the capability theory 

gained ground. The left had continued to criticize market liberalization 

ideologies and articulated the capability theory redefining ‘freedom is 

development’ (Sen 1999, followed by Nussbaum and others, forming the human 

development and capability association), emphasizing once again individual 

empowerment (agency) in the economic, social, political and security spheres 

(see Chapter 3). This was to enhance the production capacities of individuals 

(Gupta and Thompson 2010, 37). Happiness economics emerged (Helliwell et al. 

2015) (Chapter 8; 8.5.2). Calls for alternative measures of well-being were 

made, including measuring happiness (Stiglitz, Sen, Fitoussi 2010) (Chapter 

3).The dichotomy between stimulating production related growth and 

increasing consumption (basic needs) policies remained unresolved. The 

pendulum swing between pleas for government or market intervention equally 

lost momentum; it was now on their complementary roles, the role of 

institutions, social capital and anti-corruption (Gupta and Thompson 2010, 37). 

Global Public Good theory tried to find a balance between market and public 

provision of goods, arguing that the latter is necessary when goods are non-rival 

and non-excludable (Kaul et al. 1999), though it can be argued they are largely 

social constructs (Kaul et al. 2003) (Chapter 3). In the theory field a reevaluation 

of past often opposite ‘grand theories’ took place which concluded that there is 

a ‘lack of theoretical models capable of explaining convincingly the 

contemporaneous growth process’ and a scarcity of evidence based research. 

(Thorbecke 2006, 26-28). Political economy theories were important, linking 

greater equality to more growth and identifying inequality as impediment to 

growth. As Thorbecke remarks this was a fundamental turn from the classical 

assumption that inequality is a pre-requisite for growth (savings of the top going 

into investments, see above). Investments would increase with less inequality 

by the poor investing in human capital, more social stability, less need for 

redistribution and a positive correlation with fertility. The impact of growth on 

poverty reduction is also less with greater inequality, which led to the 

recognition of the ‘growth-poverty-inequality’ nexus. (Thorbecke 2006, 28-

29).One could remark that inequality itself is ‘relative poverty’ and therefore 

these theories are implicitly stating that addressing absolute poverty is the 

problem. Secondly the emphasis was on quality institutions (following 

Acemoglu, Robinson and Johnson’s analysis of colonial institutions). 

Thirdly multidimensional poverty definition (human development; Sen) and 

measurement (Bourguignon, Chakravarty, Tsui, Duclos) gained importance, 

embodying a more extensive version of ‘basic needs’ approaches, and 

sometimes blending quantative with qualitative and subjective indicators 

(Kanbur) (Thorbecke 2006, 30). Other theories emphasized ‘multiple equilibria’ 

(good and bad or stagnant versus dynamic equilibria delivering different results 

under similar conditions which depend on investment by industries and its spill-

over effects on other industries), tracing back to the 1950’s theories and aiming 

at a ‘phase transition’ (Thorbecke 2006, 31). Lastly there were applied theories 

aiming at improving development effectiveness, such as the ‘randomized and 

controlled experiments’ checking alternative investment outcomes. The 

emphasis shifted to practical results and result based management (see 

 Millennium Development 

Declaration (2000). 

 Millennium Development 

Goals, focusing on basic 

needs. 

 Monterrey Consensus 

(2002) on Financing for 

Development (to achieve 

the MDGs): aid 

concentrated in countries 

with good governance. 

 UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous 

People (UNDRIP) (2007). 

 The Human Development 

Index was complemented 

by the Multidimensional 

Poverty Index. 

 The first World Happiness 

Report emerged (2012) as 

well as the Happy Planet 

Index (2006). 

 A number of agencies 

adopted the Sustainable 

Livelihood Analysis, 

assessing the ability of a 

social unit to enhance its 

assets and capabilities 

against shocks. It helped in 

adopting approaches that 

were more holistic, 

evidence-based and with 

an understanding of 

constraints (Morse et al 

2009). 

 The Kopenhagen Climate 

summit (2009) failed to 

achieve legally binding 

commitments to reduce 

CO2 emissions. 

 Emphasis on aid 

effectiveness with Paris 

Principles(2005), Accra 

Agenda for Action (2008) 

and Busan Partnership for 

effective development 

cooperation (2012). 
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Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

Chapter 3), finding its expression in the Millennium Development Goals (2000) 

and its successor the Sustainable Development Goals. The disadvantage of 

these being that impact assessment do not look at structural underlying causes. 

Behavior economics gained ground (World Bank 2014). Calls for a new 

development paradigm emerged beyond north-south divide, defining poverty 

as the gap between global middle class and the rest, with new poor in Europe 

and growing numbers in the USA after the financial economic crisis. The phrase 

the Bottom Billion caught on (Collier 2007). The 2005 UNDP Development 

Report termed ‘Unequal Worlds’ revealed that 5% of global income was held by 

40% poorest, versus 54% by the 10% richest; the other half, the (lower-upper) 

middle class, receiving the remaining 41%. 

 

 Global financial and 

economic crisis lead to 

calls for financial system 

reform (see Chapter (3). 

 A Special Rapporteur for 

Indigenous People was 

appointed in 2001. The 

adoption of the UN 

Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous People 

(UNDRIP),however, 

happened only in 2007, 

after more than 20 years 

of negotiations. 

 

Table 10.7 6th development decade (2010): inclusive growth, environmental justice 

Theories Explanation Policies and Institutions 

Inclusive 

development 

 

Inequality 

reduction 

 

Poor in 

‘developed’ 

countries 

 

Capability 

 

Sustainability 

 

Climate change 

[Versus 

Environmental 

justice 

Degrowth 

Movement] 

The sixth development decade finally also showed signs of the 

long professed integration of the economic and social 

development with its environmental dimension. For a long 

time the belief prevailed that economic growth would first lead 

to more environmental pollution and then to a decrease as 

(the money for) clean technologies would become available 

(the environmental Kuznets curve). This was, however, 

contested as a possibly too optimistic scenario (Thompson and 

Gupta, 43) and ‘too little too late’. It was anchored in legal 

theory in the New Delhi Declaration on Principles of 

International Law relating to Sustainable Development (ILA, 

2002) articulating 7 principles (sustainable use of natural 

resources, equity and poverty eradication as a duty of the 

state; common but differentiated responsibilities between 

states; interlinkages between human health, natural resources 

and ecosystems; participation, access to information and 

access to justice by the population; good governance; 

integration and interrelation of human rights into the three 

dimension of sustainability). Long contested by the Non-West, 

who held the West primarily responsible, it was mainstreamed 

in the SDGs (see Chapter 4). Environmental justice, preventing 

the poor being adversely affected by ecological change and 

punishment of wrongdoing (Khoday and Perch 2012), is part of 

the larger inclusive development paradigm, but also positions 

itself as part of the degrowth movement.  

 

See for inclusive development, main text Chapter 2. 

 Rio+20 Declaration was adopted in 2012 

(Chapter 4). 

 From 2013-2015 a post-2015 

development framework was 

negotiated at the UN. In 2015 

Sustainable Development Goals were 

adopted. Mainstreaming environmental 

concerns, disaggregating data and 

making inequality visible took centre 

stage in the SDG. (Chapter 4). 

 Climate negotiations advanced through 

rapprochement of main players the USA 

and China. 

 Climate Summit Paris 2015. 

 Oslo Principles on Global Climate 

Change Obligations, articulating 

effective legal climate action were 

formulated (2015). 

(http://www.yale.edu/macmillan/global

justice/Oslo%20Principles.pdf) 

 

 

http://www.yale.edu/macmillan/globaljustice/Oslo%20Principles.pdf
http://www.yale.edu/macmillan/globaljustice/Oslo%20Principles.pdf
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11 Annex to chapter 2: Different types of identity formation 
 

One’s worldview informs one’s conception of identity, numerous possibilities exist. For example 

Concentric identity with a core adding layers of different identities such as family, community, ethnicity, 

or ‘translational’: There is no stable location of the ‘I’ (see page 195, Kaul, N. 2004. “Writing Economic 

Theory AnOther Way.” In Post Colonialism Meets Economics, edited by Zein-Elebdin E. O., and S. 

Charuseela, 183-200. USA and Canada: Routledge). 

 

Concentric identity (individual) 

 

Translational identity (individual) 

 

Translational circular identity 

When time is not deemed to be linear, but moves circular, in that all lessons in life repeat itself 

 

Translational circular identity in spiral movement (upwards or downwards) 

Learning from and recognizing personal history and moving up in consciousness once the personal 

lesson has been learned (or down when a repeated lesson comes and is not recognized or heeded). If 

collective identity is assumed this means one person can take the group up or down. 
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Linear Collective identity 

If one assumes certain linkage of identity of which some are further removed than others and time 

moves linear. 

 

Circular Collective identity 

If one assumes a holistic humanity where all are connected 

 

 

Linear Collective concentric identity 

Collective identity combined with the assumed concentric individual identity, moving in a linear time 

concept. 
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Circular Collective circular concentric identity 

Collective identity with concentric individual identity moving in a circular time concept. 

 

 

Other options 

Circular Collective linear translational identity 

Collective identity with a translational individual identity, moving either in a linear or circular time 

concept. 

Circular Collective circular translational identity 

Circular Collective circular translational identity in spiral movement. 
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12 Annex Gross National Happiness theory of Bhutan 
 

For Tsering (‘long life’) 

 

 ‘If you are always on a fishing expedition for a better life, the surface of your spiritual ocean will never 

be calm’- Bhutanese proverb (Tshering, Gyonpo. 2012. The Bhutanese Guide to Happiness, 365 Proverbs 

from the World’s Happiest Nation. London: Penguin) 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Asia; © D.E. van Norren  
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12.1 Introduction 
Few papers explicitly link Gross National Happiness (GNH) with the wider debate on postcolonialism 

(1.5.4), as Bhutan was never colonized. One can therefore at first sight not maintain that a 

‘decolonization of the mindset’ is necessary in Bhutan. At a deeper level, however, a colonial mindset 

may still be prevalent in the educational and academic field in which Bhutanese participate and are 

partly educated114 as well as a colonial mental disposition in the West, which may be obstructing wider 

acceptance and dissemination of the GNH philosophy. This is particularly relevant when it comes to 

international negotiations and the acceptance of issues being brought forward by ‘non-Western’ nations 

such as Bhutan.  

 

This chapter addresses the question of how the worldview of Happiness de- and reconstructs legal and 

development policy and what contribution it can make to the (post) MDG-SDG discussion. The concept 

and especially the merits versus criticism will be looked at through the lens of postcolonial theory. To 

answer this question, Section 12.2 explores the concept of GNH in historic and philosophical terms. 

Section 12.3 discusses the merits and critique of GNH. Section 12.4 will look at the way GNH is applied at 

the national level, in legislation (see 12.4.1), jurisprudence (see 12.4.2) and by the executive (see 

12.4.3). Section 12.5 deals with how GNH is applied in foreign policy. Section 12.6 looks at how GNH is 

reflected in the MDGs and SDGs, in terms of process and outcome. Section 12.7 presents the 

conclusions on deconstruction of development theory and reconstructive ideas for future SDG policy. 

For methodology see Chapter 1. 

12.2 Gross National Happiness 
This section looks at the history of GNH, its definition and the underlying philosophy of Buddhism. 

12.2.1 History and definition 

According to the Bhutanese narrative, the term GNH was coined by the 4th King of Bhutan in 1972 (Ura 

et al. 2012) in response to a journalist inquiring into the gross national product (GNP) of the country 

(1979, Bombay airport) (B11115; Phuntsho 2013, 595). The first printed mention is in a Financial Times 

article of 1987 and from this it is inferred to have been ‘an underlying ethos for the 4th King’s approach 

to development’ (Phuntsho 2013, 595). While the 1st Five Year Plan was in 1961, only in 1998 the 

government decided to articulate its policy of GNH more concisely, presenting it at the Millennium 

Meeting for Asia and Pacific (B2; Thinley 1998; Phuntsho 2013, 597). ‘We went with great hesitation, as 

donors (...) were not very encouraging in their remarks, so we kept it to ourselves (...) because it was 

being dismissed as a utopia (...) we were surprised afterwards with the reactions’ (B2). In 2008 the King 

voluntarily relinquished absolute power, instituting a constitutional monarchy (see 12.4.1.1). 

The roots OF GNH lie in (Mahayana) Buddhism116 (Planning Commission 1999a, 19), which shaped the 

religion, philosophy and culture of Bhutan. An early reference to happiness can be found in the legal 

                                                             
114 Bhutan has only one university and a few institutions of higher education so many students go abroad. 
115

 Interviewees are identified with capital letter B followed by a number; see paragraph 1.5.4. 
116 Mahayana Buddhism is a school of Buddhism, like Theravada Buddhism; both emphasize contentment and not 
harming others (awakening), Mahayana also stresses altruism (Tashi 2004, 491). 
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code of 1729.117 It states: ‘if the government cannot create happiness for its people, there is no purpose 

for the government to exist’ (Ura et al. 2012, 6) and ‘if there is no law, happiness will not come to 

beings’ (Kinga 2009, 96). GNH has arisen as part of the search for a national identity (see section 12.5 on 

foreign policy for more detail) as well as presenting a new development paradigm. Policymakers and 

scholars have debated whether GNH should be operationalized in concrete policy instruments, as that 

was initially not part of the Bhutanese culture. Certain people, amongst which the King, were at first 

hesitant, while international academics pressed for implementation instruments (B5).  

GNH is commonly defined as: ‘GNH measures the quality of a country in more holistic way [than GNP] 

and believes that the beneficial development of human society takes place when material and spiritual 

development occurs side by side to complement and reinforce each other’ (Ura et al. 2012, 7). Core 

concepts are: Harmony (between ‘inner skills’ and ‘outer circumstances’; respect for nature, 

compassion, and balance ‘between spiritual and material aspects of life’; and moderation and 

interdependence of all things (Schroeder 2014, 110, 133, 176; GNH Commission/UNDP 2011, 16; 

Planning Commission 1999a, 19). Numerous national roundtables118 and international conferences 

(12.5.2) have taken place to operationalize GNH. 

GNH policy consists of four pillars: (a) environmental conservation, (b) sustainable and equitable socio-

economic development, (c) preservation and promotion of culture and (d) good governance119 (NDP 

Steering Committee 2013). GNH has nine domains: psychological well-being, time use, cultural diversity 

and resilience, community vitality, education, health, good governance, ecological diversity and 

resilience, and living standards (Ura et al. 2012, 13-39; NDP Steering Committee 28-30). The first four 

are not commonly used by most governments (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 41). It has further 

been developed into a protocol for policy formulation; a GNH policy screening tool120, a GNH project 

screening tool (per sector)121, and GNH surveys (2010 and 2015) (see 12.4.3).  

                                                             
117 Attributed to the 10th Desi Mipham Wangpo dating from the time of unification of Bhutan, which was, however, 
formally concluded in 1907 under the control of the Wangchuk family (Ura et al. 2012, 6 and note 1; Kinga 2009, 
74). 
118 In December 2016 the 13th roundtable was announced; the 12th took place in 2013: Bhutan Observer. 2013. 
Bhutan’s 12th Roundtable development meet begins. 11 December. http://bhutanobserver.bt/8074-bo-news-
about-bhutans_12th_round_table_development_meet_begins.aspx .  
119 For a discussion on the various meanings of Good Governance: See Schroeder 2014, 24-25: i.a. a reduced state 
(Pierre 1998); New Public Management (Hood 1991); corporate governance (Williamson 1996); interaction 
between private and public actors (Kooiman 2003); technical capacity (World Bank 2000); institutions modelled on 
Western liberal democracy, free market and transparent bureaucracy (Andrews 2010; Brinkerhoff &Brinkerhoff 
2002, Leftwich 1993, Santiso 2001, Smith 2007); and power dynamics between a broad range of actors (Hout and 
Robison 2009). For mentioned references, see Schroeder 2014. For the Bhutanese definition, one can refer to the 
constitution in which decentralization and transparency play an important role and the 11th Five Year Plan key 
result areas (page 14): improved public service delivery, democracy, gender equality, anti-corruption, safe society, 
addressing needs of vulnerable groups. 
120 See GNH Commission, Policy formulation, http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/policy-formulation/; 
http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/GNH-Screening-Tool.pdf.; Schroeder 2014. 
121

GNH Commission, Project Tools, http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/docs/GNH/PDFs/Project_Tools.pdf. 

 

http://bhutanobserver.bt/8074-bo-news-about-bhutans_12th_round_table_development_meet_begins.aspx
http://bhutanobserver.bt/8074-bo-news-about-bhutans_12th_round_table_development_meet_begins.aspx
http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/policy-formulation/
http://www.gnhc.gov.bt/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/GNH-Screening-Tool.pdf
http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/docs/GNH/PDFs/Project_Tools.pdf
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In 2010 it has been complemented with a GNH Index (Ura et al. 2012, 4), using 33 indicators which can 

be further split in 124 variables which are weighed differently (see Figure 12.1). The index divides people 

into 4 categories: Unhappy, narrowly happy, extensively happy, deeply happy (in 2012 resp. 10.4%, 

48.7%, 32.6%, 8.3%). These categories are comprised by the amount of sufficiency in different domains: 

Less than 50% sufficiency (unhappy), between 50-65% (narrowly happy), 66-76% (extensively happy), 

over 76% (deeply happy) (Ura et al. 2012, 2-4). See Ura et al 2012 and Schroeder 2014 for 

indicators/weights per domain. See for the last GNH survey: CBS 2015b. 

Figure 12.1 Nine domains and indicators - GNH Index 

 

Source: Reprinted with permission from Ura et al. 2012, 13  
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12.2.2 General philosophy 

GNH can be placed in the larger context of Buddhist ethics and economics (Zsolnai 2011, v-vi). It takes 

the four noble truths of the Buddhist worldview as a starting point (Daniels 2011, 44-45; Tashi 2004, 

490). The first one: Suffering (Dukkha) is the condition of humanity, meaning a general dissatisfaction 

with one’s life. The second: The origin of suffering is derived from craving for material, worldly things or 

short-term satisfaction (Daniels 2011, 44). The third truth promises cessation of suffering when 

relinquishing the desire for worldly goods or attachment to the external world. The fourth one gives 

guidance on how to achieve this in eight steps (Table 12.1 Eightfold path) (Daniels 2011, 45). Coupled 

with this is the notion that all things, human and environmental, are interconnected (field of Buddha 

existence or ‘Buddha nature’; Daniels 2011, 45 citing Brown 2000 and Inoue 1997). Therefore an action 

(or even a thought) by one has an effect on all others. Actions can be ‘skillful’ or ‘unskillful’, depending 

on the motivation (positive intention like compassion and generosity versus negative intention such as 

greed, desire, delusion, etc.). All actions also have a result for one’s future or ‘karma’ (Sanskrit for 

deed), called ‘karmic causality’ (Daniels 2011, 45). Therefore one’s life is predetermined to the extent 

that previous actions (including in previous lives) affect one’s present existence (what goes around, 

comes around). Central is also the thought of moderation (Mattannuta-sankrit) or Middle Way between 

the extremes of pleasure and asceticism (Daniels 2011, 46). 

Table 12.1 Eightfold path  

1.Right View  

Samma
122

- Ditthi  

Complete or Perfect Vision, also translated as right view or understanding. Vision of the nature of 

reality and the path of transformation. 

2. Right Thought 

Samma-Sankappa  

Perfected Emotion or Aspiration, also translated as right thought or attitude. Liberating emotional 

intelligence in your life and acting from love and compassion. An informed heart and feeling mind 

that is free to practice letting go. 

3. Right Speech 

Samma-Vaca 

Perfected or whole Speech. Also called right speech. Clear, truthful, uplifting and non-harmful 

communication. 

4. Right Action 

Samma-Kammanta  

Integral Action. Also called right action. An ethical foundation for life based on the principle of non-

exploitation of oneself and others. The five precepts (see first five in footnote 123). 

5. Right Livelihood 

Samma-Ajiva 

Proper Livelihood. Also called right livelihood. This is a livelihood based on correct action, the ethical 

principle of non-exploitation. The basis of an ideal society. 

6. Right Effort 

Samma-Vayama  

Complete or Full Effort, Energy or Vitality. Also called right effort or diligence. Consciously directing 

our life energy to the transformative path of creative and healing action that fosters wholeness. 

Conscious evolution. 

7. Right Mindfulness 

Samma-Sati  

Complete or Thorough Awareness. Also called ‘right mindfulness’. Developing awareness, ‘if you hold 

yourself dear watch yourself well’. Levels of Awareness and mindfulness - of things, oneself, feelings, 

thought, people and Reality.  

8. Enlightenment 

Samma-Samadhi  

 

Full, Integral or Holistic Samadhi. This is often translated as concentration, meditation, absorption or 

one-pointedness of mind. None of these translations is adequate. Samadhi literally means to be fixed, 

absorbed in or established at one point, thus the first level of meaning is concentration when the 

mind is fixed on a single object. The second level of meaning goes further and represents the 

establishment, not just of the mind, but also of the whole being in various levels or modes of 

consciousness and awareness. This is Samadhi in the sense of enlightenment or Buddhahood. 

                                                             
122 The word Samma in Sanskrit means 'proper', 'whole', 'thorough', 'integral', 'complete', and 'perfect' - related to English 
'summit' - It does not necessarily mean 'right', as opposed to 'wrong', although it is often translated as such. Incomplete is a 
better word than wrong. 
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Source: Information derived from Buddhanet, http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/8foldpath.htm 

Furthermore, the Buddhist 10 precepts123 and 16 virtues is the ‘code of ethics’ (B10). These are 

considered the Buddhist fundamental freedoms (Tobgye 2015, 139, 149), which also formed the basis of 

the King’s legal authority (Kinga 2009, 234). 

The origin of life itself is described in the duality of Yin Yang (Feminine-Masculine), which gives birth to 

the universe (Figure 12.2; left) (also representing virtual (intention) -material world; passive/intuitive 

versus active/logical).124 The One (outer circle) which gives rise to Yin and Yang (the Two) (inner circles), 

whose interaction creates Energy (the Three) (shared area, ‘vesica piscis’125) from which comes 

Everything.126 The unmanifest (outer circle) containing the two polarities of male (heaven, patterns) and 

female (earth, physical), and each of them containing a spark of the other (Figure 12.2; right). 

(Comparable to the meeting of the forces of ‘Sami’ and ‘Awca’ in ‘Tinkuy’, 14.2.3 and of ‘Ubu’ and ‘Ntu’ 

in Ubuntu, 13.2.1).  

Figure 12.2 Yin Yang bringing forth all things 

 
Source: Reprinted with permission John Bolwell, Pennine Tai Chi http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm 

In ‘Bhutan 2020: A Vision for Peace, Prosperity and Happiness’ (Planning Commission 1999: 19) the 

Bhutanese government emphasizes ‘not material rewards, but individual development, sanctity of life, 

compassion for others, respect for nature, social harmony, and the importance of compromise. (…) 

When tensions were observed between them, we have deliberately chosen to give preference to our 

                                                             
123 Refrain from (body:) killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, intoxication (speech:) lying/ slander, praising oneself, 
harsh words, (mind:) greed, maliciousness, wrong view (of the three jewels- Dharma, Sangha and Buddha); The 10 
Virtues, Khenchen Trangu Rinpoche, http://www.rinpoche.com/teachings/conduct.pdf; Ten Mahayana 
(Bodhisattva-ideal) Precepts, Wisdom Quarterly, American Buddhist Journal, 
http://wisdomquarterly.blogspot.nl/2010/10/ten-mahayana-precepts.html.  
124 Consciousness is that ‘which creates and which experiences what it has created (…) it is ’self-reflexive’ (…) we 
know that our thoughts make our world, as the Buddha said’, MacLean, The Big Picture blog, Raising 
Consciousness, Nov 2014. http://kjmaclean.com/wordpress/?m=201411.  
125 Also symbol for Christ in early Christianity; One can also see this trinity as Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva (represented in 
AUM) in Hinduism or the holy trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit in Christianity. 
126 The horizontal line divides the ‘vesica piscis’ into its upward pointing (yang, male) aspect and its downward 
pointing (yin, female) aspect, signifying how the vulva gives birth to both male and female. 

http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/8foldpath.htm
http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm
http://wisdomquarterly.blogspot.nl/2010/10/ten-mahayana-precepts.html
http://kjmaclean.com/wordpress/?m=201411
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understanding of happiness and peace, even at the expense of economic growth’ (For examples see 

12.4.3). 

12.2.3 Environmental philosophy 

‘Buddhist philosophy can also make a major contribution to the development of a new environmental 

philosophy and environmental psychology for the West, because it does not presupposed the existence 

of god, but is based on individual insight and thus ought to have a great deal to contribute to a ‘world 

view’ continually influenced by scientific thought’ (Brown 2000, 2). Buddhism has a very specific 

understanding of nature and its relation to humans (Tashi 2012). Environmental care is closely linked to 

abstinence from injury to life (Ahimsa-Sanskrit) and loving-kindness to all living beings (Metta-Sanskrit) 

(Daniels 2011, 45). In sum, ‘Not harming life is the Buddhist concept’ (B7); ‘Respect for all sentient 

beings’ (B44, B6, B10). 

Since Buddhism posits that everything is in the mind, the mind has also created the earth and all its 

worldly phenomena. Everything is illusionary and only real in one’s own mind. Creation is seen as having 

arisen by the stirring of the (aeonic) wind, and consequent formation of water, then earth, then living 

beings, which with their collective karma create the wind in a circular movement of things (Tashi 2012, 

93-111). Everything is interdependently arising (called co-dependent origination) and made of the same 

elements (Tashi 2012, 105 and 141). (In Sanskrit called Sunyatta, which can mean both emptiness, 

intermediate and interconnectedness, Crins 2008, 158). That reality is circular also expresses itself in 

‘the eternal cycle of reincarnation’ (Crins 2008, 158). 

Evolution theory is not necessarily rejected, but the evolution of humans out of apes is questioned as 

Buddhist texts posit that higher intelligent life came before lower intelligent life (Tashi 2012, 113). 

Creation in Buddhism after all starts from the principle of consciousness which creates the material 

realm and not the other way round (our body does not create our faculty for thinking; the mind creates 

the body). It is the reverse or exact opposite of the view that our material world creates reality. 

Buddhism does not deny external causes of natural phenomena as described by modern science, but it 

sees it as limited to direct causes and not addressing the ultimate indirect causes (Tashi 2012, 167). It 

teaches how to achieve ultimate control over life, so one can be a master of one’s own universe.  

Buddhism submits that the universe is built of five elements: earth, water, fire, wind and space (the 

ancient Greeks had the same thought, see Annex 15 on the Wheel of Values, as well as the native 

Americans, see 14.2.3). These correlate with five negative emotions: desire, pride, anger, envy and 

ignorance (ignorance being the absence of knowledge about the science of the mind) (Tashi 2012, 149). 

The positive antidotes are: Compassion, selflessness, kindness, appreciation, wisdom (Tashi 2012, 209). 

These are ‘the five happiness generators’ (Tashi 2012, 203).  

All natural disasters including global warming are, according to Tashi, indirectly caused by imbalances of 

the mind. As all creatures and creation are built of the same elements, all are in communication and 

affect one another. Since Buddhism posits that all things are interdependent, collective emotions affect 

the planet. For example excess desire causes earth related disasters like landslides, soil erosion, 

decrease in fertility (Tashi 2012, 157); excess pride causes water induced disasters like excess rainfall 
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and floods (Tashi 2012, 165); an increase in collective anger would cause forest fires and temperature 

changes (ibid 159); with too much envy storms and hurricanes arise (ibid 165); when ignorance increases 

it causes hail, thunder, shooting stars, eclipses of the moon and sun (ibid 193). Earthquakes are caused 

by accumulated negative karma in an interplay of trembling wind, water and earth elements (ibid 167-

175): ‘The earth trembles through the force of non-virtuous action’ (ibid 167). Killing animals and fish for 

meat is considered bad karma. The ocean earth quake in Japan is therefore seen as a result of centuries 

of fishing (ibid 173). Therefore learned masters can foresee events far in the future as they are a result 

of karmic actions: Spiraling and uncontrolled global warming with increasingly shortened life expectancy 

has been predicted by Guru Padmasambhava in the7th century (Tashi 2012, 163). 

Positive emotions to the contrary create a pure environment and good harvests. What is needed is the 

five perfections: (a) Generosity (which ends poverty); (b) ending all killings (which would i.e. end future 

disabilities); (c) patience, tolerance, love and compassion (ending conflicts and restoring the 

environment); (d) perfection of exertion by working for the benefit of others; (e) and lastly mindfulness 

(taming the mind) through meditation (Tashi 2012, 203-213).  

Interviews demonstrate the belief in elements is still alive: ‘Interconnectedness exists even at the 

emotional level, we connect the elements with emotions and the outer world and the natural 

phenomena. E.g. in Nepal, many believe the Nepali’s themselves caused the earthquake by their state of 

mind’ (B9, B10, B12, B22, B31). ‘We are also nature: Our body is made up of water, we have heat inside 

(fire), the body is as the soil (when we die we go back to the earth), we breathe air and fifthly we have 

the mind’ (B20). ‘These elements construct the human being. The five elements are in nature too. Hail 

or heaven it is all created by us, our mind. But we can’t take that concept into GNH; in the concept 

environment is the same as the West’ (B20, B22). ‘We believe in interdependence in Buddhism and 

Hinduism’ (B31). ‘Nature has no concrete existence, it is dependent. Only the void and emptiness is 

independent. You have to understand you are dependent on dependence’ (B25). ‘My dear uncle, he said 

to me, it is all in your mind. If you know your mind you can control it. Yes, he can control the rain’ (B30). 

(see also Lokamitra 2004, 472). 

Another important factor is reincarnation ‘That’s why we have to be kind to animals and all living beings 

under the sky, because once upon a time this animal could have been your parent or grandparent’ (B6, 

B43). ‘Like my grand ma would say, if you are too stubborn, in your next life you will be born like a tree. 

All living beings have a soul, even a tree.’ (B33) ‘We talk more of harmony to nature, and give equal 

weights to all living beings (...), but in practice we don’t do that; we eat our parents’ (B43).  

These Buddhist beliefs are mixed with Bonism ‘the animistic religion which is much moreclose to nature 

than Buddhism.’ (B10) ‘We believe nature also has a life, it is also living. A rock is also living (…) We 

experience nature in our farms. Creating a fire, brings out the sun, it is an old believe people have, and 

sometimes it really works. People will say don’t whistle otherwise the wind will come’ (B22). ‘We also 

worship nature; everyone in Bhutan beliefs in Bonism. Each mountain has its own deities; if we graze in 

that area, we pray to that deity to keep the animals safe and healthy. The Bhutanese believe that you 

can’t directly pray to the Boddhisatvas, because they are too far from us, we pray to the local deities 

and they can ask the Boddhisatvas to help human beings’ (B26). (See also Crins 2008, 149-152). 
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‘We don’t believe this land is ours, although I may own it on paper, I need to get permission and we 

have a ritual to the deity’ (B9). ‘Mountain worshipping. It is the abode of the Gods, where they live. 

There is fear and reverence. We don’t touch the hills. So the whole area is preserved now. You can’t cut 

a tree because the deities live there’ (B12, B23, B31), ‘it is sinful’ (B44). ‘Nature as sacred and alive, it is 

about beingness, not just about matter (...)’ (B17). ‘We have ‘Naqua’ (nature spirits) in Bonism; people 

in Bhutan belief that; I don’t think the nature has deities myself. But, yes, nature has a soul, when I see 

the green, nature speaks to me, the stones have spirits and speak to you, they are alive’ (B18). 

Eurocentric principles criticizing these beliefs are spilling over to Bhutan, but now nature is coming back 

again, people are going back to spiritual beliefs’ (B10). 

Some take a more analytical approach: ‘I am also not into Buddhism and the five elements. I believe in 

respect for nature. How I define nature: It is a very essential element of our existence, everything is 

provided to us through nature, nature is our life’ (B16, B14). Human being has the sacred responsibility 

of the stewardship over all beings (B2). ‘Earthquakes are caused by seismic movements’ (B13). 

‘Bhutanese do not destroy nature, because it is god. Ancient leaders used religion to convey very 

important social, environmental and scientific messages (...).The lama uses religion to instill fear; he 

understands the villager’ (B13). ‘In the old days the protection of the environment is through religion. 

Now the law is not to cut trees’ (B23). ‘If you bring a distressed person to nature, he will recover in no 

time. (...).It reinforces yourself, so you can go back to being you’ (B19). ‘We take a lot from nature, but 

what you give back is that you don’t take too much, you don’t plunder nature’ (B32). ‘Human beings are 

just a microcosm in the big macrocosm that holds all life forms. In the mutuality of relationships 

between human and the natural, the integrity of both is secured in the GNH framework’ (B8). ‘We were 

entirely depending on nature (...).Nature, culture and religion are all connected’ (B30).  

In sum, there is ‘no value distinction between men, women, animals (…) called sentient beings’ (Crins 

2008, 168). ‘Sustainability is a way of life, not an abstract concept’ (Crins 2008, 152). ‘Sustainability in 

Bhutan is not what it is in the West (…) it is a whole cosmology (…) where religion, nature and gender 

are interrelated.’ (Crins 2008, 164; emphasis added; the component of gender links up with yin-yang, 

see 12.2.2). 

12.2.4 Socio-economic philosophy 

Buddhist economics is defined, according to Payutto (1994), by knowing the right balance between 

necessary material acquisition and obtaining wisdom of moderation to reach true happiness. Economic 

activity must be in harmony with the Buddha field (oneself, social relations and nature) (Daniels 2011, 

35-48). This is therefore an extended definition of sustainable consumption (see third development 

decade, Table 10.4, Annex 1), because excessive consumption (or the desire to obtain more) does not 

only go at the cost of the environment, but may also be at the cost of oneself.  

The Buddhist contribution to economics focuses on a ‘psychology of desire’, highlighting that increased 

consumption is a means rather than an end and does not constitute true contentment (Daniels 2011, 

55). Therefore what constitutes our beliefs about ‘what is wanted from the world’ (expectations) is very 

influential to our well-being. ‘A different theory of happiness (…) could mean underlying preference 
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changes that greatly reduces the transaction costs faced by market-based and regulatory options’ 

(Daniels 2011, 54). 

One of the first Westerners to write about economics and Buddhism was Schumacher (1973, 56-80), 

linking it to ‘right livelihood’ (see 8th fold path), emphasizing simplicity (‘small is beautiful’) and non-

violence (Daniels 2011, 60) (Lokamitra 2004; B19). Taking on Galbraith’s The affluent society (1958) he 

argues, for example, that accepting unemployment for the sake of economic stability is contrary to 

Buddhist thought, as this belief seems to hold goods and consumption as more important than people 

and human creativity (Daniels 2011, 60). Work is supposed to develop one’s talents, overcome ego 

centeredness and contribute to society. It is in fact spiritual nourishment, as much needed as food for 

the physical body (Daniels 2011, 58, quoting J C Kumaratta, promoter of the ‘economy of service’ 

(Gandhian economics, Govindu and Malgham 2005, 4-5). 

Various scholars disagree regarding which socio-political system would be optimal in the Buddhist view 

(Daniels 2011, 55). Some favor a middle way between socialism and capitalism (Inoue 1997); others find 

those not compatible with the small-scale, community basis of Buddhist economics (Payutto 1994). Yet 

others refuse to provide a clear suggestion as the Buddhist texts do not provide any definition (Pryor 

1991 cited by Tashi 2012). Julie Nelson argues that ‘Buddhist social thought has taken on some 

unnecessary Western cultural baggage’ (see 5.5), namely a ‘belief that the current economy is a non-

relational, a-social machine’ and this leads to a dualistic understanding127 of the economic system 

(Nelson 2011, 24-25). Therefore Buddhism is argued to reject capitalism. She argues instead that 

‘businesses and markets are concrete specific, physical and social institutions’ and therefore failures in 

the economic system are based on the shortcomings of humans such as individual greed (Nelson 2011, 

27-28). The market and commerce are not intrinsically bad, nor are localism and community based 

cooperation good per se. She argues that no system ‘has an ‘essential’ nature that makes it 

automatically serve human (and ecological) ends’ and our poisonous negative emotions ‘cannot be 

made to magically disappear by some perfection of the system’ (Nelson 2011, 32).  

Buddhist economics can be compared with environmental sciences in its holistic, interdisciplinary focus, 

embedding the economy within society and nature, taking full account of spillover effects and life-

cycles. Environmental sciences are, however, more limited than Buddhism according to Daniels (2011, 

48-49). They could be summarized as do-no-harm to nature, whereas Buddhism includes do-no-harm to 

others (one could say the social dimension of sustainability) as well as do-no-harm to yourself (that is 

doing the best for others will also ultimately benefit yourself). Daniels expresses the hope that a right 

mix of ancient beliefs and ‘ethics of interconnection’ and modern technology, tolerance and adaptability 

from the West may overcome current sustainability challenges (Daniels 2011, 57). 

12.2.5 GNH as a living philosophy 

Interviewees refer to GNH as ‘compassion, holism, interdependence, nature as part of all’ (B1, reflected 

in all interviews). Its merit being happiness as the ultimate goal of development (B1, B2, B4), holistic 

balanced development (B3, B4, B8, B9, B19, B40, B41, Tobgay 2015), sustainable development (B6, B8, 

                                                             
127 Right versus wrong, which is rejected in Buddhism, as the eightfold path explains, see Table 12.1 
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B14, Tobgay 2015), ‘development with a human face’ (B5), ‘inclusive and equitable’ (Tobay 2015), 

‘development with values’ (5th King, see Tobgay 2015) ‘well-being’ (B37, B39), government creating 

enabling conditions for this (B3, B4, B5, B6, B9, B12, B18, B19, B40), a dream for the nation, like the 

north star guiding sailors at sea (B8) and a value guiding their profession (B8, B14, B16-

education/tourism). Some but not all construe it as ‘an alternative to the development model’ (B17-

foreigner), a ‘new development paradigm’ (B19) in order ‘to know what constitutes true progress’ (B2). 

Contrary to the former prime minister, the current prime minister is more careful: ‘Many say it is a 

guiding philosophy. It reminds us that pursuit of goods is not an end in itself; it is a means not an end (...) 

in Bhutan it is incorporated in the planning, material growth has to be balanced with inclusiveness of 

people and sustainable growth, within the framework of good governance’ (B48); though in an official 

address he referred to it as ‘changing the very purpose and goal of development’; ‘the paradigm shift is 

underway’ (Tobgay 2015). One person made ‘sovereignty’ the key to happiness, ‘of people and territory’ 

and referred to Buddha’s sutras 128 (B10) (‘independence is happiness’, Tobgye 2015, 187), another ‘self-

sufficiency’ (B21). Many stress that hedonistic happiness is just one component of happiness, which is in 

essence spiritual (B10) and that the Dzongka word dewa meaning ‘peace and happiness’ (B30) ‘means 

everything from a fleeting pleasure state of mind to establishing the bliss of enlightenment’ (B37).  

On an individual level people refer to happiness as a ‘harmonious and content life’ (B5, B8, B28), 

‘balance even in families and with the environment’ and ‘taking the middle path’ (B40 resp. B44), inner 

‘contentment’, reducing ‘desire’ and being happy with what one has (B9, B11, B12, B13, B14, B23, B32, 

B36, B46a), ‘live in the moment (...) in harmony with everything around me’ (B33); ‘peace, inner and 

outer’ (B27), ‘equality in justice’ (B46a), ‘peace in your heart’ (B46a), ‘not harming nature’ (B46a), ‘being 

friendly to people (...) not unconscious and unmindful’ (B6), ‘not harming living beings’ and ‘a dignified 

life’, recognizing the ‘huge link between spiritual well-being and happiness’ (B7), in other words 

‘balancing the needs of the body and the spirit’ (B8), ‘material and spiritual well-being’ (B19, B26, B45).  

Others stress the altruistic element of ‘satisfaction of the self on serving others’ (B15, B16, B19, B23, 

B46a) in ‘showing empathy’ (B16), doing ‘social service’ (B23) and making time for friends and family 

(B23) as well as making time for you (the interviewer)’ (B23). Tshechus (festivals) are considered as ‘the 

perfect way to keep people happy (...) as everyone comes together’ (B23) (see also Tashi 2011). Hindu 

interviewees define this ‘the same as in Buddhism and all religions’ (B16, B27). It is ‘not about individual 

happiness, but collective happiness’ (B40). ‘We say sharing is loving and loving is happiness’ (B26). 

Knowing how to deal with adversity, through detachment and understanding your karma, is an 

important component. Happiness one reaches ‘when you detach yourself from your ego and the 

material world and recognize yourself’ (B18). ‘Being myself (...) conquering the monkey mind (...) if I am 

a Buddha even hell becomes heaven (...) heaven is right here’, a lama explains (B25), echoed by a Hindu 

layman: ‘When I am myself, not another version of me’ (B31). ‘You have to know that you are going to 

                                                             
128 According to Buddhism, justice is the soul of the ruler’s function, oppression the real cause of social suffering 
(Tobgye 2015, 179); Boddhisattva Avalokiteśvara means the Lord Who Looks Down, or the Sovereign Watcher or 
(in Chinese) the Watching with Command which ‘is probably an interpretation of sovereignty, which is free from 
interference and, thus, with command and ease’; Introduction to Mahayana Buddhism, 
http://www.sutrasmantras.info/intro.html.  

http://www.sutrasmantras.info/intro.html


12 Annex Gross National Happiness theory of Bhutan 

352 
 

die and prepare for that’, a young electric engineer explained, ‘you do that by not longing for happiness 

all the time. If you are a true man you shouldn’t think it is a bad time, you should know how to go along 

with nature. That is inner food, inner money. If things come, it is ok, if they don’t, it is also ok’ (B20). 

Another lama clarifies: ‘Even with happiness there is also unhappiness’ (B46c). A farmer girl, however, 

remarks: ‘We want GNH, but life is also full of sorrow, so I don’t really know what it means’ (B46d). A 

student referred to it as ‘cleanliness of the self’ and recognizing that ‘you need to have time to do other 

things (than work), like interacting with family, friends and time for memories’ (B22). A nun explains: 

‘Happiness is to be a nun, to break the karma (…) if you do good things you receive good things’ (B21).  

Altruism includes ‘care about your surroundings’. ‘Not only mankind, but every creature longs to have 

happiness’ (B20, B26, B30). ‘Happiness is something everybody needs, even the smallest insect needs it’, 

a lama says, ‘we monks take a vow that we have to give happiness to all living beings’ (B46c). Because, 

a former minister explains, ‘If the universe is not in peace, you are not going to be in peace’ (B30). The 

Bhutanese perception of nature is further explained above in 12.2.3. 

Some are more down to earth: ‘For an ordinary Bhutanese happiness is three square meals a day, with 

meat’ (B24). A child in 3rd grade in boarding school defined it as ‘being with my parents; when my 

mother gives me extra butter on my buckwheat pancake’ (B46h). A taxi driver said ‘to have enough for 

me and my family, GNH is prosperity and peacefulness, and happiness for the Bhutanese people.’ A 10th 

grader emphasized ‘we owe everything to nature, including our lives, GNH for me is the environment’; 

an 8th grader ‘I live GNH when I help others (…) helping all living organisms on this mother earth; it does 

not decrease with sharing, but it multiplies’ (B46h).  

Interviewees able to articulate the four pillars are represented in civil service (B1, B4, B11, B38, B41, 

B45), academic (B6, B44), politics (B2, B30), media (B3, B7, B12, B13, B42), education (B8, B16, B18), 

judicial sector (B10), tourism (B14, B15, B18, B31), civil society (B9, B19, B33, B36, B37, B39, B40), 

judiciary (B30), local leadership (B29), business (B23, B34) and by religious lama’s (B46c) as well as 

foreigners living in Bhutan (B5, B17, B39). Most also have a notion of the nine domains and 33 

Indicators, although interviewed tourist guides, businessmen and teachers didn’t know the details and 

religious leaders speak more in terms of Buddhism. One businessman said ‘I have heard of the four 

pillars, I don’t know exactly what they are. I don’t know the academic part of GNH’ (B32). Ordinary 

people often highlight one element. A hotel staff attributed democracy as a result of GNH and found 

good governance the most important; another one told about her Buddhist beliefs; the manager 

believed it was ‘a good policy; the four pillars ensure that all activities are aligned with that objective of 

GNH’ (B46a).  

One distinguished four levels of GNH: The intuitive (understanding of interdependence of all life forms in 

rural communities), the King’s articulation, the government policy and the international debate (B11). 

Some believe it is more appropriate for ‘developed’ countries (B37, B13) whereas others that it cannot 

be transposed, because it is a Buddhist concept (Schroeder 2014). Bhutanese recognize this flaw, but 

still maintain GNH has ‘universal applicability’ (B2). Buddhism is not seen as a religion, but as a 

‘philosophy (B23, B10) that teaches how to be happy, how to correct the mind, not to get into a 

depression, nor to get over-excited, because everything you have earned in your past life (s) (...) good 
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fortune is your karma. (…) If I go bankrupt God may have something better. In Bhutan we believe it is a 

blessing in disguise’ (B23).  

Interviewees were asked for their criticism both at the concept of GNH (see 12.3.2) and at its 

implementation (12.4.3). Bhutanese interviewees generally do not criticize GNH, in the sense of the 

Buddhist concept of happiness. GNH is simply seen as broader than individual happiness as it applies to 

the country, collective level and not the individual (B6, B23, B15). ‘It’s the road that goes through every 

path of life’ (B13). Some say ‘GNH is above criticism, it is a profound vision for sustainable harmonious 

development, it transcends, even though Bhutan may be the birthplace (...) its relevance reaches out to 

all people and all nations, because the most passionate desire of all, at all places and times, is to achieve 

happiness’ (B8). Some Bhutanese are, however, aware of the criticism regarding ‘the subjective nature 

of GNH and the distrust of subjective data’ (B2).  

12.2.6 Does GNH have resonance in other countries in Asia? 

GNH is founded on Buddhism and therefore has potential resonance across the region. Moreover 

Buddhism is regarded as closely linked to Hinduism: ‘The Hindus and Buddhists worship almost the same 

gods and goddesses’ (65th General Assembly, Bhutan, 12, cited by Lee 2014, 14).  

Originating in India, the philosophy/religion has ancient roots across the region. Buddhism was first 

brought to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) in 250 B.C.E. In the 1st century C.E. it came to Vietnam. In the 3rd century 

C.E., Buddhism then came to Burma (Myanmar); Cambodia; China in the 2nd or 3rd century C.E.; and 

Indonesia in the 3rd century C.E. Buddhism came to Korea from China in the 4th century C.E.; to Japan 

from Korea in 522 C.E.; to Thailand from Burma in the 6th century C.E.; and to Tibet (in its Vajrayana 

form) in early 8th century C.E. It went nearly extinct in the 13th century in India due to Muslim reign, but 

is being re-established. It is considered one of the three most widespread major religions. (Official 

website of the 17th Kyalwang Karmapa, Gyutu Monastry India, originally from Tibet; Buddha Dharma 

Education Association & Buddha Net 2004).  

Majority Buddhist countries enshrine religion in their respective Constitutions: Cambodia (state religion, 

art. 43), Sri Lanka (art. 9), Thailand (art. 79), Myanmar (art. 361 and 363), and Laos (art. 9). The latter 

four have a milder form of constitutional theocracy like Bhutan (Lee 2014, 7; see also 12.3.2 on whether 

the word theocracy is justified).  

Thailand has adopted its own version, also based on Middle path development philosophy (Essen 

2011), calling for a sufficiency economy (‘moderation and reasonableness including the need for 

resilience to external shocks’) at the 2012 New York meeting on Happiness (Royal Government of 

Bhutan 2012,33). ‘It is very compatible and similar, though GNH has more tools and a measurement 

system’(B17). ‘Thailand welcomed GNH at government and prime minister’s level; the former minister 

of Bhutan went twice to Thailand’(B19). One of the largest companies showed interest in creating a GNH 

Centre (B17). ‘We met the board of trade and a club of private companies as well as the ministry of 

education; GNH and the economy is taught in five colleges’ (B17).  
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Japan is secular since World War II (Kimpara 2010), its dominant animistic Shinto religion mixed with 

Buddhism (’shin-butsu shugo’ - Shinto-Buddhism coalescence) (Prideaux 2007). ‘Japan has many GNH 

initiatives; the Bhutanese princess went twice to Japan’(B19). 

Korea invited the Bhutanese home minister to come and speak on GNH in 1998; and later the Prime 

Minister (B19). In Taiwan 1500 companies pledged to incorporate GNH (B2); some call it ‘a very GNH 

country; one individual donated 4 million to the GNH centre’ (B19). Myanmar showed interest (B17).  

India is staunchly secular (art. 25-28 of its Constitution guarantees freedom of religion; all religions are 

considered equal and none shall be given preference). The government of India is interested: ‘We have 

so many common spiritual values and (cultural) exchanges’, a Bhutanese government official stresses, 

‘we have good cultural and academic exchanges taking place, but, no, the government of India is not yet 

implementing GNH policies’; according to some, ‘Modi’s Yoga philosophy is, but an element of 

GNH’(B41).  

China, Vietnam and North Korea are communist, hence secular, but with Buddhist roots. As Buddhism is 

by many considered a philosophy and not a religion (B23), it may reverberate to former Buddhist 

countries. China could perhaps look at an adapted GNH-framework in its search to well-being strategies 

(Hao 2011). It is not doing so yet at a country level, but ‘academics, tourists and entrepreneurs from 

China showed interest’ (B19); ‘there is a lot of interest’ (B17). ‘It has a lot of resonance in Vietnam; 

interest so far comes from the ministry of education, the youth, civil society, private universities and 

entrepreneurs, including international business such as Unilever Vietnam; mindfulness is piloted in 

schools’ (B17). In his book The World We Have, Vietnamese Thich Nhat Hanh (exiled Zen Buddhism 

teacher) acknowledges ‘the many ways in which humans are destroying the planet, and (...) how 

important it is that each one of us should make our own, personal commitment to the Earth. Each one 

of us can promise to live more simply, so as not to steal the air, the water or the resources of our 

children and grandchildren’ (Plum Village 2015).  

The GNH conference 2015 in Paro, Bhutan, attracted participants from 48 different countries (Tobgay 

2015), amongst which India, Thailand, Japan, Taiwan, South-Korea, China, Laos, Vietnam, Bangladesh. 

‘For centuries everything came from the West, now something is born in Asia, a vision based on 

Buddhist values’ (B17). ‘Asia looks up to developed countries; Bhutan has spread GNH to the West and it 

also reached Asia (...) it’s all ego, a small country trying to advise big countries may not be acceptable’ 

(B23). This is the more important since Bhutan has only 5 embassies around the world and 2 UN 

missions129 (B48). However, ‘The main interest is in the West (B5, B6, B3), dealing with concerns of the 

2008 crisis, the family unit, overemphasis on material interest and climate change’ (B6). 

                                                             
129 India, Bangladesh, Thailand, Kuwait, Brussels, New York, Geneva.  
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Figure 12.3 Buddhism today and in the past 

Source: Reprinted with permission from Gunawan Kartapranata, Expansion of Buddhism, originated from India in VI century BCE 
to the rest of Asia until present. 31 January 2014
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 CC BY-SA 3.0 http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0, via Wikimedia Commons, 
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/8/8e/Buddhist_Expansion.svg/2000px-
Buddhist_Expansion.svg.png. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/8/8e/Buddhist_Expansion.svg/2000px-Buddhist_Expansion.svg.png
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/8/8e/Buddhist_Expansion.svg/2000px-Buddhist_Expansion.svg.png
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12.2.7 Conclusion 

In conclusion the Bhutanese governments (and former kings) have a distinct worldview rooted in 

Buddhism, which it traces back to pre-unification days. It was formalized very recently into the concept 

of GNH, the merits of which are analyzed below. Its dominant philosophy is on controlling one’s destiny 

by taming one’s mind, living in harmony with all beings and nature, and controlling one’s negative 

emotions such as desire. Whether it favors a specific socio-economic system is disputed. It has modest 

resonance in the region. 

12.3 Merits of, and criticism at GNH  
Bhutan has been hailed by some for its alternative development model (e.g. Helliwel et al. 2012, 

Tidemans 2004, Daly and Farley 2010, Ura et al. 2012, Schroeder 2014, see for others, 2004 GNH 

conference proceedings, 12.5.2) and criticized by others (e.g. Pellegrini and Tasciotti 2014, Frelick 2008 

and 2011, Schroeder and Schroeder 2014, Lee 2014, Munro 2016). This section will shortly outline the 

merits of GNH, though they have already been mentioned in 12.2.5. It will then more extensively review 

the criticism leveled at it and the counter arguments from the postcolonial perspective. 

12.3.1 Merits 

12.3.1.1 Approaching classical utilitarian philosophical concepts and beyond 

Western and Eastern philosophy have both been preoccupied with the search for happiness, as early as 

Aristotle’s Eudamonia and Buddha’s social harmony (Sachs 2013; Ash 2008). In economics, happiness 

was the ultimate goal in classical utilitarian thinking, but was never operationalized. It was considered 

measurable in principle by the original utilitarian Bentham, but not by many others (Hirschauer et al. 

2014, 4). Economics thereafter changed to a theory of preferences, which was later seen as 

unsatisfactory (see below). Recently happiness economics tried to address this, using subjective well-

being from psychology (Hirschauer et al. 2014, 4).  

Bentham is considered the founding father of utilitarianism (Hirschauer et al. 2014, 6). Bentham 

(1789/2000, 14), defined utility as: ‘The tendency [of an action] (…) to augment or diminish the 

happiness of the party whose interest is in question’. Morality was defined by ‘pain and pleasure (...).It is 

for them alone to point out what we ought to do’ (ibid). Bentham (1776, preface) was striving at ‘the 

greatest happiness of the greatest number’ as a yardstick for morality, as ‘a measure of right and wrong’ 

(Hirschauer et al. 2014, 6). Cardinal utility thinking was, however, changed into ordinal utility thinking 

from the 1930’s onwards and reduced to a ‘behaviorist’ concept, namely a consumer theory of revealed 

preferences (people’s purchasing choices reflect the utility order of their choices (Hirschauer et al. 2014, 

4). He reveals this to be a circular reasoning: People want to buy goods because of their quality (utility) 

and the fact that people are buying them proves them to have quality (utility). Well-being cannot be 

truly assessed with preferences, especially when happiness only increases marginally when income rises 

in affluent societies (Easterlin paradox) (Easterlin 1974) (Hirschauer et al. 2014, 7). Hirschauer et al. 

(2014, 10, 15) argue that current (conventional) happiness measurement comes as close as possible to 

original classical (cardinal) utility thinking as formulated by Bentham. Hirschauer et al. do, however, 

acknowledge that interpersonal aggregation of happiness measurement is difficult (‘differing but 

unknown maximum and minimum states of people’s happiness are leveled out’, Hirschauer et al. 2014, 
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9). This was after all what Bentham strived at, happiness for the greatest number. ‘The Enlightenment 

theory of happiness was an expression of public good or the public welfare, of the contentment of the 

people’, John Ralston Saul, a Canadian political philosopher said, defining happiness as a balance of 

individual and community interests (Revkin 2005, 1). 

GNH includes subjective well-being (for objections, see 12.3.2.4), but goes further than that. GNH takes 

not only the happiness of the self, but also of others into account: It ‘internalizes other-regarding 

motivations’ (Ura et al. 2012, 7). It stresses selflessness instead of self-interest. GNH is therefore 

multidimensional (Ura et al. 2012, 7), goes beyond GDP and has parallels with other efforts for 

multidimensional well-being definition and measuring (section 3.6), which mutually inspired one 

another (for example the Genuine Progress Index (GPI) in Canada; the 2nd GNH International conference 

took place in Canada (12.5.2).  

12.3.1.2 Buddhism actively engages with science 

‘If there is any religion that would cope with modern scientific needs it would be Buddhism’, Einstein 

said (Brown 2000, 2).There is considerable literature on where Buddhism and neuroscience converge, 

on Buddhism and quantum mechanics (Wallace 2007; Wallace 2013) and how new discoveries in science 

may reshape our worldview (in alignment with Buddhism). There is even a concern whether ‘the 

readiness of Buddhists to dialogue with and embrace modern science (...) will deform Buddhist 

traditions for the sake of acceptance by the West’ (Cho 2012, 539).  

New discoveries in science remodel our world views. ‘While the vast majority of cognitive scientists 

today are convinced that the mind is nothing more than a function or emergent property of matter, 

physicists tell us that matter consists of oscillations of immaterial, abstract quantities in space. Further 

research is needed to determine whether these abstractions truly exist independently in objective space 

or are subjective artifacts of the minds that conceive them. Alternatively the ‘real world’ may be neither 

purely objective nor purely subjective’ (Wallace 2007, 19, emphasis added).  

To cite a few examples: Neuroscience has progressed to a degree that one can now register thoughts 

through electrodes in the brain used for paralyzed people to operate robots like an artificial arm131 

(Hochberg et al. 2012, Abbott 2012). Equally scientists proved thoughts can move a cursor on a 

computer screen (Hochberg et al. 2006). ‘Brain to computer interface (BCI) enables one to control 

peripheral ICT and robotic devices by processing brain activity on-line. The potential usefulness is now 

being explored in education, entertainment132, intensive workflow monitoring, security, and training’ 

(Tamburinni 2009, 137). Experiments also show ‘how humans can use thinking to alter perception of 

competing visual images’; ‘the environment offers some reality, but your own brain can shape it and 

                                                             
131 The thought of a specific arm movement is used to produce the same movement in the robot. 
132

 One such example in entertainment and education is ‘the machine to be another’, featured on IDFA filmfestival 
(IDFA 2014). IDFA (International Documentary Festival Amsterdam) (2014), The machine to be another, 
www.ifda.nl/industry/tags/project.aspx?id=3E08C877-1F44-481F-B703-0BE3304807CB. 

http://www.ifda.nl/industry/tags/project.aspx?id=3E08C877-1F44-481F-B703-0BE3304807CB
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override it with its internal deliberations’ (Abbott 2010).133 This is a central tenet of Buddhism that the 

mind shapes its own reality and thoughts are capable of creation.  

There are numerous books on Einstein’s relativity theory and Buddhism of which the titles are telling: 

‘Physicist and Mystics: Similarities in worldview’ (LeShan 1969); ‘The quantum and the lotus: A journey 

to the frontiers where science and Buddhism meet’ (Ricard and Thuan 2009); ‘Buddhist Theory of 

Casuality and Einstein’s Theory of Relativity’ (Bharucha 1992); ‘Comparison of the field concept of 

matter in relativity physics and the Buddhist idea of nonself’ (Sachs 1983); ‘The Universe in a single 

atom, how science and spirituality serve our world’ (Dalai Lama 2005). Einstein established relationships 

between movement and time (the faster the movement, the slower the time, going to zero when one 

reaches the speed of light, called time dilution) (Raspanti 2008). Eastern philosophy equally speaks 

about timelessness (e.g. Chopra 1994, ‘Ageless Body, Timeless Mind: The Quantum Alternative to 

Growing Old’). Einstein also established that matter and energy are related: When one moves matter 

with the speed of light square, it becomes energy (E=m.c2). In the reverse it means that matter is energy 

divided (frozen) by the speed of light square (m=e/c2). A thought is a wave in the same manner that 

energy consists of waves (an EEG measures brainwaves as very weak electrical signals).134 Buddhism 

speaks about the relation between thoughts and matter and how the mind manifests matter; it is a 

hypothetical possibility of different way of perceiving reality, sparking great inspiration and controversy 

in science.135 

In conclusion, Buddhism represents a worldview where consciousness comes before matter; the world 

is analyzed in terms of consciousness and not in material terms. From the postcolonial perspective, at 

the very minimum this worldview needs to be taken into account as a philosophy, not as a religion only. 

This is expressed in language, as Crins (2008, 78) remarks ‘in Bhutan there is no semantic difference 

among value, religion, way of thinking, belief, purpose or custom’. 

12.3.1.3 GNH is culture based 

Another merit of GNH is that it is culture based. Culture serves as ‘a harmonizing constraint on 

fragmented power ‘(Schroeder 2014, 305-308). Even when GNH policy tools are little used or 

misunderstood, the outcomes are still largely aligned with underlying cultural values (see 12.3.2.3). 

‘Cultural values not only matter, they matter significantly in directly shaping and harmonizing agency’ 

(Schroeder 2014, 306). Recent development scholarship has often marginalized the role of culture in 

development (Schroeder 2014, and Chapter 4). 

                                                             
133 In this case persons were asked to override one of a split image of two famous people forming one face, fading 
out half of the unwanted image; the thoughts were fed back to a computer which restored the desired image (e.g. 
of Marilyn Monroe) in reality on the computer screen (Abbott 2010). 
134 Energy also consists of particles such as electrons and neurons and therefore has two qualities: particle and 
wave based. 
135 See, e.g.: What do physicists think of Deepak Chopra, https://www.quora.com/What-do- physicists-think-of-
Deepak-Chopra. Deepak Chopra destroyed by Sam Harris, https://www.youtube. com/watch?v=hU6TkfCGlX8. A 
controversy equaled by Western scientist speaking about consciousness and quantum physics, e.g. cardiologist Van 
Lommel on near death experience versus critics (Van Lommel 2007, Chap. 11).Criticism on this book, 
http://www.skepsis.nl/faseruimte.html. 

http://books.google.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/books?hl=en&lr=&id=F-QpZMJ6b7QC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=buddhism+and+relativity+theory+einstein&ots=ZYblnc-mAH&sig=_s5oiA3Jj655aY1Zl65NWHf3n_Y
http://books.google.com.proxy.library.uu.nl/books?hl=en&lr=&id=F-QpZMJ6b7QC&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=buddhism+and+relativity+theory+einstein&ots=ZYblnc-mAH&sig=_s5oiA3Jj655aY1Zl65NWHf3n_Y
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1398597
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1398597
https://www.quora.com/What-do-%20physicists-think-of-Deepak-Chopra
https://www.quora.com/What-do-%20physicists-think-of-Deepak-Chopra
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hU6TkfCGlX8
http://www.skepsis.nl/faseruimte.html
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12.3.1.4 GNH has been operationalized  

GNH is a value based system, recently operationalized in laws and policy tools (see 12.4). It is therefore 

transparent to outsiders. This facilitates potential transposing of GNH to other countries, depending on 

the content of the instruments and the value system of the country concerned (e.g. measurement of 

cultural indicators may differ). 

12.3.1.5 GNH articulates a distinct notion of Bodhisattva Leadership 

Buddhism contains the concept of Bodhisattva leadership of wisdom and compassion of which the six 

attributes are generosity, ethics, patience, effort, concentration and wisdom (Tideman 2016, 20). It is 

based on ‘a path of personal transformation and mind training’ (Tideman 2016, 31) (see eightfold path). 

‘The Buddhist leader knows that his own happiness is best served by serving the happiness of others’ 

(the principle of interconnectedness makes that your inner peace depends on that of others). The aim is 

societal well-being where subjective well-being is the primary goal of leadership (Tideman 2016, 20). 

Sustainable leadership entails looking at benefits for present and future stakeholders including 

ecosystems (Tidemans 2016, 30). It replaces selfishness, competition and shareholder value with social 

behavior, the possibility of effectuating transformation and stakeholder value. This requires 

introspection to unravel belief systems that have caused outer circumstances. This way one can reach 

sustainability leadership (Tideman 2016, 33). 

‘There are three types of leaders: (a) The one who goes in front and takes the others with, like the pilot 

or boatman; (b) the one who goes behind and takes the people in front, like the shepherd; (c) the one 

who achieves individual power first and then thinks of the people, like the King’ (B43). ‘According to 

Kunzang Lama’i Shelung; the King’s way is called ’arousing bodhichitta with great wish’, the boatman’s 

way ‘arousing bodhichitta with sacred wisdom’ and the shepherd’s way ‘arousing of bodhichitta beyond 

compare.’ All three have competence, vision and love for their followers translated into service. The 

shepherd’s style is considered the best, according to Tshering (2005), as the interest of the followers 

comes first. Leadership principles can be derived from helping others through the six realms of existence 

to escape the wheel of life (Tshering 2008) (complacency, superiority, craving, anger, ignorance, and 

search for the self). 

12.3.2 Criticism 

Criticism at GNH can be divided in (a) criticism at GNH itself by outsiders and (b) Bhutanese nationals, 

and (c) criticism that GNH is only valid to Bhutan or Buddhist countries. 

12.3.2.1 Bhutan is a failed state; GNH is a utopia that does not foster economic growth 

Foreign Policy Magazine included Bhutan on its 2010 list of 60 failed states in the photo essay Post Cards 

from Hell (Dickinson 2010), adding the remark ‘The impoverished country is one of the world's most 

isolated, but its ruling monarchy is relatively enlightened; King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck favors 

his own metric, ‘Gross National Happiness’, over the traditional GDP’ (in 2014 it did not feature Bhutan). 

The concept of other notions of well-being, like GNH, often comes with the warning of ‘not 

romanticizing’ it or ‘utopian daydreams’ (e.g. Schroeder and Schroeder 2014, 3525; Schroeder R. 2011; 

Pelligrini and Tasciotti 2014). 
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Bhutan was indeed for long a rural subsistence economy, now undergoing rapid change (Planning 

Commission 1999, 11-17). Urbanization is on the rise from 5% in 1980 to 31% in 2005 (according to 2005 

census; GNH Commission 2010, 7). Economically it is largely dependent on India to which it exports 

hydropower (25% of GDP) (GNH Commission 2009, 6), leading to an average economic growth of 8.7% 

between 2005-2010 (and 7.8% since the 1990’s) (GNH Commission/UNDP 2011, 31). Its currency is 

linked to the Indian rupee; this dependence makes the country vulnerable (on economic policy see 

12.4.3). 

Some Bhutanese recognize this: ’We had over-emphasis on GNH to the detriment of economic 

development during the time of the previous government.’ (B7) ‘We are trying to teach GNH while we 

have not achieved it ourselves; we have unemployment, your crimes, drugs, alcohol, urban-rural 

migration, lacking water and sanitation, yet we are trying to lecture developed countries like the USA.’ 

(B7). And: ‘A lot of people that are talking GNH, are at the same time driving foreign vehicles, have 

status, money and power. This is in direct contradiction of what they are talking about.’ (B7) Another 

said: ’There is nothing to elaborate about happiness’ as Bhutan does not feature as number 1 in diverse 

indexes on happiness or well-being’ (B23). ‘Some people believe (…) economic success is anti GNH (...) or 

you can’t make money. That is wrong and not true (...) we cannot live on sunshine only’ (B13). 

Criticism also comes from inside Bhutan, where the reincarnated lama (rimpoche) Dzongsar Kyentse 

wonders why Bhutanese revere public service jobs over and above other (rural) occupations, pleading 

the cause of dignity of all labor (Kyentse 2010 section 1 rethinking jobs). Escobar (1995, 49) mentions a 

similar side effect of development policy in Nepal (bikka). It became ‘an important social organizing 

force’ showing that people aspire to become a salaried worker in the implementation of development 

programs rather than to be a beneficiary of it’.  

Countering these arguments, one can maintain: Firstly, GNH in itself does not foster jobs or growth; it is 

rather a way of representing reality different from GDP; it is not opposed to integrating into the global 

economy, but seeks to address globalization’s challenges and engage with it through a new rhetoric (for 

examples see NDP Steering Committee 2013, 12-18; Kinga et al. 2002; McDonald 2010). Secondly, 

warnings of romantization of Otherness are in itself instituting Otherness; standards of human rights for 

example are accepted without warnings of ‘romanticizing’ reality, despite the appalling deprivation 

many still live in. 

12.3.2.2 GNH is Buddhist, not universal and cannot not include (Hindu) minorities  

The Nepalese-Bhutanese (Lhotshampa, Southerners) refugee issue is perhaps the most important 

criticism of GNH implementation and origination (Pelligrini and Tasciotti 2014; Munro 2016; Frelick 2008 

and 2011). Some 100.000 Lhotshampa fled to Nepal after mutual violence following government efforts 

to expel (what were viewed as) illegal immigrants (which is subject to dispute). The background of this 

issue needs to be viewed in geostrategic terms (see 12.5.1). After the independent Himalaya Kingdom of 

Sikkim was occupied by India, amongst others out of fear of Chinese occupation, a plebiscite carried out 

under occupation ousted the King and led to the merger with India in 1975. The majority Nepalese 

immigrant population voted in favor of the merger and played a key role in pursuing it (Schroeder 2014, 

93). Alarm bells went off in Bhutan, squeezed between India having annexed Sikkim and China having 
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claimed Tibet. In 1985 it revised its citizenship act of 1958, identified (illegal) Nepalese migrants for 

deportation and instituted the ‘One Nation, One people’ policy. These were national unifying integration 

policies (national dress, language, etiquette -Driglam Namzha136- and architecture) rooted in majority 

Buddhist Drukpa culture (Western Bhutan); this was viewed as discriminating by Bhutanese 

Southerners. The Census of 1988 distinguishing between legal and illegal immigrants without a reliable 

system of evidence finally triggered the Southern rebellion. Due to the difficulty of citizenship 

verification (and ensuing violence towards officials), the refugees were ultimately resettled to third 

countries (Schroeder 2014; Phuntsho 2013, 578-582; Wangchuk 2004, 851-854). Earlier problems with 

migration occurred with the expulsion of Tibetan refugees in the 70’s, however, stemming in part from 

internal royal conflicts (Phuntsho 2013, 578). 

Pelligrini and Tasciotti (2001, 105) accuse other academics (Tideman 2004, Helliwel et al 2012; Farley 

2010) of ‘essentializing Bhutanese royalty’ and painting an (overly positive) ‘symbol of oriental 

otherness’. Indeed, Bhutan was only unified in 1907 and Nepalese minorities started moving into the 

region earlier. At the same time ‘processes of exclusion are innate to nation-building’ (Pelligrini and 

Tasciotti 2001, 107). Though beyond this research, one could possibly compare this issue to the Sri 

Lankan ‘Sinhala Only’ language policy (1960’s), proclaiming Sinhala as the official language and 

abolishing English in an effort to reinstate national identity, which, amongst others, led to ethnic conflict 

with Tamil citizens and an exodus of English speaking citizens of mixed European descent (Gosh 1999, 

35: ‘Denial of language rights’ was seen as ‘denial of fundamental rights’). One could at least conclude 

that the cultural pillar of GNH is partly rooted in the One Nation, One People policy, viewed as 

discriminatory by a part of the population. (See also Munro 2016, who speaks of an ‘invented tradition’). 

In counter argument to this criticism: Firstly, if one assumes that the state violated the rights of the 

Nepalese minority, one can ask whether this is a failure of Buddhist values itself or a failed 

implementation of Buddhist spiritual values like compassion. Or is oriental otherness now invoked to 

deny that Bhutan has anything different to contribute (‘they are abusing human rights, just like the rest 

of the world, so why should the rest of the world care for their values’)? The underlying foundation of 

GNH can therefore not be criticized as a priori not respecting minorities. 

Secondly, to discredit the entire GNH policy on this basis would seem unfair, as it consists of four pillars, 

but the cultural pillar needs to be examined more closely (see 12.4.3 ad culture). The Lhotshampa issue 

raises questions on the origin of GNH and whether it was partly an effort to ameliorate the image of 

Bhutan (this makes tracing back GNH to 1972 and earlier crucial to Bhutan’s rhetoric, see 12.2.1). It also 

raises questions about whether the cultural pillar in GNH assesses happiness in a fair way for 

Southerners. The criteria of proficiency in the mother tongue, artisan skills and socio-cultural 

participation in the GNH index do not seem to pose the greatest problem (though one could ask 

whether Lotshampa artisan skills and cultural practices are different and taken into account). However, 

                                                             
136 Dzongka for ‘The way (l am) of conscious (namzha) harmony (drig)’ (Ura 2004, 314); a code of behavior (not 
strictly religious, ‘relating to proper greeting, drinking tea, talking, eating, sitting properly and so on’ (Crins 2008, 
123), expressed in a royal decree in the 1980s, especially promoting a national dress (Crins 2008, 124). Other 
important values are tha damtsig (loyalty-sacred commitment to others) and le judre (karmic retribution, cause 
and effect) (Crins 2008, 81-82). 
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in surveys one needs to rate Driglam Namzha (‘the way of harmony’) etiquettes as ‘important’ and ‘as 

getting stronger’ to reach sufficiency (happiness) in this domain (Ura et al. 2012, 22). These are 

prescriptions on what to wear, how to eat, sit and bow. Even the answer ‘Don’t know’ is regarded as 

insufficient, as this knowledge is considered ‘vital’ (Ura et al. 2012, 22). One can disagree with the 

national etiquette and classify it as unimportant, but the state will consider it as a score in need of 

improvement. Policy screening tools also assess whether learning about cultural practices has increased. 

Thirdly, Schroeder (2014, 94) points to the fact that presently Lhotshampa are represented in all 

segments of Bhutanese society and have equal access to services, education and healthcare. He 

concludes that there is no overt discrimination, but possible psychological pressure to conform.  

Fourthly, looking at written sources only, as Munro (2016) does, concluding that by lack thereof a 

tradition is invented, discounts the importance of oral traditions and embedded cultural beliefs 

informing policies and institutions (e.g. Potter and Foucault argued worldviews are embedded in 

language and discourse, Ritchie 2013, 8) (leaving aside that modernization came late in Bhutan and was 

influenced by Indian policy makers). 

In conclusion, there is cultural pressure within GNH to conform to majority Drukpa customs. 

Furthermore, in its fear for Chinese, Indian or Nepalese occupation Bhutan has possibly violated its own 

GNH values in enacting and implementing narrow citizenship laws. 

12.3.2.3 GNH implementation is subject to power play within and outside the state 

Schroeder 2014 invokes the state-in-society theory (Migdal 2001) to analyze how power relationships 

within the state (and between state and society) affect policy implementation. His research finds that 

GNH outcomes largely follow GNH intentions despite haphazard implementation of GNH instruments 

(due to differences in interpretation; poor understanding of GNH tools; opposition by certain sectors 

such as media etc.; Schroeder 2014, 298). The GNH outcome is assured through ‘religious-inspired 

cultural values’ and ‘shared meaning making’ (Schroeder 2014, 307) rather than policy tools. He then 

jumps to the conclusion that this suggests that ‘the Bhutanese GNH strategy is not one that, at this 

point, can simply and easily be replicated in other countries’ (Schroeder 2014, 303). He furthermore 

raises the theoretical possibility that competing values of Hindu policy officers could affect the 

implementation of GNH, which he has not explored (Schroeder 2014, 94, 302); others argue the same 

for Muslims that may want to practice animal sacrifice, forbidden by law (Lee 2014, 12).  

Firstly, the Bhutanese context is not different from other contexts in which power relations are at play. If 

the Bhutanese strategy cannot be transposed, because it is steeped in culture, this logic suggests that 

the Western models cannot either. Or could one say that mutual cross-cultural learning is possible? 

Secondly, concerns about people from competing value systems (e.g. Hindus or Muslims) implementing 

GNH can be raised equally about the extent Muslim citizens in Europe (or native-American citizens in 

Canada) can effectively execute government policy (unless one assumes that these Western policies are 

ultimately ‘objective’ and devoid from any cultural and religious background influences). The question 

may be raised where did Europeans derive their human rights notions from? Were they rooted in 

spiritual-cultural beliefs and were they then abstracted by reason or were they formed in a culture-less 
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society? The concept of GNH is rooted in Buddhist values. Yet it has been enshrined in a rationalized 

policy framework with abstract non-religious notions (see annexes). It can be said to have been 

objectified. Fostering generosity and compassion are general human values. Therefore these notions 

(unless discriminatory) can in principle be applied equally to all citizens, Buddhist or Hindu in the same 

manner that the policies of European governments are applied to (and by) secular, Christian, Muslim 

and other populations.  

12.3.2.4 Happiness as subjective well-being is not measurable and distorts outcomes 

Subjective well-being has been dealt with in Chapter 3 (3.6.2). Some argue against including subjective 

well-being in well-being assessments, in which the following arguments are presented (Stewart 2014). 

Happiness is influenced by other factors such as genetics and personal circumstances. Adaptation to bad 

circumstances may influence people's expectations and disguise poverty. It is possible to increase one’s 

happiness with selfish (criminal) behavior. Unhappiness may occur while objective conditions have 

improved, when perceived entitlements raise expectations, but are not realized. Poverty can result in 

mental illness (Patel 2001 and Layard et al. 2013 quoted by Stewart 2014, 10), and therefore eradicating 

poverty can alleviate it. The well-being of future generations is not part of happiness statistics, possibly 

leading to neglect of this issue. For these reasons Stewart leans more towards assessing capabilities and 

human rights as an objective language. Veenhoven dismisses these kinds of objections arguing that 

imprecisions in measuring are balanced out through the large number of people interviewed and there 

is no evidence to disprove this (Veenhoven 2010 quoted in Kristensen 2014). Hirschauer et al. take a 

middle position (see 12.3.1.1) (Hirschauer et al. 2014, 10 and 15). They conclude that happiness 

research may aid in revealing which conditions foster people’s well-being as well as in aiding a realistic 

conception of humans (not rational only), which in turn can help building models (Hirschauer et al., 1 

and 25). 

Firstly, Bhutan has always recognized that the state can merely create enabling circumstances (art. 9 

Constitution). Secondly, Happiness in the Bhutanese context merely assesses subjective well-being as a 

component of a wider happiness definition (including being at the service of others, care for nature and 

cultural habits). The GNH index measures both objective and subjective well-being factors (Tobgay 

2015). Thirdly, self-assessment may be as valuable as outer objective assessment of circumstances (does 

one know oneself best or does the other know you better?). Happiness in part depends on expectations 

(objective health improved in Bhutan, but subjective satisfaction of it declined between 2010-2015; 

Tobgay 2015). Most importantly why would one only want to measure instruments and not want to 

know about ultimate outcomes? If we leave happiness measurement out, do we really know how 

society is faring (assuming that one believes in measurement)? To reverse Stewart’s (2014, 12) 

argument: When one knows that children are going to school and are actually learning (actual 

capability), but the parents are unhappy about the content of learning (e.g. it is opposed to their values) 

or have no idea about the content, one has not assessed anything valuable. This reasoning again departs 

from the point of view that there is an objective verifiable truth: ‘Objective’ observable conditions’, 

Stewart (2014, 6) calls the capability and human rights approaches. In Chapter 2 we have established 

that objectivism is mostly treasured by those (the West) who are oblivious of their own subjectivity. 
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12.3.2.5 The Bhutanese Constitution violates the freedom of religion 

Some argue that Bhutan is a Buddhist theocratic Constitutional state (as opposed to secular 

constitutionalism and full theocracies like Iran), taking religion as a source of public law and privileging 

one religion over the other (Lee 2014, 3). For a description of the Bhutanese Constitution, see 12.4.1. 

The Constitution imposes a duty on the religious leaders, not the state, to ensure that religion remains 

separate from politics (art. 3.3 Constitution). Lee (2014, 8) infers from this that ‘secularism in Bhutan 

does not bear the same meaning as commonly understood in academic literature’. Nevertheless, unlike 

in the West, political parties are not allowed to have religious affiliations (art. 4.b Constitution), nor use 

religion for political gain (art. 15.3 Constitution).  

Furthermore there are objections against limiting the freedom of religion by forbidding proselytization 

(Lee 2014, 15). Art 7.4 of the Constitution guaranteeing freedom of thought contains a second sentence 

which can be interpreted as forbidding proselytization: ‘No person shall be compelled to belong to 

another faith by means of coercion or inducement’. Since 2011 this is penalized if the person ‘uses 

coercion or other forms of inducement’ (section 463A Penal Code; Lee 2014, 13). Lee argues this is very 

vague and potentially may even include prayers and blessing as a form of spiritual inducement, as well 

as charity as material inducement (Lee 2014, 14). The National assembly when debating this article saw 

proselytization as offensive to the religious feelings of the Buddhist and Hindus, therefore the article 

targets Christian, Muslim and ‘any alien culture or tradition’ (56th National Assembly; Lee 2014, 14 and 

13 note 72). 

The word ‘theocracy’ implies that Bhutan is not a democracy, a statement that has immediate 

ramifications for perceptions by the West as to the validity of this Constitution. It is tempting to 

condemn this in terms of human rights standards, but one should not draw hasty conclusions. Christian 

proselytization has been considered by postcolonialism as part of the civilization mission of the West 

(Zein-Elabdin and Charusheela 2004). According to a Bhutanese: ‘When you proselytize without the 

responsibility of first understanding the religion you want to convert, it is wrong (...) and based on the 

conviction that your values are superior’ (B2). According to some Buddhists, ‘it was never (...) the 

Buddhist way to proselytize, in the sense of forcing ideas and beliefs upon an unwilling audience, much 

less to exert pressure of any kind, or any kind of flattery, deceit or cajolery, to win adherence to one’s 

own point of view’ (Dr. G.P. Malalasekera quoted by Sarada Maha Thero 1993, 246).  

If there were to be widespread proselytization in the West by Muslim organizations, the political 

establishment might consider it as eroding the Western culture and therefore undesirable. In Christian 

Europe prohibitions on insulting religion (blasphemy laws) exist that some consider redundant (art. 147 

Dutch criminal code, abolished in 2013; NPO 2015). The Paris shootings at the French satirical magazine 

Charlie Hebdo (2014) sparked debate over freedom of speech, with some arguing full freedom of speech 

including blasphemy, while others point at limitations in freedom of speech such as the prohibition in 

French law on denial of the Holocaust (televised BBC debate, January 2014). These choices rest on value 

judgments and the significance a certain issue has at a given point in time.  

A careful balance in rights needs to be struck. The Bhutanese Constitution is doing just that (see 

12.4.1.1): Balancing secularism versus the need to preserve culture and identity; a culture in which 
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Buddhist values (including religion) have a strong influence. Whether the one provision weighs heavier 

than the other in practice should be derived from case law and cannot be assumed a priori (e.g. the case 

law found upholds secular arguments, see 12.4.2). At the same time warnings of potential intolerance 

should be carefully examined by the state.  

12.3.2.6 GNH (interdependence) cannot be transposed to another cultural context  

Schroeder and Schroeder 2014 point at the fact that interdependence as a notion may have different 

meanings in different cultural contexts. In the mainstream Western thinking it refers to interrelations 

between atomized individuals and things (substantialism). In off-mainstream circles it refers to process-

relational thinking (events are also interdependent) and denotes that everything partakes in everything 

else, excluding singularity as a concept (3526-3528). In the (Buddhist) East this is taken a step further 

where one is seen to mitigate two realities. Firstly, the ultimate unchangeable, perceived through pure 

insight, and untranslatable into other terms (e.g. words). Secondly, the relative (simplified and 

illusionary) reality perceived through our human senses. Schroeder and Schroeder perceive the Western 

and Eastern as a contradiction, but if one views the Buddhist vision of ultimate reality as everything 

being One and all perceptions a projection of one’s mind, process-relational reality is just a part of 

relative reality, but not the whole image. SeeTable 12.2. 

Table 12.2 Significance of interdependence West versus East 

View of reality Buddhism Western 

Fully expanded view of 

reality 

Buddhist ultimate reality 

(All is One) 

Western spiritual traditions of God as One? 

Somewhat expanded 

view of reality 

Buddhist relative reality Western Process-relational reality= 

Everything partakes in everything else 

Limited view of reality Buddhist relative reality Western Substantialism= Atomized things 

and people have relations 

 

Schroeder and Schroeder are maintaining that as long as the West has not embraced the ‘ultimate’ view 

of reality, GNH will be difficult to implement in another context. It is, however, doubtful that the 

ordinary Bhutanese or even the sophisticated ones grasp the ‘ultimate’ reality; that is reserved for 

enlightened humans. Therefore the Bhutanese and Buddhist share a relative worldview with the rest of 

humanity. What eternity looks like is unknown for Christians, atheists and Buddhists alike. Therefore 

GNH policy shapes relative reality and may thus well be transposable to other contexts, especially now 

that is has been translated in (Western) logical frameworks. Schroeder’s (2014) PhD finding that 

Bhutanese do not readily look at the frameworks itself as they find it cumbersome and the content self-

evident, may not apply to Westerners who are used to using logical frameworks. After all this feature is 

derived from Western culture (‘the GNH index in particular eclectically draws upon Western discourses 

of accountability’, Kristensen 2014, 35). 
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12.3.2.7 GNH has rendered culture static 

Criticism from within Bhutan is mostly prevalent when it comes to traditional culture. Kyentse (2010), as 

a rimpoche or reincarnated lama immensely influential, wrote a remarkable blog, pleading to ‘reduce 

our obsession with traditional symbols that no longer serve us’ (ad 1 rethinking jobs), subtly noting that 

status is not the most important thing by adding ‘including robes and scarves’, distuinghishing different 

ranks.137 He tackles handicraft as being outdated and of mediocre quality compared to neighboring 

countries (handicraft skill is one of the metrics in the GNH-index in which one needs to have sufficiency). 

He laments ugly tin roofs in architecture replacing wood to save the forest. He then asks for investment 

in innovation rather than traditional handicrafts (‘endless painting and carving’). Focus needs to be, 

according to him, on ‘true core values and principles in our ancient traditions that are timeless’. He asks 

for adaptation to our ‘current needs’ and critical thinking in choices of cultural preservation (ad 2 

rethinking culture) (See also Kyentse, 2015). 

He then goes on attacking the status of Dzongkha language (ad 3 rethinking language). Most Bhutanese 

do not speak it, parliamentarians of other regions feel disadvantaged, ancient texts and chants are in a 

foreign language (Tibetan Choekey) and more often translated in English than Dzongkha. Mostly he 

questions the time and cost involved in using Dzongkha and points at India failing in promoting Hindi 

proficiency. Implicitly he asks whether the Constitution could not celebrate diversity by recognizing all 

languages like India. He asks whether the strong emphasis on Dzongkha undermines rather than 

strengthens sovereignty (Kyentse 2010). Moreover, several newspapers have protested against 

mandatory Dzongkha editions raising costs (Schroeder 2014, 131). His blog sparked debate inside 

Bhutan (Ura 2010). Young artists ask why contemporary art is not part of how GNH is assessed (Hopper 

2015), why it lacks support (Wangmo 2015) and see it as the middle path for identity (Hopper 2015). 

12.3.2.8 GNH curtails independent media (media content conflicts with GNH culture) 

Several actors in the Bhutanese private media sector oppose the label GNH media, arguing that it is an 

effort to co-opt or curtail the media and media should hold GNH policy to account (Schroeder 2014, 133-

134). There is some degree of contradiction in that the media do largely agree with GNH values (Ibid 

143). There are different interpretations of what these values mean in media practice (happy stories 

versus critical ones, Ibid 134; depicting forbidden cigarettes or not Ibid 124; publishing in Dzongka 

language despite costs or not, Ibid 131). Media pluralism (seen as a good governance requirement) has 

also created tension with the cultural pillar of GNH (the content of international cable TV and 

advertising is less regulated and features programs contrary to prohibitions on violence, sexual 

expression, religious intolerance and addictive substance; Ibid 129-130). Fostering pluralism through 

open licensing has created an (over)abundance of low quality media, competing for scarce (evenly 

distributed) government advertising sources (Ibid 116). Contrary to expectations more competition did 

not foster more professionalism, but mutual suspicion and constraints on the ability to hold government 

to account (Ibid 116-117). This has raised opposition from the private media demanding regulation 

restricting the number of media (Ibid 117). 

                                                             
137 Scarves in different colors are worn to distinguish different ranks (yellow for King and Chief Abbot, orange for 
ministers, red for higher officials (dasho), green for judges, blue for parliamentarians, white for commoners). 
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Both arguments seem to be justified: The government wanting to regulate media in line with GNH 

values; the media wanting freedom to hold the government to account as a core value of the GNH good 

governance pillar. The internal friction appears to be a positive feature of democracy rather than a 

fundamental opposition to GNH. Obligations within the cultural pillar may give rise to questions on 

cultural plurality within GNH (12.4.3.1). 

12.3.2.9 The meaning of GNH and of the English translation into happiness is unclear 

Some Bhutanese want more debate on the meaning of the term GNH, now ‘it is so wide it can be 

everything or nothing’ (B42). Others complain that there is a lot of misunderstanding amongst the 

people about GNH: ‘When government raises taxes, people say we are a GNH country, the government 

cannot do that. People think that the government has to make everyone happy, but (...) happiness is 

about creating the conditions for people to thrive, that is the government’s task’ (B3). Opinions differ on 

whether the grassroots have a better understanding of GNH or the educated do. Some say: ‘Because it is 

a philosophy it is difficult to understand for the average Bhutanese’ (B3); others that ‘it is in the action 

on the ground, policies are a verbal expression of what happens on the ground’ (B35). One may say that 

the intuitive understanding of interdependence of people living close to nature, combined with Buddhist 

theories and the King’s leadership have led to the rationalization into policies, which in turn need to be 

explained to the ordinary people, the more so when they move to urban areas and lose close contact 

with nature. 

‘GNH is not a very indigenous as a term because it is based on an economic term’ (GDP), an intellectual 

remarks (B37). A foreigner suggested a better word such as Gross National Harmony (B5). The King 

corrected it to mean ‘contentedness’ (Imaeda 2013, 111). Others say neither harmony nor compassion 

capture the concept fully, but ‘using the English word happiness is a tragedy’, because it ‘has broken it 

down to mental states’ (B37). Asked about Gross National Compassion, they remark ‘it is a part of 

happiness (...), but it is something you give towards individuals, it is not a government policy’ (B37, B3). 

The Dzongka word Dewa (Sanskrit Sukka) does, however, not pose such problems (B.37). One may say 

that in any society there will be varying interpretations and introducing GNH immediately sparks of a 

debate of what it is supposed to mean; in the international arena, however, a lot more explanation is 

needed. 

12.3.2.10 GNH is over-intellectualized and cannot be measured 

Asked about gaps in meaning between GNH and Buddhism, interviewees generally agree that GNH and 

its pillars are based on the Buddhist concept of happiness (all interviews), but not necessarily the 

specification in domains and indicators, some say (B5, B7, B36). ‘(Director of CBS) Karma Ura over-

intellectualized GNH’ (B42), ‘instead of a practical concept that Bhutanese can understand; the nine 

domains and variables are beyond the understanding of the average Bhutanese’ (B7; B39). ‘We 

broadcast it too much. GNH is complicated and very difficult to quantify and qualify; it is difficult to 

prove 100% GNH’ (B36). ‘During the economic crisis from 2011-2013, people said, it is a very elite 

concept this GNH; people are suffering and the elite is talking GNH’ (B7). ‘They are trying to break it 

down in such a manner that it has become a number; we should have kept it as a philosophy’ (B12). ‘A 

grand complicated international toy. GNH is a top of the head spontaneous remark (by the 4th King); the 

spontaneity has been squeezed out by the trampling feet of international economists’ (B5). This foreign 
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observer, close to the royal family, remarks ‘Thinley (the former PM) displaced the 4th King as the 

promoter of GNH. He tasked Karma Ura of the CBS to develop a theoretical basis (...) and he came up 

with the four pillars. Had it remained only that, it would have been ok, but then came the nine domains, 

the so many indicators and it became a joke. The GNH survey has 240 odd questions which are a mix of 

means, results and philosophy (...) instead of an enumerative approach we need an illuminative 

approach’ (B5). In sum, ‘GNH cannot be measured and neither can happiness. You can define elements 

of measurement, but they will always measure that which they chose to measure. It’s like trying to 

measure the sky for clouds. What is possible is an illuminative evaluation, a description of happiness’ 

(B5). One person felt the (survey) questions should be less political and economic and more spiritual 

(B30; see also Mc Donald 2004, 283-284). 

Questioned about GNH in 2015, the Bhutanese Prime Minister questioned the validity of theoretic 

models: ‘If government works in a structure around the pillars, is society going to be happier? Does it 

happen? No. How much social, how much economic, there are no guidelines there; for x amount of 

money in this sector, we need y amount for the environment, there are no formulas for this either. How 

successful models can be, I don’t know’ (B48). 

12.3.2.11 GNH needs to brought down to the individual, grassroots, practical action 

‘The pressure of conventional modernization is too strong. GNH will remain a concept unless we 

implement it on an individual basis and government basis ’ (B9). ‘The government is not basing its 

policies as per our people’s standards and culture. They make decisions based on progress and want to 

make the progress fast (…) the people are already in GNH, but the government is not’, a businessman 

complains (B15). ‘It’s in the action on the ground (…) In the urban areas the gap between rich and poor 

is getting wider every year and this may lead to resentment (...) the Gini Coefficient is quite high and 

that is a risk for a small nation’ (B34). ‘It is important to take GNH to the grassroots; we are exporting it, 

not doing much internally. We need to engage more with the people (...) programs for locals, simplify it, 

make it relevant into daily indicators’ (B35; B44). ‘Bhutan hasn’t understood GNH properly, the 

government hasn’t done enough (...) and this government is even less interested’ (B11). ‘Everyone is 

confused now. There is a huge gap now, people don’t understand the way the government and the 

policymakers define GNH’ (B12). Some speak of a disconnect: ‘People need more space and time to 

think about what it means to them’ (B42). ‘More than talking we should work on it’, a farmer’s son says 

(B22), echoed by director of the grassroots Samdrup Jonkhar Initiative (South-East Bhutan, Mrs Neten 

Zangmo) who said that it was time for GNH values to be manifested individually, adding that Bhutanese 

needed to begin understanding what it really meant, instead of simply just referring to the four pillars 

(Kuensel 2015b). ‘‘We’ve entered a new phase, unless we put GNH into action, too much talk starts 

sounding hollow’, Tashi Colman, who works for the Samdrup Jonkhar Initiative said. He pointed out that 

Bhutan has defined it, and shown how to measure it and that all that is left is for it to be translated into 

practical actions on the ground’ (Kuensel 2015b). 

12.3.2.12 GNH needs a specific gender domain 

Some feel a separate gender domain is necessary. 'They thought all our concerns are included; they 

didn’t think of specifying a gender domain (...).At the 1st GNH survey 68% of women indicated it was ok 

if they were beaten if they burnt the dinner. There was a strong opposition to the outcome, with people 
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claiming the respondents were not chosen correctly or the question was posed wrongly. Then the 

National Commission for Women and Children did a study where 74% said that violence was justifiable. 

One in four women is abused, physically, sexually or emotionally.’ (B33). ‘Violence against women is a 

genuine concern that is not factored in, in GNH’ (B43). Other issues are unequal participation in formal 

workplaces and in politics, and unequal citizenship laws (only with a Bhutanese father the child gets full 

citizenship) as well as the effect of a massive influx of Indian workers on dam sites and HIV transmission 

(B33). 

 ‘The 10th domain of GNH should be gender, now it comes under 7, under family (…) roles in society are 

still confined, most women are still housewives and have no own finances’, two interviewed college girls 

said, who could not agree with one another whether Bhutan should have quotas for women, because as 

one of them remarked ‘the whole community opposed it’ (B46g). One argument pleading in favor of a 

gender domain would be that most Bhutanese generally feel that Bhutan has no gender issues (B30), 

citing as a reason that many parts of the country have a matrilineal landownership system (B49) (see 

also Crins 2008, 133-134); not withstanding the matrilinear system, some women complain that ‘all 

major decisions are taken by men’ (B33). Crins (2008, 142) nuances this: Half of the women she 

interviewed ‘claimed that they made the important decisions’. The GNH survey can disaggregate all 

domains by gender and shows that women come out less favorable, some feel this is sufficient basis to 

act on (B43; see further 12.4.3).  

12.3.2.13 Conclusion 

In conclusion GNH is founded on Buddhism, which, other than a religion, can also be considered a 

philosophy, as prevalent in the interaction of Buddhism with science. It approaches classical utilitarian 

notions of happiness, in including subjective well-being as well as other-regarding motives of well-being 

and it is unique in that regard. It has influenced and benefitted from other multidimensional well-being 

indexes.  

There are, however, intra-pillar contradictions of GNH (e.g. within the media) and power plays within 

GNH execution causing different interpretations. The formulation of policies on GNH has coincided with 

what some regard as human rights violations of Nepali minorities and the cultural pillar may not leave 

sufficient room for diversity of cultural expression. GNH has elements that can be transposed to other 

countries, but in its current form is Bhutanese specific, especially regarding the cultural pillar 

requirements. Contradictorily, GNH is an expression of cultural plurality globally, but it restricts cultural 

plurality locally. 

12.4 How is GNH applied at the national level? 
Buddhism underlies GNH and GNH informs all policy areas in Bhutan (GNH Commission Protocol for 

Policy Formulation 2014). It will now be examined to what extent it is based in law, applied in 

jurisprudence and in administration. 
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12.4.1 GNH and legislation 

12.4.1.1 Constitution, government and GNH pillars 

Bhutan’s first written Constitution dates from 2008 (Tobgye and Lyonpo 2012), transforming the 

country from an absolute monarchy into a ‘Democratic Constitutional Monarchy’ (art. 1.2). It ensures a 

secular state (art. 3.6) and prohibits discrimination on the basis of religion (art. 7.15). Most importantly 

the Constitution guarantees freedom of thought, conscience and religion (art. 7.4), but forbids 

proselytization (see 12.3.2.5). It adheres to the trias politica (art. 1.13). 

Despite its secularism, the Constitution has a number of provisions entrenching Buddhism: ‘Buddhism is 

the spiritual heritage of Bhutan, which promotes the principles and values of peace, non-violence, 

compassion and tolerance’ (art. 3.1). As Lee (2014, 9) points out the current system of government is 

closest to the British, where the monarch is ceremonial head of the church as well as the state. The King 

is to uphold both religion and politics (art. 2.1) and, moreover, has to protect all religions (art. 3.2). This 

is a symbol of the unity of religion and politics (Chhoe-sid, art. 2.2) and dual system of religion and 

politics (Chhoe-sid-nyi) (‘even the best of secular laws (...) must be tempered with spiritual laws’; it 

symbolizes ‘interdependence between common people and spiritual rulers’, people being patrons of the 

rulers, in a distinct notion of citizenship; Kinga, 2009, 26, 73 and 99). The Constitution establishes a 

Commission for Monastic Affairs (Dratshang Lentshog) (art3.6), comprising of the chief abbot (Je Kenpo) 

as chair and the five teachers (Lopons), overseeing the monasteries. Monasteries are funded by the 

state (though some receive private funding; B21).  

The governance system closely follows the historical model (the ‘Dual System’ of religious and civil 

affairs under a monarch), whereby the King has now handed over his absolute power to the government 

and parliament, replacing the former regent (Druk Desi) (Lee 2014, 8). See tables Table 12.3 and Table 

12.4 (based on Constitution of Bhutan; Lee 2014, 8 and 10; Wangyal 2001, 116; Phuntsho 2013, 566-

572).  

The Parliament consists of an elected upper chamber (National Council) and lower chamber (National 

Assembly) and the King (art. 10). The King appoints 5 members in the upper chamber (art. 11.1.b). The 

King still maintains some executive power by being the head of the armed forces (art. 28.1). 

Power was decentralized gradually from 1953 onwards with the establishment of the National 

Assembly, enacting the first ‘Supreme Laws’, the royal advisory council (1965), the independent judiciary 

(1967 onwards), the cabinet (1968), the civil service (1973), district development committees138 (1981), 

county development committees139 (1991), election of head of county (‘gup’) (2002), the drafting of the 

Constitution (2001-2008), voluntary abdication of the 4th King (2006), coronation of the 5th King as 

constitutional monarch and first parliamentary elections (2008) (Phuntsho 2013, 566-572). Until 1952 

‘government officials were enjoying the power of judicial functions’ (Sebastian 2015, 51). The civil 

service continues to be the largest employer, held in high regard, but also separating officials from 

farmers, depreciating manual labor and leading to rural-urban migration (Phuntsho 2013, 569). The King 

                                                             
138 Dzongkhag Yargye Tsogchung (DYT). 
139 Gewog Yargye Tshogchung (GYT), some dating back to the 8th century (Wangchuk 2004). 
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still holds certain powers, e.g. he can command or return bills for further amendments; awarding titles, 

(land) kidu (welfare)140, citizenship, amnesty and sealing appointments (Sebastian 2015, 122 and 130); 

some call this the ‘dual character of sovereignty’, ‘as (...) democracy was introduced (...) from the throne 

itself, the power and position of the monarch (...) is unchallengeable’ (Sebastian 2015, 221). Gallenkamp 

(2010, 18) refers to it as a presidential system or ‘semi-presidential monarchy’. Customary (community) 

rules on collective resource use are still enshrined in the Land Law and Forest Act; decentralization 

helped restore collective maintenance, not ownership (Ura 2004, 127 and 146, 158, 247, 269). 

Law was previously based on the law codes from the Zhabdrung (first Abbot-Ruler)141 codified in 1729 

(Kathrim, Kinga 2009, 95) and local unwritten social contracts (on grazing rights, distribution of irrigation 

water, community services), with justice through mediation and administration delivered through a 

religious state seated in fortified monasteries (dzongs) (Phuntsho 2013, 567, 257 and 259). ‘The King 

was the sole legal authority’ (Kinga 2009, 234). The Kathrim regulated taxation, social life, conduct of 

rulers, criminal offenses (Kinga 2009, 98-100). ‘The objective of governance was happiness for people as 

well as sentient beings’ (Kinga 2009, 172; see 12.2.1).  

Table 12.3 Current system of constitutional monarchy 

Ceremonial Druk Gyalpo (King) 

(upholds Constitution art. 2.18 and dual system of religion and politics art. 2.2) 

(appoints Chief Abbot on recommendation of 5 Teachers, art. 3.4) 

(appoints ministers on recommendation of PM art. 17.3) 

(appoints important members of Civil service/Judiciary on recommendation art. 2.19) 

(dissolution of Parliament on recommendation of PM (art. 10.24) 

(assents legislation (art. 13); right to return the Bill once with amendments or objections, art. 13.10) 

(manages ad hoc humanitarian relief fund, art. 14.12) 

(Chief of Armed Forces, art. 28.1) 

Religious branch (Sangha) 

 

Civil branch 

 

 

Dratshang Lhentshog  

Je Kenpo (Chief Abbot) Chair  

and Five Lopons (5 Teachers) of Zung Dratshang  

(Central Monastic Commission) 

Government 

Lhengye 

Zhungtshog 

(art. 20) 

Since 1972 

Parliament (King, 

National Council, 

National 

Assembly) (can 

abdicate King art. 

2.21) 

Judiciary 

High Court 

Supreme Court 

Attorney General, 

National Judicial 

Commission 

Monasteries Civil service -1973 

 Local government 

(dzongkhag/gwog) 

  

 

                                                             
140 Kidu comprises mainly of land allocation; and assistance with housing, living allowances, education, scholarships 
abroad, disaster relief, special medical treatment; granting citizenship, pardoning prisoners; Bhutan Observer, 
2010. Kidu System Reformed (19 March), http://bhutanobserver.bt/2580-bo-news-about-
kidu_system_reformed.aspx.  
141 Leaving Tibet in 1616 and unifying Bhutan, consolidating it in its current territory by the end of 1950’s 
(Phuntsho 2013, 217 and 255). 

http://bhutanobserver.bt/2580-bo-news-about-kidu_system_reformed.aspx
http://bhutanobserver.bt/2580-bo-news-about-kidu_system_reformed.aspx
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Table 12.4 Historical system of theocratic government 

Zhabdrung: Ngawang Namgyal (first Abbot-King 1616-1651) (and reincarnations) 

(1907 hereditary) Druk Gyalpo (King) 

Religious branch Civil branch 

Dratshang Lhentshog  

Je Kenpo (Chief Abbot) Chair  

and Five Lopons (5 Teachers) of Zung Dratshang  

(Central Monastic Commission) 

Druk Desi (Regent) 

Three regional governors (Chila/Pönlop) 

Three rulers of central administrative seats (dzhongpön) 

Chief of protocol (Zhung drönyer) 

since 1953 National Assembly 

since 1959 Supreme Laws 

since 1965 Royal Advisory Council Lodoe Tshogde 

since 1967 High Court 

Since 1972 Cabinet 

Monastries Civil service 

Local dzhongpöns and village heads, ‘gups’ 

Since 1953 General Assembly: Clergy (observers), civil service, people representatives 

 

The state has a clear duty in GNH implementation, consistently articulated throughout the Constitution 

(see Table 12.5). The State shall strive to promote those conditions that will enable the pursuit of Gross 

National Happiness (art. 9.2); and a true and sustainable development of a good and compassionate 

society rooted in Buddhist ethos and universal human values (art. 9.20). These are not enforceable in 

court, but ‘the promise of happiness (...) is its soul’ (Tobgye 2015, 182). As one of the Constitution 

drafters said: ‘Happiness is only mentioned once (...), but the four pillars are the very core of the 

Constitution (...) it springs from sovereignty. Happiness promotes that. I was inspired by the principle 

that subjugation of others cannot lead to happiness’ (B10).’There is opposition in Bhutan, GNH should 

be aspirational, no pillars or metrics; others say it cannot be a replacement to GDP. That’s why I did not 

want the Constitution to be tied to one idea, it should be timeless, some ideas may gain political 

importance at a certain time’ B10). Art. 1 to 9 are supporting the concept of happiness (B10). Of 100 

different constitutions, 22 specific ones were selected (B10).’From the South-African Constitution we 

took the constitutional values (...) and some socio-economic rights (...) and responsibilities of parliament 

and government’ (B10). ‘We did not want a constitution as in India where there is a lot of judicial 

activism (...) (nor) of the USA with a very clear separation of powers, the South African Constitution is 

somewhere in the middle’ (B10). The reason being ‘only the people can change the law’ (happiness is 

popular sovereignty, art. 1 section 1); at the same time he comments that judicial activism is present in 

jurisprudence: ‘We already did it (judicial activism), with the case on vehicle tax’ (B10; see 12.4.2). 

Table 12.5 Constitution and GNH pillars 

Pillar Provisions of the constitution 

General  

(art. 1, 2, 9) 

Kingdom, sovereignty of people, flag, anthem, national day, language, Constitution (art. 1) 

Monarchy as symbol of unity (art. 2.1) and chhoe-sid-nyi (art. 2.2.) 

GNH as principle of state policy; State creating enabling conditions for GNH (art. 9), including free 

education, health etc. 
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Pillar Provisions of the constitution 

Cultural pillar 

(art. 4, 3) 

The state is ‘to preserve, protect and promote the cultural heritage of the country, including (…) religion’ 

(art. 4.1), recognizing it as ‘an evolving dynamic force’ (art. 4.2)  

Free cultural participation(art. 9.23) 

Duty to heritage preservation (art. 8.2) 

Spiritual heritage of Buddhism: Peace, non-violence, compassion and tolerance (art. 3) 

Environmental 

pillar (art. 5, 8) 

 

Whereas every Bhutanese is ‘a trustee of the Kingdom’s natural resources’, the state will 

(a) Protect, conserve and improve the pristine environment 

and safeguard the biodiversity of the country; 

(b) Prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 

(c) Secure ecologically balanced sustainable development while promoting justifiable economic and social 

development; and 

(d) Ensure a safe and healthy environment 

Mandatory forest cover of 60% 

Possibility for enacting protected areas 

Fundamental duty, A Bhutanese citizen shall have the duty to preserve, protect 

and respect the environment, culture and heritage of the nation. (art. 8.2) 

Right over mineral resources, rivers, lakes, forests, vested in the state (art. 1.12) 

Good 

Governance 

(art. 7, 8, 9, 15, 

19, 20, 21-29) 

 

Separation of power (art. 1.13) 

Fundamental rights e.g. freedom speech, thought, press, movement; right to life, vote, equal pay, 

property; no capital punishment (art. 7) 

Fundamental duties e.g. towards sovereignty, environment/cultural heritage, tolerance, non-

killing/torture, taxation, non-corruption (art. 8) 

Citizenship (art. 6) 

Justice/Legal aid: The State shall endeavor to provide legal aid to secure justice (art. 9.5 and 9.6) 

Gender: Non-discrimination/exploitation of women (9.17) 

Respect for international law 9.24 

Political parties; represent ‘values and aspirations of the people’, ‘national unity’ and ‘well-being of the 

nation’; no incitement on basis of regionalism, ethnicity, religion (art. 15.1, 15.2, 15.3); auditing by 

parliament (15.16) 

Trias Politica: Regulation of Executive (art. 19 and 20), Judiciary (art. 21 and 29), Local government (art. 

22), Elections (art. 23 and 24), Audit (art. 25), Independent civil service (art. 26), Anti-Corruption 

Commission (art. 27) etc. 

Decentralization: Local governments (art. 22) 

Socio-Economic 

pillar (art. 9, 14, 

22) 

 

Equity: Policies to minimize inequalities of income (art. 9.7) 

Economic self-reliance (art. 9.9) (meet recurrent expenditures from internal resources of the country 

14.6) 

Right to work (art. 9.12) 

Right to rest and leisure (art. 9.13) 

Cooperation in community life and family (art. 9.19) 

Right to reasonable remuneration (art. 9. 14) 

Education: Obligation of the state geared towards knowledge and skills as well as values, aiming at ‘full 

development of the human personality’ and is free (art. 9.15 and 16)
142

  

Health: Basic public health services and disability pensions (art. 9.21 and 22) 

Finance: Servicing of public debt will not place an undue burden on future generations (art. 14.5)  

 

                                                             
142

 This entails according to the Royal Education Council ‘the philosophy and practices of Buddhism, profoundly 
influencing their spiritual, cultural and traditional way of living’ as embedded in Bhutanese culture (Lee 2014, 15 
note 85). 
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For further discussion of the Constitution, see 12.7.1 

 

Buddhism also plays a significant role in the criminal law system. Karma (burdens carried on from past 

lives) plays an important role. Fear of building negative karma for a future life often leads to confessions, 

whereby no new karma is built (Kay 2001, as quoted by Lee 2014, 11; Baylis and Munro 2003). This 

resembles the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, whereby apartheid criminals were 

exonerated on the basis of confessions (13.3.2.9). Alternative punishment may occur: ‘Lots of people are 

granted semi-amnesty in an open air prison; if they vandalized a chörtem (stupa), they are invited to 

work on the reconstruction of monasteries’ (B48). ‘The spiritual heritage of Bhutan is based on 

reformation, compassion and forgiveness’, therefore it is the King’s ‘prerogative to grant amnesty, 

pardon and reduction of sentence’ (Tobgye 2015, 96; art. 2 section 16c). Art. 3 of the Constitution 

promotes ‘peace, non-violence and compassion’. 

Certain freedoms in the Constitution are limited to ‘Bhutanese citizens’: Freedom of speech, 

information, thought, religion, vote, movement, residence, joining public service, property, profession, 

equal pay, assembly (art. 7.2-7.12); the same for certain fundamental duties (art. 8.1-8.3). As some have 

limited or no citizenship (12.4.3.1), this has implications.  

12.4.1.2 Conclusion 

GNH deconstructs legal theory as far as it concerns separation of religion and state. It is criticized for 

that reason (see 12.3.2.5). Lee (2014), criticizes theocratic constitutionalism, adding that post-modern 

tolerance (all views are of equal veracity) is ‘hegemonic’, ‘imposing conformity of thought’ and 

‘discriminating against people who disagree’, opposing this to Locke and Voltaire upholding respect for 

the other’s point of view (Lee 2014, 7). Postcolonialism, however, poses that Western culture is 

hegemonic, the arbiter of all other cultures, the ‘universal’ yardstick against which others are measured. 

Keown (2013, 7 citing Ninian Smart) classifies Buddhism as religion, giving seven criteria for religion. 

Buddhists, however, often view it as philosophy and claim that non attachment includes letting go of 

Buddha’s teachings (the religion itself) eventually.143 Backer (2009, 171) optimistically notes that there is 

now a new market for constitutionalism: Judeo-Christian separation of state and church; Islamic 

theocracy and Buddhist theocratic constitutionalism (Lee 2014, 16). Funding by the state of religious 

institutions as well as the King as upholder of the religion, may raise secular objections, but also occurs 

in Western democracies (resp. Greece; and UK). 

12.4.2 Jurisprudence 

 

The only case to be submitted to the Supreme Court regarding the Constitution in the period of 2008-

2015 is Government of Bhutan against Opposition Party144 (2011). It involved a dispute on (altered) 

vehicle tax measures not having been submitted to parliament, which the government justified on it 

being an indirect tax subject to different rules than direct tax and done in the name of ‘larger interest of 

the Bhutanese people’ (Part VII: Arguments of appellant). The opposition was vindicated by the High 
                                                             
143

 Buddhanet, ‘Don't cling to anything including the teachings’, http://www.buddhanet.net/e-
learning/8foldpath.htm).  
144 Supreme Court Judgment No. SC. Hung 11-1. http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/englishj.pdf. 

http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/8foldpath.htm
http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/8foldpath.htm
http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/englishj.pdf
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Court, a judgment which the Supreme Court confirmed. (The Supreme Court of Bhutan is not purely a 

constitutional court, but a Court of last resort with general jurisdiction (section 5.5.). 

 

The government invoked (amongst others) the argument of happiness (Part VII: Arguments of appellant, 

ad 2): ‘The purpose and essence of the direct and indirect taxes: 

A primary purpose of taxation is to create the enabling conditions for the pursuit of happiness by all 

Bhutanese. This is in keeping with the principles of state policy as enshrined in Article 9(7) of the 

Constitution which requires that ‘The State shall endeavor to develop and execute policies to minimize 

inequalities of income, concentration of wealth, and promote equitable distribution of public facilities 

among individuals and people living in different parts of the Kingdom’. These are also to ensure that the 

country becomes self-reliant and that its sovereignty and independence are not compromised through 

perpetuation of dependence on foreign development assistance’ (Italics added). 

  

The Supreme Court did not follow this argument as it involved the procedure to be followed in 

establishing taxes: ‘The Court concludes that financial and money bills that include taxation shall be 

within the emphatic domain of the National Assembly’ (Decision, section 6.8). ‘The imposition of taxes 

by the Government without the approval of Parliament is not in accordance with the provisions of the 

Constitution, and so it has sabotaged the fundamental principle of constitutional law’ (section 6.3). 

Therefore it did not elaborate on the principle of happiness as ‘the authority of the government to 

impose tax’ was not under dispute (section 6.1). It did elaborate on democracy: ‘The Supreme Court as 

the guardian of the Constitution is deeply impressed with the paramount importance of ensuring and 

establishing a firm foundation for democracy and the functioning of the democratic institution as based 

on the tenets enshrined in the Constitution. As mentioned by His Majesty that: ‘(...).The key to success is 

the manner in which new democratic institutions learn to work in harmony, and with unity of purpose, 

in the interest of the Nation and People. If we can set this tradition in place in the first years, our 

democratic future will be forever strengthened’ (section 6). 

 

Another possible case to be brought to the Supreme Court is by the Anti-Corruption Commission. It 

announced that it might seek an opinion on its independence as it does not have full control over its 

finances and human resources, risking future ‘politization’ (Kuensel 2015c). A case in point is the court 

case of the Attorney General vs. The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) (2012)145 on the suspension 

order for the Speaker of Parliament and the Minister for Home and Cultural Affairs on criminal charges 

involving a land allotment (the suspension according to the government undermining democracy and 

stability of the government). The court ruled on the one hand that the Attorney General did not have 

locus standi to defend the Minister and Speaker (section 7.5.2) for the alleged crimes; but on the other 

hand that suspension ‘for alleged offence committed prior to current posts’ was not within scope of the 

ACC act and National Assembly Speaker’s act, section 7.5.3). 

 

                                                             
145 High Court. 2012. Order No. (Misc. -12-1262)2012/2761. 
http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2012/HC/oaganti.pdf.  

http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2012/HC/oaganti.pdf
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Mention of the principle of compassion is made in Sonam Tshering Vs. Office of Attorney 

General146whereby punishing tobacco smuggling with three years’ imprisonment as stipulated by law, 

was deemed reasonable. The court did not want to ‘encourage legislation from the Bench.’ Referring to 

the precarious balancing act of a judge it remarked nevertheless that: ‘Extreme compassion would pose 

more harm to the justice system and may endure palpable threat to the society while improper 

sentencing will breed contempt and disproportionate attributes of mismatching between crime and 

punishment.’ It upheld the same in case of illegal mining stating that ‘the law cannot be compassionate 

towards the guilt’, whereby arrest, search and seizure were deemed lawful (Sangay Gyaltsen and others 

vs. Attorney General).147 

 

This case also involves the separation of religion and state, as the defendant being a monk pleaded ‘the 

will of the people will not apply to religious personalities as they are not qualified to vote in the 

elections and are not represented in Parliament.’ (And pleaded ignorance of the law as a consequence). 

The court dismissed this: ‘The very essence of the electoral laws to disqualify our religious personalities 

from voting in election is in keeping with the original intent of the Constitution under Article 3, section 3 

to ensure that our religious personalities and institutions remains separate and above politics. But this 

does not guarantee impunity to commit common law crimes’. Furthermore stipulating that invoking ‘the 

status of one being a monk is a classification against the principle of equality and effective protection of 

laws under our Constitution.’  

There are therefore so far no examples of Happiness being used as a principle of law underlying the 

Constitution. (B10) More research could be done to what extent jurisprudence, including case law in 

Dzongka, invokes the four pillars of GNH (B10). 

12.4.3 GNH and executive level 

The four pillars are operationalized in Vision 2020 (Planning Commission 1999) and the 11th five year 

plan 2013-2018). The monarchy instituted a democratic system in 2008 and the Constitution of Bhutan 

art. 9 assigns the state a specific role in implementation of GNH (see 12.4.1). The GNH Commission 

(former planning commission, rebaptized in 2007 after a merger with the ministry of finance 

department for aid and debt; B38) oversees policy development and programs to ensure GNH values are 

instilled in policy development (GNH Centre website/What is GNH/Four Pillars and Nine Domains).148 

The operational aspects have been strengthened by the GNH Index (2008) and GNH policy screening 

tool introduced in 2009 (11th five year plan, executive summary, 1).  

Good Governance: The six key performance areas are: (a) Improved public service delivery (b) 

strengthened democracy and governance (c) gender friendly environment for women’s participation (d) 

reduced corruption (e) safe society (f) addressing the needs of vulnerable groups (11th five year plan, 

                                                             
146 Judgement No HC-2011-58; Press Release. http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/HC/HC-11-
58en.pdf. 
147 Press release, High Court. July 22, 2011. 
http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/HC/Press%20release%20for%20Mining%20Case.pdf.  
148 http://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/what-is-gnh/four-pillars-and-nine-domains/. 
 

http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/HC/HC-11-58en.pdf
http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/HC/HC-11-58en.pdf
http://www.judiciary.gov.bt/html/case/Judg/2011/HC/Press%20release%20for%20Mining%20Case.pdf
http://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/what-is-gnh/four-pillars-and-nine-domains/
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15). Far reaching decentralization (to regional dzongkhag and local gwog level) is an important feature, 

respecting ‘the aspirations of local communities’ (Planning Commission 1999, 39). This started in 1981 

(5th 5 year plan), building on traditional community assemblies in which mostly women represented the 

collective interest of households (no individual representation) (Kinga 2009, 276 and 281; Ura 2004, 

147); it was operationalized during the 9th 5 year plan of 2002 (and GYT Act of 2002, authorizing 

collection and retention of taxes, Wangchuk 2004, 844) and currently 27% of the budget goes to local 

level, of which 20% to the gewog (B41). Gender equality is an objective, though ‘women have always 

held the same rights as men’, amongst others in inheritance laws (Planning Commission 1999, 20). 

Culture: Culture is preserved through the mandatory wearing of traditional clothes during work hours; 

for all buildings to adhere to the national architecture standards (see for examples Dujardin 1994 and 

1997); mandatory mindfulness training in schools; organization of festivals (tshechus) and preservation 

of knowledge of traditional culture (GNH Centre website/ What is GNH/ Four Pillars and Nine Domains). 

The three key performance areas are: (a) Strengthening Bhutanese identity (b) social cohesion and 

harmony (c) indigenous wisdom, arts and crafts for sustainable livelihood (11th five year plan, 14). 

Environment: Notwithstanding its philosophy on indirect causes (see 12.2.3) (addressed in mind 

training, see under culture), the environmental pillar deals with direct causes for environmental 

preservation. Bhutan has been ‘practicing environmental conservation long before it was referred to as 

such’ (Plannning Commission 1999, 21). The four key areas for the future are: (a) Carbon neutral, green 

and climate resilient development (b) sustainable utilization and management of national resources (c) 

water security (d) improved disaster resilience and management (11th five year plan, 14). Bhutan is well 

beyond carbon neutrality (Worldbank 2014); 70.5% is under forest cover. It has a 69% rural population, 

and made ‘a move towards banning agro-chemicals, and promoting export-oriented organic agricultural 

products’ (Worldbank 2014). Bhutan has inter alia a National Adaptation Programme of Action 

(NEC/UNDP/GEF, undated); a wildlife policy (Schroeder 2014, 232-277); a limited number of industries 

with strict compliance to legislated environmental standards; a transport policy on more energy-

efficient transport modes, improving transport choices, using cleaner fuels and technologies, applying 

information technology, and adopting progressive urban and regional planning approaches to reduce or 

replace physical travel (ADB 2013).  

Rapid urbanization poses environmental challenges (Planning Commission 1999, 29; Worldbank 2014). 

Litter is becoming an increasing problem (by locals rather than tourists) due to new consumer items 

from India (Schroeder 2014, 181). Hydropower poses its own environmental challenges, as well as 

mineral extraction, agricultural modernization, road construction; and traditional co-operative land 

management may come under pressure of monetization of the economy (Planning Commission 1999, 

37). 

 

Socio-Economic: The four key result areas are (a) sustained economic growth (b) poverty reduction and 

MDG Plus achievement 149(c) food security (d) full employment (11th five year plan, 14). Examples of 

                                                             
149 Aiming to surpass the MDGs. 
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GNH taking prevalence over GDP growth are: Not joining the WTO, restricting the number of tourists 

(though complaints on government growth objectives remain, notably in the private sector, Schroeder 

2014, 146-186) and restrictions to the height of buildings. The government admits full employment is a 

challenge, especially with rural-urban migration (Planning Commission 1999, 28). Bhutan has 

encountered difficulty in developing a private sector. It has therefore instituted conventional economic 

measures such as maintaining macro-economic stability, liberalizing the financial system (including a 

stock exchange) interest rate liberalization and lifting foreign exchange restrictions on current account 

payments and transfers (Planning Commission 1999, 33). It remains largely dependent on hydropower 

export and tourism (Planning Commission 1999, 34-35; Worldbank 2014). The Economic Development 

Plan (EDP) 2010 lists a number of challenges and related strategies; GNH is mentioned as one of its 

advantages (see Table 12.6). In addition to these, attracting Foreign Direct Investment is a challenge 

(which has been intensified in 2010). One of the main objectives is to identify products for the Indian 

market (GNH Commission 2013, 40-43). 

Wanting to emerge from the category of Least Developed Country (LDC) is another objective for which 

mainly improvement is needed in economic vulnerability (hydropower dependence, agricultural 

competitiveness, addressing the human wildlife conflict); natural disasters (such as glacial lake outburst 

floods (GLOFS), droughts, floods and landslides); and human assets (improving child malnutrition, under 

five mortality, adult literacy) (GNH Commission 2013, 43-44). 

Table 12.6 Economic Development Plan (EDP) 2010 and 11th Five Year Plan 2013-2018 

Strategies in EDP Constraints Advantages 

Objectives 

• Create full employment 

• Economic Self-reliance 

 

Strategies 

• Diversify the economic base with 

minimal ecological footprint 

• Harness and add value to natural 

resources in a sustainable manner 

• Increase and diversify exports 

• Promote Bhutan as an organic brand 

• Promote industries that build the 

Brand Bhutan image 

• Reduce dependency on fossil fuel 

especially in respect to transportation 

 

• High dependence on external aid 

• High fiscal deficit 

• Weak balance of payment situation 

• Rising public debt 

• Unsustainable Foreign Exchange 

reserves due to low export base 

• Small domestic market 

• Lack of management and professional 

skills (manpower) 

• Inadequate infrastructure 

• High transportation cost 

• Low productivity of labor 

• Difficult access to finance (by small 

and medium enterprises, 98% of 

industries) 

• Absence of R&D capability 

• Inconsistent policies 

• Access to land 

• Private sector development 

• Foreign Direct investment 

• External Resource Mobilization 

• Political stability 

• Peace and security 

• A vibrant and living culture 

• Natural and pristine environment 

• Geo-economic location and open 

access to the emerging Indian market 

• Reliable and competitively priced 

energy 

• Nation of GNH 

• Wide use of English language 

Source: 11
th

 Five Year Plan 2013-2018, GNH Commission, Government of Bhutan, page 42 (table adapted) 
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Screening tools ‘give specific recommendations and feedback to review the policy within the nine GNH 

domains, but is does not constitute the determining factor for endorsing a policy’ (B38). Policies are 

screened on whether the total score is GNH favorable and specify which indicators are negative (B38). 

Policies are sent back for review if necessary. There are some drawbacks as the GNH Commission 

indicates in an interview: (a) ‘The key question is how to ensure that GNH is adhered to in practice as we 

have not done screening for programs and projects yet (...) these are being developed by CBS currently 

(2015) (...). (b) Dzongkas and gewogs don’t have a screening tool (...) (but) for major projects they have 

to first get clearance from the forestry department, cultural department and education department, 

before they get an environmental clearance and follow the local development planning manual (GNHC, 

2014)’(B38). (c) ’We need guidelines to define the variables, but it is very difficult and as of now we 

haven’t done it yet. We don’t know if the CBS contextualized the definition of variables and referred to  

international standards’ (B38). (d) ‘The screening tool is a very subjective tool that is the biggest 

complaint we have. There is no way of addressing this problem because of the way it has been designed. 

And it is also impossible to do an empirical evidence study for every policy field’ (B38). (e) There is a 

problem with ‘the relevance of some of the GNH survey indicators to policy making (e.g. what is the 

impact of farm roads on the judiciary) (...); we decided if the variable is not relevant you give a score of 3 

which is neutral’ (B38). (f) ‘There is a difference of indicators in the screening tool and the indicators 

used in the GNH survey that CBS does’ (B38). (g) Furthermore, ‘it is difficult to use some of the GNH 

survey indicators for programming, e.g. the number of persons in a room should be no more than 3, but 

if the survey finds that most households live with 4 people in a room, what should the government do, 

expand the houses of people?’ (B38). (h)Some adaptations have been made: ‘We changed the screening 

tool from 26 to 22 indicators and changed the wording’ (B38). ‘We reduced the survey questions 

compared to 2010’ (B6).  

 

Some are of the opinion the tools are a formalization of what already existed under the 4th King, like 

environmental conservation and preservation of architecture and culture (B5, B10). These priorities are 

confirmed in the speeches of the 4th King (Bhutan Times, 2007, 5, 6, 9, 11, 53, 55, 60, 110, 139, 142, 159, 

195). Therefore they deem screening cumbersome: ‘(The screening tool) is too broad, too complicated 

and causes too much delay. The outcome depends on a mathematical score rather than common sense 

(...). In the past people didn’t even know what they were scoring’ (B7). ‘The GNH commission need not 

take 6 months or 1 year and make people wait, that is not GNH’ (B40; on opposition, see also 12.4.1.1). 

Some decline to comment saying ‘I quoted the King’ (B10). Others say: ‘GDP is a measurement tool, we 

can’t replace it with a philosophy’ (B17); ‘which is paradoxical because the expression of GNH itself was 

supposed to challenge the status quo’ (Choden, 2015). ‘It is a commitment to a philosophy (…) it serves 

as a reminder’ (B9); ‘it facilitates the process of making choices’ (B35). Some admit ‘there was 

international pressure to come up with instruments’ (B9); otherwise ‘(...) how will people internationally 

appreciate our thing?’ (B20). ‘It is to convince other countries, it is made for the academics who believe 

in facts and figures, it is in our blood already’ (B23). ‘No it is not the Bhutanese way, the truth is we 

succumbed to the Western way, what can’t be counted is worthless’ (B43). Many people interviewed 

did not know what the GNH screening or the survey was (B14, B16, B18, B21, B22, B23, B27, B29, B31, 

B32), even when they work in the (local) government, though they do assess the impacts of projects 

(B20, B24). A local leader, when asked about screening, refers to ‘meetings where people can learn what 
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GNH is’ (B29). Moreover, ‘Screening only is not enough. People need to understand it (…) now GNH is 

what the Prime-Minister and Karma Ura (director of the CBS) say’ (B42). ‘Monitoring is lacking (...) there 

is a policy and nothing after that’ (B33, B41).’ ‘I was part of the screening of social media policy; it is a 

very subjective tool, they have to work on a more empirical tool’ (B12). While filling in the tool, ‘it is a 

question of understanding values’ (B19); ‘it depends on the attitude the government has, some are 

enthusiastic, and some are not’ (B28). In other words, one cannot use GNH tools, if one hasn’t 

internalized GNH values. 

 

To the question whether people surveyed believe in the GNH survey as a tool, the government’s 

response was that ‘we haven’t asked them that. We explain what the objective of the survey is (...) and 

how they can benefit’ (B6). ‘We need to improve it, the questions are not refined enough (...); it is too 

numeric, we can’t convert everything into numbers’ (B11). ‘When they made the questions they did not 

include people that were very closely associated with culture and tradition, like the elderly’ (B30). An 

outsider commented: ‘The tools are a very good idea (...)(but) the index is not effective, I don’t know 

whether happiness is measurable’ (B13). ‘The survey is very difficult to understand, it should be more 

practical and understandable’ (B15). 

An example of the effect of economic screening: The screening tool was applied to Bhutan’s accession to 

the WTO (in an informal exercise; B38).150 The initial vote was in favor (19 of 24 GNHCS - Gross National 

Happiness Commission Secretariat - officers) but turned into a vote against (19 of 24) on the basis that 

the policy was not GNH favorable. To date Bhutan has not joined the WTO (GNH Centre website).151 ‘The 

mindset of the people changed after doing the screening exercise’ (B38). 

12.4.3.1 Outcomes 

The overall GNH index improved in 2015, but less than half enjoyed GNH on a moderate or deep level 

(43.4%). Most enjoyed sufficiency in minimum of half of the domains (91%) (Tobgay 2015). The GNH 

index for 2015 showed increases in conventional development areas: Delivery of services (electricity, 

water, waste, healthcare), health, housing, income per capita and assets. GNH was strongest in the 

urban areas and highest amongst males, but women’s GNH index increases faster reducing inequality 

(Tobgay 2015). Progress also lay in improvements in environmental issues and wildlife destruction to 

farming and an increase in time spent on cultural activities. However, the unconventional dimensions of 

spirituality decreased (slightly), negative emotions increased, national etiquette (Driglam Namzha) was 

perceived to be declining and most importantly the sense of belonging to a community declined by 19%. 

This is attributed to social isolation of elderly left behind in the villages and new urban migrants (Tobgay 

2015). The second democratic election also brought divisiveness, and as a (likely) result a decline in the 

perception of government performance (those opposing the ruling party being negative despite 

objective improvements in service delivery; Tobgay 2015). So whether GNH is preventing the negative 

side effects of modernization remains to be seen. Sebastian (2015, 233) even contends that ‘GNH is 

challenged and is under serious threat’. The government did plead to work on these challenges through 

value and cultural education and through local leaders (Tobgay 2015). A monk, however, puts the merits 

                                                             
150 WTO screening example on http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/gnh-policy-and-project-screening-tools/. 
151 http://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/what-is-gnh/gnh-today/a-policy-screening-tool/. 

http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/gnh-policy-and-project-screening-tools/
http://www.gnhcentrebhutan.org/what-is-gnh/gnh-today/a-policy-screening-tool/
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in perspective: ‘GNH is another theory, the four pillars and nine domains; it may work or may not work. 

All component things will disintegrate, Buddha said’ (B25). 

For a popular appreciation of the four pillars, see Chhewang 2006. Interviewees indicated the following 

tensions within GNH in the economic and environmental field: 

-Distribution of socio-economic benefits around the country (B29, B31, B46d, B46g) and among the 

population (B5, B7, B19, B35), though the rich-poor gap is being studied through GNH (B30).’A British 

reporter wrote in the Sunday Observer in the UK that the 4th King was possibly one of the only people 

who understood that a farmer growing his own food earning 5$ a day is much happier than the same 

man in the city working in a Nike factory earning a greater salary. Economic growth doesn’t help the 

farmer; it makes rich people richer and poor people poorer. That is what is happening in Bhutan’ (B5). 

‘Thimphu is becoming very materialistic and shallow’ (B7). ‘Even in Bhutan the top 20% is consuming 

70% of the material resources and the bottom 80% is consuming 30%; I deducted this from the Bhutan 

Living Standard survey of the Bhutan statistical bureau’ (B44). 

-Effects of hydropower dams on people, nature and economically (B5) - despite advantages of the 

environmentally friendly run-of-the-river design (Imaeda 2013, 90); meeting maintenance cost in future 

may be problematic (B6), as well as the country’s debt sustainability on the long term, because of 

melting glaciers due to climate change, which alter the amount of water in the rivers (B3, B13, B26; 

World Bank 2014), it being a major issue in the last elections (B28). Even environmental activists worry 

most on ‘the economic sustainability that is the real issue. The country is being sold out; it could be that 

we are losing our sovereignty’ (B13). This would go against art. 14.5 of the Constitution. On the 

environmental front, a petition to parliament to keep the last river undammed was dismissed by 

government (B6, B13).152 However, many interviewees were of the belief that dams are clean energy, 

effectively regulated and therefore in line with the environmental pillar of GNH and essential for 

government’s revenues (B7, B16, B17, B22, B31, B30, B40, B46a). ‘(Local) People tend to look into their 

personal gains when it comes to dams: more shops, more activity, more schools and hospitals and 

colleges, the property prices will go up and the land value too’ (B33). Out of the 46 interviews, 12 people 

(25%) indicated misgivings about dams (B5, B6, B13, B15, B26, B28, B24, B33, B36, B37, B39, B42). They 

criticized the lack of people’s knowledge on the long term effects of dams (B6, B13, B39), central ized 

decision-making (B6), ineffective consultation (B6, B36), absence of a culture of protest (B28), 

(bird)species disappearing (B15, B36) and its effect on tourism (B15), lack of psychological support for 

dislocated people (B36), GNH surveys not catching the real effect of dams (B36), government silencing 

critical insiders (B36), possible future water shortage (B3, B6, B26), drying up of little streams (B26), 

ineffective enforcement of regulations (causing landslides, water diversions, illegal dumping) (B13, B15, 

B42), it merely being a raw material export (B6), India having most of the benefit (B6), not benefitting 

local industry (B6), prognoses of electricity generation not being in par with rising consumption (B7), 

under-attention to agriculture (B26), possible damage to cultural and spiritual sites such as Guru 

                                                             
152 https://www.change.org/p/the-elected-members-of-the-parliament-and-the-royal-government-of-bhutan-
keep-chamkhar-chhu-river-free-flowing.  

https://www.change.org/p/the-elected-members-of-the-parliament-and-the-royal-government-of-bhutan-keep-chamkhar-chhu-river-free-flowing
https://www.change.org/p/the-elected-members-of-the-parliament-and-the-royal-government-of-bhutan-keep-chamkhar-chhu-river-free-flowing
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Rimpoche’s rock153 (B28, B29, B30), social and health (HIV) impact on communities by large groups of 

Indian workers (B33), the economic imperative due to relatively little alternatives overriding all other 

arguments. Some say permission of the people in the area is aided by promises for better education and 

health facilities and so consultation becomes a bargaining process (e.g. in the case study done on Guru 

Rimpoche’s rock, Tsongshang village, Tashiyangtse district) observers comment (B28, B29): 

‘Environmental protests are not there, that is a new concept here. Most people in remote villages are 

very obedient to the government and the King.’ The WWF measures impact as well as the World Bank 

(B40). The Royal Society for the Protection of Nature (RSPN) tries to bring back disappearing birdlife 

(white-bellied heron). 

 
-The need for attention to agriculture, to prevent rural urban migration (B26, B48) and to enhance 

self-sufficiency: ‘We focus more on food security’ (B47), though the government maintains: ‘We pump 

money into agriculture, like subsidizing machines for agriculture, and livestock facilities are given for 

free. The gestation period for this is, however, long. Not many are rich in the rural areas’ (B30); and 

‘organic agriculture is a priority’ (B47) (since 10 years, ‘first the government said please use fertilizers’, 

(B14). Civil society tries to fill the gap: ‘Samdrup Jonkhar Initiative projects to develop the farmer 

community: Youth engagement, smart organic agriculture, appropriate technology for agriculture, zero 

waste’ (B9). An academic suggests: ‘Show that it can be profitable, give access to factors of production, 

land capital and labor. Technical backstopping (...) formation of a young farmer’s association (...) give 

recognition by giving awards (...) extend social and emergency facilities on priority basis (...) in rural 

areas (...) continue school agricultural programs’ (B47). There is friction between commercial agriculture 

and traditional values , demonstrated in protests against a slaughterhouse and government’s ‘mass 

farming’ policies (B9), which government maintains is to reduce imports (B47), or as a journalist puts it: 

‘Our Buddhist values are in conflict with economics’ (B12). And: ‘The meso level of government has a 

difficult time implementing GNH because they studied abroad and bring new ideas to Bhutan like double 

cropping of rice and buckwheat to increase income. The farmers may try it out of politeness, but then 

complain that it eats into their own time, the time they have to visit the hot springs and the sacred sites; 

they say the soil needs rest and so do we. Maybe the younger generation will do things more 

commercially, but now the farmers mostly see farming as a way of life, a family operated business that is 

not commercial. Increased production and consumption is not their way of life (...)’ (B35, B11). Here the 

frictions within the definition of GNH become apparent: What kind of socio-economic development? 

Currently Bhutan is more focused on food security than self-sufficiency in agriculture (B47), despite 

attention in five year plans from an early stage (Kinga 2009, 264). (On rural urban migration, see Dorji 

2015). 

 

-Human wildlife conflict impacting farmers: ‘Especially in the East; it has lot to do with conservation 

policies, too much protection, destroying the crops, killing domestic animals, invading farms; the poor 

are suffering because of the conservation approach. It is socio-economic versus nature and (religion) not 

allowing to kill animals (fishing and hunting under license). The government is electro-fencing the 

                                                             
153 One of the most important spiritual sites, dedicated to the founder of Nyingmapa Buddhism in the 7th century 
(Crins 2008, 107-109). 
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villages now’ (B12). ‘Before you could kill the wild animals and there was a balance’ (B13). At the same 

time, ‘it is also because of the socio-economic changes, and the young population migrating to urban 

areas and the old people remaining at the farms’ (B40; see also Schroeder 2014; Worldbank 2014). 

However, ‘globally speaking there is no such thing as too much conservation (...), it’s about saving 

humanity’ (B40).  

 

-Maintaining low impact high value (eco) tourism (controlling prices and limiting numbers): ‘(…) The 

center of the dilemma is that we need more numbers, but not in the way we are currently doing it (with 

insufficient regional and seasonal spreading) and we need to build more infrastructure, but not in the 

way we are currently doing (everyone building a hotel). All Bhutanese want to be a tour operator (...) we 

should make it more difficult (...) they need to have skills and resources, but what constitutes skills and 

resources, it’s a very different requirement if you have 5 guests a year or 1000’ (B47). And: ‘We need to 

also apply low volume and low impact on the Indians and Bangladeshi that are coming (without visa)’ 

(B47). ‘The policy is effective in maintaining GNH’ (B11, B15), but the tourism sector exploits GNH 

commercially (Choden 2015, 34). ‘The government should do ecotourism as part of GNH, encouraging 

(more) homestay in farmhouses’ (B36, B15). There are also practical problems: ‘My lodge is ecofriendly, 

but the ministry of tourism has no system for ecotourism, it is not in their plans, now they are working 

on guidelines’ (B14; see Schroeder 2014). ‘We need to look at how we can create happiness in urban 

areas too. If Thimphu would be greener it would be happier (…); sustainable cities are important’ (B40).  

 

-Too much government: ‘The jobs need to come from the private sector which is very weak. The 

government is too much involved in economics and there is too much red tape and too many 

restrictions’ (B7). ‘Bhutan is the country of bans: On plastic, on meat154, on alcohol (dry Tuesdays 

banning the sale of alcohol) and the previous government introduced ‘pedestrian day’ (...) the first act of 

the current government was to abolish it. There is no room for the nation to question these initiatives; 

nobody will do so, because they say it is done in the name of GNH’ (B42). ‘Tax on vehicles is not the 

solution because people who can afford it will buy’ (B34). On the other hand ‘Public transport is not 

there, only a skeleton system, so people are forced to buy cars, where is the green in that?’ (B35). Even 

a government official admits: ‘There are so much welfare benefits going to the people that they have 

become laid back (in understanding GNH), because they are dependent on the government’ (B41). 

Government dependence may conflict with the GNH value of autonomy: ‘We should get away from 

dependence. We should have individual awareness, on an organization level and community level’ 

(B34). Though administrative and financial decentralization has been successful (B10, B12, B41), ‘The 

autonomy of the community is there on paper, but people are not aware’ (B6). 

 

-Overreliance on imports. ‘There is some productive debt like the hydropower, (…), but also 

unnecessary debt like consumption imports of big cars; a big part of the budget comes from grants, if we 

do not spend it in a productive manner it is not good. Take a grant from India, the money goes back to 

India, because the workers come from there and the building material as well. We are not spending it 

                                                             
154 4th and 6th month of the year and during religious days (8, 10, 15, 25 and 30) one cannot buy meat, so people 
stock it beforehand (B7). 
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nationally. We need foreign currency to buy imports and we are not producing ourselves (…). We 

encourage farmers and kids not to leave their homes and promote dignity of labor. Unless we are self-

sufficient we cannot achieve GNH’ (B9). ‘We made quite impressive progress, but also a shift to a more 

consumption society, leaving the farming land behind, importing food, land turning into forest, I don’t 

know if that is GNH’ (B12). ‘How is it possible that we produce very far away and it is still cheaper? 

Somebody somewhere is forsaking the environment or human dignity, we don’t need to import (...), 

unless our farmers give up’ (B13). There are positive examples: ‘In our ecolodge we produce everything 

ourselves, so that we can give an example for others’ (B14). 

 

-Bhutan cannot afford GNH because it is a ‘developing’ country: ‘We don’t want to be carbon neutral, 

because we can’t develop a strong industry now and hydro-electricity is not enough (...); Bhutan is doing 

too many concessions, because of GNH. People staying in the protected reserves cannot do anything in 

the forest and it inhibits their development. Not allowing Mc Donald in Bhutan and KFC is very stupid, 

let it come in and prevent fast food by advocating about it and taxing it’ (B7). ‘The question is not the 

outcome, the question is can we afford GNH?’ (B13). 

 

-GDP and profit still rule (the world): ‘I am not optimistic, there are no reasons for it. The global forces 

are far too strong and are going to have an impact. Bhutanese consumption changed dramatically. The 

lifestyle changed. The culture of thinking about nature and helping others changed. The language is 

changing (to English)’ (B37). ‘I doubt whether GNH will make a difference; everything is based on making 

things profitable. GNH wants contentment, but the market man’s contentment is profit. In the way the 

economics are done, there is no big change’ (B13). ‘GNH has so many conflicting components. Now it is 

socio-economic growth conflicting with culture and environmental conservation. And in Bhutan we 

haven’t discussed it. The state hasn’t done much on GNH, to discuss it with the citizens’ (B37).  

 

In sum GNH has not (yet) prevented rising inequality, rural urban migration or brought agricultural self-

sufficiency; clean energy conflicts with conservation and cultural concerns, with macro-economic 

concerns overriding micro-economy; conservation clashes with livelihood; more (income through) 

tourism struggles with sustainability; eco-tourism is yet to be developed as well as the private sector; 

government regulation may undermine the principle of autonomy; national self-sufficiency is not 

reached as global forces are not (yet) GNH-oriented. 

 

Interviewees make the following remarks on culture and education: 

 

Culture is crucial to identity interviewees say and are supportive of policies (B4, B8, B12, B15, B16, B20, 

B30). ‘The country is poor, but the people are rich’ (B39, B24). ‘Culture is the only weapon that we have, 

we need to preach it to defend ourselves’ (B18). ‘The West thinks culture is an obstruction to 

development (...). Here we sacrifice for culture’ (B30). Whether a right balance is struck between (static) 

preservation of culture and the dynamic development of culture is difficult to say (B5, B14): ‘Even 

Bhutanese can’t define what Bhutanese culture is’ (B5). ‘The challenge is not to impose one dominant 

idea and to let people evolve naturally.’ (B39) Some say it’s good ‘otherwise people tend to forget and 
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ignore culture’ (B14), others that it’s too defensive (B7, B12) or admit it initially adversely impacted the 

South (B11, B31, B34, B46e). 

‘GNH is rooted in our culture, the harmonious balance (...) the middle path’ (B4). GNH is different in that 

‘it puts culture in the centre of the whole’ (B13). ‘GNH is the modern religion of the Bhutanese. It 

accepts (...) religious sentiments and a variety of beliefs. Meditation is an important part of it; it is also 

promoted because it contributes to health and to purity of the mind. It doesn’t subscribe to a specific 

religious practice.’ (B13) ‘The tangible expression of culture originates in its intangible subjective life, the 

spiritual, emotional, artistic and esthetic. It manifests in architecture, arts, customs, songs, dances, 

games, celebrations, rituals, language and religion and the way we pray. For Bhutanese people culture is 

what makes us who we are, distinguishes us as a people and as a nation in our uniqueness and identity. 

Religion is an important part of culture and forms a critical element of GNH’ (B8). 

Community and family are the heart of culture, however, these are eroding, the survey shows (B45). 

‘We mourn together; we come together with festivals’ as well as hospitality, but (urban) people are 

becoming less connected (B28). ‘Women are the main actors of culture in Bhutan (...) we weave the 

dresses (...).Women take the values forward from generation to generation (...).We embody it, by 

looking after our parents (...) the individual families have to carry it forward from generation to 

generation, like That-Dham-Tse (patriotism and nationalism, love for one’s country, community and 

family) and Leg-Jum-Drel (the law of cause and effect, taking the consequences of your actions). It can’t 

be taught, it has to be lived. If there is violence in a family the That Dham Tse is not there, we say’ 

(woman, B33). But: ‘Nobody is promoting community solidarity in the villages. It is only a presentable 

discourse for an international audience’ (B37). ‘It is a stressful rough transition: From a subsistence 

society to consumption society, from rural to urban, Buddhist to secular, oral to audiovisual, monarchy 

to democracy, it is a lot in one go. There is lots of confusion, stress and chaos in Bhutan’ (B37). 

The national etiquette reinforces hierarchy: ‘Driglam namzha is a very important component of GNH. 

There is a lot of debate on it. What we realize is the negative impact what it was originally intended for 

and what it is now. It is good behavior and manners and showing of respect, like the right speech in 

Buddhism. But what happened is that it was misused by politicians and bureaucrats to increase their 

status (…) By this a very hierarchical society is created which has a direct impact on the youth 

employment - there are enough jobs, but with your hands - but everybody wants to join the government 

(…) The whole mentality is to have a sword and a scarf whereas the meaning of it is to defend the 

righteousness (sword) and purity of heart (scarf). GNH is about humbleness (...)’ (B7) ‘mere display of 

social status, minus the honorable behaviour’ (Choden 2015, 32). 

The strictness of the dress code in earlier years has been mitigated. ‘(...).It has been lifted by unwritten 

rule a few years ago (...) around 2009 (...)’ (B34, B31, B12?). It now applies to (visits to) government 

offices and temples, not to streets and home. A journalist laughs ‘before even the length of your white 

sleeve was important, it marked your status.’ (B12) This also had positive effects for minorities. ‘Before 

the Hindu priest also had to wear the gho, but now he can wear the Hindu priest dress, the Pandit (...) it 

was also obliged to wear it in weddings (...) around the mid 1990’s’ (B31). ‘We can now be barefoot with 

slippers and we can wear the gho only half way. My village Lhamoyzinzkha is the hottest place in 
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Bhutan, for them it is not a good thing.’(B31) ‘The government allows certain exceptions for the Sakten 

and Merak people to wear their own dresses (to government offices). We need to protect ethnic groups 

and the nomadic life and take care of it (...)‘ (B15; B30). A Merak says: ‘I really appreciate two Gups 

(local leaders) in Merak and in Sakten, who say that whoever comes to their office must come in the 

chopa (men) or shinka (women) (...).The Layapa people, north of Khasa and Punakha, also have an 

exception’ (B26).  

Tradition is essential to tourism but undermined by modernization: ‘In the villages people think the life 

is better in the cities, for example when they see the government people come wearing nice western 

clothes, it is affecting them (...).Even in Sakten and Merak tourism now started, if the guide has no 

national dress then they don’t want it either, especially the younger generation (...) we want to have 

many tourists in Bhutan (...) and if you see monks in the temples wearing western clothes (...) people 

won’t come to Bhutan’ (B15).  

‘Culture harmed certain groups in society (referring to uprisings in the South)’, a government official 

admits, ‘but it was all about preservation and survival (...).We the Bhutanese were a minority in the 

region that is how we saw it (…) I am not defending it, I understand that people in Europe say we didn’t 

do enough for the refugee problem’ (B11). Hindus comment as follow: ‘(...).As Hindus we have different 

traditions, our festivals are different, but there is no rule that you can’t celebrate your festivals, there is 

no discrimination here (...).The problem arose because of communication gaps, these are not prevailing 

anymore. The driglam namzha is also part of my culture.’ (B16). ‘We feel awkward now if we wear shirts 

and pants. We should respect that place and be in gho and kira’ (B31). ‘It was also our people that made 

huge mistakes, to burn the national flag and the national dress. I can’t even tolerate that myself. I 

thought they were not Bhutanese when they did that. It is like burning yourself’ (B34). ‘There was a 

group who felt educated enough and demanded the right to wear what they want and speak what they 

want (...), but the government was trying to integrate everyone through cultural preservation (...) (but) 

the implementers were over-enthusiastic. They expected farmers to also wear it (gho and kira) at home 

and at any public function (...).In the South it is very warm, wearing gho and kira is not very comfortable 

(...).I feel that maybe the practical problems faced by the people didn’t come to the government and 

that may have been misinterpreted as disloyal, how things were communicated (...).They wanted Nepali 

language which was being taught in the South, to have equal importance. There was a Nepali newspaper 

and there is still a Nepali version of CBS (TV) programs. The King himself puts the tikka on the forehead 

during festivals. All that was there, what else do you want?’ (B34).  

Limited freedoms are regretted by some in the South: ‘I would like there to be the freedom to teach 

and learn Lotshampa (Nepali language) from pre-primary school, so that the future generation knows 

how to read and write in our language’ (B46e). ‘I am not so happy about the structure of the (Hindu) 

temple (in Thimphu); normally we build our temples with a pointed shape towards heaven. It is because 

of the architectural prescriptions of the government’ (B46e). According to the government ‘we studied 

Hindu temples in depth and old Hinduist and Buddhist structures are almost the same, so we modeled 

the temple after that’ (B30), but a journalist ridiculed it as overly defensive architectural policies (B12). A 

greater problem is, however, limited socio-economic rights: ‘We have equal opportunities, but if you 

can’t get an ID card in the census, which is every 10 years, you will have a problem (...).People who were 
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involved in the 1990’s time will get an F5 ID card (...).Then you can’t work in the government, can’t get 

kidu (welfare) and have no university access and have no child allowance (...). There are many people 

with form 5’ (B27). (See under good governance)  

Architectural building technique is not being preserved properly in Thimphu, some complain (B35: ‘Few 

architects understand traditional architecture’), others that new fiberglass ornaments (stuck onto 

modern buildings) are saving timber and manpower (B32). In certain districts where one can only build 

two stories (B30), a youngster remarks: ‘With the Bhutanese style we have less earnings and less 

development. At the same time it should be balanced’ (B22). Even in the South these are implemented 

though ‘we did not have our own ethnic style, some houses even did not have a roof’ (B31). 

In sum on culture: ‘Some say it is infringing on personal rights, like the dress code or the etiquette or the 

building instructions (...), but it is the interest of society versus individual rights (...); we are squeezed 

between two giants (…) the threat is demographic (...) we can easily disappear’ (B11). 

Education is where GNH starts, Educating for GNH’ was introduced in 2010 (B4, B8). ‘It is the task of the 

present generation to educate the new generation on our values’ (B4). Its vision is laid down in My 

Green School (Powdyel 2014). ‘Green means something that supports life and all life forms’ (B8). ‘The 

conventional education system addresses the claims of the intellect to make young men and women 

employable, but human life has many dimensions. Diverse vital claims of life and living must be 

addressed in the process of teaching and learning so that students are able to appreciate the need to 

develop as well being integrated individuals who can work as a team and collaborate with each other. 

And share positive energy and good will to make a difference in a society and to return to it upon 

graduation’ (B8). Opinions on the success are mixed. 

Some praise it (B12, B13, B16, B17, B30), like this journalist: ‘Education for GNH is implemented, in 

meditation and environmental values; we are doing it in a very practical way, 1 minute of meditation, it 

is a way of life, to make it a habit. We have green days, where we eat only vegetables and serve no junk 

food in cantines’ (B12). ‘These (GNH) values come slowly through the school system. We have a 

different kind of youth now (...).‘(B19). A teacher explains ‘We don’t educate on GNH, but we try to 

include values into the lessons, we do 2 minute meditation and mindfulness in every lesson, cleaning 

campaigns, sometimes we adopt (water) streams’ (B16) ‘There is a problem with waste management (…) 

so now we give education (...) through drama (movies and TV), in the news and the students will do 

education in the villages’ (B26, B16). A student remarks: ‘It is good (...) I went through that for 2 years, 

before it also existed, but it was not really strong. It means good values, good environment, good 

education - that the teacher can express everything that he has inside of him - cleanliness, good 

administration, helping each other. We do prayers, in higher school more than in lower school. 

Meditation is very strong (…) in my higher school we did meditation in the morning assembly, that was 

really good; in my lower school we did meditation at every class (...) having to do it again and again is 

not good, it is really boring and a waste of time’ (B22).  

Direction is needed in ‘Educating for GNH’. ‘Educating for GNH is nothing more than picking up plastic 

bottles in the streets’ (B5). ‘There is a saying: First it is ridiculed, than it is debated and then it becomes 
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the gospel truth, we are still debating it. It is gaining momentum, but there is resistance in the country 

too’ (B10). ’The vision is good, but there is an absence of guidelines and proper direction (…) meditation 

(...) will the student realize that this is about positive values? No, because even teachers aren’t realizing 

it’ (B42). ‘If you look in depth and talk to the teachers, ask them if they understand it!’ (B11)This was 

illustrated by a teacher in the 2015 GNH conference asking: ‘I want to implement GNH, but I don’t know 

how to.’ (…) Civil society is trying to fill the gap: ‘The GNH content of the schools is definitely lacking; so 

much can be done to improve. We hope to set an example (with the Llomon foundation). We are even 

thinking not to award certificates at all’ (B9). A major issue is unemployment due to a mismatch 

between employment and formal education: ‘People don’t want to work on farms, because they are 

educated now and it is boring to work on the farm’ (B46b). It also encouraged rural urban migration, 

schools and jobs being in urban centers (B26). The government is working on more vocational training 

(B47).  

Some praise education simply for the fact that it is free (B23, B28, B30, B48); others look at 

improvement in more conventional sense: ‘Improvement of quality and content is there; and (…) of 

teacher-student ratio from 50 - 1 to 25 - 1’ (B28). Some point to earlier mistakes, namely the influence 

of development programs, officers and teachers from India, itself colonized for a long time: ‘Initially 

education failed, from 1954 Bhutan changed dramatically’ (B30). ‘Secular education from more 

materially advanced societies’ has created ‘a psychological disconnect from our traditional values’ 

leading to educated Bhutanese dismissing Tshechus as ‘Superstitious, primitive and outdated’ (Choden 

2015, 33). 

On good governance the main GNH concerns are: 

-Divisive consequences of Western style democracy: Interviewees appreciate democracy, but are 

concerned about the consequences of elections on the Bhutanese societal cohesion and the culture of 

consensus decisionmaking: ‘Our culture doesn’t lend well to democratic practices (...) the King would be 

still the best, he is not partisan, has long term goals, gives a lot of stability and cohesiveness as a 

country. Now there is party political divide and arbitrary divisions that is not necessarily moving forward’ 

(B35). ‘People hesitate to stand for election - to say I am better is not Bhutanese - now the parliament is 

filled with young graduates who belief in themselves, so we have non-experienced people in parliament’ 

(B35). ‘It is baffling that we elect politicians and the next day they expect to be treated differently’(B35). 

‘The question is does democracy contribute to GNH? I don’t think so. It was better under the King; there 

was a consistency of policies for 15 years instead of governments every four years. Ask the people on 

the street what they think. There are two or three parties and it goes down to the family level, it leads to 

splits in the families because people support different parties’ (B5). ‘We are still against democracy 

today (...). First we had mock elections; everybody voted yellow, because it is the color of the King (…). 

Democracy brought division in the country. With some of the close relatives I have, there is division, 

there is no trust between the people now’ (B23). ‘Communities were not party-based, decision making 

was almost consensus based and more trust based (...). Some Bhutanese still behave as in the past, they 

are still voting as a block, the whole family votes together’ (B45). ‘The monarchy is the key defender of 

constitutional system (...). He is the head of the Kidu system (distributing land and welfare) (...). We 

can’t give this responsibility to government, because they will use it to win the elections’ (B23). (On 
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Bhutan’s special relationship with monarchy, see Sonam Kinga 2009). ‘It doesn’t matter for which party 

you vote, it is all the same, because we are still under the King. I vote blindly. Even if I get a PhD I will not 

go into politics. We should abolish politics so we can have peace’, a young person says. ‘Has democracy 

brought tension into the village society? Yes. Yes, there is a lot of tension’, a farmer responds (Dorji 

2015, 110).  

The following person summarizes the issue as: ‘Power to the people is happiness, and democracy 

happened. Even if it is not too popular here and people say they want the king back (...) decentralization 

is also happening (...). We missed out on one point, on a long term vision in the Constitution, vis-a-vis 

short term electoral gains’ (B10). ‘We haven’t really looked at good governance in the indigenous way, 

we apply rule of law and effectiveness of government and service delivery. But we do have a lot of 

literature on the dharma raja, we have not put it into GNH’ (B43). (On dharma raja, see Kinga 2009, 73). 

‘We do have traditional elements in our democratic system, on the surface it looks like a British system, 

but we directly elect the upper house for example’ (B45). ‘An interesting synthesis of majoritarian and 

consensual aspects has gone into the shaping of the country’s institutions’, like in art. 15 and 16 of the 

Constitution regulating parties, the procedure of passing bills in parliament, and the nature of (the 

consensual formation of) the monarchy (Gallenkamp 2010). 

-The system of rotating local leadership is under pressure: ‘We always had local level leadership to 

articulate the voice of the community to government and to the monarch - There is not much written on 

this - (…) the government was very small. They were elected from the community, the households 

voted, not individuals. There was no secret ballot. One or two households had a history of passing that 

leadership role down. The communities were cohesive and allowed that family to play that role, but 

they could change it if they wished so. You need to keep the context in mind, we are a traditional society 

and harmony of relations is the most important. We want to keep the same harmony before and after 

the election of local leadership. Even in my parent’s time, they depended on each other to survive. They 

had alternative dispute settlement, mediation by the heads of households, then the head of the 

community and only if it was not solved there was a formal recourse, but that damages the 

relationships’ (B45). The system of ‘gup’ was non-hereditary and rotated among different households 

(Wangchuk 2004, 844).  

 

-The need for building counterbalancing democratic forces in the media, civil society, private sector 

and population.  

Most people refer to the government efforts when asked about GNH; GNH in business is hardly 

developed and GNH citizenship neither (B32, B34, B39, B41, B42) despite early calls to do so (Tashi 

2004) and internalized GNH values (12.2.5). Most civil society organizations are under royal patronage 

(B41, B42). Some are concerned: ‘Free open talk is not there’ (B42). ‘GNH hasn’t really pervaded to 

society’ (B39, B42). ‘Bhutan has just turned a democracy, people are not used to it, CSO’s are still weak; 

people are used to top-down approaches; the goal of Samdrup Jonkhar Initiative (SJI) is more citizens 

community participation and to practically implement the GNH philosophy’ (B9). Some people are 

indifferent: To the question: ‘Is the outcome of polices according to GNH?’ a business man responds: ‘I 

have no idea. The government will do what they have to do and we live our own lives. (But you vote for 
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your government?) We have only experienced two votes. Democracy is very new (...). We do not fully 

understand or feel democracy yet (...). I have no opinion on democracy, I am neither happy nor sad. We 

don’t take it so seriously’, this business man says, ‘GNH and business? I have never thought about it’ 

(B32). Some are optimistic: ‘Democracy showed the strength of individual voices; people started to 

realize it, and it is a matter of time for people to become bolder. They are already coming out. They are 

not afraid to talk against the government now’ (B42). Yet others point to potential traps: ‘Democracy 

makes GNH implementation more difficult, because there are more voices now’ (B39). And: ‘The future 

of GNH depends entirely on the evolution of Bhutanese democracy (…). As long as democracy can give 

the basic needs to people they may want it (...), if there are no jobs they will blame GNH’ (B7). 

-Friction on the implementation of the GNH and media strategy. A senior government official admits: ‘I 

failed to convince the media or the media is too stupid to understand it, I think the latter. When we say 

GNH media, it doesn’t mean they have to write about GNH, it is about what the responsibility is of the 

media in a GNH society’ (B11). One journalist admits: ‘GNH is a high fly concept, for the average teacher 

who has to execute educating for GNH, or even for us in the media’ (B3). The government wants an ‘ICT 

and knowledge society (...), a society that keeps learning, that learns to learn’ (B11). The journalists, 

however, comment that: ‘The role of media is the same in every society; the government wanted the 

media to bring more positive news, more GNH and told us how to write stories. That didn’t go down 

well with the journalists’ (B12). This is partly due to a generation gap, the journalists being young (B12) 

and media claiming its role as watchdog: ‘If we don’t write about corruption then we are not GNH, 

because good governance is also GNH’ (B12, B3). ‘The government wants to protect the image of the 

country’ (on tobacco, alcohol, drugs abuse), ‘but the tobacco laws (banning the sale) are not effective 

(...). The government doesn’t want the paper to write this’ (B3). ‘There is too much government in 

everything, even in the media we have a government newspaper and TV; just the fact that you as an 

editor know the paper is majority owned by the government is enough’ (B7).  

-Not only content, but sustainability of the media is an issue: Media is de facto funded by the 

government (Sebastian 2015, 226). The government claims: ‘There is no consistent policy of the 

government to try to influence media by using advertisements, if the media says that, that is bullshit. 

The printed media is actually very loud (...); the advertisements are not meant to help the media, it is to 

get the message to the people’ (B11). ‘The 4th king liberalized the media, before 2006 there was only the 

Kuensel and the BBS, so it has been only 9 years; we have a dozen private media now. The biggest 

problem is not the government control, but the sustainability of the media, because there is a limited 

readership and all advertisements depend on the government public announcements. Therefore the 

quality is very poor, there are too many newspapers, the journalists are not trained, it is not a lucrative 

job, the concept of media is new in Bhutan and there is no recognition for the profession of journalism. 

To make it worse the media cannot exert any quality reporting, because they cannot recruit any 

journalists; there is no investment in journalism, most papers work with three journalists and they just 

publish news releases from the government. We cannot blame the government only, it is also the fault 

of the media, the private media expect the government to support them in the initial years and to 

distribute the advertisements equally. Now the government is studying a proposal to have an 

advertisement board to distribute the ads on the basis of circulation, e.g. the papers may not reach 
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outside Thimphu with their circulation. Ads from private sources are very little, because we import 

everything from India and they advertise on TV only. It is a very complex issue; we don’t know what to 

do. We should all come together as journalists and share, we should have four good papers, but the 

problem is the ownership and how to divide the profits’ (B3). 

Some civil society initiatives try to improve quality by providing training (B34, B39). About television 

people fear that ‘it has really impacted on Bhutan. It is a cultural threat’ (B15; confirmed by B11, B35, 

B37), ‘causing a weak relation even within the family’; some also call for ‘control of internet (...) for 

protecting its unique culture (...) among the youth’ (Sebastian 2015, 234 and 225). 

A researcher summarizes the problem as follows: ‘Conventional media doesn’t work in Bhutan. We have 

700.000 people, three ethnic groups, 18-20 different languages; 60% of people under 24; a low literacy 

rate, which means people have a different world view. The Western press is based on values of justice, 

liberty, equality and freedom. It is oblivious of ‘non-Western’ theory and philosophy (...). Asian societies 

have collectivism, not individualism. It should be about commitment, compassion and contentment as 

values in a community; not conflict, controversy, commercial and corporate’ (B48). 

 

-Service delivery by the government and corruption: ‘Especially in government service delivery there is 

no GNH’, a civil society representative admits (B35). ‘To create more happiness the government has to 

improve services; we, working in the private sector, are not happy with the way the government is 

functioning. The product is very less. They are taking too much time, they need to improve on their 

efficiency’ (B15). Moreover, ‘Corruption is rampant (...) at the middle level and sometimes the higher 

level’, according to a former government official involved in anti-corruption (B9). According to a 

businessman: ‘There is corruption, but not much, if you compare it with the neighbors (...). The 

corruption is a small kind of corruption, like, you have a good relation in Bhutan, it is a small place, a lot 

goes on relationships (...). When there are big stories, it goes to the anti-corruption commission’ (B32). 

Many are, however, of the opinion that regional levels cannot be the yardstick, especially in a GNH-

country.  

 

-Partial citizenship in the South and for those without a Bhutanese father (F5 citizenship) poses many 

restrictions: ‘With F5 you don’t get a passport and can’t travel abroad; you cannot be a civil servant; you 

can study up to graduation now, but before you could only study up to grade 10 (...) the rules changed in 

2008. Now you can do the final exam and go to university in Bhutan. You cannot study abroad (except in 

India) (...). You have to (…) be registered as a pure Bhutanese (…). You are not eligible for election and 

you can’t vote. You cannot get Kidu (…). You can’t hold land in your name (...). Some people couldn’t 

complete their education, because if parents want to admit their child in the pre-primary, you have to 

show the father’s and mother’s citizenship. They are illiterate now (…). Currently (again) in pre-primary 

you have to show the marriage certificate and citizenship of both parents; since 10 to 12 years, these 

are newly made rules. If you have money you can send the child to private school’ (B31). Some are 

stateless: ‘Some have no F5, they get a paper which is valid for 6 months to 1 year; it says that the 

census study is under review; you can go through a checkpoint with that paper. E.g. a Bhutanese girl 

who has a child with an Indian worker, when he leaves and she can’t produce any papers, the child will 
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have a pending paper forever’ (B31). ‘There is a relationship between citizenship and GNH, like in 

psychological well-being: If the woman has a child that does not have citizenship than she is not happy’ 

(B33). Some Lotshampa who do have citizenship indirectly express fear: ‘There is no discrimination here 

(...); we are happy to wear gho and kira (the traditional dress); people want to integrate, they want to be 

seen as Bhutanese and not allow the government to send us to other countries; we have been citizens 

of Bhutan (…). I am happy to be born in this country. It is a good country, peaceful. I want to die here, 

not in another country. I don’t want to go out’ (B27). 

 

An ex-government official admits: ‘The challenges (to GNH) are many, like the presence of a population 

group whose legal status is to be established (...) (but) 25% of population consists of fully integrated 

migrants (...). Rather than calling the migrants Nepalese, we coined the term Lotshampa, a Bhutanese 

word to overcome the tendency to look at them as foreigners (…). We had 25% of candidates (...) and 

25% of representatives in the parliament who were Lotsampas and (...) two ministers (...) and the 

deputy speaker (…) (during the first elected cabinet). We were engaged in positive discrimination and 

gave them greater opportunities for basic services, development activities and road network. We looked 

at the overall context, to integrate them in such a way that it contributes to stability and harmony’ (B2). 

The citizenship act is under review.155  

 

-Gender inequality despite matrilineal system. The 2012 GNH survey showed higher indicators for 

happiness in men than women) (49% versus 33%), higher anger emotions in women (three times), 

women’s participation at local level only in minor issues, women having slightly less land ownership 

(46% versus 50%), having more work and longer hours; in 18 indicators men are happier and in 13 

indicators women are happier; two are neutral (=33) (B48). A female government official: ‘People say 

gender is not an issue and that makes addressing it more difficult (...).There are gender issues like 

domestic violence, treatment of girls in schools; women in the workplace and women’s confidence and 

level of participation’ (B41). ‘Most major policy makers are men; there is no women’s voice. How do our 

concerns get addressed there? Representation of women in parliament is now less than 14%, because 

one went to the anti-corruption commission’ (B33).  

 

There is resistance from men: ‘You are trying to upset the system in place, we may end up with brothels, 

because women have to economically sustain themselves’ (B30). Not all women agree either: ‘Women 

in parliament? This is all brought from outside. I work with men in the forest, in 30 years I have never 

had a problem (...). Violence against women? I don’t think so, you need to look at both sides (...); just 

keeping them in a RENEW shelter is breaking up the family’ (B36). A male academic: ‘The men say there 

is no problem, but even the women at higher levels of society don’t want to acknowledge the abuse of 

women at lower strata of the society. It already starts with the monarchy: The eldest princess can’t be a 

monarch, only if there is no male’ (B43) (art. 2 section 3d, Constitution). ‘The gender laws may not be 

discriminatory, except for the citizenship law, but it is a major issue in society. Regarding the citizenship 

                                                             
155 See national assembly website: nab.gov.bt or ncwc.gov.bt (national commission for women and children).  
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law; there are many Bhutanese single mothers, especially in East and Central Bhutan. Our society is 

quite loose and not so conservative’ (B43). (E.g. see Imaeda 2013, 67 on ‘night hunting’ or ’commuting 

relationship’). However, the government has a conservative stance: ‘One very important reason (for the 

citizenship law denying citizenship to children without a Bhutanese father) is to discourage having all 

these extra marital affairs and it is reducing now’ (B30). 

In sum to enhance good governance, quality, content and sustainability of media are to be addressed, as 

well as politician and voter education, encouragement of independent (grass roots) civil society, 

government service delivery (including corruption), putting the issue of gender on the agenda, and the 

status of people without full citizenship. More research could be done into inserting indigenous 

elements as part of the democratic system. 

12.4.4 Conclusion 

Bhutan has enshrined GHN in its Constitution and is consistently applying GNH across all policy domains 

and legislation. To date there have been few court cases where rights were assumed on the basis of 

GNH principles. At the executive level GNH is assured through policy screening tools. In the socio-

economic pillar it does have a conventional economic growth objective which it tries to balance with 

GNH objectives, with mixed results. Bhutan is not escaping developmental challenges such as rural-

urban migration, youth employment, environmental degradation in urban areas, litter due to poor 

education on waste disposal etc. The government is at times taken to task by the private, non-state 

sector demanding fulfillment of GNH objectives.  

12.5 How is GNH applied in foreign policy? 
GNH has been used by Bhutan in foreign policy in four ways. Firstly, it has been used to position itself 

geostrategically as a country with a unique culture, deserving of its sovereignty. Secondly, it has used 

GNH as a donor coordination strategy. Thirdly, it has engaged with international scholars through its 

GNH conferences. Fourthly, it has used GNH to propagate a new development paradigm worldwide 

(NDP Steering Committee 2013). 

12.5.1 Geostrategy and donor support 

Bhutan is squeezed between two regional superpowers China and India. Perceived threats of 

annexation led to anxiety towards minorities (see 12.3.2.2) and possibly the origination of an articulated 

GNH policy to emphasize Bhutan’s right to existence and sovereignty, while giving it a positive image 

abroad. ‘The [4th] King came to the realization that Bhutan’s unique cultural identity, in absence of 

military might or economic power, was its defining strength’ (Phuntsho 2013, 579). This was in part also 

motivated by Nepali cultural expansionism and nationalism to build a greater Ghorka state, fuelling 

unrest in Southern Bhutan (Phuntsho 2013, 580). Interviewees disagree to what extent geostrategy has 

led to the emergence of GNH; some attribute it only to the King feeling that conventional models of 

development fell short, which had a positive geostrategic spin off (B2, B3, B5, B15, B20, B32); arguing 

that the Bhutanese UN membership is a better protection against annexation (B5, B23). Others state 

‘indirectly it did’ (B6; B11): ‘Many have a UN membership, but are still bullied left and right’ (B30); 

‘culture is an important pillar to keep our sovereignty’; ‘we are telling the world that Bhutan exists 

because we are different and not a province of China or India’ (B6, B18, B30); ‘Culture is the only 
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weapon we have’ (B18, B23). For this reason Bhutan also recognizes Tibet as an ‘autonomous region 

under Chinese governance’ (B30), despite its close cultural links. ‘We have a strong sense of vulnerability 

(...) we tend to hide, that was our strategy (...) we became a hidden kingdom, a mystic Shangri-la’ (B11). 

One person, however, admits ‘there is no genetic boundary (with China): (…) Our culture is Chinese (...), 

the lunar calendar, stories, folktales, linguistic terms and astrology (...) and all Buddhist beliefs came 

from China’ (B18), but ‘it was never considered as part of China’ (B23). At the same time one person 

admits the vulnerability of the country, despite its geographic location, even during colonial times: ‘That 

the British did not invade Bhutan is not true, they explored all the mountains and didn’t find minerals’ 

(B18). Though priding itself in independence of colonialist rule, its influence cannot be denied: ‘We 

inherited many British laws from India and, yes, that is an indirect form of colonization too’ (B18, B12). 

The King in 1986 stated that negligence of religion and culture ‘will affect our sovereignty’ (Kinga 2009, 

264); preservation being ‘a crucial issue of Bhutanese foreign policy’ (Sebastian 2015, 173). National 

security is seen as key important component of happiness (Chhewang 2006, 72 and 76). It is an express 

objective of foreign policy according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ website, whereas GNH is not 

mentioned.156 Foreign relations were for long guided by (the 1949 treaty with) India (Kinga 2009, 269-

273). 

Not only did Bhutan successfully maneuver between giant neighbors (Kinga 2009, 268-273), it also 

pressed international donors (of which India is the largest) to comply with its GNH strategy through the 

5 year plan (B4, B38, B41; 12th round table meeting, Royal Government of Bhutan 2013). It has been 

selective in its choice of donors which should be aligned with its values and interests, rejecting those 

who are not and believing that donors such as the US and Russia have political strings attached to its aid 

(however, India does too) (Planning Commission 1999a, 21; Upreti 2005, 8; Verma 1988, 221; Schroeder 

2014, 94-97).  

Thus the World Bank in Bhutan website states: ‘The Bank's engagement in Bhutan is aimed at supporting 

the government's goal of Gross National Happiness.’ However, its overview refers mainly to 

infrastructural works, hydropower, agricultural productivity, economic growth rates, MDG 

implementation and human development indicators.157 India contributing 21% to the 11th 5 year plan158 

does not mention GNH in its aid overview. Smaller donors like SNV159 and Helvetas160 mention GNH 

extensively. Bhutan implements the (UN) National Execution Model for development assistance and 

regards activities outside GNH (e.g. ecotourism) as donor-driven (B4, B38; Schroeder 2014, 173). ‘The 

key is ownership, but sometimes that is not the case. Donors have their own priorities (...) and we may 

have other needs in other sectors, like infrastructure’ (B4; B41). Donors do not apply GNH philosophy 

                                                             
156 http://www.mfa.gov.bt/foreign-policy/bhutans-foreign-policy.  
157 http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bhutan. 
158 In roads and bridges; education (schools); education (tertiary); health and construction of regional hospitals; 
engineering services; industries; energy; security; agriculture; livestock; judiciary; civil aviation; roads and urban 
transport; sports; culture; ICT & e-governance; scholarships and trainings, HRD etc. However, no explicit mention 
of GNH is made. http://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=4. 
159

 http://www.snvworld.org/en/. 
160 https://bhutan.helvetas.org/en/. 
 

http://www.mfa.gov.bt/foreign-policy/bhutans-foreign-policy
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bhutan
http://www.indianembassythimphu.bt/pages.php?id=4
http://www.snvworld.org/en/
https://bhutan.helvetas.org/en/
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when deciding to continue aid. Donors overlook multidimensional poverty and unemployment, pulling 

out because of growth figures; possible middle income status in 2022 therefore worries Bhutan (B41).  

12.5.2 International conferences  

Bhutan organized a number of International Gross National Happiness conferences to operationalize its 

concept: A preparatory seminar in Zeist, Netherlands (2001), the 1st in Thimphu (2004), the 2nd in Halifax, 

Canada (2005), the 3rd in NongKhai, Bangkok (2007), the 4th in Thimphu (2008), the 5th in Brasil (2009), 

and the 6th in Thimphu (2015), a number of seminars in Europe and Asia, as well as a conference in New 

York in 2012 (for Zeist see Ura and Galay 2004 iv; Ura and Galay 2004; NDP Steering Committee 2013; 

CBS 2015a; RGoB 2012). The Kingdom was advised by numerous foreign specialists on GNH. Some of the 

key words of these foreign advisors were: Remain small scale, community based, centered around 

Buddhist values, use local food systems, use ICT wisely, pace new technology, do not join the WTO, 

create a GNH directorate and policies, encourage volunteerism, preserve and adapt Bhutanese culture, 

use value education, encourage and modernize teaching of the Dzongkha language (i.e. Hershock, 

Norberg-Hodge and Gorelick, Worcester, Faris, in Ura and Galay 2004). Bhutan seems to have become 

the experimentation ground of the new economics movement. This movement also propagates new 

protectionism (import substitution, licenses, quotas, subsidies); regulation of agriculture, transport and 

advertisement; and own in-country capital creation instead of money lending at international markets 

(i.e. Dixon, Robowtham, in Ura and Galay 2004). Others, however, warn against taking on this Western 

baggage uncritically (Nelson 2011, see 12.2.4). Bhutan keeps firm control of its agenda, selecting what it 

needs for its purposes; this has at times led to frictions with driven international scholars, i.e. at the first 

2004 conference.161  

12.5.3 New Development Paradigm 

Bhutan initiated the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 65/309 ‘Happiness: Towards a holistic 

approach to development’ (July 2011) (see 12.6). Its adoption can be considered a diplomatic success for 

a small country like Bhutan (with less than a million inhabitants). Support for the Happiness resolution 

came mainly from Asian and European countries (though the EU, Russia and Canada first opposed, due 

to the idea of happiness as a 9th MDG, possible financial implications and happiness being a fleeting 

moment, B4). African countries did not oppose nor support the Happiness resolution (B4). Latin 

American countries Brazil, Costa Rica, Guatamala and Honduras co-sponsored; as well as Asian countries 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Japan, Pakistan, Thailand, Maldives, Korea, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Timor-

Leste (UN draft resolution 2011). The USA was supportive, but did not co-sponsor. However, the 

resolution was tabled in summer while many delegations were not present (B4). The resolution 

declaring Happiness Day (20 March) (66/281; June 2012)162 was tabled in cooperation with the UNGA 

President from Qatar (B4). 

Thereafter it hosted a High-Level Meeting on Well-being and Happiness at the UN Headquarters (April 

2012), attended by 800 governmental, scholar, business, religious and civil society leaders (NDP Steering 

                                                             
161 Derived from private conversations. 
162 http://www.happinessday.org/resolutions/.  

http://www.happinessday.org/resolutions/
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Committee 2013, iv). The conference discussed 4 themes: Well-being and happiness, ecological 

sustainability, efficient allocation of resources, and fair distribution (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012). 

Thereafter a New Development Paradigm (NDP) Initiative was launched by royal edict (July 2012), 

establishing a Steering Committee, Secretariat and Expert Working Group as well as a website and 

Facebook page (NDP Secretariat 2014). Its report draws on the views of the International Expert 

Working Group (IEWG) constituted of 71 eminent international contributors that convened in New York 

and Bhutan in 2013 (NDP Steering Committee 2013, v). Thereby it had assembled considerable 

intergovernmental and non-governmental clout to impact on the future development agenda. This was 

reinforced by the high level meeting being the UN ‘Realizing the world we all want’ launching event for 

the post-2015 development debate.163  

Its proposed new paradigm centers around happiness and planetary boundaries, resting on five 

premises: 1) Transformation of what we value; 2) reconsideration of the purpose of development 3) 

reorientation of humanity towards service; 4) recognition of our interconnectedness; 5) an ethos of 

cooperation (NDP Steering Committee 2013, vi and vii). Overarching goals are (a) ‘Happiness’ to be 

adopted as the overarching goal for future development of the post-2015 agenda; (b) ‘Well-being and 

Happiness’ be included in the suggested Sustainable Development Goals; (c) ‘Relevant UN research 

institutes and independent researchers take up the task of elaborating the details and mechanisms of 

the proposed new paradigm for global application’ (NDP Secretariat 2014, 13). 

NDP Initiative, however, reports early completion of the project due to ‘early fulfillment of mandate; 

and exhaustion of project funds’ (NDP Secretariat (2014) Project completion report June 2012-

September 2014, 1-3). It reports contributions to the national dialogue on post-2015 (Ibid 10-11; UN and 

RGoB 2013: The Bhutanese Voice: The future we want for all: Well-being and happiness) and 

international meetings, in 2013, of WHO post-2015 consultations, Asia-Pacific regional meeting Rio+20, 

Asia-Pacific meeting (L)LDC’s and SIDS, UN ECOSOC Asia Pacific meeting, Asia-Pacific Energy Forum, the 

OWG meetings in New York and the Almaty Programme of Action for Landlocked Developing Countries 

(NDP Secretariat 2014, 10). By submitting its final report ‘Happiness: Towards a New Development 

Paradigm’ to the UN it deemed to have fulfilled its mandate to present the NDP to the UN member 

states (NDP Secretariat 2014, 12). However, it was not discussed in the UN General Assembly contrary to 

the decision at the 2012 New York meeting of ‘Convening a Commission to elaborate the dimensions of 

the proposed new economic paradigm, for consideration by the 68th Session of the UN General 

assembly in 2013.’ (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 22). Experts involved in NDP launched the 

Alliance for Sustainability and Prosperity (ASAP), which in its NDP statement mentions that it ‘has not 

been endorsed by the government of Bhutan’ (outcome of the first and only expert meeting in Bhutan in 

Jan/Feb 2013).164 

Reason for early completion of the NDP project was the change in government. In 2013 a new 

Bhutanese government was elected, which is more inward oriented and geared towards the 

implementation of GNH domestically rather than abroad (B1, B3). A lack of capacity may also have 

                                                             
163 See the program on, http://www.2apr.gov.bt-index.php/program-details-final/program. 
164 www.asap4all.com; see also http://www.asap4all.com/toward-a-new-development-paradigm/.  

http://www.2apr.gov.bt-index.php/program-details-final/program
http://www.asap4all.com/
http://www.asap4all.com/toward-a-new-development-paradigm/
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played a role as the 2012 Conference recommendations were not backed up by institutional support or 

funding. Bhutan may have also overplayed its hand in vying for a Security Council seat. The Prime 

Minister of the ruling party Thinley, the driving force behind GNH promotion abroad, decided to resign 

with immediate effect from parliament, which was, though legitimate, regarded by some as 

undermining the democratic process (B5). Most likely in order not to have a complete discontinuance 

from the past, the government organized a new international GNH conference in November 2015. 

12.5.4 Conclusion 

In conclusion GNH has served geo-strategical purposes consolidating sovereignty. It has successfully 

used ‘Happiness’ as national branding. It furthered Bhutan’s standing in the world, attracting academics, 

activists and civil society (though skeptics remain). It used its diplomacy to rally governments around a 

new development agenda. Lastly, it has taken control of its own development process by forcing donors 

to comply with its national strategy. 

12.6 How is GNH reflected in the SDGs? 

12.6.1 Process 

As stated in Chapter 3, the MDG’s were not negotiated; they do not include any references to Other 

worldviews. They were derived from the negotiated Millennium Declaration (with neither reference to 

Happiness nor to the 2012 Rio+20 outcome document ‘The Future We Want’, Chapter 4). The SDGs 

were, however, negotiated. 

Bhutan contributed to the process of the formulation of the SDGs (post-2015 development agenda) by 

tabling a Happiness resolution in 2011 and the 2012 Conference, ‘one of the biggest conferences 

organized by a UN member state’ (B4) (see 12.5.3).  

Bhutan was part of the countries participating in the Open Working Group negotiating the SDG’s 

grouped with Thailand and Vietnam (work methods, UNGA OWG 2012). However, since the Bhutanese 

government changed its orientation (see 12.5.3), it did not take an active position in pushing the 

Happiness agenda (B1). During the OWG Bhutan aligned itself with the G77.  

In the 1st OWG session Bhutan (chairman of the Gross National Happiness commission) stressed the 

importance of ‘openness, transparency, inclusiveness and consensus in the OWG's works and adoption 

of its report’ as well as building ‘upon the MDGs, taking into account existing gaps and challenges as well 

as their success and failures’ and according the ‘highest priority to poverty eradication’ (the subject of 

its 2nd intervention) (OWG Royal Government of Bhutan, 2013a). 

 

In the 2nd session it stressed the ‘multiple socio-economic aspects [of poverty] specifically for the most 

vulnerable groups’ and proposed the solution of a ‘green economy which supports social inclusiveness 

and environmental sustainability and in consistence with the level of development’ and ‘access to 

adequate social protection’ as well as ‘adaptation to adverse impacts of natural disasters and climate 

change.’ 
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To achieve this means of implementation in the form of ODA are important and ‘fair, equitable, 

transparent and rules-based system of international trade that is predevelopment and against 

protectionist trends arising nowadays’ and special attention for LDCs, SIDS, landlocked countries. It 

mentioned addressing inequality as a main deliverable, the importance of regional integration as a 

means, and not striving for ‘a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, but in diverse forms of implementation, from 

development aid to trade facilitation, debt relief and technical transfer, infrastructure development’. 

(OWG Royal Government of Bhutan. 2013b). 

 

In its 5th session Bhutan stressed the importance of energy for development with a focus ‘renewable 

energy and energy efficiency’, keeping global warming under 2 degrees Celsius and commended 2014‐

2024 decade as the ‘UN Decade of Sustainable Energy for All’. At the same time it called to ‘avoid over-

burdening the ‘developing’ and poor countries with energy-related goals that may impede their 

competitive advantages’, in other words common-but-differentiated approaches. (OWG Royal 

Government of Bhutan. 2013c). Its Group also intervened on ‘Sustained and inclusive economic growth, 

macroeconomic policy questions (including international trade, international financial system and 

external debt sustainability), infrastructure development and industrialization’ stressing participation in 

fair norm setting and more efficiency in (declining) ODA. In this context it mentioned ‘its 11th Five Year 

Development Plan for the next five years with the main priority areas of bringing about: a) Inclusive 

social development; b) accelerated green economic development and c) development of strategic 

infrastructure’ (Royal Government of Bhutan 2013d). 

 

One may conclude that other than paying lip service to the multidimensional nature of poverty Bhutan 

took a traditional approach on economic growth (be it inclusive and green) and poverty eradication in 

the SDG negotiations. Since its large dependency on hydropower to generate revenue, its focus on 

(renewable) energy is not surprising. It also fits within its environmental concerns relating climate 

change. Interventions did have to be negotiated within the Group with Vietnam and Thailand, in which 

Thailand might have been the most inclined to lean towards Buddhist concepts of development (see 

12.2.6) and communist Vietnam less. Bhutan did not push for culture in the goals (B35). 

 

During the negotiations, between February and April 2013, national consultations took part by the UN 

System in Bhutan, in partnership with the GNH Commission Secretariat and the Ministry for Foreign 

Affairs (UN and RGOB, 2015).165 (Core elements for the post-2015 agenda were considered to be Equity 

and Support for Vulnerable People; Equitable and Sustainable Development; Good Governance; 

Universal Responsibility (interdependence); Holistic Education). In the MY World survey166, Bhutanese 

voters prioritized good education, better healthcare and better job opportunities (UN and RGoB, 2015); 

(Table 12.7). 

                                                             
165

 These consultations consisted of televised panel consultations at the regional level, two national consultations 
in the capital, an online discussion and individual interviews.  
166 http://data.myworld2015.org/?country=Bhutan.  

http://data.myworld2015.org/?country=Bhutan
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Table 12.7 Post-2015 Survey in Bhutan  

SDG Questions asked in My World Survey Votes 

4 A good education  2,133 

3 Better healthcare  1,850 

8 Better job opportunities  1,773 

16 An honest and responsive government  1,439 

16 Protection against crime and violence  1,096 

5 Equality between men and women  1,013 

1 and 10 Support for people who can’t work  968 

15 and 14 Protecting forests, rivers and oceans  835 

2 Affordable and nutritious food  790 

6 Access to clean water and sanitation  752 

10 Freedom from discrimination and persecution  656 

9 Better transport and roads  555 

9 Phone and internet access  510 

16 Political freedoms  466 

13 Action taken on climate change  434 

7 Reliable energy at home  287 

Total  2,606 

(11/ 12/ 17) Not mentioned: cities/ sustainable production and consumption/global 

partnership 

 

Source: Derived from http://data.myworld2015.org/?country=Bhutan (14 January 2016) 

 

12.6.2 Outcomes 

The word Happiness does not feature in the OWG Report (adopted by UNGA 68/970 of 12 August 

2014), nor does moderation, compassion, interdependence or subjective well-being (UNGA 2014); the 

subject was not treated in the preparatory sessions (Ibid, section F). Values of GNH are, however, 

reflected in the outcome document (partly due to activism of other regions such as Latin America’s 

pushing the Mother Earth concept (Chapter 7). The four pillars are reflected in the goals, though culture 

gets scant attention. As has been argued in Chapter 4 the great gain of the SDG’s is its mainstreaming of 

environmental sustainability, in par with Bhutan’s emphasis on nature and sustainable consumption. 

Health including mental health and disability is represented as a goal (3). Education has its own goal (4), 

including value education (4.7). Good governance qualities such as participation and political freedoms 

have found their way in the document and goal 16. Economic development is represented in several 

goals. Missing domains are broader psychological well-being (life satisfaction, positive and negative 

emotions), cultural diversity (though mentioned in SDG 4.7 related to learning) and spirituality, 

community vitality, and time use. See Table 12.8 Examples of specific GNH related expressions. 

Of the 5 NDP principles (see 12.5.3) one could say roughly 2 are implemented: ‘cooperation’ gets 

mention in relation to climate change and development cooperation and generally goal 17. ‘Service’ 

(volunteerism) does not. ‘Value reorientation’ is represented in the focus on sustainable 

http://data.myworld2015.org/?country=Bhutan
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consumption/production. The ‘purpose of development’ is linked in section 7 to the UN Charter167, but 

happiness as a concept is lacking. ‘Interconnectedness’ gets some implicit recognition in goal 17 on 

Global partnership, but the concept of interrelationship of oneself-the other-nature (Buddha nature of 

all) cannot be said to be present. 

Table 12.8 Examples of specific GNH related expressions in SDGs 

Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in SDG framework) 

 (7. and) 12. Good governance (…) essential for sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth, sustainable 

development and the eradication of poverty and hunger. 

 9. (…)’Mother Earth’ is a common expression in a number of countries and regions. It was noted that some 

countries recognize the rights of nature in the context of the promotion of sustainable development. The 

conviction was affirmed that, in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental 

needs of present and future generations, it is necessary to promote harmony with nature. The natural and cultural 

diversity of the world was acknowledged, and it was recognized that all cultures and civilizations can contribute to 

sustainable development. 

 13. In the outcome document, it was reaffirmed that there are different approaches, visions, models and tools 

available to each country, (…). 

Goals 

 3.4 ‘by 2030 (…) promote mental health and well-being’ (Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 

all at all ages). 

 4.7 By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, 

including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, 

gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural 

diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development. 

 8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local 

culture and products. 

 12.8 By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for  

 sustainable development and lifestyles in harmony with nature 

General. 

 Inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16). 

 Social protection (SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4).  

 Equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b). 

 Social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and SDG 17.18).  

 Equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all 

levels (16.7).  

 8.5 achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all (to develop one’s talents, see section 12.2.4). 

 (Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17) (focus on equality and personal agency, 

section 12.7.2). 

 134 targets are already in GNH framework; 143 targets are relevant to Bhutan. 

 

Kuensel newspaper reported at the adoption of the SDGs that the Bhutanese delegation in New York 

can walk ‘with their heads held high’ (Kuensel 2015a). The Bhutanese Prime Minister remarks the SDGs 

‘resonate deeply with ‘development with values’ yet even this ambitious list of goals lacks a coherent 

                                                             
167 Its principles include: ‘International peace and security’(art. 1.1.) ‘friendly relations among nations based on ..equal rights 
and self-determination’ (art. 1.2); ‘solving international problems of an economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character … 
respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all.’ (art. 1.3). 
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and compelling account of well-being, and it leaves out our culture, relationship and (…) (e.g.) balanced 

work life’ (Tobgay 2015). On the agreed Indicators he remarks that they ‘do not require every country to 

produce a GNH index (...), but they leave the door open for national governments to experiment (…) 

along this (GNH) path.’ (Tobgay 2015). ‘Because of the similarities between GNH and the SDGs, we, at 

the GNH Commission, do not see much of a challenge to integrate SDGs into our development planning’, 

Thinley Namgyel, the Director of the Gross National Happiness Commission (GNHC) said, (UNDP Bhutan 

2015). The 16 national key result areas (11th 5 year plan) correspond roughly with the 16 goals (no 17 

being on global partnership) (B46f) (Table 12.9). ‘Of the 169 target, 143 are relevant to Bhutan and 

134168 are already in the GNH framework. The only country capturing so many targets is Colombia, with 

91. So GNH is very aligned with the SDGs’ (donor, B46f), ‘the main difference being in culture and 

spirituality’ (B41).  

Interviewees generally agreed that the SDGs and GNH are similar, but bemoan the lack of culture and 

spiritual values as the most important pillar in Bhutan (B2, B6, B8, B9, B10, B12, B13, B14, B15, B16, 

B17, B18, B19, B20, B22, B23, B24, B25, B28, B29, B30, B31, B33, B34, B36, B37, B39, B41, B44). The 

government’s position is that ‘GNH and SDGs complement each other’ (B38), but ‘the idea of happiness 

is not in the SDGs’ (B41). ‘The Bhutanese government considers GNH as sustainable development (...) 

being conscious of future generations’ and doesn’t disagree with it conceptually (B6, B7, B25, see also 

12.2.5). Most consider economic growth, goal 8, as part of GNH, be it balanced and in the context of 

Bhutan (and not the world) (B3, B4, B6, B7, B9, B11, B12, B16, B17, B20, B22, B41; 12.4.3). Some, 

however, disagreed ’lots of areas are conflicting between the goals, like climate change versus poverty 

reduction and economic growth’ and questioned how far we can go with growth (B2, B8, B15, B37, B44); 

‘sustainable growth, the whole idea has deceived us (...) like with energy efficient bulbs, people think 

they can leave the light on’ (B44). 

A few defined human rights as essentially culture, ‘how you live, the language you speak, what you 

believe, how it affects others. It’s not just a legal right.’ It is ‘a human point of view’ ‘promoting what 

matters to people’ and making people ‘understand the responsibility of government (...) and business’ in 

this; ‘it is now very clinical and separated’ (B2, B8, B19, B36). The Goals are ‘a continuation - with greater 

caution - of what we have been doing’ and the real causes of multiple crises’ are missing (B2). ‘I am 

disappointed because the human element does not come out. The problems (in the goals) are a 

symptom of a deeper malaise. Well-being is mentioned once (goal 3 on health)169 and Happiness is not 

mentioned (…) the goal is to go beyond symptoms and question what makes human society’ (B2, B17). 

‘Well-being and happiness are used interchangeably, but that is not correct; well-being is a strategy to 

achieve happiness.’ (B11). People question ‘how’ to achieve and finance it (B2, B12, B19, B40, B41) and 

‘how can we make multinationals more responsible?’(B40). ‘I think this will not work, but it does go 

beyond GDP and that is important’ (B11). One person criticized the SDGs as a ‘farce (...) they are not 

                                                             
168 See also UNDP TOR on preparation 12th Five Year Plan (page 2), 
file:///C:/Users/Asus/Downloads/Announcement%20and%20ToR.pdf.; Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable 
Development, Bhutanese delegation statement, April 2016. 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Bhutan_10.pdf.  
169 It is also mentioned in target 9.1. on infrastructure. 

file:///C:/Users/Asus/Downloads/Announcement%20and%20ToR.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Bhutan_10.pdf
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saying what is happening’ ‘end hunger that will not happen (...) all arable and non-arable land is 

transformed into cement (cities); sustainable production and consumption, yet we have genetically 

modified food (...) when they want to boost their economy they wage war (...) our planet is being 

destroyed by the economic giants. I wish I could make our world leaders to meditate 10 minutes a day 

(…) if they solve their internal conflicts, the external ones will also be solved’ (B6). Inner reflection ‘is not 

there in the SDGs, so this is a waste of time (...) they will manipulate the outcome just as with the 

MDGs’; ‘if one individual changes himself and leads by example, he can change the world (…) the world 

needs compassionate and spiritual leaders’ (B6). A foreigner remarks ‘total rubbish (…) the goals are 

formulated in a totalistic way, how can you end poverty, you might as well add the goal of ‘end death’ 

(...). Shakespeare said ‘a lily that festers smells far worse than weeds’ (B5; B36). One said ‘I don’t care 

how GNH relates to international ways to save the world. The Stiglitz report (…) does not even mention 

Bhutan once’ (B42). In general interviewees are, however, happy with the goals. 

‘The UN is trying to create a uniform cultural pattern in the world modeled after the West… 

modernization is such an interesting word, what do we mean by that?’ (B5; B8). SDGs are ‘cultural 

imperialism’ (B6). ‘It doesn’t cover our philosophy of life (...) we need bigger ideas that unite us (...) 

without values we are overtaken by human suffering (...) we need to communicate about our values’ 

(B10). ‘The SDGS could include the imperative of cultural integrity and identity’ (B8). ‘Missing is the 

ethical and moral element that fosters integrity at different levels of implementing the SDG agenda’ 

(B8).’If people have no clue about their spiritual values and culture, they have no roots’ (B14). ‘Maybe 

they don’t know (...) they should do research on the importance of culture’ (B15).’A nation without 

culture cannot exist’ (B19).’Human rights have come because we lost our culture (values)’ (B19). ‘On an 

individual level we should have culture, to go to a deeper level. We are not claiming ours is the best (…) 

It is about how to respect other cultures, then the nation will come together’ (B20). A young 

undergraduate comments ‘everything is culture, what we do, speak, wear, eat.’(B22) ‘Every country is 

fighting to revive culture’ (B23). ‘Culture is a set of values which defines your position in society and our 

interrelation. Spirituality defines the very meaning or your existence (...) goal 18 should say thank you to 

the great thinkers and wise leaders’ (B25). Some think culture should be mainstreamed (B24), others an 

annex (B44) or separate goal as well as spirituality (not religion) (B28, B30, B39), defined as ‘meditation, 

being in nature with respect, in clean air, not to concentrate on biased and geopolitical issues’ (B30). ‘If 

we put spirituality under culture, we get stuck with traditions’ (B39). ‘No discrimination for one’s culture 

should be there’, a Hindu stresses (B31; B33); ‘tolerance of each other’s beliefs systems’ (B35). ‘Internal 

peace is with spirituality, not with all these outer materialistic things in the SDGs (...) if the UN says it will 

bring discord (...) then there is no binding of people’ (B36). 

One nuanced that ‘Culture and religion are too sensitive in the UN’ (B17). Another ‘I don’t know how 

effective it would be, for China and India it is not going to be a priority even if you put it as a goal’ (B32). 

Three disagreed ‘no explicit mention is necessary. It is there in peaceful inclusive society (goal 16) (...) 

some cultural practices may not be very healthy like women’s circumcision and child marriage in India 

(…) people will not agree over the concept of culture.’ (B7). ‘With religion there is more ego, my culture 

is the best. If you think as a global village, you should finish with culture and religion’ (B18). ‘It’s a 

universal declaration so we can’t have culture or spirituality in it’ (linking mind, heart and hands’ (B40); 
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‘it could be (...) cultural preservation in development, but how do you measure it and show results?’ 

(B40; B44).  

A way to implement culture is through the value component of education, which many stress as 

essential: ‘to create humaneness and personal development (...) how to be a conscious and good human 

being’ (B6; B10, B11, B12, B19, B22, B39), ‘B19) and ‘psychological education’ (B36): ‘Because of outside 

influence people now think that they are poor.’ 

Nature preservation (goal 15) is seen as an obvious priority (B3, B4, B6, B12, B14, B30, B31, B44). Some 

find that the nature component is not strong enough ‘the goals should contain that nature is home for 

all and equal to happiness (...) because it gives energy, peace, food and everything else’ (B14). ‘One 

thing that is missed out glaringly is the sentient beings (...) all living beings need protection’ (B30).’’non-

Western’ values are missing: The respect for all life forms, the acceptance that the human life form is 

not the most important (...) ‘crazy wisdom’ (Vajarana Buddhism) (...) that challenges forms and laws’ 

(B11). Some criticize the mention of ‘sustainable use’ in relation to natural resources (e.g. goal 14 and 

15): ‘We have to use it, but that is not the goal; better is to conserve and maintain the beauty of the 

oceans. This is very ambiguous language’ (B6). ‘In GNH nature is not just a source of revenue or 

extraction that is different’ (B12). 'Bhutan is so obsessed with nature, we even observe the international 

day against desertification, though we don’t have any deserts, but we focus on preserving our topsoil’ 

(B3) ‘If we set the SDGs as a goal, we are going to go backwards, we are far beyond’ (B44). ‘Bhutan 

contributes more than most countries on goal 13 and 14’ (B37). Oceans and seas (goal 14) was 

considered not relevant for Bhutan (B24, B38, B41), though one remarked it could be applied to rivers 

‘educating people not to throw plastic in it’ (B24).On the expression ‘harmony with nature’ (section IV.9) 

a MFA official remarked that Bhutan ‘supports Bolivia’s resolution’ as ‘a component of GNH’ (B4). 

Regarding water it is stressed that it is linked to forest preservation (B19, B13). A few mentioned water 

shortage in Bhutan (B3; 12.4.3). A government official remarked that making people understand the 

importance of sanitation is still a problem (B41). 

Addressing climate change is often seen as ‘goal 1’ that will lead to addressing all others (B19, B30, B31, 

B44).  

One intellectual saw industrialization as anti-GNH (B19); another as something Bhutan doesn’t know 

(B24). One asked ‘what is modern energy (goal 7), solar and wind?’ (B19). ‘For Bhutan, energy is a 

priority and means hydropower’ (B3). 

Many also comment that good governance could have been strengthened (B9, B10, B19, B20, B34, B35), 

though goal 16 is ‘very much GNH’ (B19). Indigenous values are important to make it work (B10). One 

also criticized the SDGs as ‘top-down, not related to people’s own work’ (B19), therefore lacking the 

concept of autonomy. Some miss weapons of mass destruction as threat to the planet (B30) and peace 

and disarmament (B35, B39). 

 ‘Cities (goal 11) have to be looked at through a system approach’ so as not to unnecessarily destroy 

forest (B19). On person commented that esthetically beautiful cities can have a positive psychological 

impact on citizens and that way culture is also important (B37). 
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On health it was commented that ‘Attention to psychological and emotional heath is more important 

than (influences) physical health’ (B11), meaning that these often precede physical illness.  

Several interviewees (including women) expressed that goal 5 on gender is not applicable (B3, B24, B30, 

B36): ‘We are confident to say it is not an issue for us’ (B3). ‘I can say what I want at the work place’ 

(woman, B24). ‘In Bhutan this is different; only in the south men dominate women. In upper part of 

Bhutan women are owners and all work is done by men’ (woman, B36). ‘We should delete it from GNH 

(...) women are given high importance (...) now you are trying to sensitize the women as not being 

important (...) women feel it is their duty to stay home, to inherit the property and look after the 

parents (...) you are trying to upset the system in place’ (B30). ‘The doors are open (...) they are in key 

positions in the policy field’ (B6, B33). ‘It is not men who are discriminating women; all policies are in 

place for women to do what we want. We have to start building our own confidence as women’ 

(woman, B33). ‘They (...) are treated equally in almost every aspect of society’ (Imaeda 2013, 67), but 

‘most regalia of distinctions are for men’ (Ura 2004, 99). One recognized gender problems have come 

about ‘because human values have deteriorated’ (B19). The government recognizes that mainstreaming 

of gender is a problem: ‘How to make people understand the importance’ (B41). One person missed gay 

and transgenders (B33). (For other voices see 12.3.2.12 and 12.4.3.1). 

One person remarked poverty (goal 1) is defined as living standards in Bhutan and not as a poverty line 

(B43). A farmer’s daughter defined it as: ‘Poverty for me is having a small land’ (B21). A monk 

commented: ‘How do you define poverty? Buddha had two kinds: Physical and spiritual poverty; the 

latter one means you are never satisfied’ (B25). People stress the priority of employment in Bhutan 

more than growth (goal 8) (B3, B12, B34, B12). Growth is objected to by some (12.4.3.1). Equity and 

equality (goal 10) is seen as a GNH value by both Buddhists and Hindus (B2, B7, B19, B31). 

Some interpreted goal 12 ‘sustainable consumption and production’, as balance of payment, e.g. the 

need of reducing (food) imports (B12). In general people stressed interdependence and some 

questioned why there need to be so many goals (B19; B22, B32). 

Bhutan is chosen as a pilot country for localizing the SDGs, but needed budget for it (B41). According to 

the government ‘the 11th 5 year plan is very compatible with the SDGs’ (B41). See Table 12.9.  

Table 12.9 National key result areas and SDGs compared 

National key result areas SDG (abbreviated) 

Pillar 1 Socio-Economic development (sustainable & equitable)  

1.Sustained economic growth 8 growth (implicit: 7 energy and 9 

infrastructure/industry) 

2.Poverty reduced/MDG plus achieved (education and health) 1 poverty; 10 inequality; 3 health, 4 education 

3.Food security sustained 2 food security 

4.Full employment 8 employment 

Pillar 2 Culture (promotion and preservation)  

5.Strenghtened Bhutan Identity, social cohesion and harmony  - (implicit: 16 inclusive societies) 

6.Indigenous wisdom, arts, crafts promoted for sustainable livelihoods 8 (target 9) local culture and products 

Pillar 3 Environment (conservation and sustainable utilization)  

7.Carbon neutral/Green and Climate resilient development 13 climate change action 
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National key result areas SDG (abbreviated) 

8.Sustainable utilization and management of natural resources 15 sustainable use of resources 

9.Water security 6 water 

10.Improved Disaster Resilience and Management 13 (target 1); 1 (target 5); 2 (target 4) 11(target 

5) disaster resilience 

Pillar 4 Good Governance  

11.Improved Public Service Delivery - (16 target 10 access to information) 

12.Democracy and Governance strengthened 16 inclusive societies 

13.Gender friendly environment for women’s participation 5 gender 

14.Corruption reduced 16 (target 5) corruption 

15.Safe society 11 safe cities; 16 (target 1) reduce violence 

16.Needs for vulnerable groups addressed (youth, orphans, disabled, 

elders) 

1 (targets 3,4,5); 4 (target 5); 11 (target 2, 5) 

vulnerable 

 Goal 14 oceans and seas: Not applicable 

Goal 17 global goal: Not applicable 

 

12.6.3 Conclusion 

In conclusion it can be said that Bhutan influenced the process of the post-2015 agenda, in the run up to 

the establishment of the OWG (first session March 2013). It, however, took a backseat during 

multilateral negotiations and was less successful in influencing the outcome. In case the government 

wants to pursue its NDP in future it may have to forge coalitions with like-minded Buddhist countries 

and with other regions pursuing the same (see 12.2.6). In sum, the SDGs better reflect 

Bhutanese/Buddhist values than the MDGs, but there is still a way to go in deconstructing current 

paradigms. 

12.7 Conclusion: Can Gross National Happiness contribute to development 

theory and policy? 

12.7.1 Legal implications for development theory 

GNH challenges legal theory (constitutionalism) in the separation of religion and state. The 

interpretation of secularism depends in part on whether one sees Buddhism as a religion or as a 

philosophy. Some say ‘it was a sense of spirituality that guided the 4th King, not Buddhism’ (B2). The 

Constitution defines Buddhism as spiritual heritage (art. 3), different from state religion. It incorporates 

‘secular values that are supplementary’. This approach of ‘pervasive spirituality’ is derived from 

established customs, recognized in Western legal tradition (Edmund Burke) (Tobgye 2015, 108). GNH 

clearly advocates that the academic and government should include the spiritual. Art 9 of the 

Constitution implies that ‘All legislation should directly and indirectly achieve happiness’ (B6), in its 

spiritual meaning. ‘The Constitution has become a sacred document (...) one copy (…) is done in the 

form of a scripture'; it’s ‘legitimacy has also been derived from divine blessings’ (Kinga 2009, 355, 354). 

The current system of democracy builds on the historical dual system and includes (some) recognition of 

customary community law (12.4.1). 

Interviewees recognize that human rights are part of GNH (B6, B9, B10, B12, B17), but ‘it is not very 

pronounced’ (B13). GNH’s overall aim is more expansive and reinstates the value dimension: ‘In the 
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concept of human right, human values are the missing links (…). GNH can reorient people back to their 

values’ (B19). ‘Rights are already given (...), in the west you ask for rights, here it is (…) an unwritten 

constitution of the family’ (e.g. property to be given to the sibling that looks after the parents; B23). 

‘Religion binds people with a frame (…) (but) spiritual values are about innate human values (...) 

compassion, love and consideration’ (B19), ‘that is the heart of Buddhism’ (B23). ‘Human rights are the 

conventional truth, this is the absolute truth’ (B23). This is what is meant when Bhutanese proclaim 

culture is human rights (12.6.2). One could say Happiness is the grandmother of rights, dignity the 

mother. There have, however, not been any law cases putting this principle in practice (B10; 12.4.2).  

Interculturality is part of GNH but at the same time measures to promote national unity create tension 

with the concept of diversity (12.3.2.2; 12.4.3.1). Compassion in theory embraces difference. Cultural 

policy is criticized as overly focused on outer-appearances (Choden 2015, 32), while at the same time 

these are rapidly disappearing (Phuntso 2015, 56). A more explicit articulation of the link between 

culture and rights may help making culture relevant to the younger generation.  

Though happiness is intended to be a collective experience and GNH promotes community vitality, its 

approach is individualistic; neither the philosophy nor the Constitution incorporates collective rights, 

though it contributed to environmental conservation (Ura 2004, 307). ‘Community water rights were 

mostly over small streams and not rivers, so there is no issue with the hydropower dams’ (B7). 

Whatever commons existed were mostly nationalized by the state and later re-created, at the 

instigation of a donor (B19), in (some) community forests , including water sources and respect for 

common grazing lands (B7; B9; B13, B19), protected by secondary laws (land and forest acts and pasture 

rules recognizing community rights) (B8). One person comments: ‘It would get complicated otherwise, 

because the community may not agree to share their natural resources’ (B7). GNH recognizes the 

complementarity of the individual and collective: ‘It is in the relationship between the individual and the 

community that the best interest of both is upheld. The individual needs the community for (...) 

relatedness; the community needs the individual to give expression to (...) creativity (...). Some are 

beyond the community and that is how we move forward’ (B8). ‘We believe in interdependence so the 

community and individual are not really separate’ (B9, B17, B19, B20).’There are community (monastic) 

rituals (...), but at the end the decision is upon yourself to study or not’ (B9). Individual happiness is seen 

as a pre-requisite for collective happiness: ‘If you are not happy, how can you make others happy?’ 

(B19). ‘The individual right reigns supreme, but they should not violate the societal (…), see art. 7 of the 

Constitution’ (enshrining fundamental rights; B10). Collective responsibility is expressed in article 8 of 

the Constitution: ‘Duties towards self (...) concerning the environment (...) to society (...) and towards 

the nation’ (Tobgye 2015,172).170 Collective responsibility has a Buddhist basis: ‘Men’s social duties are 

to be performed (...) out of a spirit of service (gaga), love (metta) and understanding (panna)’  171 (Tobgye 

2015, 170 quoting Jayatilleke 2000). The main difference with the Western approach towards 

fundamental rights is an emphasis on independence (individual flourishing) in the West versus 

interdependence in the East (B17).  

                                                             
170

 Partly inspired on the Universal Declaration of Human Responsibilities (Interaction council/UNESCO) (Tobgye 
2015, 174). 
171 Sanskrit terminology. 
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The key to good governance is considered to be (financial and administrative) decentralization (B7), in 

that sense GNH reinforces community rights (B17). Cooperatives contribute in the private sector (B8). In 

the policy sphere consultations take place (B8), but about the impact on decision-making opinions differ 

(12.4.3.1) and there is no right to free prior and informed consent. Self-censorship may be an issue: ‘We 

Bhutanese believe that we will go to prison when we protest’ (B26); ‘we are a very obedient people’ 

(B44). Hindus also express they believe in hierarchy: ‘All government officials, we consider them as our 

elders, because they are more educated and they represent us’ (B31).  

The King is considered as ‘dharma raja’, ruling by divine destination, having to follow the teachings of 

dharma (B31) (Buddhist teachings ‘infusing kingship with morality’, the bastion of which is the Sangha, 

the religious community, Kinga 2009, 18 and 30). The 4th King is referred to as a Bodhisattva leader 

whose birth was foretold (B44). However, ‘the king was not ‘elected’ because of any divine association 

(...) divinity does not endow political legitimacy (...).The need was for a moral, righteous and just king’ 

(Kinga 2009, 20 on the ‘Buddhist contractual theory of kingship’). He is also the last instance of appeal, 

which people often consider a ‘blessing’ (B26, B36).  

Good governance in GNH is, however, interpreted in a conventional sense, without reference to 

bodhisattva leadership or indigenous justice (B43), while a culture of democracy still needs to be 

fostered (B39, B10; 12.4.3.1 on good governance). ‘We have a lot of Buddhist masters who could 

influence the GNH indicators, but we are not very inward looking’; ‘some of the indicators are influenced 

by Oxford’ (B43) ‘We have to rethink all systems; we should look at the indigenous way of addressing 

media and good governance’ (B48). GNH however focuses on service delivery (B43, B45): ‘The civil 

service is the back bone of governance’ (B45). ‘The government’s role as a provider of kidu (welfare) is 

deeply entrenched in the attitudes of both people and the government’ undermining faith in the 

community, the status of local leadership (versus government officials) and thereby the practices of 

collective decision making and joint labor (community mobilization) and ultimately the sustainability of 

local development (Petersen et al. 2000, 11; bold added). Recognition is needed ‘that traditional 

instruments are social organisational arrangements and procedures made to foster self-reliance, co-

operation and participation at the village level that have emerged as a result of need-based community 

initiatives’ (Petersen et al. 2000, 17). 

GNH does not take a special position on democracy and party politics: Parties represent ‘values and 

aspirations of the people’, ‘national unity’ and ‘well-being of the nation’; no incitement on basis of 

regionalism, ethnicity, and religion is allowed (art. 15.1, 15.2, 15.3 Constitution). Household voting 

(12.4.3) has been replaced by individual votes; bodhisattva leadership has been reserved for the King. 

From interviews it emerges that good governance is often interpreted as ‘good government’, 

neglecting counterbalancing forces and assuming that government is inherently good; ‘the state (...)‘ 

depoliticizing everything it touches (...)’ expanding bureaucratic state power (...) the village (...) pushed 

to (...) strategies of resistance (...) the government (...) paternalistic in assuming that it knows what is 

best for the people’ (Wangchuk 2004, 846-847). This is also demonstrated during the first election when 

the opposition was virtually eliminated; electing a viable opposition was a new idea (Kinga 2009, 318). 

‘We have adopted an us versus them mentality in (...) party politics’ which is directly against treading 

the middle path (Choden 2015, 34). It is vital ‘To cultivate a ‘culture of GNH’ and ‘GNH society’ and GNH 
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citizenship, to go back to ‘underlying values’ (Choden 2015, 36). This is where the opposition against 

GNH-tools comes from (12.4.3), as the 4th King’s understanding was ‘largely intuitive’ (Choden 2015, 36). 

Due to modernization villagers are considered illiterate, unable to understand democracy and by law 

unable to stand for election to parliament, thus undermining strong traditional norms of reciprocity, 

civic engagement and political participation (Wangchuk 2004, 847). He argues that traditional 

institutions should be the basis of the democratic system as village society is ‘fundamentally 

democratic’, the Bhutanese state bureaucratic and authoritarian (based on ‘a rationalized Western 

bureaucratic model’), and external forces cannot democratize Bhutan. Village meetings (‘zomdu’) 

constitutes primary (town-meeting) democracy where everyone has a say and ‘in which participation is 

interwoven with the totality of community life’, those not participating being threatened with social 

exclusion and exclusion from water sources (‘chuko miko dum’-Dzongka) and unpopular headmans 

removed by consensus; all practices, however, abolished by modern laws and replaced by a more 

hierarchical system (the ‘gup’ having administrative powers and the district administrator, ‘dzongdag’, 

being able to remove the ‘gup’; a so called ‘village-emperor syndrome’ while the gup is at the same time 

‘coopted as a junior-level civil servant’, undermining direct democracy) (Wangchuk 2004, 842-846). 

Since 2011 the gup is, however, elected. The Royal Institute of Management concluded that ‘the greater 

the presence that government has in a development intervention, the more likely it is that the 

intervention will lack sustainability (…) participation often means informing communities of decisions 

that have already been taken on their behalf’ which has led for example to erosion of traditional 

irrigation systems (Petersen et al. 2000, 6-7). Despite criticism the government is said not to have made 

significant changes (B43). 

Liberty in the Buddhist sense differs from that in the Western sense, as it is defined as ‘freedom from 

delusion and detachment that the belief in self generates’ (the seed of happiness already being 

present), while liberalism defined it as safeguarding ‘the rights and liberties of the citizens’ who want to 

‘fulfill their desires, maximize satisfaction or utility and minimize suffering’ as well as liberty being 

‘inseparable (…) from property and the preservation of property is the primacy of the state’ (Kinga 2009, 

172-173; bold added). In conclusion, the state guaranteeing attachment (property) versus detachment. 

This ties in with righteousness in the eightfold path: ‘Liberty of thought depends on the freedom of the 

mind’ (Tobye 2015, 145). Ura says it is ‘synonymous with individual liberty in a secular sense’ (Ura 2004, 

150; on many definitions of liberty and the Constitution, see Tobgye 2015, 143-147). 

GNH does not accord special legal rights to nature or animals; it falls under (strong) biodiversity 

conservation (B6). The Constitution is unique in containing strong conservation provisions of mandatory 

forest cover (B6; B7), but it does not give the forest itself rights, even though ‘in our religion there are 

also rights for animals and plants (...) human rights also extend to the environment’ (B7) and ‘GNH 

respects the integrity of all life forms’ (B8); ‘it encompasses all sentient beings’ (B10). This expresses 

itself in a strong vegetarian movement in Bhutan (B7) and conservation laws (B6). ‘Buddha’s argument 

(is) (…), since we are enormously more powerful than other species, we have some responsibility 

towards them (...).‘(Tobgye 2015, 171 quoting Amartya Sen). Interviewees agree that Buddhism is not 

anthropocentric (B10, B8), but do not refer to Buddhism as ‘biocentric’, rather to the sacredness of 
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nature. Knut Johannessen claims a middle position for the Buddhist worldview.172 ‘It is a combination of 

both anthropocentrism and biocentrism. All life is precious, but the human life is the most precious of 

all. That is why in the Bhuddist context human beings are called ‘milu rimpoche’ (human precious one). 

To the extent that human beings are supposed to be the most highly evolved of all animals, they are 

supposed to be more mindful and create a more sensitive relationship that binds all phenomena 

together’ (B8). Some parliamentarians suggested ‘other living beings’ should be included in art. 8 

(Constitution) on torture, but it was rejected out of fear for the legal implications and impact on 

development policy: Namely ‘endless (...) cases (...) for protection of animals and insects’ (Tobgye 2015, 

177). Art 5 (Constitution) ‘every Bhutanese is a trustee of the Kingdom’s natural resources’ implies all 

citizens can ‘seek redress in the court’ in the case of ‘non-obedience by the state’ in its duty to protect 

the natural environment (Tobgye 2015, 125). This seems to imply that personal damage does not need 

to be established and thereby comes close to the rights of nature (Chapter Ecuador), but has not yet 

been invoked in jurisprudence.  

Law in GNH is rooted in a natural law that springs from the wholeness of being; this follows from the 

teachings of the Dharma. ‘From the GNH perspective, while there are written and codified laws, the 

natural model and ethical dimensions of laws are invoked because human laws are subject to 

imperfections (…) ethical laws signify what ought to be the case as opposed to that which is the case (…) 

as a means to guide life’ (B8). To what extent these results in different training of judges and resulting 

jurisprudence could be subject to further research. For now happiness as has not been operationalized 

as legal principle. 

GNH puts the different generations of rights (springing from Western economic history: First civil 

political, second socio-economic, third solidarity rights) on an equal footing: ‘The Constitution of Bhutan 

is not only a political document, but also a social and economic document’ (Tobgye 2015, 188); the 

latter rights are, however, according to Tobgye, ‘non-justiciable’173 (ibid 184) and enshrined chiefly in 

art. 9. Tobgye (2015, 150), however, notes that ‘emerging standards are beginning to include other 

social rights such as the necessities of life, the right to social security, and protection of health and 

safety, particularly employment (...)’ These can (in) directly be found in the Bhutanese Constitution. The 

Constitution recognizes all three generations of rights, but does follow the conventional distinctions: 

‘Our Constitution confers the First Generation of Rights in the nature of civil and political rights; the 

Second Generation of Rights concerning the right to economic, social and cultural rights; and the Third 

Generation of Rights pertaining to solidarity rights such as right to peace, happiness and clean 

environment. The interest of the society may be predominant over an individual interest because the 

larger and public interest must far outweigh the smaller one. But there are certain rights, which are non-

derogable rights (...) constitutional liberalism argues that human beings have certain natural (or 

‘inalienable’) rights and that government must accept a basic law, limiting its own powers to secure 

them’ (Tobgye, 2014). 

                                                             
172 Lecture at GNH conference Paro, 2015. 
173 According to others such as Van Genugten they are partly justiciable. 
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Its opinion on indivisibility of rights can be linked to the Buddha field’s (12.2.4) understanding of the 

continuum of being: ‘Respect for the rights of not just humans, but all sentient beings had always 

featured strongly in the Bhutanese consciousness, with the conviction that all human rights were 

indivisible, interrelated, interdependent and mutually reinforcing’ (Human Rights Council 2009).  

According to its adherents, GNH formulates an extra set of rights (though partly present in the UDHR 

and ICESCR): Such as the right to leisure time (art. 9.13)174, living in strong family and community bond 

(art. 9.19)175 and a compassionate society (art. 9.20) and participation in cultural life (art. 9.23) 176(B9). 

The right to life has a specific meaning; Buddhists argue against all killing including capital 

punishment177, based on the Buddhist principle of ‘Sok choepa’ (Dzongka for no killing, as first negativity 

of the body) (12.2.2) (art. 7.18 Constitution; Tobgye 2015, 148 and 164). It extends only to persons (not 

to other beings).  

The constitutional duties of citizens (as explicit rather than as implicit correlation of rights) correlate 

with the concept of service. ‘Freedom must entail duty and responsibility’ (Tobgye 2015, 151 quoting 

the 4th King). They include preservation of sovereignty, culture, tolerance, nature, national flag and 

anthem as expression of internal values (e.g. happiness), refraining from torture or killing, providing help 

(reciprocity),abiding by and aiding the law and Constitution, taxation, non-corruption and guardianship 

of nature (art. 8). 

GNH advances constitutional intergenerational justice by looking at the environmental and social 

impacts of the use of natural resources, safeguarding them for future generations, ensuring distribution 

of benefits (art. 9.7), while public debt servicing should not go at the cost of future generations (art. 

14.5). (Art. 5 regarding protection of nature and art. 14.5 on debt sustainability are linked, because 

hydropower is the main debt and resource revenue). The idea of reincarnation and ‘karma’ makes one 

automatically part of future generations. 

Contrary to dignity being derived from the individual ability to reason of an independent autonomous 

being with responsibility for his actions (or in Christian tradition from God). Human dignity in Buddhism 

needs to be viewed from the aspects of (a) karma (b) dependent origination (c) compassion with 

Buddhahood in all living beings (d) the path of self-development (awakening and actualizing our dignity) 

(e) being able to contribute to manifesting the world. This means ad (a) your responsibility for 

actualizing your dignity extends over several lives, not only your current one (b) all exist in relationship 

to others plus the absence of a substantial unchanging self (emptiness) means all can be changed 

(continuous creativity) (c) a duty to help to emancipate the other and to respect all life; (restoring) the 

dignity of the other is (enhancing) your dignity.  

(d) all are able to change and that change will positively benefit others ‘everyone is open to possibilities 

beyond his present individual situation and, although an autonomous being, he nevertheless exists in 

                                                             
174 Also present in art. 24 of the UDHR, and art. 7 of the ICESCR. 
175 art. 10 ICESCR recognizes the family as ‘the natural an d fundamental group unit of society’ 
176

 art. 15.1a ICESCR: ‘The right to take part in cultural life’ 
177 Abolished by royal decree in 1994. http://bhutanobserver.bt/3042-bo-news-about-buddha_said_it_all.aspx. 
 

http://bhutanobserver.bt/3042-bo-news-about-buddha_said_it_all.aspx
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mutual interdependence with others’ (Shiotsu 2001) (e) ‘the rationale for the dignity of human beings 

lies in their practice of compassion as an expression of cosmic subjectivity’ (‘the individual actively 

embodies the fundamental power of the Law (of dependent origination) that gives rise to the world in a 

web of mutually interconnected and interdependent relationships’) (Matsuoka 2005). Buddhist dignity is 

‘(…) combining modern reason with Buddhist compassion’ (Matsuoka 2005) or combining the mind and 

the heart. 

Indigenous principles of justice encourage simple justice, settlement based on confession with a large 

intermediary role of the judge: ‘The court actively encourages settlement’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 134). 

‘Buddhist principles, while not serving any official role in the law, are not stopped at the courtroom 

door.’ ‘Rather than being an artificial structure which must be learned and imposed on society by 

specialists, the law is itself an organic expression of social (Buddhist) values, and the court an expression 

of the social will.’ ‘Functionally, this vision directs the court to a fact-finding role rather than an 

interpretative one. Because both the legal code and the moral precepts that underlie it embody basic 

Buddhist principles, the substance of the law should be familiar to everyone’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 

135). ‘because the legal code expresses the people’s fundamental ethical principles, the wrongdoer in 

each case should be aware of his own guilt, and will therefore often be compelled by his conscience to 

admit the wrong. This happens frequently (…) in criminal cases as well as civil (…) (which) is the principal 

basis for the resolution of so many cases through settlements without any need for judicial hearing (…) 

the Bhutanese system focuses on substantive justice rather than procedural fairness, and (…) on 

procedural simplicity (...) the appearance of new and more complicated legal problems in Bhutan is a 

source of great concern to those who believe in simple justice’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 135-136). 

‘Reforms undertaken to advance Bhutanese law to a 21st century model add procedural and substantive 

flourishes that do not serve any purpose for the law’s domestic constituency’ (Baylis and Munro 2003, 

137). 

 

Another community aspect is that mediation is part of Bhutanese culture: ‘If there is a problem in my 

family, we can call a senior citizen to mediate, if not we can take it to court, but that is very rare’ (B23); 

‘if he can’t solve it we go to the Gup (local leader) or the Dhungkhag (deputy district leader, see 

Sebastian 2015, 63)’ (B26). Restorative rather than punitive justice features in some conversion of 

sentences in religious offenses (12.4.2), seeking harmony and redress of those offended (though not 

direct rehabilitation within the community). GNH has so far not emphasized this element: ‘The country’s 

foreign-trained lawyers lost sight of Bhutanese community law, which emphasizes restorative justice, 

and negotiated settlements with mutually beneficial resolutions.’178 The first law school in Bhutan in 

2017 is ‘to facilitate research and to promote cultural enrichment and traditional Bhutanese 

values’.179  

 

 

                                                             
178 Prof. Michael Peil as quoted in We Movement. 2015. ‘Bhutan’s plan to advance Gross National Happiness’, 
online magazine: WE.org - We at School, March 28,  
http://www.weday.com/we-schools/columns/global-voices/bhutans-plan-advance-gross-national-happiness/.  
179 Royal Institute of Law, Royal Charter, February 21, 2015 http://www.jswlaw.bt/.  

http://www.weday.com/we-schools/columns/global-voices/bhutans-plan-advance-gross-national-happiness/
http://www.jswlaw.bt/
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12.7.2 Economic implications for development theory 

Since the introduction of the GNH index, Bhutan has introduced an alternative to GDP. ‘GDP served its 

purpose at the time of the great Depression and World War II, but it has (a) no clear vision for society (b) 

is devoid of ethics and social equality (c) overlooks prudent use of scarce resources (d) promotes infinite 

growth in a finite world (e) measures economic gains, but ignores the greater environmental, social and 

society costs (f) is market-centered and dehumanizes and enslaves people. It is only a good service 

exchange measurement, said the person who created it, it is not an indicator of human progress’ (B2). 

‘GDP development you can achieve by arms trade, production of more medicines while there is more 

illness and killing’ (B9). ‘Whatever is transacted gets into GDP. If we cut the forest, GDP goes up, but 

biodiversity and ecology are destroyed. If we have a nanny at home, GDP goes up, but if the parent 

raises the child there is no GDP (...).How can we reorient the development paradigm, only through 

people, so that they get transformed, by bringing awareness’ (B19). ‘Economic growth is like a rose, it 

has a beautiful flower, but it has thorns’ (B22). ‘The whole concept of GDP is greed’ (B44). 

However, GNH policy continues to use GDP and conventional economic policy instruments to achieve 

economic self-reliance, but does do GNH screening of them. Project screening and monitoring of GNH is 

still to be developed (12.4.3). GNH does not currently deconstruct the economic paradigm as such 

(‘because we are dependent on corporations’, according to an interviewee, B19). GNH includes (per 

capita) income in a larger multidimensional poverty index. This is explained as follows: ‘The 

maximization of happiness involves poverty alleviation; the worry about financial security was the main 

concern of our people in the last GNH survey. The government needs to devise policies how to address 

this’ (B4). GNH does not possess a generic measure how the economy is faring promoting right 

livelihood, minus the ‘ills’ (the amount of GDP consisting of wrong livelihood,180 consumerism and 

addressing the ethic of debt (Hewavitharana 2004, 507-509, 514, 517), but it does re-prioritize economy 

as one of the domains of happiness. It also does not define or assess what are ‘righteous means’ or 

‘right livelihood’. Hewavitharana (2004, 501-504) for example calls for reviving small enterprises, small 

scale agriculture and craft industries and preventing substandard products. GNH does also not define 

housework as productive factor. Full employment is a priority, but youth unemployment remains a 

problem (Sebastian 2015, 223). GNH risks promoting income transfer (by the state) rather than a 

Buddhist ethic of work to alleviate poverty (Hewavitharana, 2004, 505). Economic sovereignty is seen as 

the actualization of political sovereignty, according precedence of sovereignty of people over 

sovereignty of money (‘development with a human face’; B5).  

GNH is, however, not a generic measurement, but country specific, especially with regard to the 

cultural dimension. Other countries could theoretically construct their own GNH index, but this would 

make cross country comparison difficult. The word happiness is misleading as it has a different 

significance in English (see 12.3.2.9 and 12.4.3.1); a weakness of the index is that it defines the 

governments’ interpretation of happiness, not how the respondents rate the significance of the survey 

questions, e.g. political participation or driglam namzha. If they were allowed to accord weights to the 

importance of the categories (e.g. I do not politically participate, but I also don’t/do think it is important) 

                                                             
180 Trade in weapons, meat, intoxicants, poison (tobacco), human beings. 
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and what aspects of their life are not addressed in the survey, it might give a fairer representation. It 

may also reveal possible gender-biases (instead of assuming that disaggregation of data is sufficient). 

Its underlying philosophy does have the potential for constructing a new paradigm as it teaches 

selflessness instead of self-interest as prime motivation for humans. As Buddhism projects that the mind 

defines reality, one reaps what one sows. Therefore teaching self-interest and profit maximization will 

generate a self-interested greedy society driven by desire. Buddhism teaches that nature of man does 

not have to be that way; the nature of human is what s/he chooses to be. ‘we want to accommodate 

what is the root cause of suffering, it is when we want more for ourselves, we become unhappy (...) 

what should be our motive if death is certain?’ (B6). ‘In the Bhutanese cultural context, the original 

meaning of the word development (is) (...) to rise above our own inborn prejudices and ignorance’ (Ura 

2004, 293). 

Connecting this to capability theory one could say this proposes individual capabilities aiming at the 

collective: what can I do so that we live better (as opposed to Western: What can I do so that I live the 

life I value). One has to note that ultimately the ‘I’ is deemed not to exist as an independent entity, but 

the eightfold path does give prescriptions for the individual to develop towards this insight (‘the mind is 

not permanent, everything is impermanent’, B6). 

Service to others constitutes progress: Love, compassion, non-exploitation of others, generosity are 

central values in Buddhism. To equal happiness to freedom in the sense of Sen is not espousing the 

Mahayana Buddhist (footnote 116) dimension of altruism (Johnson 2004). Therefore ‘development as 

service’ extends beyond the capability theory and ‘development as freedom’ formulated by Sen (see 

Chapter 8 for a comparison). Bhutanese, however, often equalized this with government service: 

‘People are also less innovative in starting their own thing, they are very dependent on available 

government jobs. It has to do a lot with Buddhist values, compassion, voluntarism, giving back to the 

society and reciprocity’ (B9). ‘We have exchange of labor called Chirub Wulam’ (B18) that means ‘we 

work together in the farms’ (B21).’Doing labor for the community (building a school), is called customary 

labor or Wula’ (B18). This system is slowly being taken over by the government; in Thimphu it doesn’t 

happen (B18) and in villages there is often not enough labor left (B46d, B21). In practice GNH has 

therefore moved more towards statism rather than to citizen’s self-sufficiency, though devolution of 

power tries to bring back autonomy. ‘Community identity is very strong (...) in Thimphu educated people 

form associations to give back to the rural community’ (B6, B20) (Crins 2008, 137); ‘in rural areas people 

contribute labor for building houses’ (B7, B20) and do voluntary work (‘we refer to it as Phola or Chöp’) 

and have a common celebration (Tshechus) (B20). 

Decentralization policies in earlier years were highly centralized and socialist oriented in delivering an 

end product to citizens rather than being agency-based. However, participation for localized 

development is evolving from consultative and petitionary participation, to participatory 

implementation, bargaining implementation and deliberative participation (Crocker 2007, 432-433, 

Table 2.1), along the lines of the Buddhist ethic of democratic decision-making (see Hewavitharana 

2004, 527). Major projects (such as infrastructure) and policies (such as health and education) remain 
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centralized. The culture is traditionally hierarchical and power distances can be lessened (Chhewang 

2006, 153). 

Rest and leisure are considered as an essential (constitutional) value; meditation and being still are also 

considered productivity, unlike the secular view which may consider monks depending on state funding 

as a waste of human capital and impeding productivity. Surveys show an increase in insufficiencies in the 

domains that make GNH innovative (Ura et al. 2012; Tobgay 2015; 12.4.3.1). 

In promoting a simple life, the notion of development (in terms of material accumulation) does not 

exist; poverty is a lack of personal development and a poor mind (B25, 12.4.3.1). One only needs ‘the 

basic necessities’ (B14). ‘Simple life is not over-desire (…), it should be balanced (...), if your state is not 

balanced, you are not reliable and stable and you can’t help others. It is also about not being too selfish’ 

(B31); ‘understanding our own desires and how it impacts on everyone else’ (B39). ‘We were never 

preoccupied with trade for profit, there was only exchange for what you needed’ (B44).  

Ecology takes primacy over economy: The intrinsic value of nature is treasured. This means ‘slow 

development’ (Chhewang 2006, 151). This is partially implemented (e.g. building restrictions, phased 

opening of the economy, wildlife protection, carbon neutrality), but at the same time rapid hydropower 

development and the tourism sector lead to complains of too much focus on economic growth. At the 

same time the GNH index is criticized for ‘The indicators do not focus on ecological diversity (...) 

situating people as connected to their ecosystem (...) shifting land use etc.’ (Matt Branch181, B48).  

Culture as a way of life is part of the paradigm and finds its expression in promotion of traditional arts 

and crafts and stimulating agriculture, but with globalization culture risks becoming commercialized 

(Chhewang 2006, 153) (12.4.3.1). 

Equality derived from the Buddhist ethic of sharing and non-discrimination is important (Hewavitharana 

2004, 515 and 522). ‘Within Buddhism a strong ethos of equality, individual liberty and personal agency 

occurs’ (equal potential for enlightenment) (Wangchuk 2004, 841). At the same time the belief prevails 

that ‘If you are able to become rich, than that is your karma’, an interviewee expresses, ‘I have no 

judgment on that (...), promotion of equality is good, because wealth must be shared over the country’ 

(B18). Redistribution takes place through free access to education and health services and a nascent 

social protection policy182 (besides the Kidu system). These are features of a welfare state, but do not 

promote a new way of participatory service delivery, though generosity and voluntarism are alive and 

monitored by the GNH survey. Vision 2020 (Planning Commission 1999) neither mentions redistribution 

nor equality. 

Inclusiveness is important from point of view of compassion, but also voluntary detachment/seclusion 

for religious purposes (Buddhism), individual enlightenment takes center stage, whereby being a monk 

                                                             
181 http://www.fieldstudies.org/faculty-staff/matt-branch. 
182 (Jan 2014) QED won the Ministry of Labour’s bid to national consultants to accomplish the task of drafting a 
national social protection policy for workers in Bhutan. The submitted output of the conducted research was ‘The 
National Social Protection Policy for Workers in Bhutan Policy Protocol Report’. 
http://qedbhutan.com/?s=social+protection+policy.  

http://www.fieldstudies.org/faculty-staff/matt-branch
http://qedbhutan.com/?s=social+protection+policy
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is better, but a laymen can also be as good or better than a monk in deeds (quote from BLØF in Bhutan, 

2006183).  

GNH says little on the role of market actors. The GNH and business concept is still to be developed. It 

could look at market actors to be fully engaged in society creating ‘shared value’ for society. As the 

private sector is hardly developed and most employment in state sector or subsistence agriculture, this 

may be an opportunity. State corporations could take the lead. 

12.7.3 SDG Policy 

Though in dispute by some, the current GNH approach seems to match well with the SDG goal-oriented 

approach in that it is quantified and measureable and covers many of the same domains. Earlier 

recommendations were taken on board in the SDGs (RGoB 2012, p83-84, recommendations 4, 7, 8, 9, 

11, 12). 

In implementation and future goals the following elements could be included, with regard to: 

 Happiness in the Buddhist sense of taming one’s mindset (towards enlightenment), as overall 

vision. Reorientation of humanity towards service and cooperation (12.5.3) instead of 

competition and a race to the bottom. Values of altruism and compassion ‘as trainable pro-

social mental qualities’ (RGoB 201 2, 58 quoting Roshi Joan Hailfax). 

 Economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) can be inspired by the notion of simple life (e.g. 

as part of sustainable consumption), combatting spiritual poverty alongside material poverty 

and GNH’s emphasis on social justice, equality, equity and sharing. 

 Education (MDG 2; SDG 4) can be inspired by the notion that the purpose of life is learning: ‘In 

the industrial world the purpose of education is to have a productive life, to learn skills and 

knowledge to produce something. But educationalism does not mean a productive life, it means 

that life is for education because the most important thing a human being can do is learn. 

Learning is a form of evolution (...). And using that knowledge to understand life. And learning to 

understand what is real and what is not and what is most valuable in your life. And according to 

Buddhist science you take what you learn with you to your next life unlike other things (…) the 

purpose of life is learning’ (Palden 2011 quoting Prof. Thurman; 12.4.3.1). 

 Health (MDG 4, 5, 6; SDGs 3) can be viewed in a broader sense of man’s place in the universe: 

‘In traditional Bhutanese medicine, the essence of health is a holistic harmony in which the 

microcosm of the body and the macrocosm of the universe are in harmony (...) it is based on an 

overall conception of the universe and life’ (Tshenpo 2003, 18-19). This goes beyond emotional 

and mental health. Including traditional medicine is part of Bhutan’s policies (Tshenpo, 2003, 18-

25; art. 9.21 Constitution). 

 Gender (MDG 3; SDG 5) is related to two complementary princoiniples rather than sexes: 

‘Gender in Buddhism and pre-Buddhism is not regarded as two separate sexes (…) (but) as the 

female and male principle within every human being’ (Crins 2008, 146). Tantric Buddhism 

speaks about uniting Wisdom (feminine, intuitive) and Knowledge (masculine, analytical) and 

                                                             
183 Documentary. http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0779983/.  

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0779983/
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overcoming duality (B26) (see 12.2.2) They are ‘aspects of a complementary nature and always 

exist in combination’ (Crins 2008, 130) and are ‘important only to the extent that they reflect 

this ultimate dynamic’ (Crins 2008, 132). Moreover, ‘gender became nature because there was 

no value distinction between men, women, and animals’ (Crins 2008, 168). ‘Questions of 

personal identity and gender are considered a contemporary western phenomenon’ (Crins 2008, 

132). Bhutan has not articulated a specific GNH gender domain based on this understanding 

(12.4) and could review GNH tools through this lens. The value of rest and leisure can be 

regarded as including feminine principles in the productive cycle.  

 Environmental sustainability (MDG 7; all SDGs, but specifically 6, 12, 13, 14, 15) can be 

broadened with respect for all living beings and their intrinsic value (12.2.3; 12.6.2). 

 Global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) can be underpinned with the notion of interdependence of 

all life (12.2).  

 The notion of peace (SDG 16) takes on a specific meaning as it foremost starts with one’s own 

inner contentment. Restorative justice is part of traditional ‘simple justice’; mediation is 

practiced in some civil cases in Bhutan (12.7.1). 

 Good Governance (SDG 16)(12.4.3.1): One could derive principles from the Bodhisattva 

leadership literature (12.3.1.5) and Darma Raj (12.7.1; Kinga, 2009, 18; B43) in the tradition of 

the unity of religion and politics (‘Chhoe-sid’) (12.4.1); Bhutan follows Western style democracy 

(12.4). Happiness as sovereignty, not subjugating others (12.2.5) incudes autonomy, self-

sufficiency and decentralization. 

 Culture (SDG 4.7 and SDG 11.4) as central to identity and spiritual practices could be added as 

dimensions; as well as culture as founding value of human rights (12.6.2) and part of future 

instead of past, breaking the dichotomy of economics (future-oriented) and culture (traditional) 

(Johnson 2004, 468 quoting Apadurai). 

 Additional domains such as community vitality, time use, cultural diversity and (expansion of) 

good governance. 

Figure 12.4 visualizes the influence of the overarching Happiness concept on the SDG clusters. As 

Buddhism takes educating the individual as a starting point, the happiness principle is placed in the 

middle of the circle, symbolized by the yin-yang figure (duality in unity).184 This denotes balance and 

harmony of the opposites and gaining the insight of overcoming duality. This insight then works through 

all clusters of MDG/SDGs. Yin yang was therefore added to the original Wheel of Development (Van 

Norren 2012; right circle). 

                                                             
184 ‘Even at the heart of one there is the seed of the other – all things contain within themselves the germ of their 
opposites.’ This does not imply dualism in the ordinary sense because there is always the underlying unity.. the all-
embracing circle that gives rise to these mutually interdependent forces. And so, yin and yang are in actuality a 
harmonious unity, contrary yet complementary, like two ‘Great Extremes’ that bound the immensity of space; Yin 
Yang also appears in the form of a spiral, http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm.  

http://www.penninetaichi.co.uk/index_files/Page1058.htm
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Figure 12.4 Happiness concept of balance and harmony influencing MDG/SDG clusters 

                        

In terms of the three components of sustainable development Happines seeks balance as anchoring 

principle (no preferred order: Economic, social, ecological), whilst adding good governance and culture 

to the definition. 

Combining this with the earlier proposed figure in Chapter 4, this results in the Figure 12.4. 
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Figure 12.4 Happiness and SDGs 
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13 Annex Ubuntu theory of (South) Africa 
 

For Vuyisile (‘the one that brings happiness’) 

 

‘The soul of a bird is in its nest’- African proverb (‘local talent is the source of endogenous development’; 

Chivaura 2006, 239) 

 

 Wheel of Values/Africa; © D.E. van Norren
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13.1 Introduction 
Postcolonial arguments in the case of Africa can take two forms: (a) A total rejection of the ‘aid industry’ 

declaring it ‘dead’ and inefficient (Dambisa Moyo, 2010), which is embraced by the political right; (b) 

The un-masking of ‘development’ as a justification to erase the colonial heritage and continue neo-

colonial exploitation (Odera Oruka; 13.7) asking for an African way to ‘modernization’ (Nkrumah, 

Nyerere) (Haenen 2012, 222 and 115-129), an argument of the political left. Both, however, resist 

Africa’s dependency on the West and the corollary negative perception of ‘underdeveloped’ African 

countries. It is argued that this emancipation has to come from within and Ubuntu may offer this 

perspective, provided the international arena offers the space for true emancipatory debate and action 

(Haenen 2012, 121). 

This Chapter addresses the question of how the worldview of Ubuntu de- and reconstructs legal and 

development policy and what contribution it can make to the (post) MDG-SDG discussion. The concept 

and especially the merits versus criticism will be looked at through the lens of postcolonial theory. 

Section 13.2 explores the concept of Ubuntu. Section13.3 will look at the merits of the concept and the 

criticism against it. Section 13.4 will look at the way Ubuntu is applied at the national level, in legislative 

(13.4.1), jurisprudence (13.4.2), and executive terms (13.4.3). Section 13.5 deals with how Ubuntu is 

applied in foreign policy. Section 13.6 looks at how Ubuntu is reflected in the MDGs and SDGs, in terms 

of process and outcome. Section 13.7 presents the conclusions on deconstruction of development 

theory. For methodology see Chapter 1. 

13.2 What is Ubuntu? 
This section will look at the meaning of Ubuntu today and in historic terms, its interpretation by 

philosophers and ordinary people, and its wider resonance across Africa. 

13.2.1 The philosophical-historical concept 

Ubuntu is a South African word that is commonly associated with the Zulu/Xhosa185 saying ‘umuntu 

ngumuntu nga- bantu’: A person is a person through other persons.186 This proverb appears in other 

Southern African languages as well, sometimes referred to as Hunhu (Shona) or Botho Sotho/Tswana). It 

also appears in Venda, Swahili, Tsonga, Shangaan, and in languages in Uganda (Broodryk 2002). 

Kamwangamalu (1999, 25) quotes the following terms as examples: ‘Umundu’ (in Kikuyu, Kenya), 

‘umuntu’ (in Kimeru, Kenya), ‘bumuntu’ (in kiSukuma and kiHaya, Tanzania), ‘vumuntu’ (in shiTsonga and 

shiTswa, Mozambique), ‘bomoto’ (in Bobangi, Democratic Republic of Congo), and ‘gimuntu’ (in Kikongo, 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, and in giKwese, Angola) (Gade 2012, 486).  

The translation into Western philosophy is difficult, as Mokgoro puts it, ‘because the African world view 

is not easily and neatly categorized and defined, any attempt to define Ubuntu is merely a simplification 

of a more expansive, flexible and philosophically accommodative idea’ (Mokgoro 1997, 16). Alexis 

                                                             
185 Also in Ndebele and Swati (Nguni language family), (Van Binsbergen 2001, 1). 
186 According to Gade, the connection between Ubuntu and the proverb only emerged in the period 1993–1995 
(Gade 2011). There are number of texts from the period 1846-2012 where people who are not of African descent 
describe Ubuntu. Primary sources with respect to how South Africans of African descent understand Ubuntu are 
limited to texts authored by them from the period 1957-2012 and oral testimonies (Gade 2012, 489). 
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Kagame (1956) pointed to the fact that the cosmological ordering of the universe is reflected in the 

structure and grammatical rules of a people’s language (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 78). Bu signifies the 

general, abstract being in the mind which is not manifest. ‘In other words, ‘bu’ is not another class of 

beings, but rather an abstracted being which has a mental existence.’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 79). For 

example justice (general) versus judge (personal). Ntu is the universal force that manifests itself in 

beings (Mbiti 1990, 11). 

Ramose sheds light on this by giving an extensive grammatical explanation of the word Ubuntu in which 

‘ubu’ signifies ‘enfolded be-ing187 before it manifests’ and ‘ntu’ means ‘temporarily having become’ 

(through the life force) (Ramose 1999/2005, 36).188 Thus Ubuntu refers to the continuous motion of the 

enfoldment of the universe. He compares it with the word ‘umuntu’ (human be-ing), which is the 

(continuous) manifestation of the specific as opposed to the general (ubu). Both words are coupled in 

the mentioned proverb (Ramose 1999/2005, 36). Figure 13.1 shows how Bantu language postulates the 

suffix ‘ntu’ (being) as underlying all other life forms, even space and time (Hantu) and the 

quality/quantity/location all things possess (Kuntu) as well as inanimate objects as part of nature (Kintu). 

The human community (Bantu)189 consists of past, present and future generations.  

  

                                                             
187 In order to signify the motion of the word, he uses ‘be-ing’ instead of being. 
188 Haenen relates this to being (ontology) and knowing (epistemology) (Haenen 2016). 
189 ‘Ba’ is the human be-ing, the speaking and acting person (Ramose 1999/2005, 42 and 51) He or she has a 
responsibility to break the silence of ‘ubu’ (by speaking ‘out’, as a person interwoven with his or her community) 
into differentiation in the present and the future. So ‘ba/ntu’ is a specific qualification for the human be-ing, in his 
or her central position in the unfolded cosmologic reality, to ‘develop’ this dynamic reality into human(istic) 
relations and values. (Sophie Oluwole 2016). 
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Figure 13.1 Abstract Being (Bu) and Life Force Being (Ntu) = (u-Bu-Ntu) underlying all things:  
KiNtu/BiNtu, HaNtu, KuNtu, MuNtu/BaNtu 

 

Source: © Dorine van Norren; inspired on Ntibagirirwa 2012, 79 and 86, figure 3-1 and figure 3-2  

Ubuntu can be called ‘humaneness’ (not to be equated with humanism which is fixed and not in motion) 

and ‘humaneness regards being or the universe as a complex wholeness190 involving multilayered and 

incessant interaction of all entities’ (Ramose 1999, 105). It can be summarized as ‘I am because we are 

and since we are, therefore I am’ (Mbiti 1990, 106). This represents a relational world view where 

nothing can be viewed in isolation; individuality is a relative concept that does not exist without the 

community (as well as the ecosystems and the spiritual world) of which the individual is part. 

Connecting this with capability theory, Cornell articulates this as ‘freedom to be together in a way that 

enhances every- one’s capability to transform themselves in their society’ (Cornell 2005, 195–220). 

Ubuntu could thus be considered as a (Southern-) African concept of well-being. 

Common (South) African sayings highlight other dimensions of this philosophy such as ‘the source and 

justification of all power is in the people’ and ‘we may go our own way, whenever urgent and vital issues 

arrive, we still have the obligation to come together and try and find a common solution’ (highlighting 

consensus politics); ‘if faced with a choice between wealth and the preservation of life of another 

                                                             
190 As opposed to ‘holism’ which is static (A13). 
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human being, one should choose the life of the other’ (sharing goes above wealth) and ‘no single human 

being can be thoroughly and completely useless’ (e.g. the criminal, ill or handicapped are part of 

humanity); ‘God exercises vengeance in silence’ and ‘If it were not for God I would be dead by now’ 

(illness is also a spiritual affliction); ‘If God dishes you rice in a basket, do not wish to eat soup’ 

(acceptance of one’s fate); and ‘no one shows a child the Supreme Being’ (spirituality is self-evident) 

(Mbiti 1990, 43, 205, 41, 29; Ramose 1999, 70, 98, 100; Coetzee and Roux 2002, 544). African proverbs 

can thus be seen as philosophical aphorisms, to ‘abstract’ from the concrete, to obtain distance for 

arguing and to be able to judge (Haenen 2012, 257, quoting Kwame Gyekye 1997; Haenen 2013, 70). 

This leads Ramose inter alia to conclude that illness is culture based: The physical, psychic and 

supranatural in the African mind are intertwined. The concept of a human determines the diagnosis and 

treatment of disease. For the African demented have therefore also a meaning in life and mentally 

afflicted should be kept in the community. On the political plane he advocated that Western style 

adversarial politics in Africa should be replaced by consensus based politics, rooted in African tradition 

with its principle of solidarity where ‘political culture embodied and invited opposition in the very 

principle of consensus’ (Ramose 1999, 98). In the economic sphere he highlights the principle of sharing 

as opposed to the principle of monetary profit. It also applies to give a counterweight to the mode of 

the debate (Western style), with the mode of dialogue (African style) (Oluwole, 2016, 7). These 

examples are given to highlight the extent to which Ubuntu is applicable and its expansive nature in 

combination with different proverbs.  

As McDonald (2010, 148) puts it ‘unlike the notion of self-interest that lies at the heart of liberal moral 

philosophy, Ubuntu world views are not driven by such individualism and appear fundamentally at odds 

with the market’s homo economicus’. Metz and Gaie (2010, 273–290) point out the different 

consequences of Ubuntu versus Kantian and Utilitarian moral theory in relation to, inter alia, property 

(equal distribution), criminal justice (restorative), medical confidentiality (transparent to group 

members), family life (duty to wed and have children), and moral education (developing personhood). 

Ubuntu according to Metz and Gaie is relating to others in a positive way, seeking out community (or 

living in harmony) combined with a moral obligation to be concerned with the good of others and 

defining oneself as a member of a group. 

13.2.2 Environment philosophy 

In the concept of Ubuntu, the environment is part of the communitarian concept of life. One way of 

making this connection is through the concept of ‘seriti’ (Sotho) or ‘isithunzi’ (Nguni) (Boon 2007), which 

is translated as aura, dignity, personality or shadow (in my interpretation: The clearer the aura, the 

more dignity the person possesses or the longer the shadow you cast). Those who believe in it refer to 

‘seriti’ not only as a personal field, but also as ‘a field which connects all living beings’. According to 

Cornell (2012, 331) ‘Ubuntu is associated with seriti, which names the life force by which a community 

of persons are connected to each other. In a constant mutual interchange of personhood and 

community, seriti becomes indistinguishable from Ubuntu in that the unity of the life force depends on 
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the individual’s unity with the community.’191 She quotes Setiloane (1976, 52): ‘It is as if each person 

were a magnet creating together a complex field. Within that field any change in the degree of 

magnetization, any movement of one, affects the magnetization of all’ (Cornell 2012a, 331 and note 23). 

Behrens (2014, 1 and 5) deducts from this belief a moral ‘considerability’ (responsibility) to include all 

things that are part of the web of life, including inanimate natural objects. One can compare this to the 

parental earth ethics of Henry Odera Oruka (Haenen 2012, 93) 

On ecology through Ubuntu Ramose (1999/2005 Chapter 9) remarks that a loss of balance by ‘serious 

disturbance of the ecology’ (109) is considered a violation of Botho: To care for one another (…) implies 

caring for the physical nature as well. Without such care, the interdependence between human beings 

and physical nature would be undermined.’ (106). In the words of a local Zimbabwean woman: ‘Today 

the same land has been turned into a desert due to the disrespect of our forefathers’ traditions and 

ubuntu. Our ancestors respected biodiversity in much the same way they did to fellow humans.’ 

(Mawere 2014, 100) ‘The environment as the abode of the ancestors is sacred in African worldview and 

the destruction of nature is forbidden in (…) Ubuntu.’ (Chivaura 2006, 234). In the traditional African 

animistic religions human, community and nature possess a soul (animus) and therefore nature 

deserves respect; the human is woven into nature, like nature into the cosmos, in relations that are 

supposed to be harmonious (Haenen 2012 quoting Gyekye and Oruka). Ramose connects this to deeper 

philosophical notions that placing of the self at the center of the universe is limiting one’s view of the 

truth and: ‘The idea that looking at the universe from the de-centred self’s point of view (...) is the most 

realistic orientation to life as a wholeness’, from which follows mutual care and sharing. ‘Survival is also 

based on the (...) way you deal with nature; the way you deal with religion is also attached to nature and 

to procreation, the way you deal with life, the environment is your life (…) a whole cycle (…) the religious 

connotation to nature is respect, we believe there is a force behind it, which you cannot understand nor 

conquer (...) procreation means moving the society forward’ (A9).192 ‘If you are cutting trees for 

firewood and you cut more than you need that is wasteful and therefore contrary to Ubuntu. It is anti-

social’ (A16). ‘If you realize you are not more important than an ant, because if we do (...) we destroy 

one another and the earth; when I grew up I learned not to eat everything, a bit had to go back to the 

soil. We are children of the earth; when you eat don’t forget your mother. Being sons of the earth is our 

identity (...) traditional knowledge is containing all information of how to preserve the earth’ (A17). 

Zambian political leader Kaunda expressed it thus: ‘Those people who are dependent upon and live in 

closest relationship with Nature are most conscious of the operation of these forces: The pulse of their 

lives beat in harmony with the pulse of the Universe.’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 108, emphasis added). The 

environmental dimension is, however, hardly mentioned by persons interviewed (or denied), though 

they do refer to Ubuntu as the pulse of life (see 13.2.4). ‘In urban areas people do not really relate to 

                                                             
191 Unity as a verb: ‘In contrast to the subject-verb-object linguistic structure … the rheomode language takes the 
verb as its point of departure. In this way, the incessant flow of motion as be-ing is preserved, because the verb 
pertains to do-ing rather than do! Together the suffixes –ing and –ness preserve the idea of be-ing as a whole-ness. 
Since there is always the doer in the do-ing, the rheomode language understands the verb as the verbal noun, that 
is to say, the gerund.’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 56-57). 
192 Interviewees are identified with capital letter A followed by a number; see paragraph 1.5.5. 
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nature in the same way, it is only in the rural areas; they are still consistent (with Ubuntu); they pray to 

the rain gods’ (A15). 

13.2.3 Socio-economic philosophy 

Different attempts have been made combining African values with economic systems. African socialism 

was an important movement at independence, rooted in African values. The question, however, is 

whether African communalism and Marxism (or the ‘statism’ of socialism) are the same thing, or is 

communalism the end state that Marxism tries to achieve? Socialism is more concerned with a historical 

(collective, anonymous, dialectical) process and means of production; and stresses execution by the 

state. The African social and ethical system is much broader than that; economy is but a part of it. 

Moreover, execution lies within the community. Perhaps one could say that the place of economy in the 

entire African values system is much less significant or rather subservient to other higher goals. 

Secondly, one can ask whether the African dimension of African socialism was properly implemented. 

Various leaders expressed African socialism differently: ‘Nyerere talked of ujamaa (African brotherhood 

or family hood), Senghor talked of negritude (emphasizing African cultural identity), Kaunda talked of 

humanism, implying the centrality of human beings in African thought and practice, Nkrumah talked of 

African personality, while Sekou Touré talked of communocracy. What all of them tried to put across is 

that African socialism is foreshadowed in the traditional socio-economic thought and practice, and that 

the African traditional system is entirely communal. Thus, for them, to adopt the ideology of socialism 

was to claim back the African identity (Gyekye, 1997, 144).’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 96, emphasis added). 

African socialism is, however, criticized as rather a reaction to colonialism than embracing indigenous 

values: ‘African leaders and thinkers seem to have embraced socialism not necessarily because it was 

readily present in the African communalism, but because it was readily available at the international 

stage as an alternative to capitalism. Against this background, African communalism was used as a moral 

justification to legitimate socialism and to oppose capitalism as an economic and political ideology of 

the colonial powers’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 162 citing Gyekye, Ayittey, Van der Walt and Apostel) (The so-

called ‘Third Way’ promoted at the Conference of Bandung 1955).193 

As to the second question, whether it was properly implemented, the answer seems to be negative: 

‘Have the different structures and institutions of the modern African society worked in a way that 

effectively reflects the African socialist characteristic of the African belief and value system? The answer 

is that they have not. The structures and institutions of the modern African society were divorced from 

the African value system. African socialism itself became a forgotten idea. In most cases, once the 

independence was acquired, the question of whether African beliefs and values should inform political 

evolution received less and less attention’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 167). Some such as Oluwole claim it has a 

hidden presence (Haenen 2012, 15, 16 and 102). 

It should be noted here that in traditional African conception of time progress or development does not 

exist. As time moves from the now into the past tense, the ‘golden age’ is found in past experiences, not 

in the future; therefore ‘African people have no belief in progress, the idea that the development of 

                                                             
193 Encyclopaedia Brittanica, https://www.britannica.com/event/Bandung-Conference.  

https://www.britannica.com/event/Bandung-Conference
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human activities (...) move from a low to a high degree’ (Mbiti 1969, 23). Moreover, doing nothing is 

considered ‘producing time’ in African philosophy (Mbiti 1969, 19). However, this is not reflected in the 

South African Constitution in the right to leisure.  

13.2.4 Ubuntu as a living concept 

That Ubuntu is still a living concept is demonstrated by the personal interpretation that interviewees all 

give to Ubuntu, often with emphatic emphasis and ‘spoken from the heart’. It does not seem difficult for 

even a random person on the street to answer the question ‘what is Ubuntu’. One wonders if human 

rights would spark the same intensiveness of response in Western countries as Ubuntu in South Africa 

does. One person said ‘Ubuntu to me means treating other people the way you want to be treated; 

respect, equality, non-discrimination. To be good to the other.’ The other needs to be understood as the 

communalistic aspect of life (‘we’), not the Western privatized other (Tarawelly 2016). Gade (2012) 

carried out extensive interviews on different interpretations of Ubuntu by South Africans of African 

descent, as he concludes most articles in South Africa are written by people of non-African descent.194 

He divides them between answers referring to it as a moral quality and/or qualifying it as a worldview. 

South Africans of (partial) African descent generally have a clear and elaborate answer to what Ubuntu 

means to them personally. ‘It starts in the communities. I am where I am today because of the other 

people at home; you should not forget where you come from. They uplifted you and you uplift them, so 

that you contribute back, you give back to the others. (…). You are expected to share with your 

neighbors (...) if you are raised with those values, the person does not think of what the effect is going 

to be on his own intake when he gives something. It just happens (…)’ (then this person gestured with a 

hand moving away from the heart) (A3). People, however, also express regret that the value is being 

lost: ‘Now people are moving away from that (…) people are adopting Western ways of doing things. (…) 

My own kids ask me: Why did all of this stop? And I don’t have an answer. (…) As we develop and climb 

up the ladder of social development, we are becoming very single minded. This is a worry across the 

board; we subconsciously know that what is happening is wrong. We should talk as humans, as people, 

as humanity, even if we are not friends, we can interact at a humanitarian level, treat one another with 

respect, acknowledge to me that I am and I acknowledge to you that you are! (…) Now we live in silos, 

me, my family, my interests that is not what we are! We should not forget who we are, what makes us 

unique! (..) Ubuntu is the pulse of everything, (...) the pulse of life.’(A3, confirmed by A10 and A11). 

‘There is a sense of shame now (to knock on each other’s door for help) (...).We are being pushed to 

become middle class, everything is centered around upward mobility.’ And ‘people don’t want to be 

associated with their former community that is poor’ and ‘it’s a sign of inferiority to speak the dialect 

(Malay-Afrikaans)’ (A11). ‘It is in our culture, the way we live, smile, greet, talk and relate to one 

                                                             
194 All articles on Ubuntu in the South African Journal of Philosophy (Gade footnote 2): 
In chronological order, the 22 articles are (note that the names of the African authors are italicized): 
Teffo 1996; Allen 2001; Graaff 2001; Ramose 2003; Du Toit 2003; Van den Berg 2003; Bewaji & 
Ramose 2003; Bamford 2007; Metz 2007a; Wood 2007; Ramose 2007; Farland 2007; Van Niekerk 
2007; Metz 2007b; Janz 2008; Krog 2008; Praeg 2008; Eze 2008; Van Niekerk 2008; Du Toit 2008; 
Gade 2011; Praeg 2011 (references in Gade 2012). Recently have been added (amongst others): Matolino and 
Kwindingwi 2013, Gade 2013, Metz 2014, Taylor 2014, Graness 2015, Matolino 2015, Mangena 2015 (for 
references see google scholar ‘Ubuntu’- ‘South African Journal of Philosophy’). 
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another, the way we share’ (A15). ‘It’s not about the pieces, but the relationship between the pieces 

that is important’ (A16). ‘All is connected, humans and human; human beings to every being; visible and 

invisible’ (A17). 

 

All interviewees refer to the notion of sharing: ‘One cannot enjoy food, when other stomachs are empty’ 

(A2). ‘The haves do not recognize the have nots. There is a disparity. The powerful don’t understand 

Ubuntu’ (A15). 

That this emotion is running deep, is testified by the reaction of a government official, who confronted 

with criticism to Ubuntu as articulated in this chapter (section 13.3.2) angrily asked ‘what then do they 

think Ubuntu is?’ (This prompted my answer that unfortunately they (the skeptics) may not have given it 

much thought at all). 

South Africans of non-African descent generally have only a vague notion of what Ubuntu is (A2 and 

A6), when asking students or professors they generally respond they have heard of the word, but don’t 

know exactly what it means or ‘I only know that it is a very idealistic and theoretical concept and that we 

do not experience its practical effects often’ (A4); a statement that will probably raise eyebrows with 

South Africans of African descent as they see it as guiding everything they do (A3). Some do report 

having grown up with it, as even during apartheid there was contact between communities especially in 

rural places, but do emphasize much more dialogue is needed (A6). Those who take an interest in it do 

see it as a worthwhile goal to strive for, defining it as being a person through other people, communal 

care, shared humanity, compassion, respecting diversity, taking care of each other, brotherhood, 

‘wholeness and humanness’, dignity and community, ‘the way we share’ (A2, A8, A9, A10, A11, A13, 

A14, A15). ‘Using Ubuntu as a value that we must use to interpret laws (I think it) is very effective. It is 

effective because it lays down a common goal, a shared vision. If it is possible to ‘concretize’ Ubuntu in 

legislation, it will be most useful.’ (A2). The Malay colored community referred to it as similar to 

‘gemeenskap’(community), ‘manskappen’ (troops) and ‘I stand where you stand, it’s a concept of 

friendship’; ‘we don’t see each other as Muslim or Christian, but as neighbors’; ‘we don’t’ call it Ubuntu 

(...), but we do live with it’ (A11). 

However, some experience a gap in meaning between policy and value: ‘The meaning is not always 

clear, or the same to everyone, which makes the step of attaining Ubuntu problematic.’ (A2 and A5). 

And ‘I often see it being used as slogans, especially by government departments, which I think is not 

always effective, because these slogans or catch phrases are not translated into a workable strategy.’ 

(A2, confirmed by A10); causes are also attributed to corruption and inefficiency (A10). ‘Policy can often 

use the word without properly giving an interpretation to it.’ (A2). ‘Government uses it as a positive 

African value to promote social cohesion, tolerance, acceptance of others, overcoming divisions of the 

past (...), but doesn’t use it in a sense of direct democracy’ (A8). Others feel excluded: ‘They 

(government) see for themselves, whatever they say is right (...) they bow down to me, they don’t treat 

us equal’ (A15-‘coloured’ person). ‘People are often unhappy with what they may refer to as cultural 

appropriation and that outsiders do not understand Ubuntu.’ (A2-white person teaching Ubuntu). 
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13.2.5 Resonance in the rest of Africa 

Concepts similar to Ubuntu have significance not only in Southern Africa, but also in the rest of Africa195 

(A9) as is testified by, for example, Western African writers such as the Senegalese philosopher Diagne, 

who quotes the Akan saying ‘when a human being descends upon earth he lands in a town’ (Diagne 

2009) or Wingo (2008) who asserts that: ‘For the Akan, personhood is the reward for contributing to the 

community and the basis of the individual’s moral worth is located in an independent source – a 

common humanity’. Mofuoa quotes the Nigerian (Bini) saying ‘a tree cannot make a forest’ (Mofuoa 

2010, 281; A9). African ethics are defined by Wiredu ‘as the observance of rules for the harmonious 

adjustment of the interest of the individual to those of others in society’ (Wiredu [1998] 2003, 337). 

Wiredu concludes that ‘in traditional Akan society it [Ubuntu] was so much and so palpably a part of 

working experience that the Akans actually came to think of life (obra) as one continuous drama of 

mutual aid (nnoboa). Obra ye nnoboa: Life is mutual aid, according to an Akan saying.’ (Wiredu [1998] 

2003, 293; Ramose 2007, 350) 

Gyekye cites the Akan proverb ‘Humanity has no boundary’ as the expression of unity or brotherhood of 

all human beings (Gyekye 2004, 98). Masolo (2001) speaks of ‘communitarian theory indigenous to 

African culture’. Gade (2011, 305) mentions the Swahili concept of Ujamaa, promoted by former 

President Nyerere of Tanzania, regarding all human beings as members of an extended family, an 

‘African socialism’ based on harmony rather than class struggle (see also Haenen 2012, 123-129). In the 

Burundian culture, on speaks of ‘umwana si uwumwe‘, a child does not belong to one family, 

emphasizing that a child belongs to the village; and ‘abantu ni magiriranire’, people depend on one 

another (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 87); and of a person who has no moral engagement towards the community 

has lost his humanity: ‘Yarafpuye agenda’ (That person is dead alive) (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 91). 

Bantu speakers make up more than 60% of population in Africa (see Figure 13.2); Ntibagirirwa observes 

that ‘This may justify why most African thinkers tend to refer to Bantu philosophical principles to make 

the point about what unifies Africans (Jahn, 1961; Eboussi-Boulaga, 1972). Although this is debatable, 

anthropologists and ethnologists argue that Western Africans (Niger-Kongo A) and the Bantu people 

were the same people before they took different migratory itineraries. This may be the reason why 

certain metaphysical concepts found in West Africa are almost the same as those of Bantu people, 

although they are linguistically different (Gyekye, 1997; Kaphagawani, 2006; Ajei, 2007)’ (Ntibagirirwa 

2012, 76). For more comprehensive oversight on unity theory in African thought see (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 

73-78). As A5 said: ‘Ubuntu can easily be applied at the continental level given that it resonates well 

with Africa’s belief system in general. In this way, it has the potential to enhance participation of many 

stakeholders in development processes on the continent. There is still space for further interrogation 

given that the concept has not been applied on a wider scale on the continent. However, it has huge 

potential to influence Africa’s policy space.’  

                                                             
195 ‘It is a very deep philosophy which you find all over Africa’, says Zulu Sangoma (healer) Vusamazulu Credo 

Mutwa in the video A, A Child of Ubuntu, Global Oneness Project, 
http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu. 

http://www.globalonenessproject.org/search/node/ubuntu
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Ubuntu in its Pan-African variant196 is associated with African Renaissance (ex- South African President 

Mbeki) and Mother Africa (in its connection to the earth), which some dismiss as a ‘cultural-historical 

myth’ denying the ‘multitude of different African cultures’ (Marx 2002, 56 and 65). One of the 

aspirations of ‘Agenda 2063: The Africa we Want’197 ‘talks about a strong domestic cultural identity, 

which informed the Common African Position on 2015’ (A5). (Aspiration 5: An Africa With a Strong 

Cultural Identity, Common Heritage, Values and Ethics). 

Figure 13.2 Spread of Southern Bantu languages and ontology (Niger-Congo B - orange), said to be 
related to Western African languages and ontology (Niger-Congo A - red) (Khoi-San=original people, 
now mixed with Bantu - green) 

 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bantu_languages#/media/File:African_language_families.png  

                                                             
196 An African Family Notion: ‘Apart from a linguistic analysis of Ubuntu, a persuasive argument can be made that 
there is a ‘family atmosphere’, that is a kind of philosophical affinity and kinship among and between the 
indigenous people of Africa. In this sense Ubuntu is the basis of African philosophy’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 49). 
197 African Union. 2015. “Agenda 2063: The Africa we Want. Popular version 3rd edition.” 
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/01_Agenda2063_popular_version_ENGs.pdf. See also African 
Union. 2016. “Agenda 2063, Linkages with the Sustainable Development Goals”, March. 
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/07-
AGENDA%202063%20LINKAGE%20WITH%20THE%20SDGS%2029March2016.pdf  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bantu_languages#/media/File:African_language_families.png
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/01_Agenda2063_popular_version_ENGs.pdf
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/07-AGENDA%202063%20LINKAGE%20WITH%20THE%20SDGS%2029March2016.pdf
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/07-AGENDA%202063%20LINKAGE%20WITH%20THE%20SDGS%2029March2016.pdf
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In conclusion, Ubuntu is a distinct (Southern) African philosophical concept, a collective198 ontology, 

which defines the self exclusively in relation to the other (I am because we are). It intertwines humans 

with nature, regarding all as part of a ‘field’ of existence. From this one can deduct a moral responsibility 

for all things that are part of the web of life, including inanimate natural objects. 

Whether one can categorize a people and its philosophical outlook on a continent as vast as Africa with 

all its cultural differences is subject to debate. The nature of Ubuntu in Western philosophical terms is 

also vehemently debated. Ramose (1999) defines Ubuntu as an African philosophy (see also Outlaw and 

Lucius 2010). Metz (2007b, 375) constructs it as an African moral theory, which Ramose finds a too 

limited concept. Metz defends himself, inter alia, that his (perceived) ‘Western’ analytical method does 

not exclude his theory from being African. However, Metz’s concept does not include the metaphysical. 

The issue of Pan-Africanism is beyond the scope of this research, but suffice it to say that if any African 

concept relevant to the development debate is sought, Ubuntu seems to be well placed to be amongst 

them. 

13.3 The merits of Ubuntu and criticism 
Ubuntu philosophy has been explained and promoted by some (e.g. Mandela, Haenen 2014, Wiredu, 

Tutu, Nkondo, Khoza, Metz 2007b, Nkrumah, Nyerere, Senghor, Ntibagirirwa 2012, Ramose 1999/2005, 

Teffo 1996, Gade 2012, Eze 2010, Krog 2008, Metz and Gaie 2010, Metz 2014) and criticized or simply 

discarded by others (e.g. Van Niekerk, 2007, Van Binsbergen 2001, Marx 2002, Wood 2007, Roberts 

2010, Keevy 2008, Hassim 1993, McDonald 2010, Matolino&Kwindingwi 2013, Matolino 2015, Van 

Kessel and Ellis in conversation). The merits of Ubuntu will be briefly discussed, though already 

mentioned in 13.2.4, after which the criticism leveled at Ubuntu is reviewed and its postcolonial 

counterarguments. 

13.3.1 Merits of Ubuntu 

13.3.1.1 Collective ontology going beyond capability theory/ well-being measurement 

Ubuntu is a ‘non-Western’ collective ontology, which has so far been little taken into account. Though 

lively debates exist in African legal and philosophical journals, the contribution of Africa to the 

international well-being debate post-2015 has been somewhat muted. 

Different conceptions of well-being inspired the MDGs and the Fitoussi, Sen, and Stiglitz report (2010), 

commissioned by the Sarkozy Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social 

Progress, which considered both objective and subjective well-being as important (see Chapter 3).  

These individualistic ontologies in well-being and capability theory have, however, been criticized 

(Deneulin and McGregor 2010). Sen’s idea of ‘living well’ has been modified by Deneulin and McGregor 

into ‘living well together’ which includes consideration of the social structure and institutions which 

enable people to pursue individual freedoms in relation to others (in Africa the palaver as the basic 
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African democratic structure, Kimmerle 1995199). The underlying power structures and the reality of 

conflict cannot simply be changed by reasoning (some peoples’ losses after all are other people’s gains) 

and reasoning in itself rests on values. These meanings and values are constructed through our 

relationships in society. Humans are social and adapt their ideas through negotiations with others; what 

we deem valuable freedoms (capabilities) are not established at the individual level.  

Douglas and Ney (1998) discuss personhood from a different perspective, criticizing utility thinking, the 

‘homo economicus’ and the lack of ‘social personhood’ in Western social sciences which look primarily 

at rational individuals. ‘Culture is the selective screen through which the individual receives knowledge 

of how the world works, and how people behave. For humans, nothing is known from scratch, 

everything is transmitted through other persons, and they are not isolated influences’ (91). And: 

‘Cultures incorporate their implicit agendas by framing selected issues, setting agendas, labeling and 

foregrounding, back grounding, and fading out (…) if we allow for cultural diversity in the public sphere, 

we must acknowledge that there is bound to be systemic disagreement over fundamental principles. 

Whole social persons will not be able to resolve disagreement as easily as will the abstract, unsocial 

persons of the market model (…)’ (Douglas and Ney 1998, 124). 

13.3.1.2 The correlation between Ubuntu and GPGs 

Ubuntu is a living concept amongst Africans, which is not merely utopian, but has political and legal 

relevance (see section 13.4). Moreover, a link can be made with the economic theory of GPG and with 

MDGs (see section 13.7.2 and 13.7.3).  

In Chapter 3 (and Van Norren 2012), I argued that the definition of GPGs as goods from which no one 

can be excluded (non-exclusion) and whose use by one is not at the expense of others (non-rivalry), 

should imply that no-one may be excluded. The main argument for this is the fact that technically it may 

well be possible to exclude people in the future from common resources such as sunlight or oxygen, but 

it is not desirable. This normative GPG concept was derived from a definition of Kaul and Mendoza 

(2003, 92) of GPGs as those goods that are public in consumption, and in their distribution of benefits 

and decision-making. Even for those who believe in a more restricted notion of public goods, the 

overriding GPG idea is one of interdependence and a need for a cooperative framework for their 

management, as markets and polycentric governance cannot solve these issues on their own. 

This notion of normative GPGs comes close to Ubuntu with its idea of mutual responsibility (after all 

Wiredu stated ‘life is mutual aid’). Thus (dominant) European philosophy, with its deeply rooted 

individualism and roots in social contract theory, is reaching the same point of reflection that African 

philosophy takes as its basic starting point. The difference between the several schools of GPGs seems 

to be that some see a form of cooperation in the spirit of Ubuntu as necessary only in certain restricted 

                                                             
199 The title of Heinz Kimmerles book Mazungumzo! is Swahili for the buzzing of opinions in the setting of the 
palaver. The buzzing of bees is implicated here as a salute to ‘Mother Nature’. 
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areas such as climate, financial stability, or food security (e.g. Taskforce on GPGs, see Chapter 3; EU)200, 

while others believe in an Ubuntu interdependence in all areas of life.  

The Western social contract school takes the competitive human being and homo economicus as its 

starting point and the African Ubuntu school the cooperative human being; neither excludes the other, 

but merely seem to take it as the exception rather than the rule. Examples of cooperation in Ubuntu are 

‘shosholoza’ (‘work as one’, team work) and collective enterprises, ‘stokvels’, in which profits are equally 

shared and may never be gained at the expense of the other (Louw 1998). The logical conclusion seems 

to be that debates over GPGs must engage with and give space for the notions of development that 

underpin other cultural systems.  

A first attempt has been made by the Ubuntu declaration for a just and sustainable world economy of 

2009 (under the patronage of Desmond Tutu and Cherie Blair) highlighting issues of, inter alia, financial 

system reform, green economy, women’s economic empowerment, growth and jobs as well as climate 

change and sustainability, calling for a holistic response. It claims as its inspiration ‘the concept of 

Ubuntu (…) the spirit of cooperation which is so vital as we tackle these global issues (…)’. Unfortunately, 

the statement remains vague and the document does not elaborate on the philosophical underpinnings. 

It does, however, call for a ‘new economic paradigm (…) to be shaped from the perspective of human 

rights and environmental responsibilities’ and which ‘should draw on the wisdom of our world’s 

religions and the stewardship practices of indigenous people’ (Rights and Humanity Global Leaders 

Congress 2009, 14–15).  

In ‘Reflections on Botho as a resource for a just and sustainable economy’, Mofuoa elaborates on this 

idea, specifically targeting Africa as a continent (Mofuoa 2010). However, Ubuntu stresses our 

interconnectedness as humans (and nature) and thus development in Africa is intrinsically linked with 

that of other parts of the world. Under development in Africa seems to rather be a consequence of a 

lack of Ubuntu in the rest of the world in an artificial separation of continents and countries that are 

responsible ‘for their own development’, even though Africa takes part in a globalized economy. As 

UNCTAD puts it in relation to the MDGs: ‘The fundamental problem is (…) not so much the lack of 

economic goals in the MDG framework, as the lack of a more inclusive strategy of economic 

development that could integrate and support its human-development ambitions (…) There will have to 

be a renewed emphasis on (…) reform of the international governance architecture to build coherence 

across trade, financial and technology flows in support of inclusive development.’ (UNCTAD 2010, 1, 

italics added) 

To conclude on the need of a normative concept of GPG’s, as UNECA representatives remarked (on 

personal account, on Van Norren 2014): ‘The restrictive idea of GPG being ‘economic’ and therefore 

limited needs clarification. The idea that economics has to do with income does not come to terms with 

economics as a social science of human behaviour.’  
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 The EU chooses as priorities: Trade and investment, climate change, food security, migration, and peace and 
security, in her Policy Coherence for Development (European Union 2009). 
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13.3.1.3 Ubuntu is multidimensional, other-regarding, culture-based but universal 

As argued in Chapter 5 culture can potentially harmonize fragmented power relations in implementing a 

development policy based, in this case, on Ubuntu. That way harmony of intentions and outcomes can 

be assured. Ubuntu culture can be summed up in six principles to be adhered to: Ubuntu requires 

unconditional acceptance of others despite differences; unconditional respect for pluralistic difference; 

acknowledgement of human dignity and equal rights for all; compassion, commiseration and 

‘altropathy’ (social altruism and genuine care); hospitality (treat the other the way you expect to be 

treated); stewardship and in what we have in being together (Le Roux 2000, 44 quoting Fourie 1997, 

11). Or: ‘One person cannot embrace a Baobab’ (Haenen 2013). 

Like the Buddhist happiness concept, Ubuntu is other-regarding and not only self-regarding. Though 

criticized by some as anthropocentric (Horsthemke 2009, 206), it takes the environment as part of the 

web of life. It thus articulates a particular meaning to life that can inform socio-economic policies and its 

legal foundations and its implementation, locally and possibly globally. 

‘To the extent that it stresses interconnectedness it is useful for building and promoting social cohesion 

in society. It can easily fit in many cultural norms that support societal cohesion and interdependency’ 

(A5). It stresses equality, equal natural rights (A8). ‘It has a merit as a non-Western philosophy, we tend 

to look at Western role models (...) and this is our own.’ (A10). It is about ‘communal upholding, so that 

you manage to get through difficult times.’ (A11). ‘You have a concept of life on which you can fall back, 

the community, you are not alone as an individual’ (A9). ‘Primacy to the human being without 

permitting the indiscriminate destruction of other beings’ (A13). ‘For Ubuntu to succeed is to live up to 

what Mandela said, to serve other people, not to wait to be served’ (A15). ‘When you are born, the way 

you create yourself is through others, to become human and to be a powerful ancestor you need an 

accumulation of good deeds (...) relatedness is fundamental to existence and the immaterial 

environment is included’ (A16). ‘It can encompass the entire world, any country, there is no barrier by 

language or other, you always reach out to the next person’ (A15).  

13.3.1.4 Leadership 

Ubuntu leadership is a different collective leadership style where leader and people empower each 

other (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 324 citing Mulwa). ‘Ubuntu centred leadership is transformative, visionary, 

people-centred, strategic and action orientated’ (Tshishonga 2011). Ubuntu management in South Africa 

is attributed with helping create a common sense of purpose and belonging in a company, combatting 

self-enrichment (‘greed’) and corruption, participatory decision-making or at least consultation of staff, 

managing intercultural diversity and in some cases post-apartheid trauma healing within companies; a 

great proponent is Lovemore Mbigi (Van den Heuvel 2007). It is an example of ‘glocalisation’ where 

global management and local knowledge are mixed (Van den Heuvel 2007). ‘Zuma believes in the 

African concept of leadership and being a strong man (...), but that is not the Ubuntu concept of 

leadership; it is opposite of that, that is patriarchal leadership (...) it is the same why Mugabe 

(Zimbabwe) wins the elections and Kabila (Congo) and Kagame (Rwanda), they are using Ubuntu power, 

when dressing in African dress and dancing with their people (...), but Ubuntu leadership is humility, 

trust, togetherness and reconciliation’ (A9). 
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13.3.2 Criticism at Ubuntu 
Criticism of the ‘misuse’ of Ubuntu for all kinds of purposes (business ventures and political expediency) 

or the romanticizing of tribal pre-colonial values (Van Binsbergen 2001) abounds. In order to know 

whether Ubuntu can play a significant role in (post-2015) development thinking, the criticism leveled at 

it and the counterarguments from the postcolonial view are reviewed. These need to be viewed within 

the historical perspective of the 19th century based on Hegel’s thinking that Africa had no written script 

and therefore no philosophy at all (Haenen 2014). 

13.3.2.1 Ubuntu is not universal and limited to Africans 

Not all accounts of Ubuntu are mutually compatible. Some say the delineation of community in ‘we’ (I 

am because we are) is unclear (based on kinship, geography, ethnicity, and nationality?). Some ask (i.e. 

Jabuvu and Thompson and Butler): Does it include non-Africans? Some stated it is a quality blacks 

possess and whites lack; Gade refers to Jabavu in 1960 and Thompson & Butler in 1975 (Gade 2011, 

308); others use it to overcome the black–white divide (Teffo 1996, 101–108). In other words what is 

the relevance outside Africa?  

There seems to be no reason why Ubuntu should be limited to Africa merely because it emerged there, 

nor does it need to be an exclusively African idea (perhaps there are similar concepts in other cultures 

which Metz (2007b, 376), for example, acknowledges). The exclusion of a certain group, separating ‘us’ 

from ‘them’ (e.g. black from white), seems contradictory to the idea of interlinkage that is the essence 

of Ubuntu. One could counter this argument by asking what the universal application of Western 

philosophy is (see also Gade 2012). 

13.3.2.2 Ubuntu has no relevance for today: romantization of the past 

Some Africans criticize Ubuntu as an ‘elitist project’, drawing parallels with ‘similar historical cases on 

the continent that sought to aggressively promote an African mode of being, which coincided with both 

the end of colonialism and the rise of black elitism.’ (Matolino & Kwindingwi 2013, 197). They are 

refuted by Metz 2014 claiming that only now the proper conditions arise for implementation of Ubuntu 

(disputed in Matolino 2015, who claims this is dogmatism). Others (non-Africans) argue that Ubuntu is 

linked to past rural village life and taken out of context; it is therefore an obsolete concept today. In this 

view, African philosophers like Ramose are imposing their own ideals on African culture. It ‘glorifies an 

imagined past’ (Marx 2002). Van Binsbergen (2001, 71), for example, criticizes the current debate on 

Ubuntu as an idealized, largely intuitive, integrated, and unified academic concept as opposed to the 

‘systematic, expert and loving reconstruction of African systems of thought’ that anthropologists use.  

This concerns the postcolonial debate on anthropology and the possibility of ‘objective’ study of the 

Other (see Chapter 2). My question would be whether Van Binsbergen’s statement in itself is not a 

Western rationalist approach to science, dismissing a parallel intuitive approach to knowledge of other 

cultures that Van Binsbergen himself defends. In another context, Van Binsbergen argues that ‘wisdom’ 

from non-Western traditions is complementary to ‘science’; ‘the lessons are implied to be worth giving, 

and taking, because they are claimed to capture something of the human condition in general (…) so in 

fact we are, with such wisdom texts, rather closer to scientific knowledge than is suggested by the 

inverted formula ‘subjective, a-rational, and, in its practicality, particularizing’. (Van Binsbergen 2008a, 

http://www.tandfonline.com/author/Matolino%2C+Bernard
http://www.tandfonline.com/author/Kwindingwi%2C+Wenceslaus
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82). In a comment on Azenabor (2008) he remarks, ‘It is refreshing to see how African ethics (…) can be 

invoked as a vantage point from which to take a critical distance from Kant’s rationalistic lack of social 

and humanitarian considerations. This points to another, largely unexplored way which the 

transcontinental connection in the context of African philosophy can take: The way in which African 

philosophy can contribute significant new, identifiably African, viewpoints and modes of analysis to 

globally circulating philosophical (…) debates.’ (Van Binsbergen 2008b, 12). I, moreover, take support in 

Metz and Gaie’s statement that ‘(…) Afro-communitarian moral perspective should not be taken to 

represent anthropologically the beliefs of Africans about the right way to live. It is, rather a theoretical 

reconstruction of themes that are recurrent among many peoples below the Sahara desert (…)’ (Metz 

and Gaie 2010, 277). 

Eze (2010, 140) therefore reproaches Van Binsbergen’s polemic approach and calls his essay ‘a residue 

of colonial reason’. Whether African intellectuals speak for themselves or for their culture as a whole is a 

question that could be asked of Western scientists too. Here, I agree with Bewaji: He reproaches Van 

Binsbergen’s ‘afrophilophobia’ (fear of African philosophy) and comments: ‘Where did philosophers like 

Locke, Hobbes and Rousseau get their ideas of social contract? Was it latent in the views of their 

societies or a distillation of concepts present in nebulous form in their cultures (…)?’ (Bewaji and 

Ramose 2003, 381).  

Perhaps one could argue that opposition to ‘romanticist’ Ramose is aimed at the idea that pre-colonial 

African life was better, because it was based on Ubuntu; it would be better to submit that pre-colonial 

African life was based on a different set of ideas (the merit of which is subjective). 

Wood (2007) (see section 13.3.2.5) also sees Ubuntu as merely an instrumental value that was useful for 

survival at that time and thereby seems to concur with Van Binsbergen. Metz (2007b, 373) in my opinion 

successfully defies Wood in referring to several contemporary African intellectuals (Wiredu, Tutu, 

Nkondo, and Khoza) who use this concept in seeking for a more humane market economy, thus making 

it a current concept and not merely historical. 

UNECA staff commented in this respect (on a personal account not representing ECA’s official position; 

on Van Norren 2014): ‘Ubuntu seems to be a historical concept. The Tönnies sociological categories of 

‘Gemeinschaft’ and ‘Gesellschaft’ come to mind.201 Rural communities based on solidarity, every person 

being leveled to a similar ‘I’ being replaced in industrial society by specialization, higher level institutions 

for solidarity and welfare. These were criticized as being some ‘romantic’ idea of a bucolic past of a 

caring society. Ubuntu and its variations in Africa seem to make the same assumption. The traditional 

values are an expression of a particular historical period and evolve through interaction, external 

influences and societal dynamics.’ (On Ubuntu’s future role UNECA staff, however, is positive, see 

conclusion section 13.7.3; UNECA representatives seem to hinge on two thoughts). This argument takes 

                                                             

201 Sociologist Tönnies (1887; translation Loomis 1957) made a distinction betweenGemeinschaft as a society with 

strong affective relations and solidarity, and a will to cooperate from its soul (Wesenwille) while the modern 
Gesellschaft has strong economic ties with competition amongst its members and cooperates on the basis of a 
rational, calculated choice to achieve certain goals (Kürwille).  
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us back to Weber (who criticized Tönnies202) with his idea of linear progress from traditional to modern 

society (see 2.4.1). Why is it that a modern society cannot express solidarity or a sense of community 

and would need to relegate this to a backwards past or an elitist idea? 

13.3.2.3 There is no homogeneous African philosophy (to inform a  post-2015 agenda) 

Eze tries to bridge the arguments of the proponents and the opponents. He contends that concerns 

about dislocating the concept from its historical experience are only true if one takes consensus as the 

core of Ubuntu, but not if one sees the relationship between the individual and community as one of 

creative dialogue and conversion, leading to new insights (Eze 2008, 114). In his book Intellectual history 

of contemporary South Africa, he makes a distinction between the essentialist approach of Ubuntu, 

rooted in an unchangeable (but unprovable oral) past, and a performative approach of Ubuntu which 

asks what Ubuntu can do in the present-day context. He chooses the latter by postulating that national 

identity necessarily needs a narrative to overcome differences and that Ubuntu can be such a narrative. 

He, however, qualifies this by stating that Ubuntu needs to be located in its context, that is, different 

communities may have a different interpretation. He thus grants Ubuntu its status as a living philosophy, 

but does question a homogenized African Ubuntu identity. He claims to take a middle position between 

proponent Ramose and Ubuntu critics like Van Binsbergen who sees Ramose as essentialist (Eze 2010). 

This question has been debated by African philosophers such as Wiredu, Hountondji, Mbiti, Gyekye, 

Kaphagawani and Malherbe, Oruka (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata, 2014; Haenen 2014). 

Eze’s questioning of a homogenized African philosophy might be countered by asking, whether there is 

such a thing as Western/European philosophy; despite all its divergence in cultures and differences 

between North and South Europe, it seems taken as a given. Eze does, however, point to the fact that 

denying Africans their own philosophy is ‘smacking of intellectual racism’ (Eze 2010, 127). 

13.3.2.4  Human rights (dignity) encompass Ubuntu 

Some compare Ubuntu to seemingly similar concepts that can be found in Western philosophical 

thinking, such as dignity and respect for human rights, and argue that Ubuntu does not add anything 

new. This, however, negates the fact that community-based thinking is radically different from 

individual (Western) based thinking (A8). 

Van Niekerk (2007), for example, posits that one’s basic moral reason for action is only one’s self-

development. Metz responds to what he calls ‘Van Niekerk’s auto- centric conception of Ubuntu’ and 

argues that our basic moral reasons are other-regarding and not merely self- regarding. Metz also posits 

harmony as a goal in itself, regardless of whether this is constructed as good for the individual’s dignity 

(Metz 2007b, 373–374 and 382–383). Metz’s position makes sense, as it seems rather odd to want to 

construct Ubuntu as derived from individual self-development if that is exactly the tenet it tries to 

defeat: Life is mutual aid, not individual pursuance. One could ask whether it is possible to come to the 

same universal truths from a different starting position, taking either self-development or the value of 

relationships as the basis of human life. Perhaps one theory without the other does not offer the 
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 He argued that Gemeinschaft is rooted in a ‘subjective feeling’ that may be ‘affectual or traditional’. 
Gesellschaft-based relationships, according to Weber, are rooted in ‘rational agreement by mutual consent’ like in 
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complete picture. Ubuntu does not need to replace Western values (although some may think it should). 

Ubuntu seems rather an essentially different way of approaching the problems a society faces, global or 

local, that the world could benefit from and is already moving toward, in its conceptualization of GPGs 

(see section 13.3.1.2).  

13.3.2.5 Ubuntu inspires cultural relativism 

In its debates on one of the first reports worldwide concerning the post-2015 agenda, the Advisory 

Council for International Affairs (2011) decided against a reference to Ubuntu out of fear of cultural 

relativism (AIV 2011). It is a well-known debate in human rights theory that cultural relativism may 

undermine human rights (Chapter 2). This may explain some of the hesitance within the human rights 

community to embrace Ubuntu.  

Wood argues amongst others that Ubuntu is a cultural value that has emerged in the context of the 

necessity of African societies at the time. He argues that: ‘That there are objective truths (…), and that 

cultural variations in ethical values result from the fact that different cultures perceive those truths 

partially’ (Wood 2007, 341). He then appeals to the objectivity of reason to establish those truths. He 

sees no difference in Ubuntu and values such as human dignity and therefore prefers the latter. He 

thereby implicitly assumes that for Africans (and the rest of the world); human dignity in the Western 

sense of reasoning is a term they also feel more comfortable with than their own terminology. At the 

same time, he acknowledges that cultures may beneficially influence one another. Could Ubuntu, rather 

than undermining human rights, complement it? 

13.3.2.6 Ubuntu is not implemented and is therefore irrelevant for development 

Skeptics of Ubuntu (such as Ineke van Kessel and Stephen Ellis (Africa Study Centre), in conversation) 

claim that African countries, the African Union, and even proponent South Africa, are not adhering to 

their own Ubuntu concept. Therefore, they assert that such a concept does not exist and is an idealistic 

fantasy, or ideology, invented by so-called African philosophers. They cite criticisms of the South African 

elite enriching themselves, arms sales to repressive regimes such as Syria and poor governance in Africa. 

At the same time, they acknowledge that South Africa has also become a donor country and is an active 

participant in peacekeeping missions.203 Ubuntu speech of nation-building is also obfuscating necessary 

economic reform, democratization, decentralization and bottom-up nation-building (Marx 2002, 55). 

Cornell (2008, 8) confirms that ‘(Ubuntu) is belittled as an ethic that black South African’s do not live up 

to’. As Ramose argues, it is precisely the lack of Ubuntu that has created the current political reality in 

Africa. He pleads for a return to traditional constitutional thought instead of Western style democracy 

that is adversarial in nature (Ramose 1999, 98).  

Non-African descent South Africans report it as a slogan ‘we do not feel the love of Batho Pele’ (referring 

to ‘People First’ policies) (A2, jokingly). Even an expert in Ubuntu was not aware that Batho Pele is 

derived from Ubuntu. They experience it as ‘a poster on the wall’ (A2), ‘not sure what it is supposed to 

do’ (A6), ‘back-office policy for government agents, never heard of it until a year ago’ (A10), ‘they use it 

when it suits them’ (A6), ‘there is a real bad attitude from government sometimes’ (A6, and A2, A10). 
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‘We are not living it (...) the President doesn’t apply Ubuntu in his life, he is pillaging the country (...) he 

is the custodian of the nation’ (A11), ‘window dressing to hide Inkandla204‘(A10). Not only poor 

municipality services, but also a ‘general feeling of victimization of whites by the government’ are 

prevailing (A2). Class rather than race has become the dividing issue: ‘It is the super-rich versus the 

township people; if there was Ubuntu we wouldn’t have that’ (A10). A lack of attention to Ubuntu in 

education was identified and therefore ‘The Indian community will in majority say ‘it’s not our thing’ (...) 

there is a divide between how the government and how the people use Ubuntu (...) if it is not taught in 

schools and people are not living it, it is going to become extinct.’ (A10). ‘There should be a future of 

Ubuntu, but (...) in a way, when Tutu dies, Ubuntu dies’; ‘I only learned Ubuntu through his speeches on 

television’ (A12). This is counteracted by the observation of a black ‘as long as the Bantu speaking 

peoples of the world are alive, Ubuntu is alive’ (A13). 

Even if (South) Africa is only partially adhering to Ubuntu, it does not make the idea itself redundant (as 

all interviewees acknowledged). ‘Now the use of the concept is very shallow, the concept is divorced 

from its true meaning’ (A16). Christian and enlightenment ideals after all inspired many a European 

government, without them always living up to their ideals. Ubuntu is, other than an ideal, a way of 

representing life, a perspective on life that is different from the European one. As becomes clear from 

interviews, a great deal of effort is, however, needed to communicate this across ethnic divides within 

South Africa and across borders. 

13.3.2.7 Ubuntu is communist and not compatible with Western development theory 

Some (such as Van Kessel, in conversation) oppose the perceived egalitarian notion of Ubuntu and 

equate it with communism or at least think it is not compatible with Western notions of achieving 

excellence by competition. Mandela (in his book Long Walk to Freedom) denied the ideological merging 

of the South African communist party with the ANC stating that the former emphasized class difference 

while the latter strived at harmony (Haenen 2016).  

Ubuntu is rather a complementing concept, a counterbalance in a competitive world that struggles to 

address issues such as access to resources, intellectual property rights, and redistributive justice. It may 

be said that communal societies stress cooperation over competition; Ubuntu merely acknowledges that 

we are part of the others and the others are part of us. 

13.3.2.8 Ubuntu is anti-communist and does not empower people  

Ubuntu is said to be anti-communist. It would not empower people to improve their position (A8: 

‘Socialism is not inherent to Ubuntu’). Marxists reject Ubuntu, because it would not take into account 

the ‘class struggle’. As McDonald remarks, they have largely ignored the concept, which he sees as a 

missed opportunity (McDonald 2010, 149). Equally there was resistance to African socialism at the time 

of independence: 

‘These imperialist circles hiding behind talk of ‘real African socialism’ are attempting to castrate the class 

content of the proletarian struggle and to force the African working class to betray the principles of 
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proletarian internationalism as well as to drag into the African working-class movement the narrow 

nationalist slogan that ‘all African are brothers’. However, this false bourgeois thesis will become less 

and less popular on the African continent’ (Popov cited in Ntibagirirwa 2012, 97). 

Empowerment is an important notion in development thinking (including post-2015). Solidarity is 

ultimately empowering as in the Ubuntu mind you cannot exist without the other. 

13.3.2.9 Ubuntu undermines justice and the rule of law 

Skeptics criticize the use of Ubuntu in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Van Binsbergen 

claims that this was based more on the Christian idea of forgiveness than any traditional concept; all 

traditional sages were excluded from the process. (The question here is whether the culture of a people 

is constituted by traditions or rather a general awareness amongst them, in which case there are also 

modern sages.) This attempt to mollify apartheid injustice may dangerously conceal real conflicts, just 

like it may conceal class differences (Van Binsbergen 2001, 76; Marx 2002).  

Krog (2008) dissents, arguing ‘This thing called reconciliation … Forgiveness (is) (…) part of an 

interconnectedness-towards-wholeness’. Others are also of the opinion that, especially in the sphere of 

restorative justice – as opposed to retributive justice – there might be scope for further explorations of 

the Ubuntu concept. Eze explores the question of when forgiveness constitutes a denial of justice and 

concludes that Ubuntu is ‘a responsive nationalistic ideology’ and it ‘offers a common ground where 

different memories (…) potentially converge for a new memory and consciousness’ (an aim which is 

expressly acknowledged in the interim Constitution). He quotes Chukwudi Eze in saying that the TRC 

process is ‘a moral and ethical suspension of justice for an equally moral and ethical, more universal aim 

of societal transformation’ (Eze 2010, 171–172). ‘The TRC is so far the most powerful example of Ubuntu 

in practice. It has been followed by local examples such as reconciliation in farms where there used to 

be racial tension and between gangs in townships such as through Bush Radio205; director Zane Ibrahim 

told me his inspiration was the TRC’ (A9). 

13.3.2.10 Ubuntu prevents upwards mobility 

Some interviewees report that it is difficult for people to get out of poverty, as the earned income is 

distributed at home (see also Haenen 2012, 241, discussing Gyekye on tradition and modernity). The 

person may still not come to work with decent clothes despite a good salary, which may not be 

understood by the employer. Culture is then seen by outsiders as pulling people back into a circle of 

poverty (A6). The employee may also choose to continue living in a lesser neighborhood (township) 

despite good earnings and remarks by co-workers, not even out of necessity, but to be part of the 

community (author’s observation). Lack of planning for medium term future, living for today only, and 

cultural practices such as having to marry after rape, may lead ‘whites’ to remark ‘these people do not 

want to develop’ and ‘we Afrikaners were poor, why can’t they develop like we did’ (A6).  

At the same time one may say that accumulation of goods may not be the purpose in African society, 

especially when there are still so many in need. One person remarked that one should guard against 

                                                             
205 https://bushradio.wordpress.com/about/. 
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‘excess in concern, care and sharing with others’ referring to the expression ‘too much of a good heart 

kills a person who is that good’ (A13). ‘As an individual you do succeed as part of the community, but (...) 

you have to take accountability for your actions, your success and your limitations’ (A9). 

13.3.2.11 Ubuntu negates women’s rights 

Some also contend that Ubuntu is patriarchal (as traditional society is patriarchal) and suppresses 

women (A8). Ubuntu is contentious in some feminist circles (Roberts 2010; Keevy 2008; Marx 2002): 

Objections include traditional practices of genital mutilation, polygamy, perceived subservient role of 

women in traditional society, erosion of women’s rights in rural areas and absence of feminist/women’s 

voices in African philosophy (Du Toit 2008). Partly, Ubuntu principles are said to be distorted for political 

gain during apartheid, e.g. ‘the ideal Zulu woman’ (Hassim 1993, Roberts 2010, 64). Partly it may rest on 

too narrow reading of Ubuntu. Indeed Ramose remarks ‘the ineffable [greatest of the great or world of 

metaphysics] is neither male nor female. But if it must be genderized at all it is female-male 

(hermaphroditic) (…)’ (Ramose 1999, 46). A distinction needs to be made between Ubuntu and 

traditional law: ‘In the provinces, traditional laws undermine women, if she has to be sub-servant, that is 

not Ubuntu’ (A15). 

13.3.3 Conclusion 

Ubuntu is criticized for lack of universality, lack of contemporary relevance, lack of homogeneity 

throughout Africa, lack of implementation, not adding anything new to human rights and possibly 

undermining human rights, undermining (punitive) justice as well as being communist and anti-

communist. All of these have been demonstrated to be residues of colonial reasoning. At the same time 

it has been argued that it can contribute to the capability theory (human well-being) and GPG theory 

with its collective ontology; it fits within other multidimensional measures and is other-regarding. 

The above criticisms on the (mis)use nowadays of the concept of Ubuntu do not defeat the concept 

itself. The fundamental criticism of Ubuntu as a philosophy furthermore seems to deny the relational 

world viewers (be it African or others) a place in the debate. Perhaps, in a dualistic model, both have 

their value, in balancing ‘the self’ and ‘self in relation to the other’. Because it is at the conceptual level 

that true changes first take place, before they translate into the ‘real’ world, the usefulness of Ubuntu 

for global thinking, especially in relation to GPGs, could (and should?) be taken into account. 

13.4 How is Ubuntu applied at the national level? 
If Ubuntu is to be an informative principle for development theory and policy, one needs to address the 

question: Does Ubuntu add to human rights theory? South African legislation and jurisprudence shows 

that according to African judges it does. Jurisprudence also shows that Ubuntu is not merely an obsolete 

philosophy from the past, but has practical relevance. South African executive policies of Batho Pele 

(People First) are examined to show whether Ubuntu adds to how a government and its civil servants 

should conduct oneself. 

This section will look at Ubuntu in legislation including the Constitution (13.4.1) application of legislation 

in jurisprudence (13.4.3) and Ubuntu inspired executive policies of Batho Pele (13.4.3). 
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13.4.1 Ubuntu and legislation 

The concluding provision of the draft Constitution of 1993 on National Unity and Reconciliation contains 

the following commitment: 

‘The adoption of this Constitution lays the secure foundation for the people of South Africa to transcend 

the divisions and strife of the past, which generated gross violations of human rights, the transgression 

of humanitarian principles in violent conflicts and a legacy of hatred, fear, guilt and revenge. These can 

now be addressed on the basis that there is a need for understanding, but not for vengeance, a need for 

reparation, but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu, but not for victimization.’ (Constitution of the 

Republic of South Africa, Act 200 of 1993: Epilogue after Section 251, emphasis added; for full text see 

annex 6.5).  

This section was included to justify the necessity of a National Truth and Reconciliation Commission (see 

Ramose 2001, section 17). This reference to Ubuntu was, however, omitted in the final Constitution 

(Keep and Midgley 2007, 33) for unclear reasons. There are speculations that the omission was an 

attempt by ANC to distance itself from Inkatha, as Ubuntu appears in the 1975 Inkatha Constitution, 

which Eze (2010, 103) dismisses. One of the drafters, Albie Sachs, maintained that ‘Ubuntu was not 

meant to be a foundational principle of the interim Constitution. As it was not in the body of the interim 

Constitution, it could also not be added to the final Constitution.’ He explained ‘There was a last minute 

crisis, De Klerk had promised the security forces amnesty and it was not in the Constitution (…): they 

threatened to resign (...). Mandela sympathized: (…) then we said let’s link the TRC for ANC crimes, 

which we had already envisioned, to apartheid crimes. Then we added the epilogue to the 

Constitution.’206  

Despite its omission in the final Constitution, Minister Fransman (2013, 46) refers to a ‘(…) Constitution 

based on the spirit of Ubuntu, compromise, consensus, reconciliation and nation building.’ South African 

judges also refer to ‘the spirit of Ubuntu’ underlying the Constitution: A debate has evolved about 

whether Ubuntu can be a founding principle of law (Cornell 2012a, 326). Judge Mokgoro (1997,10) 

claims that the values of Ubuntu can provide the South African law with the necessary indigenous 

impetus, as the law is under the scrutiny of the Constitution. In her view, Ubuntu is in line with the 

founding values of democracy established by the new Constitution and the bill of rights. Two cases 

support this view: In Albutt versus Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation as well as 

Azanian’s People’s Organisation versus TRC, the court respectively held that South Africa’s participatory 

democracy was in fact an ancient principle of traditional African methods of government; and in the 

latter that amnesty under the TRC (which was Ubuntu inspired) was a crucial component of the 

negotiated settlement itself and could thus not be challenged by the political party AZAPO (Bennett 

2011, 32; Skelton 2013, 125-126). It can be read into ‘the values that underlie an open and democratic 

society based on human dignity, equality and freedom’ or into ‘the spirit, purport and objects’ of the Bill 

of Rights’ (section 39 Constitution) or as deinstitutionalizing customary norms (Keep and Midgley 2007, 

34-35). 

                                                             
206 Sachs, 25 June 2015, at screening of Soft Vengeance documentary at EYE Film Museum, Amsterdam 
(conversation recorded by EYE). 
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The Ubuntu literature stresses that rights also entail duties, a concept that we also find in the African 

Charter of Human Rights (duties toward his family and society, the state and other legally recognized 

communities and the international community’, Article 27 (1)). Closely related is the notion of sacrifice 

for group interests. Ubuntu cannot be translated into an individual right, because it goes beyond the 

notion of individual entitlement (whereas human dignity can be linked to an individual). Or as Mokgoro 

(1997, 8) states: ‘The original conception of law not as a tool for personal defense, but as an opportunity 

given to all to survive under the protection of the order of the communal entity’. Some of these features 

become apparent in South African court cases discussed below. 

Judge Mokgoro claims that in a hierarchy of legal principles, Ubuntu stands higher than ‘human dignity’, 

considered to be the mother principle of law. Mokgoro says: ‘Human dignity is usually said to be the 

mother of all rights (…) in that respect I would regard Ubuntu as the grand- mother of all rights (…); to 

me Ubuntu goes even deeper than human dignity (…) we regard our beingness as related to the 

beingness of others, those we associate with, the community we live in (…) it is others who regard you 

with humaneness.’ (Interview in Wewerinkee 2007, 37). Metz (2010, 81 and 96) formulates the ‘novel 

conception of dignity’ of Ubuntu as ‘that what is special (...) about human nature is our capacity for 

harmonious relationships’, which he opposes to the Western conception of dignity grounded in the 

capacity for autonomy. He add the explanation that ‘An act is wrong if it involves substantial discord, 

unless directed at a discordant agent (...) to protect those threatened (…) by a proportionate degree’ 

(Metz 2010, 92). He deducts from that that the death penalty is an indignity (see concurring 

jurisprudence section 13.4.2.3). 

However, the Freedom Charter was the basis of the Constitution more than Ubuntu (A10; Keep and 

Midgley 2007, 30). Thus the focus of Ubuntu was narrowed down to reconciliation and amnesty (A13). 

Sachs, drafter of the Freedom Charter, commented that ‘the final Constitution didn’t need Ubuntu.’ This 

contradicts Sachs’ statement as a judge that it ‘suffuses the whole constitutional order’ (13.4.2.2). South 

Africa cannot be said to have strived for (or had room to draft) an indigenous constitution. Some 

therefore criticize Ubuntu jurisprudence (13.4.2) as a half-hearted attempt to rectify this; ‘the judiciary 

after 1994 is playing the role of political psychologist. It is judicial therapy (...) the ANC has never been in 

power207 (…) those in power don’t want it (…) Stellenbosch scholar Croeze has even argued that Ubuntu 

has no capacity for legal reasoning’ (A13). 

This is also apparent in that the notion of duty features only twice: Art 8.2.’A provision of the Bill of 

Rights binds a natural or a juristic person if, and to the extent that, it is applicable, taking into account 

the nature of the right and the nature of any duty imposed by the right’ (this is the conventional 

correlation of duties with rights); art. 33.3 duty on the state to give effect to the rights of just 

administration (linking up with Batho Pele).  

Below (Table 13.1) a short summary of constitutional provisions in the four dimensions of culture, 

nature, democracy and socio-economic rights. The Constitution does not contain provisions regulating 

foreign relations (Ubuntu diplomacy). 

                                                             
207 See also protest to remove statue of Mandela: ‘Madiba sold our people out when he negotiated with the 
whites’, https://banananewsline.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/the-statue-of-nelson-mandela-must-go/.  

https://banananewsline.wordpress.com/2015/04/03/the-statue-of-nelson-mandela-must-go/
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For more legislation (asserted by the government to be associated with ‘Batho Pele’) and related to 

asserting rights, home affairs, basic needs, education, health, human settlements, social development 

and means of redress; see South African Government 2010 (and Chapter 8) as well as the Batho Pele 

regulatory framework in section 13.4.3. 

Table 13.1 Constitution of South Africa 

Dimension Provisions of the constitution 

Culture  Founding Provisions 
Language protection: Art 6.2 ‘Recognising the historically diminished use and status of the 

indigenous languages of our people, the state must take practical and positive measures to elevate 

the status and advance the use of these languages.’ Intercultural protection by ‘A Pan South African 

Language Board’ protecting all official languages; the Khoi, Nama and San languages; sign language; 

andrespect all languages commonly used by communities in South Africa, including German, Greek, 

Gujarati, Hindi, Portuguese, Tamil, Telegu and Urdu; and Arabic, Hebrew, Sanskrit and other 

languages used for religious purposes in South Africa. 

 Bill of Rights, Chapter 2, art.: 
30. Language and Culture: Right to use language and to participate in cultural life of choice. 

31. Cultural, Religious and Linguistic Communities: Right of association/practice. 

 Chapter 12: 211-212 Traditional Leaders: Recognition of role, customary law, traditional council. 

Nature  Bill of rights: art.: 
24. Environment: ‘Everyone has the right  

1. to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being; and 
2. to have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future generations, through 

reasonable legislative and other measures that  
a. prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 

b. promote conservation; and 

c. secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources while promoting 

justifiable economic and social development.’ 

Democracy  Chapter 2: Bill of Rights, art.:  
7. Rights 

8. Application 

9. Equality 

10. Human Dignity 

11. Life 

12. Freedom and Security of the Person 

13. Slavery, Servitude and Forced Labour 

14. Privacy 

15. Freedom of Religion, Belief and 

Opinion 

16. Freedom of Expression 

17. Assembly, Demonstration, Picket and 

Petition 

18. Freedom of Association 

19. Political Rights 

20. Citizenship 

32. Access to Information 

33. Just Administrative Action 

34. Access to Courts 

35. Arrested, Detained and Accused 

Persons 

 Trias politica 
•Chapter 3: 40-41 Co-operative government 

•Chapter 4: 42-82 Parliament 

•Chapter 5: 83-102 The President & National 

Executive 

•Chapter 6: 103-150 Provinces 

•Chapter 7: 151-164 Local Government 

•Chapter 8: 165-180 Courts & Administration 

of Justice 

•Chapter 9: 181-194 State institutions 

supporting constitutional democracy 

•Chapter 10: 195-197 Public Administration 

•Chapter 11: 198-210 Security Services 

 Public service commission: 195. Basic values and 
principles governing public administration: High 
standard of professional ethics, equitable, 
transparent etc. 
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Dimension Provisions of the constitution 

36. Limitation of Rights 

37. States of Emergency 

38. Enforcement of Rights 

39. Interpretation of Bill of Rights 

 

Socio-

economic 

 Bill of Rights Chapter 2 , art.: 
21. Freedom of Movement and Residence 

22. Freedom of Trade, Occupation and Profession 

23. Labour Relations 

25. Property 

26. Housing 

27. Health Care, Food Water and Social Security 

28. Children 

29. Education 

•Chapter 13: 213-230 Finance (equitable share) 

Source: http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution-republic-South Africa-1996 

13.4.2 Ubuntu and jurisprudence 

The practical relevance of Ubuntu in case law is now examined. Judge Mokgoro introduced it in 

jurisprudence in the death penalty case (see below) and was followed by other judges (A14). Ubuntu has 

most resonance in public law, some in criminal and family law and almost none in private law. Ubuntu 

stresses the principles of (a) social justice, (b) restorative justice in criminal and family law, (c) fair 

(relational) administrative proceedings, and (d) social justice in property rights, but (e) leaves private law 

untouched as well as (f) environmental law (A14). For an overview of other cases than discussed in this 

section, see also Cornell and Muvangua (2012).208 

13.4.2.1 Public law (social justice) 

Ubuntu is mostly used in public law. Bennet (2011, 36-40) mentions eight cases underlining the 

following principles: 

-The culture of providing hospitality to bereft strangers (and thus having to allow refugees to take up 

employment in the security industry) 

-Fairness and civility as inseparable from Ubuntu (and therefore due compensation at termination of a 

contract; respect for the reputation of the person concerned and securing public confidence in the 

integrity of the incumbents of these public institutions) 

-Relationship of mutual respect (in casu between courts and organs of the state towards citizens and 

therefore delay of giving judgment was unreasonable) 

-Give reasons for administrative decisions and an obligation to treat people with dignity and respect, 

linking it with Batho Pele (People First) policies: The best interest of the public must come first. 

-Fair and respectful administrative action and the relational nature of rights (move beyond the 

common law conception of rights as strict boundaries of individual entitlement) 

                                                             
208 For more (recent) jurisprudence see www.saflii.org.  

http://www.gov.za/documents/constitution-republic-south-africa-1996
http://www.saflii.org/
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-Victim participation in deciding the proper punishment for offenders and forgiveness (and thus 

presidential pardon should include a voice for the victims). 

In Khosa versus Minister of Social Development209 (in which a non-citizen Mozambican permanently 

resident in South Africa was afforded certain welfare grants) the idea of Ubuntu as social justice is 

present, but not explicitly mentioned. Judge Mokgoro states (section 74): ’Sharing responsibility for the 

problems (...) of poverty equally as a community represents the extent to which wealthier members of 

the community view the minimal well-being of the poor as connected with their personal well-being and 

the well-being of the community as a whole. In other words, decisions about the allocation of public 

benefits represent the extent to which poor people are treated as equal members of society.’ And 

(section 52): ‘The right of access to social security (...) for those unable to support themselves (...) is 

entrenched because as a society we value human beings and want to assure that people are afforded 

their basic needs. A society must seek to ensure that the basic necessities of life are accessible to all if it 

is to be a society in which human dignity, freedom and equality are foundational.’ 

Interestingly, this South African case touches upon and operationalizes the idea of the ‘global social 

floor’, which appeared in the 2010 Millennium Review Summit Declaration. The Global Social Floor also 

coincides with the idea of minimum levels in economic and social rights. As Wewerinke concludes ‘this is 

where the ‘greater environing wholeness and human individuality’ may have really been thought of as 

connected. As soon as Ubuntu starts to penetrate arbitrary, but institutionalized lines that separate 

people (and thereby touches on kinds of inequality that are to be seen as unfairness, precisely because 

of the arbitrariness they are based upon) such as nationality, health, gender, race etcetera, its potentials 

start to take definite form.’ (Wewerinkee 2007, 43). 

Delict law (compensation for civil wrong-restorative justice) 

In Dikoko v Mokhatla210 monetary compensation for defamation was deemed unnecessary because 

reestablishing a respectful relationship between parties and an apology were deemed sufficient for 

achieving restorative justice (Bennett 2011, 44). See also Citizen v. McBride (Skelton 2013, 13-140). 

Fair administrative procedures (civility, hospitality, victim representation) 

In administrative law, fair and respectful administrative action and the relational nature of rights are 

highlighted, moving beyond the common law conception of rights as strict boundaries of individual 

entitlement (Bennett 2011, 38). Thus a tenant has a right to make a representation to a public services 

provider (electricity), without a contractual relationship, when the landlord has not paid the bill, but the 

tenant paid the rent (Joseph and Others v. City of Johannesburg and Others211). Ubuntu included 

‘providing hospitality to bereft strangers’, meaning that refugees could not be collectively denied 

employment (Union of Refugee Women and Others v. Director Private Security Industry Regulatory 

                                                             
209

 2004(6) BCLR 569 (CC). http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/1fioXNYJ4M/MAIN/0/57/518/0/J-
CCT12-03.  
210 2006 6 SA 235 (CC), para 69.  
211 2010 4 SA 55 (CC).  

http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/1fioXNYJ4M/MAIN/0/57/518/0/J-CCT12-03
http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/1fioXNYJ4M/MAIN/0/57/518/0/J-CCT12-03
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Authority and Others, section 145212). Ubuntu means paying one another respect and therefore deciding 

on a leave application in time: Not doing so means ‘justice delayed is justice denied’ (Pharmaceutical 

Society of South Africa and others v. Tshabalala-Msimang and Another NNO; New Clicks South Africa 

(Pty) Ltd v Minister of Health and Another, section 39213). Respect also means stating reasons for 

administrative action such as taking away a residence permit, thereby declaring someone an illegal alien 

(Koyabe and Others v. Minister for Home Affairs and Others (Lawyers for Human Rights as Amicus 

Curiae214). Civility also entails that a President cannot fire his chief intelligence without due 

compensation and a fair way of making it public, thus ensuring ‘public confidence in the integrity of the 

incumbents of these [Presidential and other public] institutions’ (Masetlha v. President of the RSA and 

Another, section 237215). And ‘the legislature and executive in every sphere are constrained by the 

principle that they may exercise no power (...) beyond that conferred upon them by the law’ (Fedsure 

Life Assurance v. Greater Johannesburg Metropolitan Council216, section 58, linking it to the 

constitutional order): The council had taken budgetary resolutions that were not administrative, but 

legislative acts. This principle was also invoked when the President declared a pardon for those who had 

not participated in the TRC, without consulting the victims; their participation was indispensable for 

national reconciliation. African traditional justice after all included ‘victim participation (...) in deciding 

the proper ‘punishment’ for offenders’ (Albutt v. Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation217, 

and Others, section 91). (See Bennett 2011, 36–40, for case law cited). 

Government officials acknowledge that reality may be different, e.g. on hospitality: ‘The South African 

government is still struggling to deal with the issue of xenophobia’ (A9). On the issue of xenophobia and 

the 2015 riots against migrants in South Africa, one person remarked: ‘We need to educate our 

communities (...) to inform people what African countries have done for where we are now. We cannot 

chase foreigners out or inflict harm on them. We have a lot of challenges ourselves but we also need to 

assist the neighboring countries’ (A3).  

13.4.2.2 Family law (restorative justice) 

The application of Ubuntu in family law led to (Bennett 2011, 34): 

- The recognition of a Muslim marriage (on the basis of values of equality and tolerance); 

- The denial of a couple’s claim to the farm of the husband’s parents (greed undermining Ubuntu); 

- And an obiter dictum describing the valuable features of customary law, such as consensus seeking in 

family meetings for the prevention and resolution of disputes, the unity of family structures and the 

nurturing of healthy communitarian traditions such as Ubuntu. Bennett also mentions the Child Justice 

Act as aiming at restorative justice (Bennett 2011, 43). 

 

 

                                                             
212 2007 4 SA 395 (CC).  
213 2005 3 SA 238 (SCA).  
214 2010 4 SA 327 (CC).  
215

 2008 1 SA 566 (CC).  
216 1999 1 SA 374 (CC).  
217 2010 3 SA 293 (CC).  
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13.4.2.3 Criminal law (restorative justice) 

Bennett (2011, 35) points out that as a result of the emphasis of Ubuntu on social harmony restorative 

justice rather than retributive justice is the central aim of South Africa’s sentencing system, which 

upends the common law system aiming at retribution.  

In State versus Makwanyane218 (the first time the constitutional court discusses Ubuntu, Bennett 2011, 

34) the relationship with human dignity is underlined: ‘An outstanding feature of Ubuntu in a 

community sense is the value it puts on life and human dignity. The dominant theme of the culture is 

that the life of another person is at least as valuable as one's own. Respect for the dignity of every 

person is integral to this concept. During violent conflicts and times when violent crime is rife, distraught 

members of society decry the loss of Ubuntu (section 225).’ In this judgment of the constitutional court 

the concept was used to justify the abolition of capital punishment ‘to be consistent with the value of 

Ubuntu (our commitment) should be a society that wishes to ‘prevent crime (…) (not) to kill criminals 

simply to get even with them’ (section 131). The judgment proved contentious, as it was argued that not 

all African tribes were against death penalty as evident in sayings such as a ‘corpse for a corpse’ in 

Northern Sotho and ‘a life yields to a life, a head to a head’ in Tswana (argued by Johan van der Walt), 

but most tribes were, according to Justice Sachs (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 13). 

Metz (2010, 85-91) sums up the Ubuntu grounded reasons for abolition of the death penalty (sections 

refer to judgment above): Unequal treatment (in evaluating the other person’s life as less valuable, 

section 225); denying a second chance (no rehabilitation possibility, section 241-243); psychological 

torment of death row (contrary to compassion, section 247, 249-250); premeditation (‘planned and 

calculated’ killing contrary to ‘instinctive capacity for (...) love towards our fellow men and women’, 

section 263-265); inalienable right to life (‘life and dignity are like two sides of the same coin’, section 

311); the means does not justify the end (‘it instrumentalizes the offender for the objectives of state 

policy’, section 313); deterrence (‘it sanctions vengeance by law (...) dehumanizes the person (...) as a 

tool for crime control’, section 316); total control after the offence of the criminal by the state 

(‘executing (...) lacks proportionality in relation to the use of force’, section 355-360). 

One can point to the Traditional Courts Bill (2008), the Child Justice Act (2008) and three more law cases 

in this regard: Defining rehabilitation in the community as preferable over a prison sentence (M v. S219); 

the scope of the definition of life threatening compulsion departing from regard for life and the Ubuntu 

community (S v. Mandela220) (Bennett 2011, 36; Keep and Midgley 2007, 39); the right of the family to 

customary burial preceding over the right to fair trial (barring further pathological tests): ‘the right to 

dignity (…) embraces not only those who are living, but also those who have departed.’ (Crossley v The 

National Commissioner of the South African Police Services221) (Keep and Midgley 2007, 39). 
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 1995 (3) SA 391 (CC), http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/hyperion-image/J-CCT3-94. 
219

 (Center for Child Law Amicus Curiae), 2007 12 BCLR 1312 (CC), para 3.  
220 2001 1 SARC 156 (C).  
221 [2004] 3 All SA 436 (T), 2004 JDR 0448 (T), [2004] JOL 12839 (T).  
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13.4.2.4 Private/property law (housing) (social justice) 

In property law Ubuntu is also used to combat social injustice, preventing eviction. In Port Elizabeth 

Municipality versus Various Occupiers222 judge Sachs says: ‘In a society founded on human dignity, 

equality and freedom it cannot be presupposed that the greatest good for many can be achieved at the 

cost of intolerable hardships for the few (...). The spirit of Ubuntu, part of the deep cultural heritage of 

the majority of the population suffuses the whole constitutional order. It combines individual rights with 

a communitarian philosophy. It is a unifying motif of the Bill of Rights, which is (…) a declaration in our 

evolving society of the need for interdependence, respect and concern. (…) Our society as a whole is 

demeaned when state action (of evicting people) intensifies rather than mitigates their (the poor’s) 

marginalization.’ It was followed by judgments in a number of other cases related to housing in which 

the court developed guidelines, and in criminal law (Skelton 2010, 102-105), also recently under the 

constitutional court with new members (Skelton 2013). The slums act was deemed to be 

unconstitutional as excluding the principle of meaningful engagement with those evicted (also called 

deliberative democracy, allowing for public participation)223 (Skelton 2013, 132). (See further 8.2.6). 

Bennett (2011, 40-41), however, points out that other than asserting Ubuntu in relation to the 

Prevention of Illegal Evictions from and Unlawful Occupation of Land Act (PIE) the use of Ubuntu in 

private law is limited. 

13.4.2.5 Contract law (reasonableness) 

Cornell and Muvangua (2012, 24-26) mention the Bakhuizen case, where the fine print of a contract was 

deemed to be unreasonable as contractants were effectively barred from going to court due to time 

limitations. This constituted an infringement of the constitutional right to access to court. 

Here Bennett (2011, 46) remarks that while mention has been made of Ubuntu and/or equity in 

contract, the courts have been reluctant to develop these norms any further; principles of legal certainty 

and private autonomy prevail. He calls it ‘a sad reflection on the law that provides ground rules for the 

economic structure of South Africa’s fragmented and unequal society’. ‘We have to make the laws more 

relevant to our people (...) these laws work for a certain part of the population, namely the more 

affluent’ (A10). 

13.4.2.6 Customary law 

The South African Constitution recognizes ‘The institution, status and role of traditional leadership, 

according to customary law’ (art. 211.1) and put African customary law at the same footing as Roman 

Dutch law. The court is obliged to apply customary law when ‘applicable’ and not contrary to the 

Constitution (or any other legislation concerning customary law) (section 211(3) Constitution of South 

Africa 1996). These systems largely co-existed independently, the customary system applied to Africans 

and later interpreted as applicable to those having a predominantly African cultural orientation, thus 

changing application from race to culture (Bennett 1991, 116). In order to deal with people ‘at varying 

                                                             
222 2005 1 SA 217 (CC); 2004 12 BCLR 1268 (CC), 
http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/x/0/0/5/0#top.  
223 Abahlali Basemjondolo Movement SA&Sibusiso Zikode v The Premier of the Province of Kwazulu-Natal 2010 
BCLR 99 (CC). 

http://www.constitutionalcourt.org.za/uhtbin/cgisirsi/x/0/0/5/0#top
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stages of cultural transition’, it started to be applied on a case by case basis depending on such factors 

as intention/agreement of the parties concerned, the nature of prior transactions, the environment or 

subject matter of the transaction, form of transaction (e.g. wedding ceremony) and lifestyle of the 

parties (Bennett 1991, 124-128). One could even apply for an exemption to customary law when one 

was deemed to be sufficiently acculturated as an African, which was done to the President and later 

(1990’s) the Minister of Education and Development Aid (Bennett 1991, 128). 

Bennett (2011,30) remarks that the use of Ubuntu in general law is the only exception where 

customary law has influenced Roman Dutch law, whereas Roman Dutch law did impact on customary 

law. At the very basis the codified set of rules known as customary law was created by colonial rulers 

who decided to apply only ‘certain of the less offensive areas of customary law’ as a pragmatic policy of 

indirect rule (Bennett 1991, 2). The amorphous nature of customary law was more akin to unwritten 

English common law. The facts of custom slowly turned into the ‘ought’ of law and the legal nature of 

customary law remained open to debate (Bennett 1991, 4). It was furthermore deemed that customary 

law could not be applied when it was contrary to natural law or public policy (repugnancy clause), which 

was assumed by the courts to mean ‘the standards set by western civilization’ (Bennett 1991, 130) 

(though infrequently invoked).  

Customary law remained at an inferior status ever since (Bennett 2011, 30). It was associated with 

‘simple societies’ (as opposed to modern complex societies) and with backward, traditional, static, rural 

places, frozen in an unchanging past (Bennett 1991, 24). Its general association with patriarchy also 

raises concerns from feminists, which they then extend to Ubuntu (Roberts 2010). The exchange of legal 

terms and concepts therefore remained one directional from general law to customary law. However, 

‘the reception of Ubuntu into the common law reversed this process’ (Bennet 2011, 30). This in itself 

proves the central place of the notion of Ubuntu; it escaped the general erasure of African conceptions 

of law in the general law of South Africa.  

Colonial society imposed English and Roman-Dutch law on African society regardless of what 

consequences it would have or what kind of society it would shape. Law was deemed to be applicable to 

any place and valid at any time, as it consisted of an internal elegance and logic, a thought prevalent in 

analytical positivism (Bennett 2011, 3). Other than deemed natural and intrinsically good, the statutes 

also facilitated imperial exploitation of Africa. A major capitalist requirement after all was predictability 

and the statutes copied from the former capitals provided just that; legal elegance and certainty took 

precedence over content (Bennett 2011, 3). Legal content is only now shaped (partially) by an African 

value system or (if one wishes) an African spiritual, metaphysical conception of life as communicated 

through Ubuntu.  

Apart from the Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework of 2003 and the Traditional Courts 

Bill, a national traditional affairs bill was drafted, recasting traditional leaders as state organs - though 

this is seen by some as highly problematic (Helen Suzman Foundation 2013; Centre for Law and Society 
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2015)224 - and recognizing KoiSan traditional leaders, later recasted into the equally contested 

‘Traditional and Khoi-San Leadership Bill.’225 The purpose is ‘for all the peoples and communities that 

form the South African nation to ultimately feel part of the country’s fabric and tapestry through this 

Bill/Act.’226 

13.4.2.7 Conclusion 

In conclusion one may say that the South African law system is based on a Western Anglo-Saxon and 

Roman Dutch system, but efforts are being made by a group of activist judges and legal scholars to re-

introduce indigenous concepts that were omitted from the Constitution for unclear reasons and to use 

the language of Ubuntu to construct a new and more humanely responsive jurisprudence. The (above) 

statement of Judge Sachs that the spirit of Ubuntu suffuses the whole constitutional order, is therefore 

provocative. Critics argue that according to South African jurisprudence, the preamble and epilogue may 

not be regarded as part of the particular law they refer to, let alone an omitted preamble (anonymous 

reviewer of Van Norren 2014). Legal history, however, does have impact on the interpretation of a law. 

The question remains what an African legal system based entirely on Ubuntu would have looked like. 

13.4.3 Ubuntu and the executive 

13.4.3.1 Batho Pele 

At the national level policies involving Ubuntu are called ‘Batho Pele’ (People First, Sotho language), 

introduced in 1997 and elaborated in the White Paper on Transforming Public Service Delivery (or the 

Batho Pele White Paper) (Government of South Africa 1997, original version 1995). The policy is 

supported by a set of national legislation referred to as ‘Regulatory Framework’ (Government of South 

Africa 2007, 22, see Table 13.2), and supported by a Batho Pele Handbook for civil servants 

(Government of SA, 2007) and a Batho Pele Brochure for the public (Government of SA 2010). The White 

Paper articulates the Batho Pele approach as ‘decisions about what should be delivered will be 

improved as a result of the Batho Pele approach, for example through systematic consultation with 

users of services, and by information about whether standards of service are being met in practice’ 

(Government of SA 1997, 1). 

The Batho Pele Handbook gives the motivation as rooted in the anti-apartheid past: ‘Batho Pele is the 

soul of the public service and the heartbeat of the nation that will help us rise above the legacies of the 

past and drive us forward with courage and pride. ‘(Handbook, 9). The Batho Pele White Paper makes 

clear that that public services ‘are not a privilege in a civilised, democratic society. They are the right and 

legitimate expectation of every citizen’ (Handbook, 23). ‘The vision and mission are the well spring of 

                                                             
224 Parlyreportsa. 2013. Land reform: something very sad is going on, http://parlyreportsa.co.za/tag/national-
traditional-affairs-bill/. 
225 For recent articles see, http://www.sabinetlaw.co.za/provincial-local-and-traditional-
government/legislation/traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership.  
226Ministry of Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs. 2012. Joint Press Statement by Minister for 

Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs (CoGTA), Mr Baloyi and the National Khoi-San Council (NKC), 

http://www.cogta.gov.za/index.php/news/press-media-releases/338-joint-press-statement-by-minister-of-

cooperative-governance-and-traditional-affairs-cogta-mr-baloyi-and-the-national-khoi-san-council-nkc.  

http://parlyreportsa.co.za/tag/national-traditional-affairs-bill/
http://parlyreportsa.co.za/tag/national-traditional-affairs-bill/
http://www.sabinetlaw.co.za/provincial-local-and-traditional-government/legislation/traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership
http://www.sabinetlaw.co.za/provincial-local-and-traditional-government/legislation/traditional-and-khoi-san-leadership
http://www.cogta.gov.za/index.php/news/press-media-releases/338-joint-press-statement-by-minister-of-cooperative-governance-and-traditional-affairs-cogta-mr-baloyi-and-the-national-khoi-san-council-nkc
http://www.cogta.gov.za/index.php/news/press-media-releases/338-joint-press-statement-by-minister-of-cooperative-governance-and-traditional-affairs-cogta-mr-baloyi-and-the-national-khoi-san-council-nkc
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public service delivery. They are the source from which the spirit of Batho Pele flows, infusing every 

process of government with the compelling need to ‘put the people first’. They are based on a 

fundamental redefinition of the role of the State and its relationship to society.’ (Government of SA 

2007, 5). Or as someone put it: ‘In all government levels, even the international one, when you deal with 

people you have to show compassion (…) all government departments have Ubuntu in their policies, 

implicitly or explicitly; it is about how they are conducting their business’ (A3). 

Table 13.2 Regulatory framework 

Year Legislation 

(1993) (Interim Constitution) 

1994 Public Service Act, No 103 

1995 White Paper on the Transformation of the Public Service  

1996 Constitution  

1997 White Paper on Transforming Public Service Delivery (Batho Pele)  

2000 Promotion of Administrative Justice Act No 3  

2001 Public Service Regulations 

Source: Government of SA 2007, 22 

The link with Ubuntu, compassion and a people-centered government becomes clear in this Handbook 

statement: ‘The eight principles of Batho Pele (…) have more to do with human values and dignity than 

operational processes. Batho Pele is a way of conducting oneself in the presence of others. It is a 

preparedness to acknowledge their rights and needs and a willingness to help them add value to their 

lives. Batho Pele is a commitment to other people that echoes through the ages of human compassion. 

Batho Pele acknowledges the fundamental vulnerability of the human condition, which unites the end-

user with the service provider in their mutual quest for recognition, which can only be achieved through 

respect for the other's dignity as a person. And this is the real power and beauty of Batho Pele: It 

embodies the values that are enshrined in the Bill of Rights, namely each person’s inalienable right to 

their dignity as human beings. From this fundamental right to be treated with dignity come all other 

‘rights’, such as the right to information and access to services’ (Government of SA 2007, 25; emphasis 

added). 

 

It embodies a clear message of service to others: ‘Without a soul the public service will wallow in 

bureaucratic inefficiencies, in the mistaken belief that it is an end in itself. It is the soul that gives it and 

all of us a perspective outside of ourselves and makes us sensitive to the plight of others. It is the soul 

that humbles us in the larger scheme of things, but that makes us proud to serve our fellow beings.’ 

(Government of SA 2007, 25)(A9 remarked ‘service delivery is very central in Ubuntu; it is the key slogan 

of SADC’ (Southern African Development Community). 

 

The vision and mission are said to be: ‘Continually to improve the lives of the people of South Africa 

through a transformed public service, which is representative, coherent, transparent, efficient, effective, 

accountable and responsive to the needs of all’ (Vision). ‘The creation of a people-centred and a people-
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driven public service that is characterised by equity, quality, timeousness and a strong code of ethics’ 

(Mission) (Government of SA 2007, 5). 

 

Batho Pele is consists of eight principles (see Table 13.3). It is derived from the nine principles of the 

South African Constitution of 1996, which stipulates that the public service ‘must be governed by the 

democratic values and principles enshrined in the Constitution, including the following principles: 

a) A high standard of professional ethics must be promoted and maintained.  

b) Efficient, economic and effective use of resources must be promoted.  

c) Public administration must be development-oriented.  

d) Services must be provided impartially, fairly, equitably and without bias.  

e) People's needs must be responded to, and the public must be encouraged to participate in policy-

making.  

f) Public administration must be accountable.  

g) Transparency must be fostered by providing the public with timely, accessible and accurate 

information.  

h) Good human resource management and career development practices, to maximize human potential, 

must be cultivated.  

i) Public administration must be broadly representative of the South African people, with employment 

and personnel management practices based on ability, objectivity, fairness, and the need to redress the 

imbalances of the past to achieve broad representation.’  

(Government of SA 2007, 6). 

When practice was not always in line with preaching, the Batho Pele Revitalisation Programme, was 

launched in 2004, identifying four strategic themes enhancing the implementation of the White Paper, 

namely: Taking Public Services to the People, Know Your Service Rights Campaign, Service-user 

Relationship Management, and Mainstreaming and Institutionalizing Batho Pele in the public service.’ 

(Government of SA 2010, foreword; Government of SA 2007, 10-15). The policies are issued by the 

Department of Public Service and Administration (DPSA), but there is no Batho Pele Directorate 

(equivalent of GNH Commission in Bhutan) ensuring implementation. 

Table 13.3 Eight Batho Pele principles 

Principle Explanation 

1.Consultation ‘There are many ways to consult users of services including conducting customer surveys, As with 

individual users, consultation with groups, and holding meetings with consumer representative bodies, 

NGOs and CBOs. Often, more than one method of consultation will be necessary to ensure 

comprehensiveness and representativeness. Consultation is a powerful tool that enriches and shapes 

government policies such as the Integrated Development Plans (IDPs) and its implementation in Local 

Government sphere.’ 

2.Setting 

service 

standards 

‘This principle reinforces the need for benchmarks to constantly measure the extent to which citizens are 

satisfied with the service or products they receive from departments. It also plays a critical role in the 

development of service delivery improvement plans to ensure a better life for all South Africans. Citizens 

should be involved in the development of service standards. 

Required are standards that are precise and measurable so that users can judge for themselves whether 

or not they are receiving what was promised. Some standards will cover processes, such as the length of 
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Principle Explanation 

time taken to authorize a housing claim, to issue a passport or identity document, or even to respond to 

letters. 

To achieve the goal of making South Africa globally competitive, standards should be benchmarked 

(where applicable) against those used internationally, taking into account South Africa's current level of 

development.’ 

3.Increasing 

access 

‘One of the prime aims of Batho Pele is to provide a framework for making decisions about delivering 

public services to the many South Africans who do not have access to them. Batho Pele also aims to 

rectify the inequalities in the distribution of existing services. Examples of initiatives by government to 

improve access to services include such platforms as the Gateway, Multi-Purpose Community Centres 

and Call Centres.  

Access to information and services empowers citizens and creates value for money, quality services. It 

reduces unnecessary expenditure for the citizens.’ 

4.Ensuring 

courtesy 

‘This goes beyond a polite smile, 'please' and 'thank you'. It requires service providers to empathize with 

the citizens and treat them with as much consideration and respect, as they would like for themselves. 

The public service is committed to continuous, honest and transparent communication with the citizens. 

This involves communication of services, products, information and problems, which may hamper or 

delay the efficient delivery of services to promised standards. If applied properly, the principle will help 

demystify the negative perceptions that the citizens in general have about the attitude of the public 

servants.’ 

5.Providing 

information 

‘As a requirement, available information about services should be at the point of delivery, but for users 

who are far from the point of delivery, other arrangements will be needed. In line with the definition of 

customer in this document, managers and employees should regularly seek to make information about 

the organization, and all other service delivery related matters available to fellow staff members.’ 

6.Openness and 

transparency 

‘A key aspect of openness and transparency is that the public should know more about the way national, 

provincial and local government institutions operate, how well they utilise the resources they consume, 

and who is in charge. It is anticipated that the public will take advantage of this principle and make 

suggestions for improvement of service delivery mechanisms, and to even make government employees 

accountable and responsible by raising queries with them.’ 

7.Redress ‘This principle emphasises a need to identify quickly and accurately when services are falling below the 

promised standard and to have procedures in place to remedy the situation. This should be done at the 

individual transactional level with the public, as well as at the organizational level, in relation to the 

entire service delivery program. 

Public servants are encouraged to welcome complaints as an opportunity to improve service, and to deal 

with complaints so that weaknesses can be remedied quickly for the good of the citizen.’ 

8.Value for 

money 

‘Many improvements that the public would like to see often require no additional resources and can 

sometimes even reduce costs. Failure to give a member of the public a simple, satisfactory explanation 

to an enquiry may for example, result in an incorrectly completed application form, which will cost time 

to rectify.’ 

Source: Text is derived from http://www.ipid.gov.za/about%20us/batho_pele.asp (IPID independent police investigative 

directorate-website) 

Tools include: Service delivery improvement plans (SDIPs); an annual Statement of Public Service 

Commitment, or Service Charter (These service standards must specify the level (quantity) and quality of 

services); consultation of the public by Public Service Commission mainly on compliance (sectorally 

specific surveys (PSC, 2002, 2003, 2005a, 2006, 2007), a survey on selected provincial departments (PSC, 

2007) and another on provincial agricultural services (PSC, 2008)) and an evaluation in 2012 on 

effectiveness (PSC 2012; looking at police, home affairs and public service administration). All were 

http://www.ipid.gov.za/about%20us/batho_pele.asp
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inspired by a new public management paradigm, with an emphasis on decentralization (Tariuki and 

Tshandu 2014). 

 

Implementation reviews are, however, not very positive. SIPD evaluations across the public service in 

South Africa were negative in compliance (CDE, 2009). PSC Survey results are somewhat more positive 

on people’s perceptions of government. Despite the commitment to consultation very few departments 

have institutionalized consultation arrangements with their clients (Cameron, 2009; Tariuki and Tshandu 

2014, 804). Tariuki and Tshandu 2014 point to failure due to the inability to get rid of the inherited 

hierarchical and traditional systems that Batho Pele tried to reform. Mafema et al 2014 analyzed three 

principles (i.e. service standards, courtesy and value for money) as examples. They conclude Batho Pele 

to be ineffective due to ‘lack of information and knowledge by the public to access the services (…) to 

identify mechanisms for laying complaints once they are not satisfied with the quality of the services 

they receive; corruption, political appointments and a culture of entitlement, including lack of courtesy 

by the public officials responding to public complaints on poor quality of services (in the few cases 

where they respond). The failure of South Africa's local government to render sustainable and quality 

basic services to its citizens emanates partly from the nonalignment of local economic development 

strategies to the strategic IDP (Integrated Development Program) within municipalities. ‘And ‘the failure 

to deliver sustainable services and expedite development has resulted in public dissatisfaction and 

loss of trust in the public institutions. Challenges facing public sector are well documented and are 

inter alia, lack of capacity, poor development and deployment of human resources, lack and 

mismanagement of financial resources and corruption’ (Tshishonga 2011, 313). 

 

Indeed the Batho Pele Brochure of 2010 mentions distribution to 236.634 homes (Government of SA, 

2010), a small number compared to the 53 million citizens (2015). Partnership with communities was 

also lacking and the system is characterized by an exclusively state-led service delivery (Tariuki and 

Tshandu 2014, 809). Decentralization was ineffective as managers were not accorded the necessary 

authority and autonomy to decide matters directly affecting their departments (Cameron, 2009, 9). 

 

To South Africa’s credit one does need to take into account that it needed to integrate a racially 

segregated administration (4 units: Black, white, colored, Indian) and include homeland and self-

governing territories (10 different units) (Tariki and Tsandu 2014, 799). It is also said that public service 

reform was negatively influenced by IMF/World Bank Structural Adjustment Programmes, global 

competition and general lack of economic progress by South Africa (Bardill, 2000, 103).  

 

Others attribute it to more systematic defaults in the system: ‘Ubuntu doesn’t fit in (modern) 

democracy, it is dislocated from its context (…) the mayor is removed from the people, there is a split in 

responsibility and there is no communication.’ (A6). Lack of communication and attention in school 

makes that people are unaware of Batho Pele or (for non-blacks) of Ubuntu (A10, A9). It is also 

attributed to lack of skills (the best staff works at the more prestigious national level, not local level) (A6, 

A8, A9) combined with ‘saving face’, an essential feature in communities being harmony (being too 

confrontational is disrespectful) (A6, A8). Sometimes it is simply put as an attitude problem (‘people are 
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dying in hospital, because the staff turn their back and say you need to wait for your turn’) and as a class 

issue (‘only the guys in upper class get treated, in private hospitals’); ‘they make us feel degraded’, 

‘people with a little more means can talk down on us’ which is attributed to a too swift transition to 

democracy without proper education (A11). ‘Despite some bad examples of corruption, there are good 

intentions, but results are poor due to lack of skills and forward planning (...) plus saving face (‘I run this 

municipality’). It is a dignity thing (’we run this country now’). You shouldn’t come from outside to 

‘check’ the water; you have to say ‘how can we fix this problem together, you get the credit, but let’s 

solve it together’. If you come from out outside, it then becomes a political problem: If  the person is 

black, it is racism, if he is not ANC, it is political. People do not have enough self-respect, they may know 

they lack the skill set to do this, but won’t admit it. Everybody is over-sensitive, you can’t say anything, 

and even white kids leave the class (‘we are not responsible for apartheid; we are sick and tired of it’). 

We are all lying like that. No-one can laugh at themselves. There is a lack of dialogue. It comes from 

frustration (‘I am doing it my way, why don’t you to do it that way too?’). There is no real discourse. It is 

not deep enough, going to the essence of difference’ (A6). ‘They (government) violate Ubuntu, because 

the people are not involved in planning and the development of their live and the government doesn’t 

listen to the people’ (A15). Asked whether service delivery by government is Ubuntu: ‘No. That is what 

governments do. Only to the extent that it is transformed into simple measurable small units, it is a 

limited version of Ubuntu; it does not engage the people enough. Service delivery needs to become less 

bureaucratic and more Ubuntu based. Now it is a system (...) though Ubuntu is not incompatible with 

systems’ (A14). ‘Batho Pele is used in the general discourse to humanize relationships and diminish 

selfishness, it is used in very positive ways, as a moral claim about being respectful (...) it is not a 

program (...) it is raised in debates as an indigenous quality that is meaningful. It is often brought in as a 

reprimand to counteract selfish, competitive, individualistic behavior’ (A14).  

Table 13.4 Batho Pele in practice 

Batho Pele gone wrong Batho Pele gone right  

‘My wife from Holland has been 6 years in South Africa, she had two general visas, 

and two ‘relative’ visas as my wife. When she needed an extension of her visa, we 

were travelling and went to the embassy in Holland, but the rules had changed of 

which they had not informed us. We had to go back to South Africa to extend the 

visa and arrived two days before expiry. The Cape Town office couldn’t help us so 

we flew to Johannesburg with a note from the Cape Town office. We hired an agent 

to sort it out. In Johannesburg we were told we needed a letter of good cause (for 

delay). The Provincial manager of the Guateng Home Affairs Office made us sit a 

whole week in his office from morning to evening promising the letter of good 

cause. Friday my wife went to collect the letter and the manager said ‘I am not 

giving you the letter, I know what Dutch people are like, they are prudent, you have 

not been prudent, so you have 48 hours to get out of the country.’ Constitutionally 

they can’t separate us, but she became effectively an illegal and had to fly out of 

the country to avoid imprisonment. Because she is deemed to have been illegal in 

the country, she is an undesirable citizen for 5 years now. Is this Batho Pele 

Principle? This is the first time I see her in 6 weeks. I have to go to the court and 

spend thousands of Rands to get my right to be with my wife.’ 

‘I was at the receiving end of the 

Jacob Zuma hotline, someone 

complained about me. It was about 

harvesting seaweed at the beach, 

which is against our policies 

(municipality of Cape Town). The 

person said that he had lost his 

income, because I stopped him and 

he had to take his kids out of school. 

It went up to the mayor and then to 

my department manager. I said I 

followed due process; the claim was 

actually found not to be accurate and 

the case was put to rest.’ (civil 

servant). 

 Source: group interview A11 and A12 
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13.4.3.2 Implicit Ubuntu policies: welfare, culture, environment 

Other policies that are implicitly (or potentially) Ubuntu orientated are: 

Health  

 Home based care systems for AIDS patients, keeping patients in the community (A8). 

 ‘The program of rolling out antivirals, the treatment action campaign by people living with HIV 

as spearhead; they first claimed access to medication, litigated for it and campaigned through 

the press. Then they became the implementers of the program, telling people how to look after 

themselves, that they must eat well etc. It was a very strong community based program putting 

Ubuntu in practice’ (A14). ‘Ubuntu failed in earlier HIV policies, which were not focused on the 

communal and on service delivery, but on HIV/Aids intellectual debate’ (A9). 

 Free access to public health, but with different standard from private healthcare’(A9). 

 ‘Free access to retrovirals/condoms, linked to preservation of family values and protection of 

family’ (A9). 

 ‘Traditional male circumcision ceremonies are respected, but government imposed supervision 

of medical doctors (this is respect for the authority of traditional society)’ (A9). 

 ‘Traditional medicine people recognized by government, dispersing herbal medicine and giving 

treatment, working alongside hospitals; in many African countries progressive collaboration of 

western and traditional medicine especially in mental health’ (A9). 

Social 

 Child support grants, based on need and given to primary care giver, extending the notion of 

nuclear family to extended family; and foster care grants for aid orphans (A8; see also Batho 

Pele brochure). 

 Economic 

 Extension of security tenure act (ESTA), land in commonage (A8). 

 Communal Land Rights Act (CLRA) (2004) securing tenure of communal lands, which was, 

however, declared unconstitutional (Mostert 2010) (under parliamentary review in 2016)227 and 

amongst others had as drawback limited access of women to land due to existing patriarchal 

systems (A8). 

 Local Economic Development (LED) strategies which municipalities are required to implement, 

but often lack the skills (A8). 

 Government projects to promote home grown food security, which, however, collapsed after 

grant funding for external inputs ceased; urban and township food supply is done by chain 

supermarkets (A8). 

                                                             
227 Navarra Centre for International Development, 2016. South African Parliament to review laws passed since the end of 
apartheid, 16 Feb 2016, http://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-
apartheid#sthash.qaMEuGkm.dpufhttp://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-apartheid.  

http://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-apartheid#sthash.qaMEuGkm.dpufhttp://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-apartheid
http://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-apartheid#sthash.qaMEuGkm.dpufhttp://ncid.unav.edu/en/news/south-african-parliament-review-laws-passed-end-apartheid
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 Government policy of promoting cooperatives; these are, however, more outsourcing of 

government functions than cooperative as benefits are often not shared equally (A8). 

 Private initiatives such as the Community Exchange Network (exchange of services), which are 

more middle class oriented than operated by and for the poor (A8).  
 Private street communities in the townships as forms of self-organization, strong in the ‘80’s are 

still existing, but security for women has diminished and ‘people are corrupted by Western 

individualism’ according to black consciousness activists; saving clubs, crèches and pooling of 

resources still exist (A8). 

 Black economic empowerment quotas. 

Education 

 More emphasis on teaching African history and values in public schools, moving away from the 

apartheid curriculum (A9). However, ‘The outcome of policies is not according to Ubuntu 

because Ubuntu remains the subject of cognitive injustice’ (‘de-recognition and subordination of 

African knowledge to Western culture’). ‘Educational institutions at all levels of learning 

privilege Western epistemology at the expense of Ubuntu’ A 13). If this is the case, the unifying 

element of the rainbow nation is haphazardly implemented.  

 Effective tools so far have been education from the home ‘as a critical unit of Ubuntu culture’ 

(A13).  

Culture  

 It is generally remarked that Ubuntu policies do not have a specific emphasis on preservation of 

culture, but Ubuntu is culture itself (A2, A3, A5, A6, A10, A11, A13) or ‘holo-culturality’ (A13, see 

13.7.1): ‘It can easily fit in many cultural norms that support societal cohesion and 

interdependency’ (A5); ‘It is inclusive (…), it is common humanity’ (A8). It implies respect of all 

languages (A2, A3, A6) as well as inclusion and tolerance for cultural diversity in a ‘rainbow 

nation’ (Van den Heuvel 2007, 27 and 198; preamble of Constitution: ‘United in our diversity’) 

(A9, A12). Some, however, criticize the outcome of Ubuntu nation-building as ‘an anti-

democratic authoritarian, who recognizes his greatest enemies in democracy and individual 

freedom’, similar to Nazi Germany and Afrikaner apartheid nationalism (Marx 2002). ‘The 

rainbow nation never existed, it died in its infancy, it was imposed from the outside, Africans 

never thought about ‘rainbow’ (...).It was a pretense from a neoliberal western society 

preoccupied with how to deal with diversity in Africa; we from the outside were glorifying South 

Africa (...) it was utopianism’ (A9). Another criticism is that the first nation people (Bushmen or 

Koi-San tribes) are not recognized in their rights and language, though the traditional affairs bill 

may address this (A10). South Africa is seen as ‘unique because multiracial, incorporating 

different belief systems.’ Mandela is praised for having learned the language of his opponent 

(Afrikaans) as part of respect which is also Ubuntu (A10). It is mentioned that Ubuntu could help 

overcome inferiority complexes in knowledge towards the West, as well as overcoming 

fragmentation in society between have and have-nots (A10 confirmed by A2 ‘there is a shame of 

black culture, more westernized is better’). Racial categories are still used pragmatically for 
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black economic empowerment policies (in official forms and the census) (A10) and in companies 

(A11). It was, however, remarked that this also stands in the way: ‘Until we see each other as 

African, there can’t be a uniform notion of Ubuntu’ (A11). However, it was acknowledged that 

‘Ubuntu should be the glue’ (A11). In this light, ‘black consciousness’ is explained as being 

‘against oppression and economic exploitation - Father Ealred Stubbs, friend of Steve Biko, was 

white - It is ethical resistance’ (A13). However, better translation of Ubuntu seems to be needed 

into terms that are more familiar to specific different communities (colored, khoi-san, Indian 

etc.) to make them relate to it: They understand it, but it’s something else in their community, 

it’s not general, it doesn’t go across communities’ (A11). 

Environmental  

 An example of Ubuntu policy: ‘The (former) program of rural women to uproot invasive plants 

that were taking a lot of water, carried out under Prof Kadhar Asmal in the Mandela 

government. It combined protecting scarce resources of water, with employment for women 

and restoring the vitality of the earth. It was a very effective and meaningful form of Ubuntu’ 

(A14). 

 

 The only Ubuntu reference in environmental legislation is, according to an expert, in the 

‘environmental management integrated coastal management act’ which in the definition 

section states ‘that it must be managed in the interest of the whole community’, which 

according to the drafter is ‘wider than only humans’; all other Ubuntu provisions were taken out 

(A16). The Swaziland authorities did adopt environmental legislation on the basis of Ubuntu 

(A16), e.g. art. 4b ‘consider the entire environment as a whole entity’ (The Environment 

Management Act, 2002 Part II - Fundamental Purpose and Principles).228 

 

 Environmental policies are not based on a nature-people interdependence understanding of 

Ubuntu. One person remarked that ‘people first’ may not respect the limits of nature as part of 

policy; as people suffered during apartheid and affirmative action was needed, environmental 

limits may be forgotten (A6). Batho Pele principles such as transparency are applied. Implicit 

Ubuntu notions of equity, equal access and ‘the people should benefit’ are central to natural 

resource management and frequently lead to internal conflicts with the conservation branch of 

the department (in Cape Town. Ubuntu is understood as ‘if you help the environment, you help 

the people’ (in health, recreation, etc.) (A12).  

 

 The urban understanding contrasts with the rural understanding of the environment. On the 

Amadiba mining conflict, where local residents chased the environmental impact personnel 

despite approval from the chief (who was ‘convinced’ by the mining company with benefits such 

as a four wheel drive) (Clarke 2015): ‘The role of Traditional Leaders is to become custodians of 

the Bill of Rights on behalf of rural residents whose land rights are held under communal land 

                                                             
228 http://www.sea.org.sz/pages.asp?pid=35.  

http://www.sea.org.sz/pages.asp?pid=35
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tenure especially Section 24 of the Bill of Rights, ‘The Right to an environment that is not 

harmful to the health and well-being, and to have the environment protected for the benefit of 

present and future generations’. That mandate does not simply arise from the Bill of Rights only. 

It is a duty that is implicit in our sense of accountability to our ancestors, who are identified 

within the Earth. The strong attachment to the land which traditional communities have is a 

source of indigenous knowledge and properly understood, it is a progressive, inclusive 

cosmology. As the planet is increasingly compromised by development logic that places life at 

the service of the economy, Traditional Leaders and customary law works from the inverse 

assumption. The economy must be at the service of Life.’ 229 (italics added) (Clarke 2015).  

 The Bafokeng tribe did obtain collective rights to the revenues of a platinum mine (and 

presented itself as an innovative traditional community)230, however, not challenging the 

environmental consequences and having internal issues on division of funds (A8). In the speech 

of the King of Bafokeng nature is not mentioned once. Though innovative in the collective 

ownership of the trust and in the victory against the mining company and government, it 

remains a classic development model based on extraction of resources (Manson and Mbenga 

2003). 

Energy/Food 

 ‘Recent strong focus on climate change and clean energy policies, like biogas which also has a 

link to traditional ownership of land’ (A9).  

 Traditional energy policies are by some seen as counter-Ubuntu (13.6.2). ‘Apartheid was 

involved in extraction and some of the laws are still around. Corporations write up laws for the 

government (…) The government supports the green economy and that is a false solution. They 

externalize harm to the society. We have asthma and cancer at the local schools in Durban (57% 

of children); the government is getting the benefit. There is a lot of corruption (...).Economic 

apartheid is still there. They are not acting on climate change. Poor people are living along the 

(petro-chemical) facilities, (...) it directly impacts on the cattle, the farmers (... we have a mining 

culture. We dam up areas and create droughts (...). People are hungry (...).Electricity is not given 

to the people living next to the facility. In South Africa 10% of the population is off the grid (...) 

food sovereignty we need, we have droughts, but all commercial farmers export all fruit and 

fresh vegetables; farmers do not own land, they have to work for the big farmers (...) fracking in 

the Cape is devastating the water and food crops (...) the Orange Free State is a scarce water 

province.. and the petrochemical industry destroys the rivers (...).What is needed is for the 

people to get together (...) you can’t eat money and chemicals, our government believes you can 

                                                             
229‘Crown Princess of the amaMpondo, Princess Wezizwe Sigcau, said in a recent address to the World Alliance for 

Religion and Peace, to issue a stern warning to MRC that their investors will lose their money if they fail to respect 

the environmental rights of the Amadiba’ (Clarke 2015). 

230 The Bafokeng Nation of South Africa: An example of direct community participation in mining ventures. Speech 
Kgosi Leruo Molotlegi, King of the Royal Bafokeng Nation, Presented to Zimbabwe Mining and Infrastructure 
Indaba 2013, Harare, 25-27 September 2013, http://www.bafokeng.com/media/press/bafokeng-nation-South 
Africa-example-direct-community-participation-mining-ventures. 

http://www.bafokeng.com/media/press/bafokeng-nation-south-africa-example-direct-community-participation-mining-ventures
http://www.bafokeng.com/media/press/bafokeng-nation-south-africa-example-direct-community-participation-mining-ventures
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(…) people live in inhumane conditions and the profits go to New York, London, Melbourne. We 

have 21 years of democracy and the conditions are worse. 77% of South African energy goes to 

the big industries (...) 14% to the poor people, that is energy poverty (...) we (in Fuleni) say Keep 

the Coal in the Hole’(A15). (Forced) relocation of people and burial sites take new meaning in 

the context of Ubuntu: ‘Once peace is made about a lost one that should never be changed. We 

experience pain here with graves being improperly relocated (…) we were promised that none 

of us would be poor, we will all be employed (…) as it stands now no-one of my family is (...) all 

we get is the dust (…) all of this is happening under the watchful eye of the chief, who gave this 

mining company the authority to come to work here (...) we in Fuleni do not want this in our 

area.’231 

 

In sum, Ubuntu lacks ‘the space to fully develop, now it is not developed (…) the goals are still western 

oriented goals’ (A10 confirmed by A2). ‘If the central government is devising policies based on Ubuntu 

they are not doing it very publicly’ (A2). ‘Government is also not adjusting policies after court decisions; 

regarding availability of housing in Johannesburg, the court has charged them with contempt of court.’ 

‘The government talks left and walks right’ (A2). Not only the conceptual also the practical is a problem: 

‘Not all policies have Ubuntu as an outcome, because I don’t think people always know how to translate 

‘Ubuntu’ into something that is workable’ (A2). The government justifies this at times with South Africa’s 

exceptionalism: Regarding protests against toll ways the President remarked ‘this is Johannesburg, not 

some town in Malawi’ (A10). On whether South Africa is better off now than before, opinions differ (e.g. 

A2 pro; A13 contra) as social polarization within formerly underprivileged communities is seen as a 

problem (A11).  

13.4.3.3 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the Constitution of South Africa is interpreted by certain judges and cabinet ministers as 

inspired by Ubuntu, though the explicit reference has been omitted in the final draft. This is 

unfortunate, as it would have given South Africa a Constitution inspired by indigenous values that 

underlied the conceptions of at least some of its negotiators, in the same way as other negotiators may 

have been inspired by Western notions of human rights that do find explicit reference.  

Nevertheless Ubuntu continues to play a role, in daily life (section 13.2.4), in jurisprudence based on 

Ubuntu values and in the executive policies of Batho Pele that is to inspire all administrative processes. 

Though this has not been formalized in a government-wide planning, implementing and evaluative 

agency, the department of public service and administration (DPSA) can be said to function partly as 

such. 

One could thus say that Ubuntu can function as a founding principle underlying development theory and 

a new development policy agenda, in the same way that human rights principles, such as participation, 

non-discrimination, and accountability, can (Figure 13.3). 

                                                             
231Campaigning against coal in KZN (Video), https://saveourwilderness.wordpress.com/news/.  

https://saveourwilderness.wordpress.com/2015/05/23/campaigning-against-coal-in-kzn/
https://saveourwilderness.wordpress.com/news/
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Figure 13.3 Ubuntu and human rights principles influencing SDGs 

                      

13.5 How is Ubuntu applied in foreign policy? 
In assessing elements for a new development policy agenda post-2015 agenda, it is important to know 

whether South Africa, as one of the leading economies of the continent, attaches any political weight to 

Ubuntu. It is therefore assessed how Ubuntu is articulated and implemented towards important fora 

such as the BASIC/BRICS and the G77+China and international donors, as well as in international 

negotiations on a new development agenda post-2015. 

13.5.1 Geostrategic positioning and public diplomacy 

There is evidence that South Africa is beginning to project its idea of Ubuntu not only in domestic 

policies, but also abroad, especially in the G77 and the BASIC group (Brazil, South Africa, India, and 

China) (also called BRICS). Lagging behind the other BASIC countries economically, it is not so much its 

weight in world economics that matter, but whether it manages to operationalize its African leadership. 

Indeed as an observer puts it: ‘If there is Ubuntu in South African politics, this is the time to encourage 

it.’ (Martins 2011, 2).  

Not only did the South African government explicitly founds its diplomacy on Ubuntu (Building a better 

world: The diplomacy of Ubuntu, DIRCO 2011), but it also consistently refers to it in its exchange with 

embassies around the world: ‘Ubuntu reflects the belief that it is in our national interest to also promote 

and support the positive development of others. South Africa is multifaceted, multicultural and 

multiracial, and embraces the concept of Ubuntu to define who we are and how we relate to others; we 

adhere to the following values: Human rights, democracy, justice, international peace, reconciliation, 

and the eradication of poverty and underdevelopment’ (South African Embassy 2011, 5). Here, we see 
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the explicit link made with human rights, civil and political as well as economic and social rights. ‘Ubuntu 

is important for diplomacy, it is about not defeating the enemy, restoring stability, uniting the forces in 

society and reconciliation’ (A14). At the end of 2013 South Africa’s diplomacy established it’s Ubuntu 

Radio, echoing American‘public diplomacy.  

South Africa’s Humanity’s Team promotes consciousness about Ubuntu, calling it ‘Africa’s ancient gift of 

Oneness to the world’ and the ‘indigenous knowledge of Africa’ and ‘we find ourselves today: At the 

threshold of THE ERA OF UBUNTU, an idea whose time has come’. The movement is present in 100 

countries. One of its aims is the proclamation of a Global Oneness Day by the UN (Pieterse 2014). The 

death of Mandela gave attention to Ubuntu an extra impetus (e.g. the Ubuntu walk in honor of Madiba, 

November 2013 (Jiyane 2014)). In his article ‘Human Rights: Central to South Africa’s Foreign Policy’, 

Deputy Minister Ebrahim declares in the context of the importance of the MDGs that ‘consolidation of 

South Africa’s democracy over the last 19 years is accompanied by efforts to regenerate respect for 

human values’, which is why ‘the UN Women’s regional representative is established in Pretoria’ 

(Ebrahim 2013).  

With regard to G77: Its public diplomacy magazine UBUNTU, while referring to the basic principles that 

should underlie the post-2015 agenda, makes a direct link between Ubuntu and the South–South 

solidarity idea in which ‘development must be an expression of own aspirations, civilization and 

determination (…) Ubuntu diplomacy must mean a multifarious approach to diplomacy, pursuing 

humanistic goals globally (…) making people the key focus (…) and including people’s voices. South 

Africa would need to raise this point in the African Union and G77+China platforms until 2015’. (Zondi 

2014, 24–25). Whether and how South Africa indeed did, is subject to research232. In SDG negotiations 

leading to the OWG report there do not seem to have been explicit Ubuntu statements (13.6). 

With regard to BASIC/BRICS: In the article titled ‘South Africa, BRICS and Global Governance’, the 

Foreign Minister is quoted as having ‘recognized the catalytic role that the G20 (…) could play (…) to 

show leadership in working together, based on the values (…) [of] the UN Charter (…) , this is again 

derived from and linked to the core values of our foreign policy notably the philosophical concept of 

Ubuntu to define who we are and how we relate to others. Ubuntu is the very essence of our being.’ 

(Sooklal 2012, 37). Nevertheless it is somewhat unclear how this translates into practice; BRICS summit 

outcomes do not seem to make any reference to Ubuntu explicitly. 

However, ‘Pan-Africanism is central to our foreign policy, we stand in the region before we go outside it. 

Madiba said that South Africa can never be an island in a sea of underdevelopment.’ (A3). Ubuntu is 

remarked to be ‘conducive to collaboration’ (A13). ‘Ubuntu should become a principle in the African 

Union as value in which we develop our policies’ (A9). Others, however, ask ‘what does Pan-Africanism 

mean?’ (A10). (Nkrumah’s vision can be found in Haenen 2012, 115-122). With reference to the 2015 

xenophobic acts against Africans, it was remarked that ‘Ubuntu would mean welcoming those people 

(…), not chasing them out with machetes’ (A10); labeled as ‘racism’ (A11); ‘against Ubuntu’ (A3), against 

hospitality extended to anti-apartheid combatants (A9, A10). It was explained as a sense of 

                                                             
232 See PhD research of Stacey Links (South Africa) (Utrecht University). 
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dispossession, lacking education due to apartheid, other Africans having better skills taking the jobs and 

girls (A9). ‘We live in a fantastic country, but a very damaged society, we are going to use democracy, 

the Constitution and independent judiciary to solve it’ (A14). 

In implementation there may still be other ground to cover. Former President Mbeki’s support for 

Mugabe is criticized as failed Ubuntu, as well as a lack of transitional justice for warring liberation parties 

in Sudan (where Mbeki mediated) (A8).  

One person also mentioned the value of Ubuntu counteracting the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

obligations, as hospitality requirements act against handing over Sudanese President Bashir to the ICC 

when he is at an African Union summit (A9) though the court in Pretoria thinks differently.233  

13.5.2 Policies towards donors and as a donor-country 

Ubuntu is a motive for south-south solidarity and giving development aid: ‘South Africa’s foreign policy 

is guided by Ubuntu (humanity) and a commitment to the establishment of mutually beneficial 

international partnerships that contribute to the achievement of the national development priorities of 

our partners in the continent and outside the continent’ (South African embassy 2011, 4). National 

interest and security are linked to ‘promoting the interests of others’; and Batho Pele policies are linked 

to the concept of human security: ‘Our national security depends on the centrality of human security as 

a universal goal, based on the principle of Batho Pele (putting people first)’ (ibid 6). 

 

Priorities are: 

 ‘Our immediate African neighbourhood and continent; 

 Working with countries of the South to address shared challenges of underdevelopment; 

 Promoting global equity and social justice; 

 Working with countries of the North to develop a true and effective partnership for a better 

world; and 

 Doing our part to strengthen the multilateral system’ (South African embassy 2011, 7). 

On ‘interrelationship between values and national interests’ it notes ‘human dignity, equality, and 

freedom’ as essential and then pursues: 

 ‘Foreign policy, as an extension of national policy and interests, is an important component in 

South Africa’s strategy for development and social purposes;  

 Creating a better South Africa and contributing to a better and safer Africa in a better world 

encapsulates and conceptualises a South African foreign policy that enables the country to be a 

good international citizen;  

 Reflecting national interest, South Africa’s foreign policy: Recognises that states are 

interdependent; promotes cooperation over competition and collaboration over confrontation; 

is committed to development partnerships around the world’ (South African embassy 2011, 9); 

                                                             
233 Newsarticle ‘ ‘Zuma mocht Bashir niet laten gaan’, rechter suggereert vervolging Pretoria’. (‘Zuma was not 
allowed to let Bashir go’, judge suggests prosecution of Pretoria’), Trouw, 25 June 2015. 
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 Draws on the spirit of internationalism, pan-Africanism, and South-South solidarity; 

 Rejects colonialism and other forms of oppression; 

 Pursues the quest for the unity and economic, political and social renewal of Africa; 

 Promotes poverty alleviation around the world; and opposition to the structural inequality and 

abuse of power in the global system. 

 

There is no evidence that Ubuntu is used to guide donors who gave aid to South Africa in imposing 

Ubuntu values for donor harmonization234 (in the way that Bhutan does, Chapter 5). Though one person 

recognized that ‘It can help donors to navigate the policy space as they deal with African counterparts’ 

(A5). ‘You cannot define development in Africa without Ubuntu being a central pivot’ (A9). ‘In Europe it 

is always about money, they build their power on a monetary notion of relationship. In the SADC-China 

relationship the theme was building relationship and China invited all heads of state; in the EU-SADC, 

the EU put democracy, human rights and corruption in front, then you lose them’ (A9).’We should say if 

you come to Africa to do development, you must integrate Ubuntu’ (A9). Another said Ubuntu has the 

potential of ‘awakening donors and others to the ethical imperative for cognitive justice as well as 

economic justice’ (A13). 

13.6 How is Ubuntu reflected in the SDGs? 

13.6.1 Process 

As noted earlier (Chapter 3) the MDGs were not negotiated and did not include references to other 

worldviews, but the SDGs do. There was no articulated Ubuntu standpoint by South Africa in the SDG 

negotiations nor a resolution like the one tabled by Bhutan on Happiness (12.5.3) and Bolivia on 

harmony with Nature (14.5.3). South Africa, however, took an active stance in the negotiations and in 

the G77, but did not take part in the Open Working Group (OWG) as a member; for Southern Africa 

Zambia and Zimbabwe were members (footnote 52).  

13.6.1.1 OWG-South Africa235 

South Africa aligned itself with the G77+China (see below), the Africa Group and the Southern Africa 

Group. It was not part of the OWG as a member in a troika,236 but it did deliver statements. It stressed 

the importance of the interdependence of economic growth, social equity and integrity of the 

environment, referring to the Rio agenda (‘Agenda 21’). It laid importance on addressing inequality in all 

areas. It questioned the need for a goal oriented framework, but also praised the MDG’s for its simplicity 

(OWG South African PM UN 2013a). It pleaded recognition of earlier plans such as NEPAD, the New 

Partnership for Africa’s Development, and an African Union strategic framework for pan-African socio-

economic development (during the 1st and 5th session). 

South Africa throughout the negotiations emphasized the importance of articulating the means of 

implementation (the how or process of achieving the goals) (including development of science, 

                                                             
234 The batho pele white paper (Government of South Africa 1997, 32) only mentions the need ‘to shift from donor 
cooperation to building long-term sustainable economic and scientific relations’. 
235 All statements on https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/.  
236 See ‘members’, on OWG-SDG website, https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
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technology and innovation) and fulfilling financial obligations towards the MDG’s (OWG South African 

PM UN 2013a; 2013b; 2013c; 2013d. A1). It also laid emphasis on the promise of South-South relations 

in knowledge transfer (read: China and other BRIC), but not discounting the need for ‘Global 

Partnership’ and North-South (and triangular) cooperation. (OWG South Africa PM UN 2013d). And it 

stressed the need for ODA, foreign direct investment (FDI), debt reduction and fair Doha conclusion 

especially regarding agriculture (read: Agricultural protection of the West) (OWG South African PM UN 

2013c). It called for special attention to the needs of LDC’s (and other countries in special needs) and 

not putting an extra burden on them in terms of meeting sustainable growth (OWG South African PM 

UN 2013e). 

 

South Africa intervened specifically on the thematic areas of (a) health, (b) education (c) employment, 

decent work, social protection and (d) infrastructure and industrialization as a means to economic 

growth. It laid particular emphasis on (e) women (including violence and SRHR issues237), (f) youth and 

vulnerable groups. (a) On health it stressed ‘a rights-based, people-centred and inclusive approach’, 

‘universal inclusive access’, linking it to national policies: ‘Health for all’ is one of the fifteen objectives 

that constitute the South Africa’s recently adopted National Development Plan (NDP) which sets out 

fifteen objectives that the Government wants to achieve by 2030.’; it also strives for a national Universal 

Health Coverage (UHC) through a National Health Insurance (NHI), which it was piloting at the time of 

negotiations. (OWG South African PM UN 2013b). (b) It stressed sex education, eliminating illiteracy, 

universal access to secondary education, quality of education and transition to work. (c) It stressed safe 

working conditions and full employment as a means to reducing inequality, referred to its own ‘trade-

led growth strategies with proactive industrial, agricultural and services policies’ and social protection 

strategies (such as ‘affordable child care, care for the elderly, disabled, those living with HIV/AIDS’).  

(OWG South African PM UN 2013b) (d) It called for stepping up infrastructure services in energy, 

transportation, ICT, water supply, agriculture and urban infrastructure. It expressed joy over moderately 

positive growth rate in Africa, concern over the process of de-industrialization and mentioned regional 

integration (and possibly the Continental Free Trade Area (CFTA) in 2017) as a possible solution. (e) 

South Africa also aligned itself with a call for focus on a rights-based agenda with a strong focus on 

gender equality (e.g. SRHR and equal pay), by a group of Western and ‘developing’ nations (OWG Joint 

Statement 2013). 

 

In sum, one can say South Africa took a progressive stance emphasizing fundamental rights, particularly 

socio-economic rights, and non-discrimination including gender-based. It stressed solidarity (within 

Africa; within countries with special needs; and globally). 

13.6.1.2 OWG-G77 

 
The first G77 statement focused exclusively on global partnership: ‘One of the key shortcomings of the 

MDGs is the lack of accountability in the global partnership under MDG 8.’ And: ‘Little progress has been 

made in other areas of MDG 8, such as the development of a fair open trading system, dealing with the 

                                                             
237 Sexual reproductive health and rights (SHRH); specifically the word ‘rights’ is subject to controversy and did not 
make it into the final document of the OWG. 
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debt problem, providing access to medications in ‘developing’ countries and making available the 

benefits of new technologies, including ICTs.’ (OWG Group of 77 2013a). It warned against extra 

sustainability burdens: ‘SDGs should not place additional restrictions or burdens on ‘developing’ 

countries’ and common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR). It stressed transfer of financial and 

technical resources, building a new financial architecture and adhering to the means of implementation 

identified in Agenda 21, the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation, the Monterrey Consensus and the 

Doha Declaration on Financing for Development (OWG Group of 77, 2013a; 2013b). It also called for ‘a 

supportive and just international system where the rules are fair and pro-development’ (OWG Group of 

77, 2013b, 3).  

 

It drew attention to economic issues not covered in the MDGs (section 13, OWG Group of 77, 2013b) 

and repairing the structural causes of the economic financial crises of 2007-8 especially in restructuring 

the international financial institutions (parA14, ibid). This included inclusive economic growth, 

employment, decent work, financial stability, financing for development, external debt restructuring, 

trade, technology transfer, industrialization, sustainable agriculture, stable commodity prices, 

productive capacity, infrastructure, sustainable transport, policy space and voice in economic 

governance. 

 

On social level it stressed: Access to health, education, energy, water, sanitation and especially food 

security; social protection, (gender) equality and effective justice (section 16, OWG Group of 77, 2013b). 

 

At the environmental level it stressed: Atmosphere and climate change, natural hazards, toxic and 

chemical waste; forests, oceans and seas; water; biodiversity; sustainable cities and human settlements; 

sustainable agriculture; desertification and land degradation; sustainable consumption and production 

(section 17, OWG Group of 77, 2013b). 

 

The issue that got most attention by the G77 was food security, amongst others addressing agricultural 

protection and price volatility as well as land degradation (section 9-24, OWG Group of 77, 2013c) and 

to some extent water and sanitation (section 25-26, ibid). 

 

One can conclude that the G77 managed to get almost all of its thematic issues into the final OWG 

report.  

13.6.1.3 OWG Africa Group and OWG Southern Africa Group 

 
The Africa group stressed building on the MDGs and prevention of goal proliferation, as this would 

drain resources and capacities of ‘developing’ countries (an ambition that has only been partly met 

considering the 17 goals and 169 indicators). For content it aligned itself with the G77+China (OWG 

Africa Group 2013a). It intervened on food security and land degradation (OWG Africa Group 2013b); on 

water and sanitation (OWG Africa Group 2013c); decent work, social protection, youth and education 

(OWG Africa group 2013d); macro-economic policy questions, infrastructure development and 
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industrialization (OWG Africa Group 2013e); and energy (OWG Africa Group 2013f). It stressed the 

importance of NEPAD’s initiatives (OWG Africa Group 2013f). 

 

Southern Africa made its own statements which did not deviate much from the G77 and Africa group. It 

added that focus needs to be on quality rather than quantity; stressed building on the MDGs, 

universality and equal importance to the three pillars of sustainable development (OWG Southern Africa 

Group 2013a). And it reiterated the importance of a holistic global partnership goal as well as means of 

implementation articulated per goal (OWG Southern Africa 2013b), which it achieved in the final 

document, be it haphazardly. It asked for early convergence with the work of the Expert Group on 

Financing for Sustainable Development. 

13.6.2 Outcome 

As noted earlier certain Ubuntu notions can be found in the SDG’s. A few examples: 

 Emphasis on socio-economic rights as opposed to (lesser attention to) civil political rights; 

 Emphasis on inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16); 

 Global social floor (social protection SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4) (see section 13.4.2.1 welfare grants 

accorded to immigrants); 

 Emphasis on equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b); 

 Emphasis on social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and 

SDG 17.18); 

 Emphasis on democracy (though the word as such does not feature in the OWG document) as 

expressed in rule of law and specifically equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, 

inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all levels (16.7) and access to 

information (16.10). South Africa was, however, of the opinion that this did not need to be a 

stand-alone goal, but was an enabler (A1). It is therefore doubtful if South Africa pushed for 

these provisions; 

 Value education: Promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence (SDG 4.7); 

 Intrinsic value of work and its benefit to others (SDG 8.5 decent work and productive 

employment); 

 Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17); 

 Solidarity with countries with specific needs (e.g. SDG 9a infrastructure for ‘African countries, 

least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing States’). 

Most interviewees name goal 16 ‘inclusive peaceful societies’ and ‘accountable institutions’ as close to 

Ubuntu (A8, A10, A12, A13, A14), though this was not a priority of the South African government. Also 

stressed are goals 3 (health), 4 (education) and 10 (inequality), with the emphasis on ‘for all’ (A10). 

Though some explicitly exclude education as it is based on a Western epistemology (A13). Others see all 

goals as reaching Ubuntu (A7, A11, A14), but mostly the first five social goals, though one remarked 

‘except gender goal 5, a woman can’t tell me what to do’ (quote from group A11; A13). 

Environmental goals are often not immediately seen as part of Ubuntu, even by officials responsible 

for the environment (A12), but after some thought one remarked ‘though the planet is also for all’ 
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(A10). On climate change A14 remarked: ‘Ubuntu is important for the debate on climate change, where 

opposition is rooted in the fiercely competitive, in individual rights and in development of the economy.’  

 

In relation to the sustainability dimension a grassroots member of the Malay colored community did 

refer to ‘everything comes from nature, mother nature, no-one has control over it’, but at the same 

time referred to Ubuntu as ‘for Blacks’. Another Malay justified sustainability as part of Ubuntu as ‘you 

need to have an understanding of where you fit in, in relation to the whole and in relation to my 

brother’ (group A11). A13 included environment in Ubuntu, but only climate (goal 13) and oceans& seas 

(goal 14) and ecosystems & land (etc.) (goal 15).  

 

Environmental activists do look at sustainability through Ubuntu, but criticize it: ‘The sustainability 

concept is not consistent with Ubuntu, which is living in harmony with nature (...) the SDGs is the 

destruction of the planet’ (A15). ‘This is business as usual; it is not about equality where everyone 

benefits, it will increase poverty (...).The big shots want infrastructure. They want to mine in sensitive 

areas like the Kruger Park or in the ocean. South Africa is saying now it is our turn, they want more coal, 

gas, oil exploration (...) eight nuclear plants (...) plantation of palm oil (…). The SDGs is wishful thinking if 

you don’t protect mother earth itself (...) you need to protect the sources; the Universal Declaration of 

the Rights of Mother Earth should be there’(A17). ‘We need a system change. The goals are 

unobtainable with the current system’ (A16).  

 

Goal orientation and model based thinking is criticized by some (A2, A9; 13.6.1.1); the question is raised 

how to bring Ubuntu into day-to-day practices (A2). Bantu languages are verb-based and therefore more 

process oriented (A13). Some goals are unfeasible (timeframe) and not modest, undermining credibility 

and trust with communities e.g. 1.1 and 8.6 (A9), ‘a goal framework is thinking from linear cause-result 

that can be measured with tools and indicators; the SDGs should be guiding principles and not a gospel 

or absolute truth; the SDGs should be about building mutual trust in cooperation’ (A9; see also 13.7.3).  

Surprisingly, the notion of restorative justice and reconciliation, central to Ubuntu, is lacking. This may 

be due to the fact that South Africans did not see this goal as a priority, but rather an enabler goal (A1); 

this may have led rather to a reductionary strategy than of actively inserting African values within this 

cluster. However, interviewee S6 (Chapter3) postulates that restorative justice was on the table during 

negotiations, but eliminated. Though harmony with nature (section 9 and SDG 12.8) is mentioned (most 

likely on the insistence of the Latin Americans), social harmony does not feature in the document. The 

notion of hospitality to strangers (the issue of migration) does not feature either. In sum social justice 

(the fair relationship between the individual and society) is emphasized. 

 

Most importantly some say that Ubuntu doesn’t know a notion of ‘development’, but emphasizes 

human relations (A8, A9). It is therefore not surprising that the official South African position was to first 

focus on fulfilling the socially oriented MDGs. However, ‘using models is losing the argument in Africa’ 

(A9). ‘More emphasis is needed on democracy, inclusiveness and ‘development of development’. It 

needs to be inclusive not only in terms of the beneficiaries, but of the activities of development itself, 

like the decision-making and the implementation etc.’ (A14). On the overall SDG scheme this person 
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remarked: ‘These are all about things. Development is seen as transforming things, delivering things that 

are beneficial to humanity. Development is also connected to the psyche, happiness and respect’ (A14). 

Moreover, the notion of poverty should ‘capture the quality of life’ with all its non-material dimensions; 

‘poverty in all its dimensions according to national definitions’ (SDG 1.2) is ambiguous, varying greatly 

from country to country (A9). Ramose contends there is a fundamental recognition of development 

within Ubuntu: The speaking and practicing man differentiates reality (Ramose 1999/2005). (The life 

force ‘Ntu’ bringing abstract patterns ‘Ubu’ to life see Figure 13.1). Such a process of differentiation can 

be seen as a form of development. The question is how to relate this fundamental vision with the 

dominating Western visions about development. 

On agency it was remarked that service delivery is not necessarily Ubuntu if it doesn’t enhance the 

autonomy of people (A14).  

 

Regarding the strong emphasis that different African delegations put on NEPAD (13.6.1.1), Ntibagirirwa 

argues that this plan is not in accordance with Ubuntu values: ‘NEPAD adopted the policy framework 

characteristic of orthodox economics, namely, the market’, whereas the earlier Lagos plan of Action 

(LPA) ‘adopted the policy framework characteristic of the development economics of Third World 

countries, namely the state’. Both did therefore not incorporate African values. (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 177) 

‘The dominant pattern is that the architects of the LPA make African cultural value system more of an 

end than a means or the soul of development’ His gives the following reason: ‘In the case of the LPA, I 

argued that the neglect came from the fact that it was conceived within the policy framework of a highly 

activist and regulatory state characterised by doubts about the role of other actors in economic 

development. In the case of NEPAD, the neglect came from the fact that its policy framework is the 

market which hardly recognises those other aspects that make economic development possible.’ 

(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 187-188) ‘In this self-regulating character even culture tends to be valued more in 

terms of a set of commodities to be sold and bought rather than a system that constitutes the 

foundation of economic activities and that can lead to a whole society’s economic 

development.’(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 188) ‘In the absence of (…) public reflection and debate or public 

reasoning, the African value system could hardly be validated in terms of policies for economic 

development in Africa’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 202-203). 

‘The people did not participate in the process which was thought would lead them to their economic 

development except by acquiescence or obedience to the command of the state and its experts.’ 

(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 180). He mentions as causes for the lack of grounding development in Africa’s value 

system mainly: Extroversion (‘not being able to appreciate one’s beliefs, values, and potentialities’) and 

‘the conception of development as an autonomous process whose end-product is delivered to people’ 

(lack of participation and agency), leading to a concept of progress ‘incompatible with the beliefs and 

values which structure the African identity’. (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 284-310). What is needed is 

‘development as the expansion of people’s capability, and (...) involvement of all actors as agents in 

development.’ He argues not what the outcome based on Ubuntu should be, but rather how it should 

be achieved. A strategy gives room for the dynamics of Ubuntu, rather than (Western) means-end logic. 
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An interviewee from UNECA (on personal account) comments as follows: ‘In the absence of empirical 

evidence, it is not very clear to what extent Ubuntu has been able to influence policymaking in Africa. 

For instance, structural adjustment programmes (and their attendant effects on the poor people) or 

user fees in schools and hospitals cannot be said to have been informed by the values of Ubuntu. I think 

the application of Ubuntu in policy making is yet to be seen as countries adopt and adapt the concept to 

their situation’ (A5). 

 

One can therefore say that as underlying African wide policy premises are not Ubuntu based, the SDG 

negotiations were not directly geared towards incorporating African values in its outcome. 

Nevertheless implicit cultural assumptions may well have led to the strong focus on equality/equity and 

socio-economic rights. As one interviewee said: ‘The SDG-Framework was underpinned by inclusiveness 

which is in line with Africa’s value and belief system’ (A5). However, some question whether Africa 

participated in the drafting of the SDGs: ‘I’m sure Africa didn’t negotiate these SDGs (…) they sign up to 

satisfy the West, the donors’ (A9). 

 

The outcome (and interventions of South Africa in the OWG) do align with South Africa’s national 

priorities: ‘At the core of our foreign policy engagements is to build international relations and 

partnerships that will contribute to the achievement of South Africa’s five national priorities: 

 Creation of decent work and sustainable livelihoods; 

 Education and Skills Development; 

 Improving the quality and quantity of Health; 

 Fight against crime and corruption; 

 Rural Development’ (South African embassy 2011, 3). 

13.7 Conclusion: Can Ubuntu contribute to development theory and policy? 
In conclusion, Ubuntu is holistic and multidimensional; it takes interrelation of human, nature and spirit 

as a starting point. Similar concepts persist throughout Africa. It has been used in South Africa’s legal 

system, to some extent in the executive system as a guiding principle for civil servant behavior (though 

not as comprehensive as Happiness in Bhutan) and in foreign policies, but not explicitly in the SDG 

negotiations. It has thus proven its practical value, as opposed to those alleging (i.e. one of the 

reviewers of Van Norren 2014) that writings on such notions as Ubuntu are highly idealistic and do not 

escape general ‘should’ argumentation of development literature. 

Skepticism is largely based on concerns about lack of implementation, which in itself may point to the 

valuableness of Ubuntu if put into practice. Ubuntu is at times also denied status as a philosophy, 

relegated to the realism of social practices or at most a moral theory, in the same manner as (backward) 

customary law was at times denied the status of legality. Many of the arguments against Ubuntu reveal 

themselves as of a postcolonial nature (motivated by maintaining unequal power relations, Haenen 

2012, 222: Oruka argues the term development is to masque these). Even when Ubuntu is deemed 

valuable it is redundant, as Western human rights civilization long reached the same conclusions as the 

Africans. It is drawn into specifically Western debates on capitalism versus communism whereas that in 
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itself presupposes a certain economic structure of thinking. Or it is drawn into anthropological debates 

presupposing that the outsider ‘observer’ may know the insider best and will have its best interests at 

heart; Africans will have forgotten what their ancestors thought and would need to rely on written 

historical data which unfortunately were mostly transmitted by Westerners. Decolonization of the 

mindset is not an easy thing to reach, especially since global goals of universal education mean Western 

education for Africans, Asians and Indigenous Americans.  

Ubuntu is a distinctive African concept that has no English equivalent. It concerns values and the right 

way of living and thereby goes beyond rules or principles (Bennett 2011, 46; Ramose 1999/2005; Metz 

2007a, 341). Interestingly, Bennett (2011, 47) compares it with the Buddhist/Hindu notion of dharma 

(the Buddha law, see Chapter 5 and Annex 12). On further comparison see Chapter 8.  

13.7.1 Legal implications for development theory 

Otherness does not necessarily always mean in conflict with Western values. That Ubuntu may have 

correlation with Christian spiritual notions of forgiveness and reconciliation - as embodied in priest 

Desmond Tutu, chair of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission –may point to a natural law. 

Reformulating the law would mean: ‘Emphasis on truthfulness as the foundation of justice, peace and 

reconciliation (...) truthfulness means don’t lie (Mandela lied to himself) (...) justice and peace means: to 

help someone means to help yourself (...) law should uphold the principle ‘life is mutual aid’ (A13). 

When one talks about deconstruction of legal theory one must first ask which legal theory? When one 

means positivism, the metaphysical dimension of Ubuntu certainly does (though an Ubuntu moral 

theory can also be constructed without, Metz 2007a). In legalism law is defined as a ‘logically consistent 

set of rules constructed in a specialized fashion’, which must become ‘autonomous and supreme’ and 

must be clearly differentiated ‘from other sources of normative ordering’ (Trubek 1972 Wis LR 730238 as 

cited by Bennett 1991, 3). As Bennett remarks during the period of analytical positivism ‘the legal order 

became not a normative system ordering social life, but the rules of the litigation game’ (Bennett 1991, 

3).  

Ubuntu has been shown in jurisprudence to have a strong normative effect on decisions taken. As it 

were the ethical sense of the judge guided by metaphysical notions takes center stage, something that 

was (and is?) deemed erratic in earlier (positivist) legal discourses (predictability was deemed impossible 

if the judge might decide ‘according to his subjective ethical notions’, Bennett 1991,2). Bennett (2011, 

49) draws a parallel between Ubuntu and equity as ‘good conscience’ in English law (which was, 

however, not taken on in the South African Roman Dutch legal system). As Cornell and Muvangua (212 

17) point out Ubuntu imposes special duties on the judiciary to give ‘due weight in his judgment to what 

is just and equitable (…) technical questions relating to onus of proof should not play an unduly 

significant role in its enquiry.’ (Justice Sachs in Port Elizabeth case, section 13.4.2.4). Judgments also 

impose duties on the parties in the name of Ubuntu, for example for a property developer to find a 

reasonable solution for people to be evicted (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 19 quote the City of 

                                                             
238 Trubek D.M. 1972. Wisconsin Law Review 730. 
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Johannesburg v. Rand Properties case). Doing justice rather than simply executing the law is the 

Leitmotiv. 

Ubuntu deconstructs legal theory in that it asserts a collective ontology and a relational aspect of rights 

(A8, A13). It mostly complements it with an overarching principle encompassing (and going beyond) 

human dignity, stressing indivisibility of rights and laying emphasis on duties. Duties are, however, more 

than just correlations of rights, as one has the duty to participate in the community and make a 

difference (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 4; A8). Indivisibility of rights takes on the notion of not 

distinguishing between socio-economic and civil-political rights; both are indispensable for securing our 

humanity (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 10). ‘In the USA you can be dying of hunger, but still curse the 

government, that is their definition of freedom (...) that is not the way we see it in Ubuntu’ (A14). This is 

perhaps the same as the Western notion of interdependence of rights, but reasoned from a different 

vantage point; moreover, it might never have called such a distinction into being. Ubuntu goes beyond 

Western terminology of social cohesion, social bonds and communitarism (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 

3-5) as it postulates that one does not exist without the other; there is a continuum of being. As Cornell 

and Muvangua (2012, 27) put it this suggest an openness ‘for a kind of dialogue about what it means to 

be a human being’, quoting Murungi that ‘one is what one is’, but ‘one is what one is dialogically’ 

meaning in engagement with others. ‘Where law in South Africa is often exclusive (in the sense that it 

excludes) and adversarial – where two parties are opposite – Ubuntu includes. It links. It shows that I 

cannot enforce my rights in insolation of other people. And that my enforcement of rights, affect others, 

and if that effect is inhumane, my enforcement may not be just.’ (A2) ‘Ubuntu defines who we are by 

highlighting how an individual is perceived in the eyes of society and how society is perceived in the eyes 

of an individual. I think it blends well with the promotion of human rights i.e. the denial of one’s rights, 

is denial of societal rights. The converse is also true.’ (A5). Collective rights are recognized under 

customary law, but not directly in the Constitution. 

Western legal theory places emphasis on rationality, reasonableness, equity, individualism and freedom 

(Keep and Midgley 2007, 33; Bennett 2011, 48), as well as protection of private property. Cornell points 

out that ‘dignity in Ubuntu thinking is not rooted in reason because (…) this would deny dignity to too 

many human beings’ (Bennett 2011, 48; Cornell 2012b). Furthermore the court extended it to those 

who have deceased (13.4.2.3) in concurrence with the Bantu concept (13.2.1). Bennett (2011, 53) leaves 

in the middle whether this constitutes ‘embracing a different set of values or simply expressing universal 

values differently.’ He sums Ubuntu legal culture up as rooted in ‘reconciliation, sharing, compassion, 

civility, responsibility, trust and harmony.’ The difficulty in taking a position here is that when one poses 

that Ubuntu upsets conventional legal theory one is immediately rebuffed as throwing away the baby 

with the bathwater (the baby being human rights as a concept diminished by cultural relativity); and 

when one poses that Ubuntu reorders universal values in a different way, it is deemed to be 

unnecessary redundancy. Therefore I take a position of Ubuntu extending beyond conventional legal 

theory as being rooted in a natural law that springs from the collectivity of being. The content may not 

always be different, the emphasis is; a Declaration of Human Duties might have been more likely than 

one on Human Rights; proclamation of human boundedness more than human freedom; an emphasis 

on a socio-economic duty to ensure everyone’s ‘right to eat’ before asserting civil-political rights ‘to 
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represent oneself’. One can compare it to a pendulum swing, where both are aware of the full range of 

the trajectory; they are both at a different moment in the movement of the swing. Traditional African 

communalism may have benefitted from Western notions of individual freedom in the same way that 

Western individualism may benefit in future from African notions of bonded-ness. Is it time for the 

pendulum to swing back? 

Duties are, however, formulated in the Constitution in a general sense: ‘Duties and responsibilities of 

citizenship’ are unspecified (art. 3); the bill of rights recognizes ‘any duty imposed by the right’ (art. 8.2) 

and ‘binds the legislature, executive, judiciary and all organs of the state’ (art. 8.1); state duty to fair 

administration (33.3b) resonates Batho Pele; and stipulates provincial and local government 

responsibilities such as ‘developmental duties of municipalities’ (art. 153).  

Ramose calls into question the different generations of human rights239 (even though not meant as 

hierarchical), as having been formulated as a consequence of economic development (industrialization) 

in the West (1999/2005, 138).The right to food would seem the most basic of rights; it is the primary 

claim the ‘individual can make against the community’ (Ramose 1999/2005, 135). More fundamentally 

he questions the ‘fragmentation of the human being’ into different rights, undermining the concept of 

wholeness (Ramose 1999/2005, 138). This purports not only at the individual who has to juggle different 

rights at the same time, but also the community. After all only the community can assure the 

actualization of rights. Moreover an Ubuntu worldview would seem to favor a reverse order: First 

humanity as a whole rights, then solidarity rights, then socio-economic rights, then civil political rights. 

Future generations are automatically part of the idea of people (‘bantu’) and enshrined in the 

Constitution (art. 24.2). 

As we have seen Ubuntu does not favor punitive justice, but seeks harmony (and rehabilitation) with the 

community (section 13.4.2.3). Contentious jurisprudence also gave a special meaning to the right to life, 

stressing every human including criminals as possessing an inherent dignity, a principle adhered to by 

the EU, but contested in the USA. Justice Mokgoro stated capital punishment ‘dehumanizes the person 

and objectifies him or her as a tool for crime control.’ and Justice Langa ‘the value of life is inestimable, 

and it is a value, which the state must uphold by example’. This for him is linked to the new moral way 

social relations are shaped in the Constitution, undoing the anti-apartheid past (Cornell and Muvangua 

2012, 11). Not only is the one who orders and the one who perpetrates the state killing robbed of his 

dignity, Ubuntu binding-togetherness could be said to imply that the dignity of all is diminished by taking 

the life of one. The reconciliatory nature of criminal justice is stressed over the punitive (vengeful) 

aspects. (It extended restorative justice to the civil law, see below). 

This also has international implications. The International Criminal Court in The Hague is seen by 

Ugandese traditional leader Onen Achana (in Dutch newspaper Trouw) as a kind of justice that is too 

abstract for his people: Victims want to look the perpetrators into the eyes and have the opportunity to 

let their bitter emotions go. He explains that traditional justice is more beneficial for his people as 

                                                             
239

 First (civil political), second (socio-economic), third (solidarity rights such as self-determination, peace, 
development, environment, humanitarian assistance, minorities), fourth (right concerning humanity as a whole; 
genetic engineering, future generations, etc.). See for example Cornescu 2009. 
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criminals need to confess and be confronted with the emotions of those who lost their children. It is all 

part of getting to terms with the pain and receiving forgiveness to be able to be part of the community 

again. African justice systems, he explains, are directed at breaking the vicious circle of revenge, dealing 

with a communal guilt and communal suffering, so that peace and unity in the community will be 

safeguarded (on the trial of Ongwen, leader of Lord’s Resistance Army; Eveleens 2015).  

According to some writers (Metz and Gaie 2010, section 13.2.1; Ramose 1999/2005, section 13.3.2.5), 

Ubuntu also has the potential of deconstructing the conventional interpretation of the concept of 

democracy, as it highlights consensus politics (going beyond this research); by some called ‘deliberative 

democracy’ (Mabogo More cited by Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 8), defined a ‘dialogue and mutual 

consideration and respect as the base on which citizens can come to an understanding about the public 

good’ (George Carew, Cornell and Muvangua, 8). Wiredu calls it a ‘non-party polity’, the election 

winners representing the public and not a party and constituency, but sharing power with other 

representatives (Metz 2007a, 325). (Western) adversarial politics would create division rather than unity 

in multi-ethnic states. There are even calls in the West to abolish elections altogether and go back to the 

ancient Greek system of ballotage (in the same way American juries are constituted), which would 

require participation of all in government, restore legitimacy and trust between government and citizens 

(Van Reybrouck 2013). It would save campaign costs, media manipulation and, in the African context, 

clientalism. It could lead to fairer gender representation. Van Reybrouck argues elections were never set 

up to be representative , rather to safeguard certain political interests (taxpayers, men, whites, etc.) at 

the exclusion of others and debate was about expansion to universal suffrage rather than the system 

itself. 

South Africa, however, adheres to the conventional concept of democracy, be it with a special ‘Ubuntu’ 

inspired Constitution that takes its peculiar history of segregation at heart. Being the last one to abolish 

official colonialism, may put it in the place of being the first one to take postcolonialism as a school of 

thought into full practice. For this an economic Ubuntu transformation is needed: ‘We went from one 

extreme (oppression) to the other (liberal democracy), there should have been a transition phase (a 

more socialist system) where people learn their rights and obligations (...) we need a thick layer of 

middle class to make democratic society work (...) people need education of what the harmful outcome 

is of excessive accumulation (...) the earth is self-generating they think (...) they need to realize the 

harmful outcome on others who don’t have any resources’ (A11). 

On democracy and interculturality (13.4.3.2), it was observed that ‘the link between rainbow nation and 

Ubuntu is not necessarily philosophically correct’ (A13) and not of African origin (A9). To make 

distinctions between color/races goes against Ubuntu inclusivity. ‘What is relevant is, are you related to 

me as a human being (‘muntu’)?’ The metaphorical meaning of ‘muntu’ means ‘behaving according to 

the principle of Ubuntu’. ‘Rainbow nation consists of ‘wholes’, but not ‘wholeness’ (...) that is possible 

only if there is a criss-cross movement around and between these wholes’. I prefer to speak of ‘holo-

culturality as multi-culturality is not speaking of wholeness (...).I have the same objection against 

plurinationality’ (A13). Here one comes to the limitation of words: ‘It is impossible to define one’s 

identity and that of others without recourse to bounded reason (…) to contemporaneously include or 

exclude specific elements’, Ramose says; ‘Oneness and difference belong together’, Kimmerle 
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remarks.240 Black consciousness is, however, seen as a means of resistance against oppression regardless 

of color as well as a means of restoring pride in cultural heritage (A13, A2). The Constitution gives 

‘ethnic sovereignty’ to traditional leaders (like the Zulus and Xhosas; but Afrikaners have claimed it as 

well) ‘in giving them the authority to govern their own people within the native framework’ (A9) and ‘it 

expresses itself in the languages used in parliament and the languages in national broadcasting’ (A9). 

‘The national state does not have direct sovereignty over the traditional way of life, but natives claim it 

is also about sovereignty of land and resources, but the state says no, we have sovereignty over the 

national resources’ (A9). The constitutional court held that protecting cultural identity (in this case 

wearing a nose stud for an Indian woman) ‘is one of the most important parts of a person’s identity 

precisely because it flows from belonging to a community and not from personal choice (…) belonging to 

a community (…) includes participation and expression of the community’s practices and traditions’. It 

linked this to Ubuntu which ‘emphasizes the importance of community to individual identity and hence 

to human dignity. Dignity and identity are inseparably linked as one’s sense of self-worth is defined by 

one’s identity’. Secondly, it held that this includes respecting differences, as cultures are ‘not 

monolithic’, but ‘complex conversations within any social formation’ (Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 

295).241 

On human rights, nature and law (13.2.2), a lawyer (A16) remarks: ‘There is one community of life, how 

can human rights cover that? We as a species are a subsection (…) the system thinks human beings are 

separate from the earth and that they have no obligation to other members of the earth community (…) 

(but) there are earth laws (…) to guide the human being to play a role as a good citizen of the 

community (...) now law and governance is based on exploitation of the rest of the community. 

Everything is defined as property (…) that means they are slaves, the rivers, the land, the mountain and 

all other species. It is a dysfunctional relationship that we need to heal (…) the human laws need to be 

modeled such that the system of laws is to live in accordance with nature’s law. (Now) everything that 

causes damage is legal! (...) the human right to life is meaningless without water. We need to protect 

the right of hydrological systems (...) before we protect the right to life (…) recognize the scientific 

reality that we are part of the system (…) build a new model that makes the old one obsolete (...) 

reasserting the rights of all.’ As the people’s charter for Africa242 states: ‘Mindful that the ancestral 

wisdom of Africa teaches that we come into being through our relationships with the whole community 

of life and that to unfold our full humanity we must respect and live in peace with all beings (...)’. 

13.7.2 Economic implications for development theory  

South African economic policies use conventional economic methods and do not give us guidance in 

what an Ubuntu economy would look like. Policies of Ubuntu are concerned with the right way of 

treating one another, especially in a power relationship of government to citizen and the duty the 

government has to a citizen in this regard. South Africa does place great importance on (a variety of) 

social protection schemes (Government of South Africa 2010). One could say these policies are more 

                                                             
240 See the debate between H. Kimmerle The stranger between oppression and superiority and M. Ramose The 
question of identity in intercultural philosophy, http://www.galerie-inter.de/kimmerle/cemogo.htm.  
241 MEC for Education v. Navaneethum Pillay e.o. 2008 (2) BCLR 99 (CC) 
242 http://therightsofnature.org/the-peoples-charter-for-africa/. 

http://www.galerie-inter.de/kimmerle/cemogo.htm
http://therightsofnature.org/the-peoples-charter-for-africa/


13 Annex Ubuntu theory of (South) Africa 

476 
 

‘socialist’ oriented in delivering an end product to citizens than agency-based, with participation limited 

to consultative and (possibility of) petitionary participation, but lacking participatory implementation, 

bargaining implementation and deliberative participation (Crocker 2007, 432-433; Table 2.1).  

Ntibagirirwa argues that collective agency would come closer to Ubuntu than state socialism delivering 

service as an end product. 243 Ubuntu is about full inclusiveness; a society (and therefore an individual) is 

not successful when certain people are excluded. ‘In this [African] value system, no actors should be 

excluded in any process meant to involve them. That is the very meaning of the values of togetherness, 

collaboration and cooperation that are said to characterise African community.’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 

298). ‘As the people participate in their development, they become involved in the structural institutions 

of their society; and as the structural institutions involve the people, these institutions work better. This 

is the social and political meaning of development (Williams, 2004).’ (Ntibagirirwa 2012, 296). This of 

course presupposes that agency can be articulated collectively: So not to be able to ‘live the life you 

value’, but to ‘live the live we value’ would be one’s objective. It also presupposes expansion of 

collective capabilities: Enhancing collective physical and mental states and activities for well-being, so in 

sum ‘what can we (including I) do to so that we live better’. This is not exactly the same as the sum of 

individual capabilities, as that would depart from the Kantian social contract theory, namely individuals 

while maximizing their own capabilities agreeing to do some things together. How this would express 

itself in practice is closely linked to the way democracy manages to engage the population (see above). 

It may also require a different collective leadership style where leader and people empower each other 

(Ntibagirirwa 2012, 324 citing Mulwa). It also requires market actors to be fully engaged in society 

creating ‘shared value’ for society (Porter and Kramer 2011), in producing what people truly need and all 

people engaging by actively contributing. Ubuntu inclusiveness implies the market provides employment 

for all, as ‘no-one is useless’ and ‘we work as one’. Lastly it seems to require a deliberative participatory 

state. ‘We would get rid of the laws of polarization and indifference and others that are more powerful; 

it is equality (…) collective rights (...) equity’ (A15).  

The concept of Ubuntu has the potential for deconstructing economic theory, as in the economic sphere 

the principle of sharing as opposed to the principle of monetary profit is highlighted. ‘The human part of 

it comes first’ (A11, confirmed by A13). Some insist it excludes private property as ‘it paves the way for 

exclusion of others’; especially ‘the African understanding that land may not be privately owned, but is 

available to all for use’ (A13). Therefore equality and equity are important principles as well as 

employment for all. Work is not done to amass wealth, but to benefit others; wealth is created on a 

cooperative basis, not a competitive one (Metz 2007a, 326). Some want to omit the word ‘employment’ 

and replace it with ‘labor’ to signify that ‘you offer your labor for the well-being of yourself and others’, 

emphasizing that payment is not the objective, but the well-being of all. This is implicit in the language 

where the word ‘tsima’/’letsama’, labor, implies ‘col-labor- rate’, mutual aid. ‘The money-economy does 

not necessarily need to go, but the way of thinking about money’ (A13). Labor legislation is important as 

the fair treatment of the employee is more important than the employer’s interest, as testified in 

Botswana (A2 and A9). ‘An economy based on Ubuntu would look like the Japanese economy. The 

                                                             
243 Ubu being impacted by the communalistic speaking and acting man, ‘homo loquens’ and ‘homo agens’ (Ramose 
1999/2005). 
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economic system is based on relationship (...) and a job for life (...) if you fire someone you fire a whole 

family’ (A9). It was also remarked that in terms of gender Africans may be more lenient towards a 

woman in pregnancy or with ill relatives (A9). Secondly wealth needs to be distributed on the basis of 

needs, not rights or entitlements acquired from hard work, inheritance etc. (Metz 2007a, 326); this may 

implicate giving a child allowance only to those who need it (A2). It is considered a duty (not mere 

generosity) to share, to the extent that you can and the other needs (Metz 2007a, 326). Thirdly, 

diligence is not necessarily a virtue if it goes at the cost of social interaction; engaging with the other is 

deemed more important, enhancing community life (Metz 2007a, 327). What a successful person is may 

therefore be defined differently. This links directly with the idea of ‘development as service’, articulated 

in section 12.7.2: service to others constitutes progress (see 8.2.8). 

In business culture there may be a different understanding. The idea of earning more because of a 

different job scale within the same company may not be well understood within Ubuntu (A6; A9 labeled 

this as a South African post-apartheid preoccupation); whereas asking someone about his earnings is 

normal, at times with the expectation to jointly (Ubuntu) ask the boss for a raise so the salaries match; 

as well as arranging for someone to cover your turn to work at Christmas, even if that co-worker does 

not have the same skills (A6). Within domestic work expected exchange may go beyond receiving a 

salary as the employer is deemed to have enough and should share (toilet paper, sugar etc.). This may 

lead to clashes in understanding with ‘white’/Western co-workers or employers (A6). Even on a 

friendship scale this may translate ‘(white) people want to make things up, make things right and have 

black friends, but when they go out together the white person will expect to share portions exactly, 

while the black person may take a bigger portion (if he is more hungry that day) and expects that to be 

part of the sharing; then the whites will say ‘you give them one finger and they take the whole hand’.’ 

(A6). Efficiency is another matter: ‘Meetings in an African fashion (reaching consensus) may be 

experienced as a waste of time, starting on ‘African Time’ (late) as an offence, and consensus may only 

be reached after multiple meetings, while the white boss thinks that it is has been reached during the 

first meeting.’(A6). On effectiveness of work, it was remarked that companies better employ more 

people, in part to avoid resentment between black staff and white/Western staff, having to make up for 

the lack of education of (some) black staff during apartheid: ‘I worked in the financial services industry 

(...) efficiency is the core value, shareholders, ‘money talks’. They were squeezing us. People were 

cracking, due to too much pressure. They can’t leave for other employment (…). Companies should 

realize what Ubuntu is and create more jobs’ (A6). 

On globalization and Ubuntu Ramose (1999/2005 - Chapter 10) heavily criticizes ‘economic 

fundamentalism’ as a religion; the notion of ‘human capital’ undermining dignity of labor; the notion of 

children as future labor; the family as a support system for economic gain; the related decline in birth 

rate in the West (contrary to Ubuntu’s duty - and joy - to wed and procreate, section 13.2.1) and to ‘the 

interests of (...) amorous union’ (126); the (former) domestication of the woman in a monogamous 

marriage at the time of industrialization, increasing male’s economic power (against equality); the 

economically functional homogenization of life through globalization; the undermining of sovereignty by 

capital movements while people are territory bound (weakening solidarity); in sum the dominance of 

capital determining human relations (and globalization as a new form of colonization). The right to life 
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and human relations, central tenet of Ubuntu, are called into question by globalization (Ramose 

1999/2005, 134); the ‘sovereignty of money’ taking primary value (Ramose 1999/2005, 150). Moreover, 

‘mutual aid’ as the central meaning of life, is not factored into economic calculations and thereby 

success determined by a wrong calculus. According to A6: ‘Ubuntu would change the whole system (...) 

now we think of individual progress, we give you opportunities so that you look after yourself (...) we 

should recognize that there are two different systems, what it means for the philosophy of life, what 

people expect from the economy and the employer.’ ‘Ubuntu could mean a fundamental restructure of 

the economy into solidarity, community, localized economy’ (A8, A10) and basic necessities for all; ‘the 

principle would be unselfishness; humility would have to come, the community first, yourself second’ 

(A10); ‘South Africa is integrated in a global economy, it did not have the choice for a socialist revolution 

or alternative path to development at the end of apartheid’ (A8); the game changer, however, may be 

climate change: ‘It is going to force people in more localized economies and Ubuntu may have 

resonance in this context (...) namely local capacity to respond’ (A8). Though Ubuntu has this potential, 

a move towards community autonomy and self-sufficiency seems to be lacking and is rather interpreted 

as a right to delivery of services by the state (A8). The lack of economic Ubuntu has expressed itself in 

other mitigating policies (13.4.3.2): ‘Black-empowerment is a half-hearted measure to confront 

questions of justice’; instead reparations for apartheid’s economic consequences should have been 

demanded (A13). 

The sparse case law on private law and Ubuntu give some more pointers, namely condemning excessive 

damages as socially disruptive (and in a balance between freedom of speech and defamation). In the 

Dikoko defamation case Sachs also opposed ‘a person’s reputation being treated as a commodity’ 

(Skelton 2010, 99) stating that ‘honour is not quoted on the stock exchange’ (Skelton 2013, 134) thus 

tying in with general objections against commodification of human relations. Ubuntu was used against 

unreasonable fine print in contracts. Legislation and case law on illegal eviction has highlighted a 

preoccupation with prevention of further marginalization of the poor, putting their interest before that 

of capital. ‘We must not allow urbanization and accumulation of wealth and material possessions to rob 

us of our warmth, hospitality and genuine interests in each other as human beings.’ (Justice Sachs in the 

Port Elizabeth case, Cornell and Muvangua 2012, 19). Restorative justice is extended to the realm of 

private law. As Cornell and Muvangua (2012, 27) state it ‘demanded reformulations of constitutional 

and private law’, and in this respect ‘it is not simply judges who are called to do justice; we are all 

called.’  

Though environment features less in people’s speech on Ubuntu, according to (constitutionally and 

‘bantu’ enshrined) intergenerational justice, violating the environment is also a violation of Ubuntu, as 

this is part of the environing whole. Moreover, nature-people is originally conceived as a horizontal 

relation (A13). As we have seen (13.4.3.2) those in rural places do adhere to this notion on Ubuntu. 

‘Deep ties to land are part of identity’ (A6).244 ‘We look at nature from a different eye, we see it as 

beneficial (to us), for its beauty and as all encompassing; we pray under a tree and (...) before 

hunting’(A15).Therefore there may be value in ‘observance of rituals and respect for apparently 

                                                             
244 Mbiti explains that this has to do with space and time being one in African thought: land is linked to forefathers 
which links to perception of time and meaning in life (Mbiti 1969, 26 and 19). 
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insignificant taboos aimed at the conservation, preservation of the environment.’ It was explained as ‘a 

polite prohibition’ by the elders who have studied nature and who use fear to observe its preservation 

(A13). Yet Ubuntu’s focus remains ‘more human-centric than bio-centric’ (A2). ‘Ubuntu presupposes 

harmony with the habitat (…) it immerses itself completely in the selfish unselfishness that lies at the 

heart of sustainable development (…) protection of non-renewables, recycling, avoidance of pollution 

(…) all the principal elements of respect for the environment while promoting development. Ubuntu 

underlines the shared human solidarity interest in living in harmony both with each other and with the 

earth. When people, timber and soil are simultaneously removed the spirit of Ubuntu is simultaneously 

violated in three intersecting ways’ (A14).  

A connection between economic theory and Ubuntu has been made by exploring the correlation 

between GPG and Ubuntu in section 13.3.1.2. It was argued that GPGs need a reformulation in moral 

terms, as exclusion cannot be defined in technical terms; that would be tantamount to formulating a 

right to exclude when it is technically possible. Ubuntu moral theory can guide us here. In the next 

section it will be explored how these can be connected to MDG-SDG policy.  

13.7.3 Development policy: future possibilities for SDG’s and beyond 

As Naicker (2011, 456) puts it in the context of global sustainable development negotiations: ‘What is 

lacking is information on how different cultures and practices envision collective responsibility for 

human well-being.’  

Regarding policy, Ubuntu can serve as an encompassing principle, embodying GPGs and human rights 

(see section 13.4.1). As argued before (Chapter 3), the MDGs should be seen as GPGs, goods that affect 

everyone and from which no one may be excluded (Van Norren 2012). The term Global Community 

Goods may reflect this better than GPG, in order to avoid the confusion with the word ‘public’, which to 

many denotes ‘provided by the state’. (Some prefer the term ‘global commons’ which strictly speaking 

deals with common resource pool management at a global level). Combining the MDGs/SDGs with a 

GPG notion gives it an Ubuntu quality. Ubuntu in relation to the MDGs would then signify the wholeness 

and interrelation of the MDG/SDG concept; neither subject of the goals can be treated on its own.  

Ubuntu is thus an overarching principle that can inform the clusters of goals and indicators (although 

also a Western result based management system) in future, see Figure 13.4.245 Important to note is the 

remark that ‘post-2015, MDGs/SDGs discussion is an irrelevant discussion from the African mind. You 

need to make clear how it addresses their needs (…) the SADC member states say to me ‘the MDGs are 

not relevant to us’. It is all talk about concepts, models, economics. The fundamental notion of how 

Africans see their lives is missing (...) a constant dialogue is needed (…) building a philosophy is not the 

most important, but to keep the relationship going’ (A9). ‘We don’t want a model to solve everything, 

this is where Jeff Sachs loses the people (...).Ubuntu is much bigger than that’ (A9). ‘The SDGs help us to 

define and categorize issues in areas where we can understand them and to see linkages, but for the 

policy makers in the North they are like a gospel: ‘They signed it so they have to implement it’; the 

                                                             
245 Ubuntu has been posed as overarching as it includes a metaphysical dimension (which one may or may not 
believe in). 
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Ubuntu concept of contract is the starting point of a relationship, not the end point, building trust to 

work together’ (A9). Moreover, ‘Don’t use the word development, let’s start by dropping that word. It is 

THE problem. It means to make better, to make function, to make good. Let’s call it Sustainable Human 

Goals or Sustainable Mutual Goals, that is Ubuntu’ (A9).  

Figure 13.4 Relation of Ubuntu to GPG, human rights and MDGs 

 

How to operationalize this in future could be a subject of further research.  

 Ubuntu above all can underpin the cluster on global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) that was 

inserted in the MDG/SDG framework by the Global South (though not expressly mentioned by 

interviewees, interdependence, community and pan-Africanism underpins Ubuntu). This 

includes ‘Regional integration to be added to 17.9 (capacity building) and 17.14 (policy 

coherence) (A9). The SDGs still lack the sense of ‘community, collective, people, intra-

community relations’ (A9). 

 It can inspire economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) with its emphasis on social justice, 

equality, equity and sharing. Reconstructive economic ideas: Collective agency: ‘what can we 

(including I) do to so that we live better’; employment for all based on ‘no-one is useless’ and 

‘we work as one’ (col-labor-rate); living in time (not on time); sharing instead of profit; no 

‘human capital’; restoration as the family for family sake and importance of procreation; ending 

dominance of capital, sovereignty of people, violation of environment is violation of Ubuntu 

meaning the same respect to nature as to people. 

Ubuntu 
philosophy 

GPG principles 

Human Rights 
principles 

SDG clusters 
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 Ubuntu ties in with social clusters on health (MDG 4, 5, 6; SDGs 3) and education (MDG 2; SDG 

4) by seeming to support the notions of the global social floor (section 13.4.2.1). On health and 

Ubuntu see for example Edward and al 2004; Wilson and Williams 2013 (mental health); 

Himonga 2013 (right to health); Manda 2010 (HIV-AIDS and women); Swartz and Colvin 2015 

(care culture of community health workers). Ramose 1999/2005 (Chapter 5 Medicine through 

Ubuntu) articulates the principles of (significant) payment of the healer only if the patient 

improves; meaning into illness and the ill or demented; the healer as a mediator between the 

supra-natural source (of illness) and the person; keeping mentally afflicted within the 

community out of mutual care.  

 Literature on the African philosophy of education (MDG 2; SDG 4) as well as moral education of 

personhood can inform a new cluster on education (Nafukho 2006; Le Roux 2000; Waghid 2004; 

South African Journal of Higher Education 18 (3) 2004: Issue on Indigenous African Knowledge 

Systems and Higher Education; and Horsthemke 2009 for a contrary view; and Okeja 2012 on 

the underprivileged status of African philosophy teaching in African universities). What it means 

to be educated in African philosophy entails being able to listen and articulate logical arguments 

(though rationality may have a different meaning than in the West); moral maturity promoting 

justice, courage and truthfulness; an ability to engage in consensual dialogue, allowing the other 

to offer his point of view regardless how ill-informed (Waghid 2004, 57-60). This may have 

specific significance for multicultural education: E.g. ‘we are what we do - to ourselves and 

others’ (Le Roux 2000). 

 Despite contention (13.3.2.11), feminists may find inspiration as well for a gender goal (MDG 3; 

SDG 5). South Africa (and its Constitution) has a very progressive stance on gender (section 

13.6.1.1). On Sudan, one person remarked: ‘The strongest way is to look at the position of 

women as it is; focus on gender from their own perspective (...) then you can invite the 

government for a dialogue. Don’t mention sharia, just say it is important for the family and 

society that girls get educated’. On family planning communication: ‘Remove the concept of 

women’s rights or the right to limit the number of children; base it on what is good for the 

family? Is it good for the family to have more children? The honor and authority of men is in 

question, when a woman says she doesn’t want any more children, she will lose the fight and 

nobody will support her’ (A9). On equality: ‘Base gender policies on building relationships (...) 

respect between man and woman.’ (A9).  

 On gay rights there are diverging views: ‘We are not against gay sexuality, but we are against 

gay family, it goes against the spirituality of procreation (...) you can still be member of a family, 

that is Ubuntu’ (A9). However, ‘Ubuntu fits well with accepting people as they are, not 

establishing hierarchies of importance in society, everybody matters, everybody is entitled to be 

respected and have her or his humanity acknowledged. Homophobia and misogyny in that sense 

are anti-Ubuntu.’(A14). See also Bandawe and Meerkotter 2015. 

 Ubuntu has a distinctive view of environmental protection (section 13.2.2) by considering 

nature and man as a whole (MDG 7; all SDGs but specifically 6, 12, 13, 14, 15).  

 Ubuntu can inspire the cluster on peace and security (SDG 16) with its emphasis on restorative 

justice (see sections 13.4.2.2, 13.4.2.3 and 13.4.2.1 (ad delict law). ‘We have to work on trust 
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and then build institutions’; ‘how to integrate a dialogue between militias’ coming first and 

‘creating livelihood for ex-militants and marginalized youth’ emphasizing this went wrong in 

South Sudan and the EU disregarded African Development Bank priorities in this regard (A9). 

Similarly A14 mentioned disregard of AU restorative justice proposals in the Libya crisis 

(providing an exit for leader Ghadaffi), resulting in divisiveness and lack of healing. And ‘Ubuntu 

is important for the International Criminal Court, as it provides remedies for healing trauma, but 

there are the hardline fundamental punitive justice approaches to international criminal law 

that do not allow for a wide-range strategy including restorative justice’ (A14).  

 It can inspire the cluster on institution building and rule of law (SDG 16) by its jurisprudence on 

public law (section 13.4.2.1) and civility in conduct of government agents (13.4.2.1 and 13.4.3). 

However, one needs to be aware that ‘Rule of law is not an African word, we use the concept of 

nation building including leadership’ (A9). People empowering leadership and accountability 

includes citizen participation (A9). Opposition to rule of law as a goal mainly exists, ‘because the 

West is using it as punishment, withholding development funding, ignoring restorative justice 

principles, these should work side by side’ (A9) Moreover, ‘Diversity is broader than culture 

(SDG 4.7): It involves respect to different value systems and building ownership and mutual 

respect and interest in results between development partners’ (A9). See Ubuntu Jurisprudence 

principles (oversight table in 8.2.6). Reconstructive legal principles: Relational nature of rights, 

departing from natural law, restorative justice, ethical sense of the judge, duties and human 

boundedness rather than human freedom, reverse order of generation of rights, dignity not 

rooted in reason only, consensus politics moving away from adversarial politics, protecting 

cultural identity, interrelation of nature and human rights: ‘one community of life’. 

Figure 13.5 Ubuntu unity 

 
Source: Reprinted with permission from UNESCO, UNDP & UNFPA. 2015. Post-2015 Dialogues on Culture and Development. New 

York/Paris: UNESCO,UNFPA&UNDP 2015, 13. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002322/232266e.pdf. (original from UN 

Culture and Development Dialogue website, https://www.worldwewant2030.org/culture2015) 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002322/232266e.pdf
https://www.worldwewant2030.org/culture2015
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To reduce a philosophy as expansive as Ubuntu to targets and indicators is, however, somewhat 

contrary to what it tries to achieve: Namely to infuse humans with a consciousness of wholeness and 

interdependence, on each other and their natural surroundings, including a spiritual level of being. This 

may offend the secular Western science, but does justice to the people, ‘the professional experts’ are 

trying to develop (on processes see e.g. Armstrong 2013; Boyte 2013). If they are to be the agents of 

change, the question once more is ‘whose development?’ and ‘aiming at what?’ Does the West have 

something to gain too by incorporating indigenous views into the development narrative? Post-2015 

(and post 2030) should first and foremost be a platform for debate on how to solve the world’s most 

pressing problems. And ‘how’ starts at the conceptual level. 

‘Framed within the African context, Ubuntu does not aim to supplant existing western inspired 

philosophy on what constitutes personhood, but helps to illuminate and manage the intellectual 

tensions and debates by presenting the African position of humaneness and interconnectedness 

anchored on a firm community conviction’, as UNECA staff members put it (not representing the official 

position of ECA, in a reaction to Van Norren 2014).  

 

A13 put it this way: ‘Excluding Ubuntu is not just excluding a word, but a people who subscribe to that 

philosophy.’ 

 

To the earlier Wheel of Development Ubuntu can be added; this results in below figure. 

 

Figure 13.6 Wheel of development including Ubuntu 
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Combining this with the earlier figure proposed in Chapter 4, this results in the following model of 

Sustainable Development Goals including Ubuntu, see Figure 13.7Fout! Verwijzingsbron niet 

gevonden.. In terms of the three components of sustainable development Ubuntu prioritizes the social 

as anchoring principle (preferred order: Social, ecological, economic), whilst including People First 

good governance and expanding People to former and future generations. 

Figure 13.7 Ubuntu and the SDGs 
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14 Annex Buen Vivir theory of Ecuador 
 

For Qhatir Qullo Qullo (Aymara for Andes): the mountain that is illuminated (by sunrise and sunset and 

spirit) 

Para los pueblos indígenas la vida surge y se desarrolla gracias a la bondad de la 

madre tierra y sin ella no es posible nuestro futuro. 

Congreso de los Pueblos Indígenas de la Organización National Indigena de Colombia, 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Wheel of Values/Indigenous Latin America; © D.E. van Norren 
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14.1 Introduction 
The postcolonial school has important roots in Latin America, where decolonization is still an ongoing 

process as testified by the policy documents in this case study. This Latin American case study stands out 

mainly in the bio-centric worldview (though some call it neither biocentric nor anthropocentric, but 

balanced living, Fitz-Henry 2012, 269). ‘Othering’ does not only take place between cultures, as 

described in the introductory chapter, but also between humans and other species through ‘imperialist 

social and humanist discourses’, the ‘most subaltern of all’ being ‘the natural world’ (Fitz-Henry 2012, 

267 quoting Spivak). During the last decade, anthropology has, however, increasingly recognized the 

importance of ‘widening the circle of the human’; and theorists call for the political representation of 

the non-human (Fitz-Henry 2012, 267 quoting Bruno Latour). This case study follows the same outline as 

the others, but takes a specific interest in the rights of nature, whereby nature has been recognized as a 

juridical person, following indigenous traditions of investing inanimate ‘objects’ with personhood.  

This Chapter addresses the question of how the worldview of Buen Vivir de- and reconstructs legal and 

development policy and what contribution it can make to the (post) MDG-SDG discussion. The concept 

and especially the merits versus criticism will be looked at through the lens of postcolonial theory. 

Section 14.2 explores the concept of Buen Vivir. Section 14.3 will look at the merits of the concept and 

the criticism against it. Section 14.4 will look at the way Buen Vivir is applied at the national level, in 

legislative (14.4.1), jurisprudence (14.4.2) and executive terms (14.4.3). Section 14.5 deals with how 

Buen Vivir is applied in foreign policy. Section 14.6 looks at how Buen Vivir is reflected in the MDGs and 

SDGs, in terms of process and outcome. Section 14.7 presents the conclusions on deconstruction of 

development theory and policy implications. For methodology see Chapter 1. 

14.2 What is Buen Vivir  
This section will look at the meaning of Buen Vivir today and in historic terms; its interpretation by 

philosophers and ordinary people; and its wider resonance across the Americas. 

14.2.1 History and definition 

Buen Vivir is ‘a utopia in constant reconstruction and reinvention’ with pluralistic meanings (Friant and 

Langmore 2015; E1); ‘the term transitions’ characterizes Buen Vivir (Unai Villalba 2013, 1436) ‘An 

Aymara in Bolivia said the following to me: ‘There is a box standing on a table with Buen Vivir written on 

it. The box is neither empty nor full. When it is empty, one can use it for one’s own propaganda and then 

say this is buen vivir (which is happening in Ecuador and Bolivia). When it is full, we have a big problem, 

the concept becomes dogmatic and there is no more dialogue.’ It is important to know what is already in 

the box. Buen Vivir is not just activism or a political construction. Buen vivir is life itself in indigenous 

communities; it is a sentiment that is not defined, but practiced. It is very interesting, but do not idealize 

these people, they are also influenced by capitalism’ (E4)246.  

 

                                                             
246 Interviewees are identified with a capital letter E followed by a number; see paragraph 1.5.6. 
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Buen Vivir is derived from the indigenous concepts of Sumak Kawsay, living well (Quechua language), 

existing in Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru. Literally it means living in ‘fullness’ (vanTeijlingen and 

Hoogenboom 2015, 15). Its indigenous core can be summarized as horizontal co-existence with nature; 

social justice and multicultural respect as part of a holistic cosmic view of life (Jiménez 2011, 15) (see 

following section 14.2.2).  

 

Its articulation as buen vivir, good living, is an intellectual movement that started after the fall of 

communism (E1). Radical questioning of development as a concept was possible, because indigenous 

culture did not know this concept (Gudynas 2011, 442) (14.3.2.1). Buen Vivir proposes a new concept for 

understanding the relationship between man and nature, history, society and democracy (Dávalos 

2008a). It combines an ancestral indigenous understanding of good living as well as a criticism to 

classical Western development theory (Gudynas 2011). ‘Sumak Kawsay is the expression of an ancestral 

way of being and being in the world. The ‘good life’ expresses concerns and agrees with those demands 

of ‘décroissance’ of Latouche, the ‘friendliness’ of Ivan Ilyich, ‘deep ecology’ of Arnold Naes. The ‘good 

life’ also includes proposals for decolonization of Aníbal Quijano, Boaventura de Souza Santos, Edgardo 

Lander, among others’ (Dávalos 2008a).  

 

Buen Vivir became the political project of the Movimienta Allianza País, of Rafael Correa, who came to 

power in 2007 after a citizen’s revolution, seeking transformation of democracy, ethics, economics, 

social processes and Latin American integration (Table 14.1, first column), all of which are interrelated 

with indigenous traditions. It was elaborated in a Constitution and in three National Development Plans 

(or National Plan for Good Living): 2007-2010 (‘Plan for the Citizen’s Revolution’), 2009-2013 (‘Building a 

Plurinational Intercultural State’), 2013-2017 (‘A better world for everyone’). (The latter title literally 

reflecting the report A Better World for All (IMF et al. 2000), the genesis of the MDGs). Its ethical 

guidelines, designed for planning, however, also refer to modern academics: Wright, Nussbaum, 

Dworkin, Campbell, Rawls (Table 14.1; second column), which may be seen as importing foreign ideas, 

but is actually consistent with its essential core of openness of life and its tenets of dialogue and 

communication with all beings in a modern age. 

 

The movement can be divided in three, which criticize one another: (a) The purist, spiritual, 

‘pachamamism’ of indigenous speaking solely of Sumak Kawsay, focusing on mother earth, harmony 

and community247; (b) the ecological postmodernism248 of intellectuals including Western thinkers 

aiming to create ‘alternatives to development (as opposed to alternative development)’ (E1, E4, E6)  

 (c) the bio-socialist statism of neo-Marxists and the state249 with revalorization of socialist collective 

values and social justice (Hidalgo-Capitán and Cubillo-Guevara 2014). The first divide (a versus b/c) is 

about who can speak about Sumak Kawsay in its fullest spiritual understanding (appropriation of an 

indigenous term); the second divide (b versus c) about how biocentrism is supposed to balance nature 

                                                             
247 Albó, Rengrifo, Chancoso, Choquehanca, Davalos, Huanacuni, Pacari, Lajo, Medina, Macas, Maldonado, Oviedo, 
Simbaña Viteri, Yampara.  
248

 Acosta, Aguinaga, Boff, Escobar, Esteva, Carpio, Gudynas, Lang, Lander, León , Prada, Vega, Svampa, Tortosa, 
Quijano, Quintero, Quirola. 
249 Borón, Coraggio, Harnecker, Houtart, García-Linera, Ramírez, Páez, Patiño, Pomar, Santos, SENPLADES. 
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versus human well-being and who is in the driver’s seat (communities or the state?); the third divide (c 

versus a/b) is about pragmatism in transiting towards the new ideal (Hidalgo-Capitán and Cubillo-

Guevara 2014). The first group will be treated as ‘the source’, the second as the intellectual (secular) 

movement making it globally relevant, the third as the pragmatists struggling with the implementation 

of Buen Vivir in a globalized world. All have a common denominator in stressing participation, 

communitarism, solidarity, equality, equity, biocentrism and self-sufficiency. 

An academic distinguished another two variants: (d) a Christian religious view combined with the 

theory of the independence struggle, such as the (Catholic) liberation theology of Monseñor Leonidas 

Proaño (mestizo from Chimborazo) (e) International literature like the UN 2002 the future we want 

report, which references Sumak Kawsay. Its interpretation is close to that of the Ecuadorian 

government, which (according to E31) has a relation with neo-extractivism: Global green economy 

plans, global good governance aas well as sustainable development and MDGs’ (E17, E31). An 

indigenous explains ‘(The academics) made a melting pot with good intentions; it’s, however, a more 

superficial concept than our concept’ (E33). Another says: ‘Buen Vivir as a term does not mean much to 

the indigenous. They relate to indigenous terms only, that do, however, reflect meanings comparable to 

Buen Vivir’ (E2; Van Teijlingen and Hoogeboom 2014, 16).  

 

Some warn to not overlook the political dynamics behind Buen Vivir, as the highland indigenous were 

more behind the Correa presidency and the Amazon indigenous behind the previous governments (E3). 

Though mainly ‘Correa’s backers are the mestizo and the montubio’ (coastal peasants) (E1). 

Table 14.1 The citizen's revolution and ethical guidelines 

The Five Revolutions Ethical guidelines for Planning 

1. A constitutional and democratic revolution to lay the 

foundations of an inclusive and reflective political 

community, by trusting in the country’s capacity to define 

another course for a fair, diverse, plurinational, 

intercultural and sovereign society. This demands 

consolidating the current constitutional process through 

regulations, the implementation of public policies, 

and the State’s transformation in line with the rights 

encompassed in Good Living are truly exercised. To this 

end, it is essential to form radical citizens that set the 

material bases for a national project inspired by equality in 

diversity. 

2. An ethical revolution to guarantee transparency, 

accountability and checks and balances as the pillars on 

which to build social relations that enable mutual 

acknowledgement between individuals and collective trust; 

essential for long-term change. 

3. Economic, productive, and agrarian revolution 

to overcome an inherited model of exclusion, and direct 

State resources towards education, health, the road 

network, housing, scientific and technological research, to 

promote employment and production in a way which 

• Social and economic justice for the exercise of freedom 

for all: In a fair society, each of its members enjoys the 

same access to the material, social, and cultural means 

required to survive and lead a satisfactory life that allows 

each individual to reach self-fulfillment and sets the bases 

for their mutual recognition as equals (Wright, 

E.O., 2006:3.). 

• Democratic participative justice: In a politically fair 

society, all members must have the same power to 

contribute to the collective institutionalized control of the 

political conditions and decisions that affect their common 

destiny. This must be construed as the defense of the 

principles of political equality, participation and democratic 

collective power (Wright, E.O., 2006). 

• Inter-generational and interpersonal justice: 

In a fair society, actions and plans in the present must take 

into account future generations. This involves an 

environmental and distributive promise that takes in 

consideration the environmental and social impacts of the 

use of natural resources; gender equality; and the 

acknowledgement of the country’s cultural diversity. 

• Transnational justice: A fair global society implies 
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The Five Revolutions Ethical guidelines for Planning 

includes both rural and urban areas. This revolution 

must be achieved by democratizing access to water, land, 

credit, technologies, knowledge, and information, and by 

diversifying the forms of production and property. 

4. A social revolution, hand in hand with inclusive economic 

policies, for the State to guarantee the essential rights of all 

individuals. This revolution must offer opportunities for 

socio-economic insertion and, at the same time, strengthen 

the capabilities of individuals, communities, peoples, 

nationalities and groups in need of services that enable 

them to freely exercise their rights. 

5. A Revolution in Defense of Latin American Dignity, 

Sovereignty and Integration, to uphold a clear, dignified and 

sovereign position in Ecuador’s relations with international 

actors and multilateral organizations, in order to advance 

towards genuine integration within Latin America and the 

Caribbean; and to insert Ecuador strategically in the world 

community. 

 

overcoming the fact that each individual’s life options are 

limited by both social and national accidents of birth. If we 

acknowledge the existence of global public goods and the 

mobility of human beings and resources between countries, 

then the (re)distribution of tangible and intangible goods 

and the leveling the weight of participation in the global 

political sphere should be treated seriously. (Nussbaum, 

2006, ob. cit.) 

• Impartial justice: A fair society must provide each and 

every citizen with juridical security and an equal treatment 

in all procedures. In such societies, individual rights are 

respected as they are part of a social objective (Dworkin, in 

Campbell, 2002; Rawls, 1999). 

 

Notes: 

Nussbaum, M. Las fronteras de la Justicia. Consideraciones 

sobre la exclusión. Barcelona, Paidos, 2006 

Rawls, J. A theory of Justice. Great Britain, Oxford University 

Press, 1999. 

Campbell, T. La justicia: los principales debates 

contemporáneos. Barcelona, Ed. Cedisa, 2002. 

Wright, E. O. ‘Los puntos de la brújula. Hacia una 

alternativa socialista’, en New Left Review, 

No.41. Madrid, AKAL, 2006. 

Source: National Development Plan 2009-2013, (GoE 2009, 15-16) 

14.2.2 General philosophy 

In indigenous terms Sumak Kawsay signifies ‘life to the fullest’. ‘Buen Vivir means harmony with oneself, 

the community and nature’ (A4). There are different dimension to this concept.  

The notion of balance is important in that one needs to find the middle way between ‘Llaki Kawsay’ (ill 

living, as in over-individualized, de-spiritualized and material) and ‘Alli Kawsay’ (good living). Sumak 

Kawsay then refers to living in abundance (‘plenitude’); it is not overcoming ‘ill-living’ nor living better, 

but balancing the two (Waldmüller 2014). 

Sumak Kawsay/Buen Vivir incorporates a non-linear concept of time and well-being, whereby the past is 

in front of us, because it is known to us and the future is behind us, because we cannot see it. ‘Space 

and time are the same word’ (E8). It concerns a spiral concept of time (GoE 2009, 18). This means non-

circular and therefore non-repetitive; we return at our point of departure, but renewed; there is a 

circular relation between human, nature, cosmos and religion (Jiménez 2011; Ramos Arauco 2008; 

Oviedo 2008).250 This means that that one can see life as a series of repetitions whereby each repetition 

shows up in a variation of the previous (the previous summer is not the same as the summer before, but 

it is still a summer). In a personal sense, it may mean that each life lesson comes around again in a 

different disguise until one has moved beyond it and can move to the next stage (which one can link up 

                                                             
250 ‘Life is circular and we always need to return to our origin’; ‘life is a sacred spiral (Muyuki)’; ‘the spiral of the 
Grand Total Conscience, Kontixi’ (Oviedo 2008, 110, 173, 99). 
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with debates on identity, namely spiraling up to new forms of identity, Annex 10). The spiral concept of 

time defeats current notions of development, which are linear, dividing countries in ‘developing’ and 

‘developed’ (GoE 2009, 17). One could say this ‘developmental’ distinction is judgmental; everything 

simply is.  

A distinction between ‘real’ and abstract does not exist. Symbols and names have the same significance 

as any other being; they are also considered ‘material’ (Jiménez 2011, 8) (or non-material if one views 

the entire world as non-material). There is also no distinction between subject and object. The world 

itself is subject: It is a living being, a person (Jiménez 2011, 9). Each part of it is subject: The animate 

(humans, animals, plants) and the inanimate (mountains, rocks, soil, rain, stars) and the spirits (‘huacas’, 

‘apus’) (Jiménez 2011, 9)251. Moreover, all these elements are ‘in profound and comprehensive relation 

and conversation’ (Jiménez 2011, 9). Humans are seen as a part of a whole which cannot be divided, and 

the world vision is therefore collective (GoE 2009, 18). The fullness of life (Sumak Kawsay) can only be 

experienced in a community, which includes nature (Gudynas 2011, 441). Sumak Kawsay talks about 

creating the material and spiritual conditions for building a harmonious life, which should be the goal of 

every human effort. It thus incorporates transcendence and spirituality into the concept of sustainability 

(Viteri Gualinga 2002).  

Moreover, human beings have no status of superiority over other beings; all are in a horizontal relation 

of communication and in need of one another (Jiménez 2011, 10). Helping the sun when it is weaker 

with the ritual of ‘chicha’ is therefore not worship of the son, it is a form of reciprocity, establishing a 

relationship, communing with the spirits; as with the ritual of ‘chaya’, giving the earth something to 

drink by spilling on the soil, every time one drinks; or asking a mountain permission to dig (Jiménez 

2011, 10). One could say it is a form of reverence for life. Some refer to it as acknowledging the 

magnetic and energetic exchange with the earth, the moon and the sun (Oviedo 2008). 

There are various forms of ownership, with the ‘ayllu’252, the regional community property, having a 

central role. It encompasses lands and water, distributed over different ecological zones to ensure 

variety of products, as well as fixed, seasonal and shift-based villages. Each family had a ‘tupu’ of land (a 

variable measurement sufficient for food and a good life and harmony with the environment), which 

extended with each child (Jiménez 2011, 11). A complex system of reciprocity (horizontal) and 

redistribution (vertical), as the essential basis of social relationships, avoided poverty. ‘It was the 

inalienable duty of the ruling sectors to guarantee minimum social rights for all.’ (Jiménez 2011, 11). 

Poverty and harm to nature were ‘literally unthinkable’; these ethical minimums limited internal 

conflict, regulated power and imposed a ‘self-limitation (...) as an essential truth, as both social and 

cosmic ethics’ (Jiménez 2011, 13). One of the composers of Buen Vivir therefore stated: ‘We need 

democracy like the indigenous people in the ayllu, to have a discussion until consensus is reached.’ (E1). 

‘(...) the very understanding of buen vivir would necessitate the creation of meaningful participatory 

democratic institutions’ (Arsel 2012, 155). 

                                                             
251

 The 4.000 year old ‘Tello Obelisk’ stone (Northern Peru) shows all beings with eyes, ears and mouth, living 
beings that reciprocate and talk.  
252 In Bolivia ‘ayllu’ lasted longer, but in Ecuador they exist(ed) as well (E26). 
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Sumak Kawsay possesses a notion of austerity, in that the goal is to live well, but this should not go at 

the expense of others or the environment (Gudynas 2011b quoting Albó 2009). It seeks harmony 

between the material and the spiritual, rather than material wealth (Gudynas 2011b quoting Yampara 

2001). The concept also stresses ‘being’ (as identity and as stillness) ‘we must return to being, because 

colonization has made us into ‘wanting to be’. We now want to return to our own path, to our being.’ 

(Bolivian Minister Choquehuanca Céspedes) (Fatheuer 2011, 19). Or as intellectual Ramírez puts it ‘the 

sweetness of being still’ (‘qamir qamaña’ in Aymara). This includes a good heart and self-dignity as part 

of ‘the richness of life’ (Gudynas 2011b quoting Ramírez 2010). Asked whether this also includes 

practices of meditation and introspection, this was, however, referred to as the realm of Shamans; the 

relationship with nature is, however, a spiritual one for all (E1). 

Ecuadorians speak of both Sumak Kawsay, a philosophical concept which includes interculturality,253 and 

of plurinationality,254 a political concept giving sovereignty to indigenous people, which according to 

some comes first. A milder version of plurinationality is interculturality. Some political activists state that 

‘The vision of the indigenous is plurinationality (…) Sumak Kawsay is not a central indigenous concept or 

demand’ (E15) (see also Simbaña 2013 as quoted by Alonso-González and Macías Vázquez 2015, 5). ‘If 

you study the official documents of CONAIE (indigenous political organisation), it only appears in 2004/5 

(...). In 2008 we presented a project to the constitutional assembly, in which we never talked about 

Sumak Kawsay. The first written text about Sumak Kawsay was for the Banco Interamericano de 

Desarrollo (BID), by Viteri, he is indigenous, but not from the indigenous movement’(E15). ‘Then there is 

the (written) historical concept described by Anibal Quijano, based on the book of Guaman Poma - of 

the 16th century; published in 18th century. And then the political strategic concept (...); this appears in 

2011 in Bolivia and Ecuador. It is not isolated and comes with the protest against capitalism, from the 

left’ (E15). 

Buen Vivir embraces respect for diversity as well as integration of Latin America. For this one needs to 

go back to the notion of Qhapac Ñan, the road network of the Incas, which extended the length of 

South America, from Colombia to Chile (World Heritage Site since 2014): A ‘unique testimony to the Inca 

civilization based on values and principles of reciprocity, redistribution and duality’ (according to 

UNESCO). It included ‘tambos’ (lodges), ‘collcas’ (storages), (agricultural) terraces, bridges, tunnels, 

paths and a common language ‘Runa Simi’ based on Quechua: ‘Everything for life’ including practicing 

reciprocity with the spirits (Jiménez 2011, 12). In spiritual terms it means the direction of awakening of 

conscience (North West to South-East) and is related to the Andean cross ‘chakana’ (Figure 14.2; Oviedo 

2008, 94). Roads also had a spiritual design, a ‘mathematical geodesic alignment’ in exact proportion of 

the axial tilt of the planet (Jiménez 2011, 12). As did agriculture, architecture, geometry, hydraulics, all 

following a high level of astrology (Jiménez 2011, 7). Not only was the Inca Road a physical network of 

integration, it also signified spiritual integration.255 The ‘Road of Qhapackuna’, meaning the road of 

                                                             
253 Interculturality denotes at the minimum ‘the recognition and inclusion of diversity’ and more profoundly 
‘opening of pathways towards a different society based on respect, mutual legitimacy, equity … where difference is 
the constitutive element’ (Walsh 2009, 74 and 79); ‘unity in diversity’ (E26; Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 15). 
254

 This is defined as ‘the political recognition of the presence or coexistence of two or more nations… historical 
communities with a determinate natal territory which share a distinct language and culture’ (Walsh 2009, 71). 
255 World Heritage List, Qhapaq Ñan, Andean Road System, Criterion III. http://whc.unesco.org. 

http://whc.unesco.org/
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those who built it and walked on it (or builders and walkers of this road), can also be translated as ‘the 

path of wisdom’ or ‘road of the righteous’256 or ‘the road of energetic transformation’ (Jiménez 2011, 

12; Oveido 2010, 50; Lajo 2005). After all one can see builders and walkers as a community and since 

they are in reciprocal relation with the surrounding environment, as a whole, and since they are 

connected with spirit, as a representation of the cosmos.  

To understand Buen Vivir’s transformational nature, one needs to refer to ‘Pachakuti’ (‘Pacha’=time 

and space or the world; ‘kuti’= upheaval or revolution). It refers to a time of upheaval, a revolution in 

the world as well as renewal and rebalancing (Thomson 2011, 450). This may also refer to what some 

have called the end of times (the year 2012; completion of the procession of the Equinox), which is 

better interpreted as the end of time as we know it. (As we know by now the world has not come to an 

end in 2012 which for cynics is a reason to ridicule this notion, though it is true that some predicted 

catastrophes dramatically reducing human population (Melchizedek 2008, 266). 

Intellectual Buen Vivir is summarized as: ‘In sum, Good Living could be defined as ‘covering needs, 

achieving a dignified quality of life and death; loving and being loved; the healthy flourishing of all 

individuals in peace and harmony with nature; and achieving an indefinite reproduction perpetuation of 

human cultures. Good Living implies having free time for contemplation and personal emancipation; 

enabling the expansion and flourishing of people’s liberties, opportunities, capabilities and potentialities 

so as to simultaneously allow society, specific territories, different collective identities, and each 

individual, understood both in universal and relative terms, to achieve their objectives in life (without 

causing any kind of material or subjective dominance over any other individual). Our concept of Good 

Living compels us to re-build the public sphere in order to recognize, understand and value ourselves as 

diverse but equal individuals, and in order to advance reciprocity and mutual recognition, enable self-

advancement, and build a shared social future’ (Ramírez, 2008: 387)’ (GoE 2009, 6 quoting Ramírez, R. 

Igualmente pobres, desigualmente ricos. Quito, Editorial Ariel, Programa de Naciones Unidas para el 

Desarrollo, 2008. Emphasis added). 

 
The Ecuadorian government has taken Buen Vivir to reformulate socialism including a nature and 

institutional state (republican) component (Gudynas 2011, 446; Villalba 2013, 1433), but also to make 

Sumak Kawsay into the ‘socialist good living’ (GoE 2013). It is sometimes also translated as ‘living well, 

but not better’, linking it to de-growth debates (Thomson 2011, 450). Or as its enthusiastic supporter 

Xavier Albó said ‘good convivial living’ (Gudynas 2011b). The government emphasizes that it is not a 

static concept of the pre-colonial past, but open to interpretation (see quote above about the box): 

‘Good Living (…) is a complex, non-linear concept which is in permanent re–signification’ (GoE 2009, 6). 

This could be interpreted as follows: ‘We should have many practices of Buen Vivir, on a local, national 

and global level. Then we can have a rich discussion. This offers possibilities for other ways of thinking. 

We need ‘Buenos con Viveres’ (E1). Local communities admit that every person and every community 

defines Buen Vivir differently depending on their specific circumstances. Hence dialogue is an important 

feature ‘to jointly construct el buen vivir’ (vanTeijlingen and Hoogenboom 2015, 16).  

                                                             
256 K’apakk means exact, accurate, fair; Kkh’apakk stands for sacred (Jiménez 2011, 12). 
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Buen Vivir’s main political tenets can be summarized as follows (GoE 2009, 6-7 and 19-23):  

• ‘To build a society that recognizes unity within diversity’: A polycentric decentralized state with room 

for intercultural learning and multiple cosmovisions and epistemologies. (Diaz Polanco 2005). 

• ‘To recognize humans as gregarious beings who wish to live in society’: Families, communities that 

guarantee emotional and material well-being; therefore productive processes compatible with 

reproductive processes. (Herrera 2009). 

• ‘To promote social equality, integration, and cohesion’: Non-stratified community without sub-

ordination and access to a wide variety of public goods (beyond survival). (Fraser 1999) 

• ‘To progressively guarantee universal rights and potentiate human capabilities’: Expressing individual 

identity to the fullest (equality) while recognizing duties towards the community (solidarity). (Sen 1992). 

• ‘To build social and economic relations in harmony with nature’: Recognizing dependence on nature as 

a resource supplier and waste drain. (Falconi 2005). 

• ‘To build a fraternal and co-operative coexistence’: Acknowledging the needs of others. 

• ‘To consolidate liberating forms of work, allowing for leisure’: Work less to allow all to work and 

consume less to allow all to consume, allowing more free time. (Riechmann y Recio 1997). 

• ‘To re-build the public sphere’: Reinstating public goods, with an accessible, interactive, visible public 

space that guarantees freedom from domination. 

• ‘To deepen the construction of a representative, participative, and deliberative democracy’: 

Guaranteeing citizen participation, self-government and redistribution of ‘social wealth’. 

• ‘To consolidate a democratic, pluralist and secular State’: Recognize culture as a public good as it 

embodies historic and social specificity; freedom of religion and thought, with room for sexual and 

reproductive rights’.  

 
It can be summed up in four principles: Integrality (by some called: relationality) (overarching principle), 

relationality (by some called correspondence) (equivalence and co-relation), complementarity (duality) 

and reciprocity (pragmatic exchange) (Fitz-Henry 2012, 269 quoting Acosta and Martinez 2011; Walsh 

2011, 56-57; E28) and represent these in the Andean Cross, the Chakana. 

14.2.3 Chakana 

The Andean Cross or Chakana summarizes the principles of good living and harmony; though known for 

its spiritual significance, it is based on mathematical models of the relationship between circle and 

square and was used for tracking the rotation of the earth and establishing the soltices and equinoxes 

(Figure 14.1). This in turn determines temperature (seasons) on earth and was important for agriculture 

(E33: Presentation de Monografia Marcos Guerrera, Geometria Pre-Colombina). 
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Figure 14.1 Mathematical composition of the Chacana and earth axis 

 

Source: Reprinted with permission from E33: PowerPoint Presentation de Monografia Marcos Guerrera, Geometria Pre-

Colombina 

Figure 14.2 represents the spiritual qualities or values of the Tawa Chakana257 (the bridge/stairs of four 

quadrants, the fifth dimension being Tisci Muya: The Center of Origin as well as the completing totality 

(comparable to Ubu-ntu, Figure 13.1). It incorporates the Yanan-Tinkuy, the opposing forces (similar to 

yin-yang, Figure 12.2). The circle around it is the living community (see upper picture of Figure 14.2). 

The horizontal axis represent complementarity (the relation between equals is calle Masantin, Oviedo 

2008, 91), the vertical axis reciprocity (the relation between opposites is called Yanantin, Oviedo 2008, 

152), the two diagonal axis integrality and relationality (E28). ‘Everything in life is mutual, reciprocal 

and complementary opposite’, that is relationality or ‘Tawantin’ harmonizing the opposites (Oviedo 

2008, 133 and 231) (see upper picture of Figure 14.2). 

                                                             
257 NB: There are many variants of the Chacana, therefore this is just one representation, which has been slightly 

adjusted according to my interpretation; the serpent is generally placed on the south, the kolibri north, the puma 

west and the condor east, which in this picture are adjusted (to resp. south-east, north-west, south-west, north-

east) , to correspond with the opposing forces of masculine and feminine in the Yanantin and then correlate with 

the last chapter (the circle of deities in Greek mythology). See also Oviedo 2008, 110.  
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The four quadrants stand for the interaction of:  

(a) Deities (great mystery, main deities, nature gods);  

(b) three worlds (superior, actual, interior);  

(c) social ordering (regions, communities, families);  

(d) knowledge (mind, heart, hands) (Piacenza 2013).  

 

It also refers to the four truths: Honesty, loyalty, diligence, truth, of which three are in the Ecuadorian 

Constitution art. 83.2: Ama killa/quella (do not be lazy), ama llulla (don’t lie), ama shwa/suwa (don’t 

steal); ama japa (loyalty) is added (see lower picture of Figure 14.2). Oviedo (2010, 32) argues that Ama 

killa (Diligence), Ama llulla (Truth), Ama suwa (Honesty), Ama Yapa (Loyalty) have been changed by 

Catholic priests and need to be interpreted as ‘being’ in the now; it was supposedly derived from:  

• Ama Ruray (Not Doing, anything in particular: ‘Go with the flow’); 

• Ama Kay (Not Being, anyone in particular: Letting go of ego);  

• Ama Riy (Not Going, anywhere in particular: Letting great spirit decide your direction). 

 

One can observe that in this drawing the three levels (hierarchy) of deities stand opposite the three 

levels (size) of human communities, ruled by the principle of relationality, possibly meaning that these 

are communicating with one another (a smaller community has a smaller deity). The three spiritual 

worlds (Huawa Pacha, Kai Pacha and Uku Pacha) stand opposite the three human ways of knowing, 

(Yachay, intellectual knowing, Llankay/Ruay, doing, and Munay, feeling) ruled by the principle of 

integrality, meaning that one can only truly know if integrating all three: Rationalizing (the past, in the 

mind), Doing (in the now, in the heart/stomach) and Feeling (the future, in the underbelly) (Figure 8.3 

and Figure 15.15), which is related to the abstract world, the present world and the inner world. 

Likewise the present world cannot be separated from the superior and interior worlds, the present is 

linked and one with the past and the future. (Note that the past is superior/upper world and the future 

interior/underground world; which may be counterintuitive for a Western mind).  

The Chacana has a link with the name of the Inca Empire: ‘Tahuantisuyo means the reunion of the four 

elements. The name represents the philosophy. Everything functions on the basis of 4 and the nation is 

named after it. It is a culture that is tetralectique. This is the simplest manifestation, but it can go up to 

different levels (...) until the 11th dimension’ (E42). The four elements relate to earth (the body), wind 

(the mental), water (the emotional) and fire (the sun-spirit) (Figure 14.2) (Oviedo 2008, 94). 
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Figure 14.2 Tawa Chacana258: Spiritual representation 

 

  

Source: ©Dorine van Norren; Derived from E28, E42, E43 and https://caminoswayra.wordpress.com/2012/02/02/chakana-

ordenador-cosmico/;  

Kolibri=happiness; condor=reaching to the infinite (masculine); puma=willpower; serpent=transformation 

of poison (feminine); (Oviedo 2008,110-113 and 150) Wirakocha= the one that has reconciled the 

opposites. 

                                                             
258 Chaca means bridge, chacana means stairs. 

https://caminoswayra.wordpress.com/2012/02/02/chakana-ordenador-cosmico/
https://caminoswayra.wordpress.com/2012/02/02/chakana-ordenador-cosmico/
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To better understand the Chacana one can also compare it with the ‘medicine wheel’ in north native 

American tradition (such as the Seneca tribe); both represents 12 points; here represented as the cycles 

of truth, which are represented in Figure 14.3 (lower circle) (derived from Cohen 2006, 79). They are 

described in Table 14.2 (Cohen 2006, 77-95) and compared with values in Sumak Kawsay in Table 14.3 

and Table 14.4. 

Figure 14.3 Medicine Wheel 

 
Source: © Dorine van Norren; Upper wheel derived from interview E5; lower circle from Cohen 2006 

Table 14.2 The 12 points of the Medicine Wheel 

Direction Meaning 

1.Learning:  Sensory input, reading nature, balancing intellect with intuition and caring, collective learning  

2.Honoring:  Respecting differences in others as foundation of a happy life 

3. 

Acceptance:  

Knowing your own path of truth, acknowledging unique spirit in all beings, forgiveness, ‘response-ability’ 

4. Seeing:  (Spiritual) insight and intuition 

5. Hearing:  Receptivity and sensibility to the vibrations of life 

6. Speaking:  Communication with others, Great Spirit and the spirits of stones, animal and plants (without coercion) 

7. Loving:  Love of Great Spirit, the sun shines unconditionally (follow the example of), the meaning of life 

8. Service:  Generosity, wealth is a big family and great ability to give, security lies in one’s relations 

9. Living:  Putting the truth into action, living one’s truth 

10. Working:  Including one’s hands, mind, heart and in cooperation with others; good work is creative and self-reliant 

and achieving community goals 

11. Walking:  Meditation in action; walking a spiritual path (the truth) 

12. Gratitude:  Returning favors to others; free expression of the heart mainly in prayer; gratitude is healing 

Source: Derived from Cohen 2006 
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The Hopi circle of life inter alia represents life cycles (Figure 14.3: upper circle), the connection to the 

unborn, intergenerational justice and nature. A Hopi: ‘It is good to acknowledge where we are in our life 

span. Your sacred connection with the ones who were here before you. We always acknowledge them, 

all their trials and errors; they walked their path; they did that and thought about us and blessed us, all 

the generations that are yet to come. They should have a home too and have a connection to where you 

come from. So take only what you need and leave something for those who are yet to come. That is part 

of being a good human being. The medicine wheel represents the circle of life’ (E5). It includes 

reincarnation, as a Hopi says: ‘Yes we have that idea, but we are not supposed to talk about it’ (E5).  

For the Chacana the directions differ slightly: ‘East is the place of Spirit, of the end of life and also of 

birth.’ ‘South is the place of beginnings, and stepping upon one’s personal path to Spirit. West is the 

place of the journey into the darkness of the Soul, and the trials of self-discovery. North is the place of 

wisdom, the ancestors, and the giveaway, where we dedicate ourselves to a life of service.’259 One 

interviewee confirms: ‘The dead are in the future as they reside in Shakshukpacha’(E43). 

One can draw other correspondences with the values in Sumak Kawsay and with this example of the 

North Native American Medicine wheel, as represented in the two tables below. 

Table 14.3 ‘Runa’ (human)’s 7 virtues to develop through ‘Yachachina’ (connecting with nature and 
communal learning) 

Runa Ricsima Sámai Muskui Llakina Sasi Ushai Sabiduria 

Seven 

human 

virtues 

(Quecha) 

Capacity for 

comprehension 

 

Inner 

strength 

 

Ability to 

envision the 

future 

 

Compassion 

 

Balanced 

conduct 

 

Perseveranc

e 

 

Wisdom 

 

Values 

Medi-

cine 

Wheel 

(Seneca) 

1 

Learning 

(intellect, 

intuiton, care) 

3 

Acceptance 

(response-

ability) 

4 

Seeing 

(insight) 

7 

Loving 

(understandi

ng the 

meaning of 

life 

unconditiona

lly) 

9 

Living 

(living one’s 

truth) 

10 

Working 

(mind, 

heart, 

hands) 

11  

Walking 

(the path 

of life- the 

spiritual 

path)  

Source: Information in Waldmüller 2014 and Cohen 2006 

  

                                                             
259 https://chakanahealing.com/about-chakana/the-chakana-a-universal-symbol/. 

https://chakanahealing.com/about-chakana/the-chakana-a-universal-symbol/
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Table 14.4 Core values of practicing Good Living through ‘Mikuna, upina y huarmita yukuna’ (eat, 
drink, make love) 

Sumac 

kawsay 

Yanapana Uyana Kamachi Japina Kuna Kunakuna 

Good 

living 

(Quecha) 

Support Listening 

 

Advice 

 

Obligation to 

receive 

Generosity 

 

Reciprocity 

 

Medi-

cine 

Wheel 

(Seneca) 

2  

Honoring 

(respect 

differences) 

5  

Hearing 

(receptivity) 

6  

Speaking 

(communication 

with all) 

8  

Service 

(showing 

humility by 

receiving from 

others)  

true wealth is 

relations 

8  

Service 

(showing 

generosity by 

giving to 

others) 

true wealth is 

relations 

12  

Gratitude 

(returning 

favors)  

Source: Information in Waldmüller 2014 and Cohen 2006 

14.2.4 Environmental philosophy 

Buen Vivir redefines the relation between human and nature from an anthropocentric world view to a 

biocentric one, or as the national plan calls it ‘biopluralism’ (Guimaraes in Acosta, 2008; GoE 2009,6). 

‘Living life to the fullest’ means that one needs to live in total harmony with the community and the 

cosmos. As the whole is present in each being and each being in the whole, it follows that to harm 

nature is to harm oneself (GoE 2009, 18). The government gives a quite enigmatic explanation for this: 

The Quechua wisdom about the universe is summarized in the saying: ‘The universe is permanent; it has 

always existed and will always be here; it is born and dies in itself and only time can change it’(GoE 

2009, 18). Perhaps the explanation lies in the (implicit) understanding ‘that the outer world of the stars, 

planets and everything on the planets was created by the inner human world of images within the heart 

and the interaction with Great Spirit. Almost all indigenous people know this as a fact of life’ 

(Melchizedek 2008, 266).  

 

As Buen Vivir is fundamentally biocentric, it is not quite possible to make a distinction between its 

general and environmental philosophy. This is even evident in the language, whereby certain 

indigenous languages are dominated by verbs focusing on process rather than object (like noun-based 

languages such as English), and are less prone to objectify nature (Thomson 2011, 451).260 Interviews 

demonstrate this: ‘(...) we communicate with plants. Our parents (...) know when it is the right time to 

use a particular tree for wood (...) and these dialogues happen spiritually in the forest. So for us, a tree is 

alive, just like animals (…) our discourse has also been incorporated (...) such that nature could become a 

subject of legal rights’ (Akchurin 2015, 21). See further interviews in section 14.2.6. 

  

                                                             
260There are even languages that may not recognize ‘I’ as a center point, in which pointing at oneself signifies a 
cardinal geographical direction behind oneself (Australia). Deutscher G. 2010. Does Your Language Shape How You 
Think? http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/29/magazine/29language-t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0; derived from 
‘Through the Language Glass: Why the World Looks Different in Other Languages,’ Metropolitan Books 2010. 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/08/29/magazine/29language-t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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According to the government ‘Good Living posits that humans should use natural resources in a way that 

allows their natural generation (or regeneration).’ (GoE 2009, 6). Indigenous communities in the 

National Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE) actively supported inclusion of 

rights of nature in the Constitution (14.4.1.1). The drafting of provisions was derived from local 

ordinances in the USA, done by USA based NGO Community Environmental Legal Defense Fund (CELDF) 

(Arsel 2012, 155; Cullinan 2014; Akchurin 2015). Finding its roots in work of Christopher Stone (‘Should 

Trees have Standing?’) and Godofredo Stutzin (Tanasescu 2013, 852-853). Environmental activism 

expressed itself as well in 2010 when Ecuador and Bolivia convened the alternative climate conference 

in Cochabamba (‘Peoples Conference on Climate Change and Mother Earth’s Rights’), which adopted the 

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth (Thomson 2011, 449; Fatheuer 2011, 18; Cullinan 

2014). 

14.2.5 Socio-economic philosophy 

The indigenous cosmovision has as a basis coexistence, of humans, nature, gods, the larger cosmos, and 

oneself. Though a collective logic, there is space for the individual, both can coexist. Therefore, the 

indigenous economic logic departs from complementariness and redistribution. Their organizations 

have a purpose of service rather than one of profit (Ramos Arauco 2008, 10): ‘Work can be collective, 

but the worker is the owner of his own work. Cooperation occurs in the provision of services.’ Felix Patzi 

(2004) therefore proposes reintroduction of communal enterprises; natural resources as collective 

property with private exploitation only as far as it does not monopolize; and political organization based 

on collective representation by rotation, doing away with political parties (Ramos Arauco 2008, 15).  

The Buen Vivir Economy is based on the principle of reciprocity as practiced by the indigenous people, of 

which many practical forms exist. To give a few examples: Collective community labor to fulfill collective 

needs such as building of roads or canals (‘minga’); mutual aid through transmission of products and 

(agricultural) labor days (‘ayni’), a ‘give and take’ that is not time bound, but can be settled later (‘ranti-

ranti’); fulfilling a specific task for free which one can repay with one’s own effort later 

(‘makimañachina’); (small) group labor, in the ‘merging of hands’ to fulfill a task (‘makipurarina’); aid for 

people who lost their ability to work, to be rewarded by a gift (‘uyanza’); the distribution of a small 

portion of agricultural produce to the participants in ‘makimañachina’ and to widows, orphans and 

others without own production (‘chukchina’ or ‘chalana’); people’s exchanging products from different 

agricultural zones to improve the menu (‘uniguilla’); giving agricultural land (or cattle) to another family 

or community to look after and sharing the produce (‘waki’); emergency help by the extended family or 

neighbors (‘makikuna’) (Acosta 2015, 166-167; VanTeijlingen and Hoogenboom 2015, 15). The mere fact 

that for all these forms of aid different terms exist attest to their importance. 

A different economy emerges from this, of which the founding principles, according to Acosta, are: 

Solidarity, reciprocity, complementarity, accountability, integrality (all living things are important), 

sufficiency (that which is truly necessary, which also constitutes a new kind of efficiency), cultural 

diversity, equality and democracy (Acosta 2015, 145 and 155). Not producing more, but producing a 

good life for all (living better with less) is the key. This implies shortening work hours, treating 

reproductive and productive work as equal and leaving extractive economies that exploit labor and the 
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environment behind. The right to employment (and full employment as a consequence), as well as 

employment as a social duty, plays a central role (Acosta 2015, 155-156). 

The government formulated its ‘mutually supportive’ economic objectives in the constition (Table 14.5) 

and defines its Buen Vivir system as a ‘social-market economy’ (GoE 2009, 24); the third development 

plan speaks of ‘socialist good living’ (GoE 2013). Buen Vivir seeks ‘structural economic transformation’ 

(GoE 2013, 110) through various policy measures:  

 Subsidizing (certain) private consumption; 

 Taxing pollution; 

 Regulating prices of basic goods; 

 Regulation of the economy aiming at: Import substitution; local production chains, decent work, 

technology transfer, reinvestment of profits; 

 Combating tax evasion nationally and internationally; 

 Unjust enrichment as a crime ; 

 Well-being measurement in accordance with the Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2010 report; 

 Regional integration aiming at collective regulation of economic and financial markets  

(GoE 2013, 110); 

 ‘Holistic’ National Financial System for micro, innovative and decentralized governments credit, 

acting as an agent for public policy (GoE 2013, 108-109) coupled with international cooperation 

in regional financial institutions; 

 Public enterprises for (a) service delivery and for (b) strategic sectors and (c) natural resource 

use (GoE, 2013 109); 

 Public investment facilitating (a) basic needs, (b) capabilities (c) value generating economic 

sectors (d) territorial distribution (GoE 106-107); 

 Food sovereignty; 

 Energy sovereignty. 

Table 14.5 Constitutional provisions on the objective of the economy 

Constitution Provision 

Art 283 ‘The economic system is socially oriented and mutually supportive; it recognizes the human being as a 

subject and an end; it tends towards a dynamic, balanced relationship among society, State and the market, 

in harmony with nature; and its objective is to ensure the production and reproduction of the material and 

immaterial conditions that can bring about the good way of living.’ 

Art 278 The composition of the economy is also regulated by the Constitution:  

‘The economic system shall be comprised of public, private, mixed-economy, grassroots solidarity forms of 

economic organization, and others as established by the Constitution. The grassroots solidarity economy 

shall be regulated pursuant to the law and shall include cooperative, associative and community sectors.’ 

Article 284 The economic policy shall have the following objectives: 

1. To ensure an adequate distribution of the country’s revenues and wealth. 

2. To encourage national production, systemic productivity and competitiveness, the accumulation of 

scientific and technological knowledge, strategic insertion into the world economy, and complementary 

productive activities within regional integration.  

3. To ensure food and energy sovereignty. 
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Constitution Provision 

4. To promote the incorporation of added value with maximum efficiency, within the biophysical limits of 

nature, and respect for life and cultures. 

5. To achieve a balanced development of the national territory, integration among regions, in the rural 

sector, and between the countryside and the city, in economic, social and cultural terms. 

6. To foster full employment and value all forms of work, with respect for labor rights. 

7. To uphold economic buoyancy, understood as the maximum sustainable level of production and 

employment over time. 

8. To foster the fair and complementary exchange of goods and services on transparent, efficient markets. 

9. To encourage socially and environmentally responsible consumption.’ 

Source: Constitution of Ecuador  

14.2.6 Sumak Kawsay as a living concept 

Interviews demonstrate that Sumak Kawsay and Buen Vivir are living concepts and reveal the following: 

The Quecha: ‘We are born with Sumak Kawsay, it’s our philosophy of life. For indigenous people it is the 

pillar of how they are supposed to live. It’s about how they relate to nature, how you relate to others, it 

is complementarity, reciprocity and harmony. Complementarity means we are necessary as one for the 

other and reciprocity means we mutually help each other. Mother earth gives us life and we have to be 

grateful for it; how we express that is in taking care of her and feeding her back and making her pretty 

(…) there should be no weeds around the place where the crops will grow (…)’ (E10). ‘We need a new 

birth, a fundamental transformation and to start living the old perceptions again. It is time to stop the 

destructive idea of the economy and the mining activities’ (E35). ‘Sumak Kawsay is full life (‘vida en 

plenitud’); it is a way to be. It refers to the communitarian form of life; it creates a tension between the 

collective and the individual and looks at how you can balance the two, you and the community’ (E15). A 

farmer: ‘What is produced is for the benefit of everyone, it is about sharing, not only profit for a small 

group’ (E23). ‘It touches upon all aspects of life, the cultural, political, nature and harmony aspects. It is 

about harmony at all levels of life’ (E25). ‘In the cosmic everything is alive, even the stones that are not 

alive in the western thought, they are silent, but they are not mute. The cosmos is living (…) It’s about 

huawa pacha (macro cosmos, spiritual world, supra-conscious, ‘to which the past walks’)261, kai pacha 

(day to day reality, conscious) and uku pacha (micro cosmos, interior world, unconscious, from where 

emerges the future)’ (the three worlds of time and space in Quecha cosmology) (E28, E25; Oviedo 2008, 

48 and 103-104, Lajo 3005, 135262) ‘We are always interacting with those three’ (E25). ‘It means a 

marvelous life, paradise (...). It is the admiration of nature and of culture which is beauty’ (E32). ‘Sumak 

Kawsay means live with austerity, because nature is modest’ (E33).  

Some say: ‘Sumak Kawsay is interculturality (…) interrelationship with others and pachamama’ (E20). 

‘We should apply Sumak Kawsay as a principle of interrelationality to all cultures’ (E26).  

Some deny that the term Sumak Kawsay exists: ‘If you go to the community you can ask about Sumak 

Kawsay, but they won’t answer you! They talk about Alli Kawsay’ (E15). However, according to E19/E20: 

’Alli Kawsay and Sumak Kawsay have the same meaning.’ ‘There are different varieties in different 

communities’ (E20).  

                                                             
261 This means that our past establishes our mental patterns; our unconscious creates future reality. 
262 This is why the traveler of time walks looking at the past: ‘Viajero del tiempo marcha mirando al pasado’. 
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Some therefore say Sumak Kawsay as a term was an invention: ‘Buen Vivir was brought from Europe 

(...).Italy (...) was translated in Quecha, first as ali kawsay and afterwards as sumak kawsay (by) a teacher 

in FLACSO (university) of Latin American social science’ (E33). One admits ‘but all things are in process of 

invention, all indigenous are in the present, it is not a dead language’ (E8). Other indigenous deny: ‘No 

(it was not an invention), we talk in our daily conversations about Sumak Kawsay’ (E10); and explain: 

‘There is a translation problem; there are different stages to achieve Sumak Kawsay: 1) it’s to have good 

aspirations 2) there is ali kawsay, we should live well in harmony with each other, satisfy our basic needs 

and not have conflicts. 3) We have to not only succeed as an individual, but also make the community 

grow (…) this is Mai Suma’ (E10). ‘Suma means most beautiful, ali means good’ (E33). The opposite is 

‘llaki kawsay which is a sad life’ (E10). The balance is composed by ‘tinkuy which means (in quecha) 

dialectic, friction between the positive and the negative, through this you can achieve transformation’ 

(E10) (Tinkunakuy means harmony of the opposites, Oviedo 2008, 94). ‘We had it for many years, now 

we have translated it into rights’ (E20). 

Some point at diversity within indigenous communities as well (E3, E6, E7). (The non-quecha of) ‘the 

Amazon people have their own understanding. It’s a ‘follow your dream’ culture; giving the right to the 

spiritual world to exist and to co-exist with humans (...).They never say pachamama, they refer to the 

duality of night and day and of material and spiritual world’ (E14). A Saparra:’It is for humans to have 

contact with the spiritual world and with the material world, the two worlds must be in balance so that 

there is harmony between the humans and the other living beings’ (E18). They, however, approach the 

same vision to nature: ‘People are just thinking in terms of consumption and personal benefit, they are 

not giving credit to the source where these products are coming from’ (E18). ‘Gratitude means three 

things: 1) To be clear about what I am doing, 2) recognize the spirits around the forest (...), 3) because I 

am giving to the spirits around nature, they allow me to be there, that’s why the rights of nature are 

part of the discussion’(E18).  

(Asked about the Buddhist idea of creation of the world by the mind) ‘Nature works as she wants, we as 

humans are not the fundamental basis of the network of how life itself works, we are one element of 

that network’ (E18).  

‘We call it (good living) the samarro spirit, it is the neutral spirit from all the sources (…) it wants all 

people and elements to be connected, always taking care of each other and all elements and all spirits 

of nature to be in good relations. When there is a problem, then he arrives in our dream (...).This energy 

that we call spirit of samarro, its manifestation is in a specific plant called chiricaspi, a cold plant. 

Samarro refers to other spirits and gods, all big spirits that are not available to us, it is an intermediary. 

We are all connected to all forces and (...) all energies within the earth. There is neutral energy, time 

energy, fire energy, space energy (…). Humans have (…) created positive and negative energy, but in 

reality it doesn’t exist (...). Time doesn’t exist, only the night and the day exist (…) But because we are 

counting time (…) time is consuming us. Instead of time controlling us, we can be in control of time. We 

use the chiricaspi plant to control time. For us to define and understand this concept means that we are 

living well, that is good living’ (E18). 
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The Achuar call it Penkay Pujustin: ‘For us it is to be in peace, tranquility, happiness without war, 

equilibrium with nature, relationship with nature, animals, plants and spirits (...) if you don’t have real 

love you cannot enjoy life, we share with our family members and with our community’ (E27). ‘Aruta is 

the source of the spirits (...).We have three worlds like the Quecha (...) (but) now there is no learning of 

the cosmology of spirits; the younger generation are losing this tradition’ (E27). They believe in a 

relation with nature through reincarnation: ‘We believe we change into animals like butterflies.’ Asked 

whether they may have had more than one life, thye respond in the negative: ‘No way, we are not 

changing into someone else after we die! When we die, the human transforms itself into animal spirits, 

like owls, bear, butterflies’ (E27). 

People from mestizo background, even those involved in designing Buen Vivir policies, generally did not 

grow up with the concept (E1, E2, E3, E4, E6, E8, E13); ‘I cannot feel it’ (E3), but ‘it helped me define 

what good living means to me’ (E4): ‘It means harmony with oneself, with the community and with 

nature’ (E4, E1, E7, E13). ‘It made me more aware of my identity and my country’s diversity’ (E2). A 

government official: ‘Minister Ellis spoke a lot about it (…) it means a holistic view of life. I am still trying 

to understand it myself’ (E34). It has ‘3 dimensions: 1) A plural diverse way of respecting different 

cultures and a dialogue (...), 2) sustainability, human beings are not isolated from nature (…), 3) 

participatory way in which communities decide’(E6). ‘No approach to nature with use value’ (E7). The 

value of harmony is also a good orientation for people in urban life’ (E13). ‘For me it is personal 

transformation’ (E13). ‘The western conception of well-being is accumulation and material well-being 

and climbing the social ladder. For us it is a balance in relations between people and with nature and it is 

about having common objectives’ (E16). ‘Sumak Kawsay is not to have things, but to have good relations 

(…)’ (E21). ‘Love and beauty. Love is the essence of human beings; beauty is the material expression of 

love (...) to live a conscious life (...) not to live better, but to live well (...) (recognizing) rights of trees, 

rivers and nature’(E12). However,’ (this) view on inner peace has nothing to do with indigenous views. 

He is a Buddhist, meditation is not for the indigenous with them the individual does not come first, they 

have a communal understanding (...)‘ (E21). Perhaps one could say it is about a meditated way of living: 

‘We have to have harmony in our way of living and with nature otherwise we cannot have harmony 

within ourselves and with others.’(E20). The word is, however, ‘meaningless’ to others who complain 

semantics are not going to change anything: ‘I don’t see how a change in discourse would translate into 

the practical.’ (E3). This problem will occur in any mixed society, even in relatively homogenous 

European states, where migrants are required to ‘integrate’ with the customs and values of the host 

country; Ecuador has the paradoxal stand of the indigenous no longer being the majority group, yet 

defining the values of the Constitution and policies. This in part may explain why outcome of policies are 

not concurring with intentions (see section 14.4.3).  

A Montubio defines it as ‘Balance of all elements, education, work, life; balance of all components in a 

union (...) and nature too, we are nature (...).Acceptance of connections and differences in your 

cosmovision’ (E11). Two Afro-Ecuadorians: ‘Having what you need: Education and health (...) also a 

relationship with nature and with everything else; that includes the mountains and the stones (...). I also 

belief in the spirits and the ancestors. The (living) ancestors are the keepers of wisdom (...) there are 

also spiritual ancestors (…)’; ‘People have different religious beliefs in our community (...) our belief 
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system is like a mixed soup (...); Sumak Kawsay is also a political instrument for the indigenous. The 

Afro’s haven’t risen up like the indigenous (...) so we haven’t formulated our own concept of well-being 

yet’ (E22). On Afro-descent life vision based on ‘muntú’ and the bond between people, the ancestors 

and Mother Earth and collective well-being, see Walsh (2011, 57-60). 

Government officials state ‘Buen Vivir is the horizon, the ideal to reach’ (E16). Sumak Kawsay (as a 

cosmovision) is bigger than Buen Vivir’ (E9, E19). One government official defined it without referring to 

nature: ‘For me personally, it means to have work, enough time to take care of my family, friends, 

leisure time to create things, to have access to health and education in an equitable way for everybody 

(...) fulfilling work and for people to realize themselves as a human being. To respect other cultures (…) 

To participate in political life and to have sufficient spaces to express your opinion’; and admitted 

extractivism is the weakest aspect of Buen Vivir (E9). There are also government employees who are 

oblivious of Buen Vivir and express: ‘I have never heard of it, but I do support this government, they did 

a lot for the poor’ (E41; teacher). 

A (indigenous) government politician: ‘It is the same but Buen Vivir is not being applied’ (E20). ‘Buen 

Vivir also takes principles of other development theories’ (E9). According to an academic that is the 

problem: ‘The indigenous concept has nothing to do with state buen vivir, which is inspired by 

Nussbaum, Aristoteles, happiness, social harmony, social justice theory. These are very different 

traditions from pachamama and harmony with nature’ (E17). A middle position is represented by E13: 

‘Buen Vivir implicates that the indigenous open to new ways of life and the mestizo go back to their 

roots’.  

Many experience a gap in meaning and label the government as ‘modernist/developmentalist’ (E1, E2, 

E3, E4, E8, E13, E17, E18, E21, E25, E26, E27, E28, E32); ‘Buen Vivir of the government is for marketing’ 

(E1). ‘Buen Vivir has become an empty concept’ (E26, E30); ‘it’s just a discourse’ (E30). ‘We (indigenous) 

are savages that are being saved by the government’ (E25). ‘We are tired of being treated as victim, we 

want to be treated as equals’ (E35). ‘Sumak Kawsay is a good plan, but not the way the government 

wants to impose its will on the people’ (E23). ‘For them a road is development and housing and giving 

money to the poor is their Sumak Kawsay’ (E18). ‘They talk of a standard quality of life, but that is not 

right to standardize everything’ (E27). ‘The president is using Sumak Kawsay to give people the basic 

things in life ...He uses that to rule the country’ (E29): ‘There was even a slogan ‘la mineria para el Buen 

Vivir’,263 (mining to facilitate Buen Vivir), which is seen as ‘an imposition of one concept (Buen Vivir) over 

the other (Sumak Kawsay)’ (E26). ‘In our culture you cannot take the blood of pachamama through 

mining’ (E28), an indigenous explains. But behind the government are (indigenous) people: ‘People were 

very poor, now people want new things, it is because the social context changed. We need two 

generations to change the mindset’ (E11). Interviewees do agree that urban life requires a different 

Buen Vivir (E26, E27).  

  

                                                             
263 Used by the government at the time of the creation of the National Mining Company (Empresa Nacional 
Minería ENAMI-EP), 14 January 2010, Presidential Decree (Decreto Ejecutivo) 203. 
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14.2.7 Resonance in the rest of the Americas 

According to Bremer (2014, 54), the ‘dream of Good living is shared by all the originary peoples of 

Abya Yala’ (the American continent). Similar frameworks are found in many other cultures Gudynas 

(2011, 443) confirms. This is partly related to the Qhapac Ñan, Inca (road)system, but it goes further 

than that: ‘The indigenous Americas have the same culture, Cherokee, Azteks, Inca, up to the Makuche 

have the same type of spirit and knowledge based in the relationship with nature, the continuity of life 

with nature, they are sons of the earth, we are just another being in nature. The difference is at the 

formal level (…) at the level of presentation, the ‘make-up’, but principally it is the same thing’ (E42). 

This is of course notwithstanding the broad diversity and complexity between indigenous cultures of the 

Americas (Ramos Arauco 2008, 10; Boven 2006, 18). 

The Quechua speakers, who total some 9-14 million people, are scattered over Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, 

Chile, Colombia and Argentina. In Ecuador 35% of population is indigenous; in Bolivia 55%.  

Figure 14.4 maps the major languages of Middle and South America (without being exhaustive).  

Figure 14.4 Languages of Latin America

*Garifuna, or Black-Carib, is an indigenous language spoken by black people and the only native language, together with Guaraní in 

Paraguay, that is spoken by non-native Americans. It originates from the islands of Sint-Vincent & Dominica (inter alia). 

Source: Reprinted and adapted with permission from Alan Dockrill, University of Calgary, 2012, 

http://adockrill.blogspot.nl/2012/05/map-of-contemporary-latin-america.html (adaptation with aid of Lennert van Oorschot) 

http://adockrill.blogspot.nl/2012/05/map-of-contemporary-latin-america.html
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A landmark statement on indigenous culture is the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 

(UNDRIP, 2007); followed by the 2014 World Conference on Indigenous People (WCIP). The Tribal 

Peoples Convention (169) of the ILO in 1989 was a precursor to this movement, recognizing own forms 

of organization, production and reproduction and the right of participation and consultation (Ramos 

Arauco 2008, 7). 

Sumak Kawsay is the equivalent of ‘Summa Qamaña’ in Aymara in Bolivia (but also the Andes cultures 

of Peru, Chili, Argentina). Bolivia has similar policies to that of Ecuador under the name of ‘Vivir Bien’ as 

well as a Constitution based on good living, underlying the objectives of the state. However, ithe 

constitution does not formulate a set of rights recognizing the intrinsic value of nature like the 

Ecuadorian Constitution does (Gudynas 2011, 442-443), though Bolivia adopted a Law on the Protection 

of the Earth in 2010 (Fatheuer 2011, 18). Chiquitano (Bolivia) call it ‘the big house’, denoting the 

extended family and harmony with the cosmos (Ramos Arauco 2008, 9). The Cambas of the Amazon 

(northern Bolivia) speak of the quiet life, emphasizing safety, welfare and happiness in close ties to the 

jungle (Gudynas 2011b, 6 quoting Henkemans 2003). The Guaraní of Brazil/Bolivia speak of ‘ñandereko’ 

(harmonious living), internal wealth and of progress as how much one can enjoy life. Their metaphor is 

‘walking’ on Mother Earth as the primordial foundation and source of wisdom, which is honored by 

reciprocity, summarized in walking towards ‘the land without evil’ (‘ivi maraei’) - the divine expression of 

oneself or who one truly is - or the path to the noble life (‘qhapaj ñan’); and use expressions such as ‘we 

are born joined’ (with the earth) and ‘without tekoha (earth) there is no teko (life)’ (Ramos Arauco 2008, 

9; Bremer, 2014, 51-54; Gudynas 2011, 443).  

The Shuar of Ecuador have similar concepts in ‘shiir waras’, the Mapuches of Chile speak of ‘küme 

mongen’ (Gudynas 2011, 443); the Panamese Kuna call it ‘Balu Walu’.264  

Boven (2006) describes the core values of the Wayana’s in Suriname and French Guyana as reciprocity, 

equilibrium and tolerance. She observes that many similarities with other indigenous people in the 

Amazon exist within a worldview where differences between human, plant and animal do not exist 

(equality of all living beings), but exist in an interaction; all are the manifestation of Spirit (Oneness) in 

material diversity (Boven 2006, 31). The forest is for the cultivators of the land like an ancestor that 

needs to be appeased by reciprocity (Boven 2006, 26). Amazon People also have a widespread notion 

that the self acquires its powers by subsuming the powers of powerful others, a necessity to survive, 

leading to assimilation of others in their culture, including Western culture, but on their own terms 

(Boven 2006, 8 and 14).  

In Middle America, in Guatamala there is the Maya notion of good living of ‘UTZ K’aslemal’.265 In Costa 

Rica policies for good living have no specific name, but the country possesses very progressive 

                                                             
264

 Ruxandra Guidi, 2014. ‘Balu Wala, or the Kuna ‘good life': How one indigenous tribe is passing on its traditions’, 
http://news.mongabay.com/2014/1003-sri-guidi-kuna-traditions.html.  
265 Derived from a conversation with Daniel Saquec, Programa Maya, Guatamala at the WCIP 2014. 

http://mongabay.org/programs/special-reporting-initiatives/fellows/ruxandra-guidi-bear-guerra/
http://news.mongabay.com/2014/1003-sri-guidi-kuna-traditions.html
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environmental policies.266 Praised by the UNSG as ‘the greenest country in the world’, its President 

stated in New York in 2012: ‘Costa Ricans are even more aware that the essence of our well-being, and 

that of any other people, is nourished by the dynamic and delicate interaction among multiple factors: 

Economic, social, cultural, environmental and spiritual’ (Royal Government of Bhutan 2012, 110, 118 

and 29). In Mexico the Zapatistas created their indigenous model of selfgoverning ‘carcoles’, though by 

some judged as not a viable model of economic rural autonomy yet (Thomson 2011, 452). However, 

‘most radical left movements in Latin America had no real connection with the indigenous, because they 

did not understand their way of life’ (E1).  

A Kayapo from Brazil states: ‘We indigenous people are in the frontline of protecting nature and calling 

on governments to hear us and follow our lead. My fight here, during my whole life, is to protect the 

rainforest. We all need that forest. I hope that in the future someone will understand my fight and 

continue the struggle that I have led for the future of humanity’ (E40). Another Brazilian defines good 

living as: ‘Be and not pretend to be, love, harmony, truth, justice, listen a lot and don’t talk too much’ 

(E5). 

The Central and South American Caucus during the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) in 

2014 emphasized ‘living well in harmony’ as indigenous people’s own vision of development based on 

culture and harmony with nature (WCIP post-2015 panel). Referring to the cultural diversity within Latin 

American states, it called for indicators on cultural matters for indigenous people to be developed.  

The indigenous people of Colombia drafted a millennium development report based on indigenous 

values (UNDP Colombia 2013), of which one of the authors says: ‘In our territories we have our own 

economies, and our own idea of development which corresponds to our own worldview. For us, we 

envision the ongoing cultural, physical and spiritual development of ourselves as indigenous peoples. 

This contrasts with the government’s ethos of development, which is based on consumerism’ (Asdrúbal 

Plaza quoted by Llewellyn 2013).  

Figure 14.5 Colombian IP statement on mother earth, harmony with nature and the original laws 

‘Para los pueblos indígenas la vida surge y se desarrolla gracias a la bondad de la 

madre tierra y sin ella no es posible nuestro futuro. Defender y proteger la vida es 

defender y proteger nuestros territorios y las relaciones armónicas que establecemos en 

ellos. La armonía está en el centro de las construcciones culturales y políticas de los 

pueblos indígenas, como un concepto político básico de nuestras leyes de Origen’. 

Mandato General VII Congreso de los Pueblos Indígenas de la Organización National 

Indigena de Colombia, ONIC. Artículo 3. 2007 
Source: UNDP Colombia 2013, 7 and http://observatorioetnicocecoin.org.co/cecoin/files/mandato.pdf  

                                                             
266 Derived from a conversation with José Morales, Former Chair EMRIP/HRC, Org. Indigena Kus Kura, Costa Rica, 

at the WCIP 2014; and with Ronald Gray, UNDP, New York 2014. See also: http://unu.edu/news/news/video-

interview-costa-rica-president-laura-chinchilla.html. 

 

http://observatorioetnicocecoin.org.co/cecoin/files/mandato.pdf
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A North American Seneca writes: ‘Where-ever we look, life is calling at us. Every moment is packed with 

life forms that try to harmonize with us, Twofeaters. We are the only beings who have lost the feeling 

that we belong to the totality of creation. (…) When we as Children of the Earth loose our feeling of 

where we belong in the Medicine Circle of life, we lose track of the circle of unity and how we should 

live in a sacred manner’ (Sams 1993, 84). ‘Personal balance brings the self-confidence that we need, to 

be in the here and now’ (Sams 1993, 251; this author’s translation). Again we see emphasis on harmony, 

circle, unity and balance. 

A Hopi defined good living as: ‘Honesty, charity, care and share, generosity, to have love, compassion, 

faith, to have hope, to have understanding, to use your good senses, to listen, to have respect (...) faith, 

knowing that there is something greater than us that is holy, sacred and that we will never fully 

understand. (...) humbleness (...) balance, sustaining life by keeping the original instructions (...). We are 

all related, not just human beings are related, but everything is’ (E5). A Dakota defined it as: ‘I live for 

the day. I looked after a lot of people in my life. I am always looking out for the next person (to help)’ 

(E5). A Navajo stated: ‘It is how to relate to the earth and all of you, we breathe each other’s breathe 

and exchange energies, we are all related. When I was born I was connected to mother earth, I was 

coming out of the water, it’s the umbilical cord, we breath our first air, gasp and cry. This is the true 

natural law of relationships with the earth’ (E37).  

Native Americans from North and South America issued a statement in September 2013 in which they 

assign themselves a central role in restoring balance in nature (gathering for four days after the nuclear 

disaster of Fukushima): ‘We urge all Nations and human beings around the world to work with us, the 

Original Caretakers of Mother Earth, to restore the Original Instructions and uphold the Creator’s 

Natural Law as a foundation for all decision making, from this point forward.’ This coming to the 

forefront of native Americans started in the 90’s,: ‘We, the People of the Earth, were instructed that the 

original wisdom must be shared again when imbalance and disharmony are upon Mother Earth. In 1994 

the sacred white buffalo, the giver of the sacred pipe, returned to the Lakota, Dakota and Nakota people 

bringing forth the sacred message that the winds of change are here’ (Indigenous Elders and Medicine 

Peoples Council 2013). The statement reminds us of the idea of the ‘Pachakuti’ revolutionary time. 

A glimpse of what that new time should look like can be found in their statement on the occasion of the 

2014 Climate Change Conference March in New York: ‘We come into Life as sacred beings. When we 

abuse the sacredness of Life we affect all Creation. The people of the world cannot continue to ignore 

Aboriginal Indigenous Peoples, the Natural System of Life, the Natural Law and our connection with All 

Life. We must open our hearts to Love, Care and have Respect for one another and All Creation. We 

must unite globally and walk in balance and harmony together to create peace. No one can survive 

without clean Air, clean Water, and a clean Earth. We cannot breathe money, we cannot eat or drink 

money. The people of the world must recognize that man-made laws have failed us and will continue to 

fail us, because those laws promote profit and power over our sacred obligation to All Life and our 

shared future. (…) The people of the World must take immediate action to shift from money and power 

orientated decisions to decisions that are based on balance and harmony with all life and in peace with 

one another’ (Indigenous Elders and Medicine Peoples Council 2014).  
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Figure 14.6 Native American Indian culture areas 

 

Source: Reprinted with permission of Laura Redish, Native American Language Preservation http://www.native-

languages.org/culture-areas.htm  

14.2.8 Conclusion 

In conclusion Buen Vivir is derived from Quecha term Sumak Kawsay, in which harmony with nature 

(biocentric subjective worldview) plays a central part as well as community, reciprocity, 

complementarity, integrality, solidarity, equality and sufficiency. Plurinationality and interculturality are 

equally important. The essence of the Quecha philosophy is expressed in the Chakana. Its people live in 

Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile, Colombia and Argentina, but its way of life has resonance with similar 

traditions from other indigenous cultures and indigenous peoples’ statements on its ‘original laws’ 

(Figure 14.5). 

14.3 Merits of Buen Vivir and criticism  
Buen Vivir is hailed by some (for representatives of different schools see 14.2.1, footnotes 247, 248, 

249) and ciriticized by others (e.g. Viola-Recasens 2014; Alonso-González and Macías-Válquez 2015, 

Ediciones MASAS 2009; Stefanoni, 2010; Sanchez-Parga, 2011, Bretón de Zaldívar 2013; Spedding 2010; 

http://www.native-languages.org/culture-areas.htm
http://www.native-languages.org/culture-areas.htm
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Breton, Cortez, García 2014). Though already discussed in 14.2.6, some merits will be discussed, after 

which the criticism is reviewed. 

14.3.1 Merits 

14.3.1.1 Buen Vivir counteracts the economic growth paradigm 

‘There will come a day when the ancestral knowledge of indigenous peoples are the only option to save 

the planet from the devastation caused by the free market’, Dávalos prophesizes. He fears that Buen 

Vivir may end up as a ‘cultural study’, but at the same time states that Buen Vivir is here to stay: ‘That 

word, that notion of ‘good living’, has started its journey’ (Dávalos 2008a).  

Dávalos argues that there are five splits between ethics and economics that Buen Vivir can address: (a) 

‘Maximizing behavior of homo economicus is a breach of ethics, and prevents rational choice in 

competitive markets (…). Thinking ethically, by definition, is thinking against market and individual 

interest. Ethics and economic growth are conflicting dimensions.’ (b) The growth paradigm encourages 

and legitimizes defense spending. The defense sector as an important growth and employment 

contributor (eg the war on terrorism) contributed 15% growth (2001-2006). ‘The markets 

instrumentalized ethics, threatening world peace and the conditions for peaceful coexistence among 

peoples.’ (c) Culture and history have been robbed of its meaning and taken over by ‘the logic of 

profitability short-termism, selfishness and strategic calculation.’ Thus it has colonized indigenous 

‘lifeworld ‘ responding only to the needs of capital accumulation. (d) It encourages poverty by a circular 

reasoning whereby the discourse of neoliberal economics is built on the notions of scarcity, but at the 

same time creates that scarcity; the definition of poverty as an economic problem rather than a political 

problem , namely the distribution of income: ‘Social surplus is privatized and scarcity becomes the best 

argument for political control that ensures the privatization of social wealth’. (e) The epistemic 

(knowledge system) colonization or the death of epistomology: It has become the only way of 

representing the world (‘Boaventura de Sousa Santos calls this epistemicide). This is the most difficult 

obstacle to overcome as reasoning is ‘always self-referential, and analytical economic growth has sunk 

its roots in modern episteme including in its emancipatory proposals.’ Capitalism is in fact a negative 

‘Hobbesian condition of existence’ as it necessitates violence to perpetuate exploitation and democracy 

has been submitted to the needs of the market (Dávalos 2008a). 

14.3.1.2 Sumak Kawsay is neither capitalist nor socialist 

Though referred to by the government as socialist good living, some intellectuals (like Yampara) argue 

that the indigenous man ‘is neither socialist nor capitalist’. It stresses complementarity of all parts of life 

(Gudynas 2011b, 7). It is difficult to compare a pre-industrial society and its culture with the theories 

that were generated after industrialization. Necessarily a modern reformulation will refer to those 

newer concepts, as we cannot disentangle ourselves completely from the environment we are living in, 

even though seeking a novel concept. The break, however, lies mostly in the break-away from 

materialism (Gudynas 2011b). Marxism and capitalism fight one another in the arena of control over the 

means of production, which is defining life in economic terms. Social justice goes beyond pure 

economics. Ramírez therefore argues for a post-utilitarian, post-distributive and post classical justice 

form of justice, including personal skills and recognizing ourselves as different but equal as well as 
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meeting needs and harmony with nature (Gudynas 2011b). ‘Marxism addresses some problems of 

capitalism, but not all. It is preoccupied with the contradictions and tensions between work and capital, 

but there is also a problem in capitalism with gender, ecology, racism etc. We recognize Marxism, but it 

is not the whole story, we need more than that’ (A1). Anyhow defining one worldview in terms of 

another worldview (and its internal debates) always poses translational difficulties. Gudynas warns 

against adapting the concept to the Western palate, as a South American variety of human 

development, concurring with Walsh (see section 14.3.2.2). 

14.3.1.3 Buen Vivir recognizes the intrinsic value of nature, like  ‘deep ecology’ 

Norwegian Philosopher Naess (founder of deep ecology 1972) criticizes the basic assumptions of 

Western anthropocentric thought and defends biocentrism. He argues for the (inalienable legal) rights 

of nature (Naess 1989; Gudynas 2011b, 6). Oliver Stone articulated this debate in “Should Trees have 

Standing?” of 1972, launching a worldwide debate on the basic nature of legal rights.267 It is a 

fundamental departure from the Western objectifying of Nature and appropriation of resources as 

commodity. Sumak Kawsay unveils how one can overcome the duality between society and nature, the 

separation between the two; ‘it repositions human beings as integral to the fabric of life’ (Gudynas 

2011b 12). This implies zero extinction of species (Gudynas 2011b, 13). Rights of nature ‘entails having a 

scientific understanding of Nature and, at the same time, admiration and reverence for it, an attitude of 

identification with Nature, (...)’ (Acosta 2010). It does not imply strict conservationism, as humans live as 

part of nature (which is why some distinguish it from deep ecology- Viola-Recasens 2014). 

14.3.1.4 Buen Vivir contributes to the decolonization of knowledge & interculturality 

Western science, language and logic have taken the role of directing the language and framework in 

which humans interact. In this are explicit and implicit power roles. Buen Vivir specifically aims at 

redirecting this construct and the privileged position of a certain knowledge over the other. Gudynas 

argues this is more than epistemological relativism (the existence of different knowledge systems 

simultaneously) as it seeks to break existing power relations. It is about legitimizing these worldviews as 

equally important and then bringing political reality in line with them (Gudynas 2011b, 12). It articulates 

a new ethic whereby humans are no longer the only ones assigning value and commodification of 

everything is fundamentally opposed (Gudynas 2011b, 11). In short it takes away economics as the 

central point of departure in life to which all human and other resources are submitted. It also restores 

identity and self-esteem to ‘non-Western’ peoples and new parameters for intercultural meeting and 

dialogue. Diversity in equality plays a central role. Walsh (2009, 70, 82 and 84) points at the need for a 

‘combined intervention’ of the plurinational (a reality on the ground) and the intercultural (a tool for 

action) and sees it as creating commitment to democracy. 

Earlier constitutions and governments already recognized interculturality: ‘The pluricultural Constitution 

was adopted in 1998, it responded to the indigenous movements which really got strong in 1980’s when 

there were uprisings. It made the indigenous populations visible. That was an accomplishment. Before 

that, Ecuador saw itself as a mestizo country, it didn’t recognize its diversity (…); this is not the merit of 

                                                             
267 Stone, C. D. 1972. “Should Trees have Standing? Towards Legal Rights for Natural Objects.” Southern California 
Law Review 45, 450-501. 
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this government with its Buen Vivir program. Government is taking the credit for what came from social 

movements, like with the intercultural education’ (E2). The rightwing segment of the society regards this 

as sufficient (Walsh 2009, 82). 

14.3.1.5 Buen Vivir incorporates the non-material dimension of emotion and spirit 

Buen Vivir has a material basis in seeking to meet basic needs, but departs from the understanding that 

that is only a component of a larger picture, where expression of emotions, compassion and rebellion 

have an essential place (Gudynas 2011b, 12). Happiness and spiritual good living are part of this 

(Gudynas 2011b, 14). Communities are made of humans, animals, inanimate objects, nature and 

spiritual manifestations. These are ‘extended political communities’ (Gudynas 2011b, 12). An important 

correlate to that is that instrumentalization of our environment is rejected. There is no room for 

manipulation and domination (Gudynas 2011b, 12), as everything is in conversation with one another 

and seeks to harmonize and reciprocate.  

14.3.1.6 Sumak Kawsay represents ‘Seven Generation’ leadership responsibility 

The indigenous believe in the seven generation leadership principle. Sustainable (business) planning has 

to take into account the seven generations to come: ‘Our spirits will be carried forward in the next 

generations and our teachings toward the earth will be carried along’ (Clarkson et al. 1992, 24). This 

means adhering to ‘the precautionary principle, which means until proven to be safe, don’t do it. You 

need to ask: Do your benefits outweigh your risks; there should be a balance’ (Hopi, E5). Leadership was 

not static, but appointed at the time of need ‘by experience and representation’ (Clarkson et al. 1992, 

17). Decisions were made collectively and by consensus and who was representing the clan was 

dependent on the decision to be taken (Clarkson et al. 1992, 17). Ecuadorian ‘Sarayaku residents 

describe sumac kawsay as ‘choosing our responsibility to the seventh generation over quarterly 

earnings, regeneration over economic growth, and the pursuit of well-being and harmony over wealth 

and financial success’ (Goodman 2015, 29). 

14.3.2 Criticism 

Criticism and postcolonial counterarguments are briefly reviewed. (For different streams also see 

14.2.1). 

14.3.2.1  Sumak Kawsay does not know a notion of development 

In the ancestral cosmology the notion of development is non-existent (Ramos Arauco 2008, 9; 

Waldmüller 2014, 8) so connecting it with modern development notions may be problematic (Walsh 

2010, 19). ‘There is no conception of a linear process of life to establish an earlier or later stage of 

underdevelopment and development (…) nor are there any concepts of wealth and poverty determined 

by the accumulation and lack of material goods’ (Viteri Gualinga 2002, 2). 'Mutsui' is a concept that 

Quechua use as ‘circumstantial poverty’; it is not purely material poverty and lack of services, but refers 

to lack of primary agricultural goods and food security (even when fishing and hunting are available). 

Shortcomings related to the possession and management of agricultural biodiversity, knowledge about 

soil types, and ecological zones (among others); and the absence of an attitude towards prevention and 

long-term vision are all considered poverty. The best response to prevent this is solidarity and 

reciprocity; therefore permanent poverty is an absurdity, it is always a temporary condition (Viteri 
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Gualinga 2002, 4). The introduction of modern development concepts slowly kill the Sumak Kawsay 

philosophy as indigenous leaders have adopted the Western understanding of ‘mutsui’; assimilation is 

facilitated by the modern education system, extraction activities in the name of development and the 

notion of wellness based on the accumulation of goods, according to Viteri Gualinga. This means they 

have to give up their subsistence base, become dependent on the State to meet their needs and allow 

free access to biodiversity and for extraction activities (Viteri Gualinga 2002, 5). If measured by 

econometric terms their traditional lifestyle is considered ‘poorest of the poor’, but this does not take 

into account their autonomous satisfaction of needs (becoming a work force instead), knowledge 

systems, social system, biodiversity and cultural identity and potential to solve conflicts (Viteri Gualinga 

2002, 5). 

Though Viteri Gualinga acknowledges in his article positive examples of indigenous own emancipation 

through among others local credit systems, the problem with this (anthropological) argument is that it 

portrays indigenous people as children being offered the wrong candy or being contaminated with the 

wrong ideology. Indigenous people are to some extent free to refuse basic services and modern 

amenities. Perhaps we need to accept that the onslaught of modernization is here and requires different 

answers; and that indigenous people may have part of the answer, also for those who have never lived 

an indigenous lifestyle, precisely in the spiritual dimension of sustainability that Viteri Gualinga 

acknowledges. 

14.3.2.2 Buen Vivir mixes Sumak Kawsay with (individualist) human development 

The political project of Buen Vivir refers to thinkers from many parts of the world and therefore is not 

purely indigenous. Some object to these human development paradigms as legitimizing the current 

system of power. They display ‘functional interculturality’ incorporating indigenous peoples’ knowledge 

systems without changing the institutions themselves (Walsh 2010, 17).Therefore it does not 

disentangle Ecuador from its colonial past, but possibly entangles it with the development paradigm in a 

more complex way. It is in danger of becoming part of ‘the European push to humanize capitalism’ 

(Walsh 2010, 17). Alonso-González and Macías-Vázquez (2015, 4 and 14) quote Bretón de Zaldívar 2013 

who associates the socialist Buen Vivir with a ‘continuation of the Aristotelian eudemonia that has 

nothing to do with the Andean Sumak Kawsay’ as it is an individual project, separating nature from 

humans, mind from body. 

Whether it is fair to categorize human development as humanizing capitalism is open to debate, as 

‘freedom is progress’ (Sen 1999) for example argues against a capitalist definition of well-being. There 

seems to be a confusion between theory, policy and policy implementation in this argument as current 

power structures often overshadow alternatives. Some expressly favor a fruitful synthesis of ‘sometimes 

overly holistic indigenous wisdom and of excessively compartmentalized Western science’ (Thomson 

2011, 451). This is an argument of radical change versus incremental change; Buen Vivir policies and 

practices are not radical enough; the question, however, is how radical can one be as a small country in 

a globalized world. This argument does, however, not debunk ‘Buen Vivir’ as a worldview, but warns 

against co-optation. 
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14.3.2.3 Buen Vivir is imposed on non-indigenous citizens 

According to Walsh Buen Vivir requires all people living in Ecuador to internalize ancestral notions which 

were previously alien to many constituents in the country. This concerns the Afro-Ecuadorians (blacks), 

Montubio’s (coastal farmers), mestizo’s (indian-white origin) and mulatto’s (black-white origin) (E3). It 

presumes that these notions and knowledge systems are valid for all. She calls it an ‘unprecedented 

‘interculturalizing’ previously unknown to the country as well as in the Latin American region’ (Walsh 

2010, 19). The indigenous population is not in the majority in Ecuador. 

Buen Vivir, however, tried to formulate an answer to this by inserting a notion of plurality of nations in 

dialogue with one another and its development plans state that it is continuously being defined, 

therefore not static in its meaning (GoE 2009, 6). The issue here is one of indigenous people recapturing 

space that was previously taken from them, having to live under a ‘mestizo’ culture that favored 

whiteness (Walsh 2010, 18), and Western thinking. That this possibly poses a friction with other groups 

does not justify the continuation of previous elite driven concepts of development. The government has 

in theory acknowledged the presence of non-Indian origin groups with different lifestyles and 

worldviews.  

14.3.2.4 Buen Vivir is a return to the ‘noble savage’ romantization and essentialism 

Marxist MASAS speaks of ‘the idealization of ‘tahuantinsuyo’268 [native Americans] and superficial 

appeal to the communal form of land use’ as well as a ‘regressive utopia referring to a return to the 

primitiveness of life; earth, nature, the community, orality etc.’ It questions whether such an Andean-

Amazonian worldview really existed and also whether there is such a thing as Western worldview, as 

both are part of dozens of cultures. It categorizes this as populism rather than a popular movement 

(Ediciones MASAS 2009, 10) (section 4). It explains this (quoting Lenin) that ‘the petty bourgeois is able 

to face, protest and fight against the bourgeoisie, but is unable, by itself, to find other ideological or 

political or theoretical means than those of bourgeois society.’ Though it is true that reasoning one’s 

way out of a current system will always partly need the current mediums and be hampered by it (a 

contradictio in terminis), this argument is nevertheless paternalistic. Why is it that Lenin did know the 

way out and other answers are disqualified, or is Lenin’s truth universal truth and not part of a bigger 

picture? 

Bretón, Cortez, García (2014) accuse ‘Medina (2001 and 2010) or Oviedo-Freire (2012), from Bolivia and 

Ecuador respectively, have deployed a noticeable effort to build an archetypal, decontextualized and 

mystical image of a kind of carrier ‘Andean civilization’ (...) uncontaminated for centuries by Western 

culture’; and also quote ‘This type of approach to the subject has been ironically described as 

‘pachamamista’ from anti-essentialist visions (Stefanoni, 2010; Sanchez-Parga, 2011).’ Alonso-González 

and Macías-Válquez concur calling it ‘misdirected to isolate buen vivir as discourse from the practices 

(...) upon which it interferes’ and quote in this regard the ‘static image of Andean Amazonian cultures 

(Bretón de Zaldívar 2013, 73)’ and ‘Spedding (2010) considers it a Weberian ideal which lacks practical 

applicability’; ‘empty new age rhetoric (Stefanoni 2012), a return to archaic knowledge (Mansilla 2011).’ 

Anthropologist Viola-Recasens (2014) speaks of ‘an a-historical idealized picture’, ‘exaltation of 

                                                             
268 The Inca Empire divided in fourregions (tahua). 
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indigenous spirituality’, stereotyping and vague national declarations, opposing it to the much more 

concrete Bhutanese example. Alonso-González and Macías-Válquez (2015, 6) criticize Gudynas asking 

whether it is ‘possible to understand buen vivir (...) in its substantive meaning, unrelated to the larger 

assemblage of power-knowledge in which it is framed.’ Breton, Cortez and García pose the question 

whether the survival of a ‘genuinely Andean-Amazonian ontology is imaginable in contexts of strong 

cultural hybridization’. And raise the question whether it involves a ‘process of political ventriloquism 

whereby some speak on behalf of others?’ Though they conclude that it has ‘a great transforming 

potential’ (Bretón, Cortez, García 2014). 

Proponents are aware of the danger of ‘indigenous fundamentalism’ or romantization of the noble 

savage and acknowledge internal strife, ‘inter and intra-ethnic conflict’ in indigenous societies (Thomson 

2008, 450). 

14.3.2.5 Buen Vivir = ‘Degrowth’ = no poverty alleviation for the poor 

The Global South generally has a problem with degrowth debates as it views those as limiting its 

potential to ameliorate the circumstances of the poor. Gudynas, however, argues that degrowth is a 

consequence rather than an objective of Buen Vivir (Gudynas 2011, 446). Others note that it is rural and 

indigenous people who have expressed the most radical environmental awareness having been ‘thrust 

into a vanguard position’ by environmental degradation and deterioration of their livelihood, referring 

to India, Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia (Wallis 2010 quoted by Thomson 2011, 450) and (Gonick 

2010). Therefore, one needs to make a distinction between governments in the Global South and 

people, whereby governments are not a homogenous category either. This argument is also used by the 

government of Ecuador ‘to use the extraction of raw material in order to stop the extraction’ 

(SENPLADES 2013, 48; Friant and Langmore 2015, 66) to pay for infrastructure, welfare and transition to 

a knowledge economy. 

14.3.2.6 Buen Vivir is socialist and socialism is materialist/developmentalist 

Buen Vivir is easily equaled to socialism, especially now that it has been called the socialist way of good 

living by the government. Socialism is, however, not intercultural and not environmentally friendly and 

therefore a too limited view of Buen Vivir. The socialist tradition, moreover, expresses faith in progress 

and a materialist perspective, which is rooted in European modernity and rationality (Gudynas 2011, 

446); the question therefore arises whether socialism is compatible with a radically alternative 

worldview.  

Gudynas argues that Buen Vivir opted for selective tenets of socialism (social justice), rejecting others 

and can therefore be called ‘post-socialist’. He argues there is no exit for alternative development from 

the right-wing political spectrum, the exit will be found on the left (Gudynas 2011, 446). In other words 

have we reached the maximization of right wing ideology in the world? (We will come back to this in 

Annex 1514.7 on predominance of masculine values). Yet one can still pose the question whether the 

state-led development as proposed in Buen Vivir is really compatible with the autonomous community 

way of life of Sumak Kawsay. The answer lies in its tenet of decentralization or bottom-up democracy 

(whether realized or not). Gudynas views modernity as a particular ontology that means a construction 

of reality containing what is right and wrong, true and false. In this case a ‘unidirectional linear path’ of 
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progress which can be knowable by science (a left brain activity as argued by psychiatrist McGilchrist 

(2009) in a telling title: The Master and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western 

World269). Buen Vivir poses a different truth and has embraced a political agenda to promote it. 

14.3.2.7 Buen Vivir is anti-communist 

Marxists, such as MASAS, criticize the endless identities of the plurinational state (in this case in Bolivia), 

underscoring the socio-economic class system and weakening the class struggle (Thomson 2011, 452; 

Ediciones MASAS 2009). MASAS maintains that ‘indigenism’ is part of postmodernism which has done 

away with the dialectical struggle between opposites, replacing it with the notion of diversity. It claims 

that parliamentarism and pacifism is part of the capitalist social order (and a particular mode of 

production). Cash transfers to the poor are not the same as giving the poor control over the means of 

production. The coexistence of different forms of property does not bring fundamental change, nor does 

the peaceful coexistence between different social classes and the inclusion of Native Americans in the 

existing (bourgeois) political system. Western versus Third world and mental decolonization is the wrong 

characterization of the problem, (as it is about global upper and underclass) and the problem is 

‘material’. Lastly the Marxists object against the omission of a historical perspective, replacing it with an 

epistemological and historical relativism (Ediciones MASAS 2009, 4-5, section 2270). MASAS equals ‘living 

well’ to postmodern hedonism. The key of MASAS critique is, however, captured in this sentence: ‘Deny 

developing knowledge as correlative with the productive forces and leveling in a single plane ancestral 

knowledge with the knowledge of universal science, deny, ultimately the possibility of objective 

knowledge, that is, that man can truthfully know the laws of development and transformation of nature, 

society and thought’ (Ediciones MASAS 2009, 8, section 3). (Cultural) inclusiveness means in the Marxist 

view, including into the capitalist system, whether with poncho or not: ‘Capitalism is a highly inclusive 

system’ (Ediciones MASAS 2009, 9, section 3). Alonso-González and Macías-Vázquez (2015, 3) also quote 

Sánchez Parga 2011 in this regard: ‘A reactionary turn that diverts attention from the struggle against 

capital.’ 

Firstly, one can say these Marxists simply deny the Native Americans their own worldview and postulate 

it as misguided. Secondly this Marxist reasoning demonstrates a very narrow reading of culture, not 

constituting ‘meaning in life’. Thirdly, this Marxist view denies that there can be any cross-cultural 

solidarity (in struggle), whereas solidarity is one of the main tenets of Buen Vivir. Fourthly, the 

innovation of Buen Vivir (and Buddhism) is that the world is not viewed in material terms, but in mental, 

emotional and spiritual terms and lastly in material terms. Economy is but one part of the paradigm and 

not the whole. Development is not only control of productive forces. This does not mean that Buen Vivir 

disagrees with Marxism, but that overcoming class opposition presents only part of the issue. The 

disagreement is over how to achieve this. Moreover, as we have seen, ‘meaning’ is also material in the 

subjectivist worldview; which means that one creates one’s own material world. Perhaps one can say 

                                                             
269 Left brain activity is language oriented and represents the world as abstract, certain and knowable, with a 
definite amount of calculable possibilities. It gives a representation of reality which enables us to function. Right 
brain activity is questioning and empathic: it perceives reality as fundamentally unknowable, unnamable, ineffable, 
open, unending and ever-changing. It presents reality. See also: https://decorrespondent.nl/2224/Dit-is-wat-er-
dagelijks-misgaat-in-je-hoofd/. 
270 No official page numbering provided 

https://decorrespondent.nl/2224/Dit-is-wat-er-dagelijks-misgaat-in-je-hoofd/
https://decorrespondent.nl/2224/Dit-is-wat-er-dagelijks-misgaat-in-je-hoofd/
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the difference between Marxism and new ideologies such as Buen Vivir is that the latter seeks a 

transformation of the mind before actual changes in society manifest. Therefore open confrontation 

with capitalism is sought, but in a peaceful way rather than violent revolution.  

Nevertheless South American leftist governments of different signatures did unite in the regional 

organization ALBA. 

14.3.2.8 Execution of Buen Vivir policies has failed 

There is a general sentiment of Buen Vivir not having lived up to its promises. Alonso-González and 

Macías-Válquez (2015, 3) refer to ‘a trivialized slogan ‘equated with the implementation of welfare 

policies of the poor’ (quoting Houtart 2011, 71-72).’ This is mainly blamed on President Correa himself 

(E1, E2, E3, E4). The government of Correa has taken a developmentalist course, with redistribution of 

the benefits of oil extraction and mining at its core: We cannot remain ‘beggars sitting on a bag of gold’ 

(Pellegrini et al 2014). Or as Ponce and Vos (2012) put it ‘redistribution without structural change’. ‘Buen 

Vivir is becoming another discursive tool that is becoming functional to the State’ (Walsh 2010, 20). 

Walsh point at the mining law and water law that contradicts the tenets of Buen Vivir (Walsh 2010, 20). 

This boils down to a failed implementation argument that does not in itself defeat the concept of Buen 

Vivir. 

The cornerstone project embodying the new relationship with nature consisted of the national park 

Yasuní-ITT271, an initiative to leave oil in the ground in the Amazon in exchange for compensation for lost 

income by the international community (Arsel 2012; Pellegrini et al. 2014). Despite strong support from 

Germany the first project failed and led to the resignation of the foreign minister Falconí, as Correa felt 

too much sovereignty was being given away in the structure of the governing board of the trust fund. 

The second project was not based on preservation of the Amazon and uncontacted Indigenous people, 

but on global climate change considerations (reducing carbon emission), proposing compensation based 

on the carbon credit market with the issuance of Yasuní Guarantee Certificates (Arsel 2012, 157-158). 

This approach is criticized (i.e. by Acosta and Martínez 2011) as reducing nature to payment for 

environmental services instead of the environmental justice championed in Buen Vivir (Arsel 2012, 159; 

E1). However, it at the same time failed to acquire sufficient funds as it was not fitting in with existing 

international initiatives such as REDD (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in 

Developing Countries, creating a financial value for the carbon stored in forests) (Pellegrini et al 2014). 

According to critics, the government subsequently used the initiative to ‘blackmail’ the international 

community in blaming it for Ecuador going ahead with oil extraction in the Amazon (E1; Pellegrini et al 

2014). It sparked huge controversy in Ecuador, dividing indigenous groups (Lalander 2014, 162-165) and 

lead to a failed call for referendum (14.4.2.1; 14.4.2.4). 

 

Here one sees that if the international context is on a modernist market oriented course, initiatives such 

as Buen Vivir, treasuring the intrinsic value of nature, have a hard time surviving. At the same time, 

according to the drafters, the (first) Yasuni plan was brilliant, but there was no strategic vision of the 

Ecuadorian state how to implement it and get international support; moreover, ‘the government does 

                                                             
271 ITT refers to Ishpingo-Tambococha-Tiputini (oil) fields. 
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not understand its own Buen Vivir concept, partly due to the fact that Correa is not indigenous himself’ 

(E1) (see section 14.4.3). The significance of Yasuni for Ecuador has expressed itself in the emergence of 

the verb ‘yasunisar’ which signifies to make holy (E1). 

 

However, to state that ‘Immediately obvious is the enormous difficulty of trying to find (...) a minimum 

common denominator - more than a discursive opposition to the established power and to the 

coloniality of knowledge that supports it’ (Breton, Cortez, Garcia 2014) may be confusing 

implementation arguments (and its rhetoric defense) and conceptual meanings of Buen Vivir. 

14.3.2.9 Conclusion 

In terms of merits, Buen Vivir counteracts the economic growth paradigm, is neither capitalist nor 

socialist, represents a break-away from materialism, recognizes the intrinsic value of nature, concurring 

with ‘deep ecology, contributes to the decolonization of knowledge, ethics and interculturality, 

incorporates the non-material dimension of emotion and spirit, represents leadership that takes 

responsibility for seven generations to come, incorporating the precautionary principle. Buen Vivir is 

criticized as follows: Sumak Kawsay does not know a notion of development so connecting it with 

modern development theories, as is done in Buen Vivir, is problematic; Buen Vivir mixes up its roots 

with Western (individualist) human development whereas Sumak Kawsay is collectivist; it is imposed on 

non-indigenous citizens; some contend it will not bring poverty alleviation for the poor because it 

centers on degrowth; others that it is socialist and therefore materialist/developmentalist; though some 

complain it is anti-communist; yet others see it as an anachronism: A return to the ‘noble savage’ 

romantization and essentialism. Some discard it, because according to them implementation has largely 

failed. 

14.4 How is Buen Vivir applied at the national level? 

14.4.1 Buen Vivir and legislation 

14.4.1.1 Constitution 

Ecuador has a Constitution (2008)272 entirely based on Buen Vivir. The second paragraph of the pre-

ambule states: ‘Hereby decide to build: A new form of public coexistence, in diversity and in harmony 

with nature, to achieve the good way of living, the sumak kawsay.’ The central dimensions of nature, 

democracy, cultural diversity are expressed, including the ‘dignity of community groups’ (preamble). The 

socio-economic dimension is later explained in the ‘rights to good living’: Education, health, food, social 

security and water (title 7: art. 340-415). The prime significance that nature takes is clear from the first 

paragraph (2nd sentence): ‘CELEBRATING nature, the Pacha Mama (Mother Earth), of which we are a 

part and which is vital to our existence’, immediately followed by an invocation of God, as well as 

referring to the Brundtland sustainability definition with a ‘profound commitment to the present and 

the future.’ The notion of cultural diversity is expressed as follows: ‘CALLING UPON the wisdom of all the 

cultures that enrich us as a society’. The notion of good governance and inter-American solidarity in: 

‘(Hereby decide to build) A democratic country, committed to Latin American integration—the dream of 

                                                             
272 Amended in 2011 and 2015.  
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Simón Bolívar and Eloy Alfaro’; followed by a worldwide mission‘—, peace and solidarity with all peoples 

of the Earth’. The importance of gender equality is stated in the first two sentences of the Constitution: 

‘We women and men, the sovereign people of Ecuador’ and ‘RECOGNIZING our age-old roots, wrought 

by women and men from various peoples’; and ‘Chapter two: Female and male citizens’ (on citizenship 

rights). 

The non-secular nature of the Constitution is expressed in ‘INVOKING the name of God and recognizing 

our diverse forms of religion and spirituality’; but the Constitution itself establishes a ‘secular state’ (art. 

1) with ‘secular ethics as the basis for public service and the legal regulatory system’ (art. 3.4) (a 

‘contradictio in terminis’ similar to the Bhutanese constitution). The postcolonial nature and origin of 

the Constitution is expressly stated: ‘AS HEIRS to social liberation struggles against all forms of 

domination and colonialism’.  

Ecuador has a near absurdly detailed Constitution in which even bike lanes are stipulated. It was 

criticized by some as shopping lists or constitutional populism (Fatheuer 2011, 15); one could also see it 

as very progressive (it is one of the first and best in terms of LGBTI273, respect for sexual diversity). (For a 

summary, see also Gudynas 2009). 

According to the government, the Constitution promotes four principles (E6):  

 Social and economic justice as the basis of the exercise of freedoms; 

 Participatory democratic justice; 

 Intergenerational justice; 

 Transnational justice. 

The three ideological pillars are: 1) Plurinationality 2) rights of nature 3) Sumak Kawsay (as alternative 

for development) (Akchurin 2015, 18) (E13, E14). These are closely intertwined. At the same time, 

‘There are 24-27 collective rights in the Constitution’ (E20).  

Ad 1. Compared to the Constitution of Bolivia it formulates Sumak Kawsay not only as principles of 

plurinationality, but as a set of rights and regulates the implementation of those rights by the state and 

throughout society (Gudynas 2011b). Interculturality takes an important place, as the country counts 14 

indigenous nationalities and 13 spoken languages (Larrea 2012). The 1998 Constitution spoke of pluri-

cultural and multiethnic, not of pluri-national; the difference being extension into respect for indigenous 

territories (Akchurin 2015, 14-15). More than the rights of nature (below) this was the indigenous claim, 

together with recognition of collective rights and protection of livelihood (food sovereignty, water 

resources, ecosystems) (Akchurin 2015, 18-19). Plurinationality ties in with post-modernity in that is 

assigns equivalence to cultures and lifestyles (peasant and urban) and moves beyond the modern nation 

state that wants to identify with one dominant culture (Sousa Santos 2008, 6-7). Not doing so is 

continuing the colonial politics of assimilation (Sousa Santos 2008, 16). This goes hand in hand with legal 

pluralism, differentiated state institutions, decentralization and intercultural democracy (different forms 

of democratic deliberation; affirmative action; Western and indigenous forms of participation such as 

                                                             
273 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender/Transsexual and Intersexed (interview with Hivos). 
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representation by rotation) (see Table 14.8); as well as re-emphasizing land and territory (as opposed to 

the presupposition that globalization would erase this) (Sousa Santos 2008, 9-15). Fighting for equality is 

‘fighting for the recognition of differences’ (Sousa Santos 2008, 13). According to Sousa Santos, expert in 

the constitutional assembly on plurinationality, autonomy implies control over access to resources, but 

with national solidarity in its use, however, without imposing it (Sousa Santos 2008, 16). 

Table 14.6 Constitution - cultural provisions 

Dimension Provisions  

Buen Vivir 

Sumak 

Kawsay 

Title 6 Development Structure (art. 275-339) and  

Title 7 The Good Way of Living System (art. 340-415)  

as well as crosscutting through Constitution 

Inter 

Cultural 

 intercultural, multinational State (art. 1) 

 traditional languages preservation (art. 2) 

 ‘national unity in diversity’ (art. 3.3)  

 natural and cultural assets preservation (art. 3.5) 

 rights to cultural identity, creative capacity, cultural manifestation, leisure, scientific and ancestral 
wisdom (art. 21-25) 

 Free, intercultural, inclusive, diverse and participatory communication and access; prohibition on 
violence, discrimination, racism, drug addiction, sexism, religious or political intolerance in media; no 
confidentiality of information (art. 16-20) freedom of conscience (art. 20); free media: Public and private 
(art. 384) 

 Protection of indigenous ‘nations’ rights: Ancestral traditions and forms of social organization; 
indivisible community territories exempt from tax & use of renewable resources & free prior informed 
consultation (not consent!) on nonrenewable resource exploitation; practices of managing biodiversity; 
traditional laws; displacement prohibition; traditional knowledge (intellectual protection); holy places; 
heritage; intercultural bilingual participatory education system with collective administration; teacher 
protection; right to representation in official bodies; cross-border contact; consultation on relevant 
legislation; own language media; restricted military activities; garments/symbols/emblems promotion; 
respect for peoples living in isolation & prohibition of extractive activities in their territory, (violation as 
crime of ethnocide) (art. 56-57); Afro community and Montubio community protection and right to 
establish a territory (art. 58-60) 

 See also Duties of citizens under democracy 

 National system for culture: National identity, diversity and artistic creation promotion; includes 
languages/oral traditions/ritual, festive productive manifestations; urban monuments/natural and 
archeological sites; documents/objects/archives/libraries/museums; artistic/scientific/technological 
creations; preservation, restitution and restoration of heritage; support artistic teaching to all and art 
professions; state funding (art. 377-380) 

 See also Education  

 See also Health 

Source: Constitution of Ecuador http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html 

Ad 2. Assigning intrinsic value to the non-human is the most distinguishing feature (Gudynas 2011b, 15). 

The rights of nature at first met with fierce opposition (from the majority pro-government block in the 

constitutional assembly as well as high-ranking government officials) (Acosta 2010). Arguments ranged 

from law aiming at regulating human relations, nature not being able to fulfill corresponding obligations, 

and declaring it an outright ‘absurdity’ or ‘stupid’ (Tanasescu 2013; Fitz Henry 2012). Earlier criticism 

from a theoretical point of view includes (a) the rationality of giving agency to non-humans without 

moral sense and rational ability (b) scientific difficulties for establishing alteration to a natural cycle (c) 

inability to sue nature causing damage (e.g. flooding destroying other life) (d) fear of excessive litigation 

and increased conflicts (Fitz-Henri 2012, 276 quoting Eckersley 2007). Furthermore imprecise definitions 

http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html
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of what nature (or natural) is, may impede implementation (the Constitution gives a positive definition 

‘where life is reproduced and occurs’, art. 71, while a negative definition would be ‘that which is not 

human-made’274) (Tanasescu 2013, 856).  

Proponents, however, equaled liberation of nature to the liberation of slaves, both subject to ownership 

of their masters; called for a redefinition of economy-society-nature relationship as well as 

environment-culture interrelations; pointed to (abstract) corporations having rights; and appealed to 

being the first in this particular evolution of international constitutional right (Fitz-Henry 2012, 269-270; 

Tanasescu 2013, 849-851). Especially the latter two arguments convinced opponents, including from the 

populist right (Tanasescu 2013).  

Though originating from a small group of environmental activists, the indigenous reaction was ‘of 

course, nature is our mother, she has rights’; they were surprised to learn that any judicial system could 

think of nature without rights; as they see nature as someone rather than something (Akchurin 2015). 

Moreover, the indigenous saw the rights of nature as strengthening collective rights, self-determination 

and the defense against extractive activities (Tanasescu 2013, 851 and 853). However, they were 

guarded for it not to be conservationist (infringing on the rights of indigenous people to use and manage 

nature) (Akchurin 2015, 19-20). In the negotiations over the Constitution, ‘The issue was not about 

whether we protect nature or not, but about who has access to resources and how’ (Hernandez Luis 

quoted by Tanasescu 2013, 852). It is therefore closely intertwined with the issue of free prior informed 

consent.  

Interestingly this progressive indigenous Constitution does not recognize the ‘free prior informed 

consent (FPIC)’ principle of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (UNDRIP), but only ‘ 

fpi consultation’ (Deneulin 2012, 5; Tanasescu 2013, Table 14.6), a definition similar to that of earlier 

World Bank positions (changed in 2015 to FPIC, World Bank 2015). However, the Constitution does 

recognize international human rights instruments (art.11.3). In the negotiations over the Constitution, 

the autonomy of indigenous had to be balanced with the proponents of state-led development, 

resulting in indigenous rights to territories, but state ownership of natural resources; (therefore) right to 

prior consultation instead of consent; and rights of nature, but without an enforcing Nature 

Ombudsman, greatly weakening it ‘as a tool against state-sanctioned development’ (Tanasescu 2013, 

852). 

Generally the Constitution stresses the precautionary principle, putting ‘classical environmental impact 

assessments’ in a different light, recognizing that ecosystems are non-linear, complex systems, where 

simple cause and effect schemes do not apply (Gudynas 2009, 42). (see Table 14.7 below) 

  

                                                             
274 Indigenous lived in and managed the Amazon forest, which raises the question what is ‘natural’.  



14 Annex Buen Vivir theory of Ecuador 

523 
 

Table 14.7 Constitution - nature provisions 

Dimension Provisions 

Nature  ‘Nonrenewable natural resources of the State’s territory belong to its inalienable and absolute assets, 
which are not subject to a statute of limitations’ (art.1) ‘In the management of these resources, the 
State shall give priority to responsibility between generations, the conservation of nature..’ (art. 317) 

 Right to healthy environment: ‘Environmental conservation, the protection of ecosystems, biodiversity 
and the integrity of the country’s genetic assets, the prevention of environmental damage, and the 
recovery of degraded natural spaces are declared matters of public interest.’ (art. 14)  

 Clean technology; alternative energy sources; primacy of water and food over energy; prohibition on 
toxic and nuclear waste and genetically modified organisms (art. 15) 

 Rights of nature (Pacha Mama): Integral respect for its existence and for the maintenance and 
regeneration of its life cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes. All persons, communities, 
peoples and nations can call upon public authorities to enforce the rights of nature.’ State duty of 
protection of nature and ecosystems. (art. 71). Right to restoration, duty of state for elimination of 
harm. (art. 72) Prevention of extinction of species and hostile species (art. 73). Benefit for all: 
‘Environmental services shall not be subject to appropriation; their production, delivery, use and 
development shall be regulated by the State.’ 

 See also duties of citizens under democracy 
 Economic policy ‘...within the biophysical limits of nature, and respect for life and cultures.’ (art. 284.4) 
 Prohibition on appropriation of genetic resources contained in biological diversity and agricultural 

biodiversity (art. 322) 
 Environmental policies across all sectors; direct responsibility of all players for restoration of damages; 

any individual or collective can file legal proceedings with burden of proof on defendant; mechanisms to 
control pollution; community consultation; decentralized management (art. 395-399) 

 Biodiversity: State sovereignty over; responsibility between generations; public interest; prohibition on 
transgenic crops and intellectual property rights (art. 400-403) 

 Natural assets and ecosystem protection: Protected areas with prohibition on extraction of non-
renewables; conservation, management, sustainable use, recovery of ecosystems. (art. 404-407) 

 Nonrenewable resources: State property and state profit sharing; exploitation in harmony with cycles of 
nature (art. 408) 

 Soil conservation: Combat degradation and desertification; reforestation, revegetation, avoid single crop 
farming, support farmers (art. 409-410) 

 Water management: Priority on ecosystem preservation and human consumption; conservation in 
accordance with water cycle (art. 411-412) 

 Biosphere: Energy efficiency; clean technology; mitigation of climate change, limiting CO2, deforestation 
and air pollution (art. 413-114) 

 Urban ecology: Regulate urban growth, urban fauna, green areas, rational use of water, waste 
management, priority to non-motorized transportation including bike lanes (art. 415) 

Source: Constitution of Ecuador http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html 

Ad 3. Buen Vivir is detailed in title 6 (development structure) and 7 (good living) of the Constitution: 

‘The development structure is the organized, sustainable and dynamic group of economic, political, 

socio-cultural and environmental systems which underpin the achievement of the good way of living 

(sumak kawsay)’ (art.275). Principles are: Regarding the State: ‘Assure the exercise of rights (…) social 

and territorial equity, promote cooperation, and be participatory, decentralized, deconcentrated and 

transparent’ (art.275 and 277); Regarding citizens: ‘(...) fulfill their responsibilities within the framework 

of interculturalism, respect for their diversity, and harmonious coexistence with nature.’ Sustainable 

production and consumption (art.275 and 278). Objectives are (art.276): (1) ‘Improve the quality of life 

and life expectancy’; (2) ‘fair, democratic, productive, mutually supportive and sustainable economic 

system based on the egalitarian distribution of the benefits of development and the means of 

production, and on the creation of decent, stable employment’; (3) ‘equitable representation, at all 

stages of governance’; (4) ‘permanent and quality access to water, air and land, and to the benefits of 

http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html
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ground resources and natural assets’; (5) ‘promote Latin American integration’ and ‘global insertion’; (6) 

‘balanced, equitable land use planning’; (7) ‘enhance social memory and cultural heritage’.  

The constitutional chapters of title 7 ‘THE GOOD WAY OF LIVING SYSTEM’ are instructive: (1) Inclusion 

and equity: Education; health; social security; habitat and housing; culture; physical education and 

leisure; media; science technology, innovation and ancestral wisdom; risk management; demography 

and human mobility; human safety; transportation. (2) Biodiversity and natural resources: Nature and 

environment; biodiversity; natural assets and ecosystems; natural resources: Soil; water; biosphere, 

urban ecology and alternative sources of energy. 

An emphasis on reconciliatory justice and rehabilitation can be found in art. 75-78 (access to justice) and 

on diverse forms of democracy: Art 1 (direct participatory forms of government), art. 57 (indigenous 

social organization) 100-102 (participation in different levels of government), 103-107 (direct 

democracy), 118-140 (national assembly). (14.7.1) (Table 14.8). The socio-economic provisions are listed 

in Table 14.9 and are discussed under policy implementation (14.4.3). 

The constitution contains an inherent tension between Buen Vivir and development, which are not 

necessarily compatible (E1, E17). E.g. art. 275-277, 313, 314, 317 and 395-399 promote development in 

the traditional sense (Lalander 2014, 161). ‘It is a very complex text, various concepts exist in the 

Constitution simultaneously:  

1-Non-occidental concept of Aristoteles, UN, Sen’s capability theory and human development which is 

neo-Aristotelian; 

2- Sustainable development concept related to human development; 

3- Classical liberal social theory of Montesquieu and Rousseau, classical multiculturalism and liberal 

political philosophy of the communitarian (commons); 

4-Non-occidental harmony with nature, reciprocity, economy is a spiral concept, a relation of 

communication with animals, earth and a transcendental relationship’ (E17).  

 

Zorrilla (2012a) has called this a ‘paradigm shift disorder’, as the new development paradigm is 

executing the old (IMF, World Bank) development model with massive extraction of natural resources 

accompanied with violations of rights (see also Human Rights Watch/World Report/Ecuador 2016).275 

Evo Morales, the Bolivian counterpart of Buen Vivir, is similarly struggling with indigenous opposition to 

a road through indigenous territory and protected area TIPNIS276 (allegedly benefitting the regional 

initiative for (the infrastructural basis for) accelerated commodities export called IIRSA). Morales then 

                                                             
275 ‘The administration of President Rafael Correa has expanded state control over media and civil society and 
abused its power to harass, intimidate, and punish critics. In 2015, thousands of people participated in public 
demonstrations against government policies. Security forces on multiple occasions responded with excessive force. 
Abuses against protesters, including arbitrary arrests, have not been adequately investigated. Other ongoing 
concerns include limited judicial independence, poor prison conditions, (…) A 2013 communications law gives the 
government broad powers to limit free speech. (…) routine executive interference with judicial decisions, misuse of 
the penal system to target individuals who question the government's policies, and misuse of the judiciary’s 
internal disciplinary system to punish judges whose rulings are inconsistent with the Correa administration’s 
policies.’ https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/country-chapters/ecuador . 
276TIPNIS stands for Territoria Indigena y Parque Natural del Isiboro Securé (two rivers that delimit the area). 

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2016/country-chapters/ecuador
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alleged that ‘environmentalism is the new colonialism’ to which Zorrilla comments: ‘It’s hard to believe 

that someone like Evo Morales wouldn’t know that modern environmentalism was largely inspired by 

Native Americans.’ Equally Correa has called environmentalist and indigenous activism opposed to 

mining ‘infantile’ (26 July 2008; Gudynas 2009, 44). ‘Development in the best tradition of capitalism, is 

being equated with things like high-paying jobs, pave roads, large hydroelectric dams, open-pit mines, 

clinics, computers (...)’ (Zorrilla 2012a). 

Even the limited right to prior consultation is not being adhered to in practice. Activists against mining in 

the Intag valley (DECOIN), which chased two transnational mining corporations and is opposing the 

third, state: ‘Ecuador’s new Constitution demands that communities be consulted before any project 

impacting their social or natural environment takes place; a constitutional guarantee that has been 

disregarded from day one’ (Zorrilla 2015).277 As (Zorilla’s organization) DECOIN stated in 2012: ‘Mining is 

to go ahead no matter what (…) ‘la minería va porque va’). That ‘no matter what’ entails a host of 

illegalities and unconstitutionalities, including violating the constitutional right to a Good Life (Sumak 

Kawsay), the right to Previous Consultation, the right to Resistance, the right to live in a culture of peace, 

and the right to live in an environment free of contamination’ (Zorrilla 2012b).  

Human rights violations are confirmed by the country’s Ombudsman in 2011 (criminalization of social 

protest resisting extractive projects) and one of its universities in 2012 (Zorilla 2012a; see section 

14.4.2.5). Akchurin points to the conservative nature of law, legal institutions and state bureaucracy as 

an impediment to new ideas; however, the cause may be more her observation that ‘some sectors of 

Ecuadorian society (…) do not identify with all aspects of the new Constitution’ (Akchurin 2015), as it is 

demonstrated that legal institutions in South Africa are able to include Ubuntu in their jurisprudence. 

‘The real fight begins the day after the Constitution was approved. If there is no political will to change 

things, let's go to what we call the process of deconstitutionalization’ (Sousa Santos 2008, 17). However, 

there is an inherent tension within the plurinational system: ‘land’ as a factor of production versus 

‘territory’ as autonomous cultural sovereignty tied in with spiritual beliefs of interrelatedness between 

humans and nature (Akchurin 2015, 13).  

While the Constitution has been called ‘a poem to life’, an interviewee remarked, ‘it is not applied’ (E4). 

When asked whether people can’t enforce their rights, since they are constitutionally enshrined, the 

response is: ‘People can’t go to court, because the judges are not independent, it is a political system’ 

(E4). ‘We lost all our court cases. Correa controls the constitutional court, the justice system, the 

national assembly and the people’s commission for participation’ (E1). See 14.4.2.  

  

                                                             
277See also documentary ‘Under Rich Earth’ by Malcolm Rogge. 
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Table 14.8 Constitution - democracy provisions 

Dimension Provisions 

Direct 

Democracy 

and Peace 

 Decentralized approach: ‘Sovereignty lies with the people, whose will is the basis of all authority, and it 
is exercised through public bodies using direct participatory forms of government’ (art. 1); participation 
in different levels of government and direct democracy (art. 101-107); political, administrative and 
financial autonomy (art. 238-241); decentralized autonomous governments and special systems (art. 
251-259); participatory planning (art. 279-280) 

 Non-discrimination principle (art. 3.1, art. 11.2); affirmative action (11.2) 

 The right to a culture of peace, to integral security and to live in a democratic society free of corruption  

 ‘Ecuador is a territory of peace.’ No foreign military bases (art. 4)  

 Individual and Collective rights (art. 10); indigenous, afro, backcountry peoples (art. 56-57) 

 Rights of Nature (art. 11.1)  

 Fully actionable rights, redress, damages (art. 11) 

 right of participation/election/gender equality in administration (art. 42) 

 priority rights vulnerable persons (art. 35): Elderly (art. 36-38); young (art. 39); migrants (art. 40-41); 
pregnant women (art. 45); children and adolescents (art. 46); disabled (art. 47); persons with complex 
diseases (art. 48); prisoners (art. 49; e.g. no solitary confinement); consumers (art. 50-55) 

 Freedom of movement: All migrants are legal; protection of transnational Ecuadorian families (art. 40); 
right to asylum (art. 41); prohibition of arbitrary displacement (art. 41)  

 Freedom rights: Life, decent life, personal well-being, safety (bodily, sexual, psychological, moral; 
prohibition on violence, torture, genetic material usage), equality, personality, thought, speech, no 
defamation, religion, confidentiality of conviction, sexuality, reproduction, conscious (incl. military 
objection), assembly, travel, economic activity, contract, reputation, privacy including e-
correspondence, family intimacy, domicile inviolability, petition, cultural participation, public services 
access, property, healthy environment, identity (collective and personal); prohibition of slavery, 
incarceration for debt, compulsion for crime (art. 66). Family rights: Motherhood/fatherhood 
protection, unseizable assets, equality of daughters and sons (art. 67-69) 

 Gender equality policies (art. 70) 

 Access to justice (art. 75); fair detention and right of defense; priority for alternative sentences other 

than imprisonment; social rehabilitation (art. 76); victim protection (art. 78); no extradition (art. 79); no 

amnesty for genocide/disappearances/crimes against humanity (art. 80); special provisions for crimes 

against vulnerable groups (art. 81); right to legal security art. 82) 

 Duties of citizens: ‘To not be lazy, not lie, not steal’; uphold Constitution, territory, natural resources, 

peace, human rights, nature, general interests over individual ones, anti-corruption, justice and 

solidarity, equality in diversity, community service, ethical profession, cultural and natural heritage, non-

discrimination, tax, raise one’s children, political participation (art. 83) 

 Jurisdictional guarantees including habeas corpus, ‘habeas data’ (regarding personal info) and 
protection proceedings (art. 86) 

 Political participation, active community participation in all government levels including alternative 
forms of dispute mediation (art. 95-102), direct democracy (bills and referenda) (art. 103-107); political 
parties/representation (art. 108-117) 

 National Assembly representatives of nation, provinces, regions (art. 118-140) 

 President appointing Ministers of State(art. 141-155) 

 National Equality Councils ensuring non-discrimination, comprised of civil society and state (art. 156-
157) 

 Judicial and Indigenous Justice Branch of Government (art. 167-203) 

 Transparency, Council for Public Participation and Social Control, Ombudsman (art. 204-216) 

Source: Constitution of Ecuador http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html. 

  

http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html
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Table 14.9 Constitution - socio-economic provisions 

Dimension Provisions 

Socio-

economic 

 ‘The State’s prime duties are: 1. Guaranteeing (…) especially the rights to education, health, food, social 
security and water for its inhabitants.’(art. 3.1) 

 Public policy in the name of good living and all rights (art. 85) (title 7: art. 340-415, see below) 

 ‘(States duties) Planning national development, eliminating poverty, and promoting sustainable 
development and the equitable redistribution of resources and wealth to enable access to the good way 
of living.’ art. 3.5); (art. 284.1) and inclusion and equity (art. 340-342) 

 Equitable development by decentralization (art. 3.5) 

 Water and food right; access; food sovereignty of Ecuador (art. 12-13); medium/small scale organic & 
animal friendly production, reducing imports through tariffs (art. 281-282); state provision of water and 
sanitation only (art. 317) 

 Energy sovereignty (art. 15) (art. 284.3, trade 304.4, access to inputs 334.4) 

 Education right/responsibility; holistic human development, intercultural, universal, free, secular public 
and non-secular education (art. 26-29); national education system: Individual and collective capabilities; 
free psychological support and social services; including citizenship, sexuality and environment 
education; ICT usage; bilingual; at least one ancestral language; participatory; access for all; 
autonomous socially responsible higher education with scientific and humanist vision, including 
development and dissemination of wisdom and cultures; free tuition linked to student’s responsibility 
(art. 343-357) 

 Habitat right; safe and healthy; right to city (access) (art. 30, 31); integrated policy on housing, services, 
public space and transportation; universal access; social housing; water & electricity services to 
hospitals and schools; fair pricing; public access to beaches, river and lake banks; right to expropriate 
areas for future development; prohibition on land speculation (art. 375-376) 

 Health right: Equity, universality, solidarity, interculturalism, quality, efficiency, effectiveness, 
prevention, and bioethics, with a gender and generational approach. (art. 32); national health system: 
Social and cultural diversity; inclusion; participatory; complementariness with ancestral and alternative 
medicines; part of social security; public and private; free; integral health care; universal; sexual and 
reproductive care; regulation of medicine market prevailing over commercial interests; control of 
addictive substances and advertising (art. 358-366) 

 Work right/duty; dignified, healthy, fair workplace; equal pay (art. 33); full employment (284.6) 

 Social security rights for all, including unpaid labor (art. 34); universal, public; national system for social 
inclusion: Obligation, adequacy, integration, solidarity and subsidiarity principles; for illness, maternity, 
paternity, labor hazards, employment termination, unemployment, age, invalidity, disability, death; 
mandatory universal insurance, including special system for rural population (art. 367-374). 

 Physical education and leisure: State promotion of access, infrastructure, resources and participation in 
sports including global competition; participation of disabled; right to free time and rest and 
development of personality (art. 381-383) 

 National system of science technology and ancestral wisdom: Knowledge society; dissemination, access, 
liberty, funding, upgrade ancestral wisdom (art. 385-388) 

 Freedom of Travel: Promotion of mass transportation (art. 394) 

 Disaster management (art. 389-390) 

 Demographic policies; respect to human mobility (art. 391-392) 

 Human safety: Peaceful coexistence, culture of peace, prevention of violence and discrimination (art. 
393) 

 Economic sovereignty: Fiscal policy (285-288); progressive tax aimed at redistribution (300-301); public 
borrowing as last resort & with prior financial, social and environmental impact analyses (289-291); 
financial activities are public service (308-312); preventing balance of payments deficits (302); 
grassroots solidarity financial sector (311); fair and environmentally friendly trade (304-307) 

 Strategic sectors regulation by State: Energy in all its forms, telecommunications, nonrenewable natural 
resources, oil and gas transport and refining, biodiversity and genetic heritage, the radio spectrum, 
water and others as established by law (art. 313). public services of drinking and irrigation water, 
sanitation, electricity, telecommunications, roads, seaport and airport facilities 

 Labor and production: Various forms of production (art. 319-320) and of property (321-324); extensive 
labor rights (art. 325-333); Unpaid work of self-sustenance and care-giving, carried out in the home, is 
recognized as productive work. 
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Dimension Provisions 

 Democratization of inputs for production (art. 334) 

 Commerce and fair trade; ‘punishment of exploitation, usury, hoarding, deceit, and the speculative 
practices of middle men’ (art. 335-337) 

 Promotion of domestic savings and investment; regulated foreign direct investment (art. 338-339) 

Source: Constitution of Ecuador http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html 

The Constitution was amended in 2011 through constitutional referendum, some amendments 

affecting democracy and Buen Vivir (i.e. election of the judiciary; change to the principle that 

imprisonment should be an exceptional measure), some reinforcing Buen Vivir (i.e. prohibition on banks 

owning other companies; non-affiliation of workers to the Social Security Institute as a crime) (Miño 

2015, ad XI; E7). Amendments in December 2015 allow indefinite re-election of the president, the army 

to assist the police and curbing press freedom (defining communication as a public service) (Dube 2015). 

The government enacted secondary laws supporting Buen Vivir (E19), (which according to critics does 

not uphold the same principles) such as:  

 Ley orgánica de los Consejos Nacionales para la Igualdad (council with 4 yearly elected 

representants dealing with rights of handicapped, migrants including Ecuadorians abroad, 

(indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorian, Montubio) peoples, life cycles, gender equality); 

 Ley Orgánica para la Justicia Laboral y Reconocimiento del Trabajo en el Hogar (recognizing work at 

home);  

 Codigo Organico Integral Penal COIP)(i.a. recognizing feminicido, killing of wives by husbands); 

 Codigo Organica de Organizacion Territorial, Autonomia y Descentralizacion (decentralization); 

 Código Orgánico de la Economía Social del Conocimiento, la Creatividad y la Innovación INGENIOS 

(to create knowledge economy); 

 Código Monetario y Financiero (to address causes of the financial crisis);  

 Ley de la Economía Popular y Solidaria’ (transforming the informal economy)  

 Ley de Aguas (i.a. to oversee the ‘juntos de agua’ administered by the communities, the money they 

receive for conservation of water points); 

 Ley de Minería (responsible mining). 

14.4.1.2 Protest against Mining Law 

Until recently ‘Ecuador was the only Andean country free of large scale metal mining’. Government 

target is to expand mining from 5% to 40% of the country. It is heavily depending on Chinese funding 

(Zorrilla 2012a paradigm shift disorder blog), like in the Ecuacorriente open – pit copper mine ($20 

billion) (Fitz-Henry 2012, 272). ‘Responsible mining is fundamental for the country’ Correa explained in 

2009 in his address to the nation (Fitz-Henry 2012, 272), or ‘environmental- friendly extractivism’ 

(Lalander 2014, 168). Responsible mining amongst others is articulated in the following provisions of the 

new mining law (adopted 29 Jan 2009 and again 13 June 2013)278: Art 67 (labor obligations; social 

investments for local population in mining area, in health, education and housing), art. 75 (80% of 

                                                             
278

 For English version see http://www.infomine.com/library/publications/docs/Flor2009.pdf; 
http://directaction.org.au/issue9/new_ecuador_mining_law_angers_social_movements; 
http://www.reuters.com/article/ecuador-mining-idUSL2N0EP1BJ20130613.  

http://pdba.georgetown.edu/Constitutions/Ecuador/english08.html
http://www.infomine.com/library/publications/docs/Flor2009.pdf
http://directaction.org.au/issue9/new_ecuador_mining_law_angers_social_movements
http://www.reuters.com/article/ecuador-mining-idUSL2N0EP1BJ20130613
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personnel in mines should be Ecuadorian), art. 77 (local residents to be employed), art. 79 (not to 

jeopardize rights of people and of nature as enshrined in the Constitution).279  

 

However, the right to free prior consultation has not been clearly established in the field of mining 

(Lalander 2014, 160; Walsh 2011). It favors mining companies over collective rights, allowing 

expropriation of land (Walsh 2011, 63). The mining law provoked huge protests between 2009-2011 and 

indigenous organization CONAIE and the community water councils launched a constitutional lawsuit. 

According to a lawyer: ‘The law is pre-constitutional in its conceptualization’ (E13). See also 14.4.2 and 

8.2.5. 

 

In the CONAIE lawsuit against the mining law (CONAIE and president of Sistemas Comunitarios de Agua 

de las Parroquias vs Comision Legislativa y de Fiscalizacion de la Asamblea Nacional, case 0008-09-I and 

0011-09-IN, petition 17 March 2009, decision 001-10-SIN-CC, 18 March 2010), plaintiffs asked for the 

law to be declared unconstitutional on procedural grounds (as no prior consultation had taken place and 

mining is to take place in their territories thus affecting their collective rights). They also protested the 

content of the law as ‘trespassing the borders of the Constitution’ (as indigenous territories are 

indivisible, inalienable and there cannot be unsustainable economic activities nor prospecting); invoking 

amongst others the territorial right to indigenous nations; the rights of nature, human right to water and 

the right to prior consultation (constitutional art. 11.2; 57.4, 57.7, 57.8, 57.11, 57.17; 66.4, 66.22, 66.26; 

133; 316; 326; 408 and 425). They specifically challenged the following provisions of the mining law: 

Articles 1, 2, 15, 22, 28, 30, 31, 59, 67, 87, 88, 90, 100, 103, 316.280  

The constitutional court rejected the procedural claim and declared that there is no normative 

description that regulates pre-legislative consultation and therefore the information and participation 

process was deemed to be based on the Constitution. It also rejected the claim of unconstitutional 

content, partly on condition that: (a) ‘The articles are constitutional as long as they are not applied to 

the territories of the indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorian and Montubian communities, peoples and 

nationalities’ (referring to art. 15, 28, 31.2, 59, 87, 88, 90, 100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105 of the mining 

law); (b) ‘All mining activity that is planned to take place in the indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorean and 

Montubian communities, peoples and nationalities, in all of its phases, starting from the publication of 

this sentence, will have to be subject to the process of previous consultation’.  

It, however, did not declare the law itself unconstitutional. ‘While the Court recognized that the mining 

law approving process had been irregular, because the indigenous nationalities were not consulted 

about it as the Constitution mandates, it did not declare the mining law unconstitutional’ (Leon 2013). 

According to a lawyer: ‘With this case the constitutional system fell apart and Buen Vivir became a 

slogan’ (E13).  

 

The suit also asked to prohibit mining in sensitive areas. The court argued that the law requires 

procedures to avoid environmental damage and that government has the authority to make exceptions 

                                                             
279

 Lecture by Lindsay Shade, Kentucky University, ISS Conference April 2015. “On the policy of ‘responsible and 
sustainable mining’.” See also the government brochure ‘Mining for Buen Vivir’.  
280 For English translation of demand, see https://www.elaw.org/system/files/CONAIE_unconstitutional.doc . 

https://www.elaw.org/system/files/CONAIE_unconstitutional.doc
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in the national interest, based on art. 407, to restrictions on mining in sensitive areas (Kauffman and 

Martin 2016, appendix). 

14.4.1.3 Protests against Water Law 

Mobilization took place against the water law (June 2014), but no lawsuit was launched. According to 

activists (E1) it violates the Constitution, namely: Art 12 (water as a human right), art. 282 (‘forbidding 

(...) monopolizing and privatizing water’; must distribute water and land equitably); art. 318 (prohibition 

of privatization of water and the priorities of use: 1) Human beings, 2) food sovereignty, including 

irrigation 3) ecological productive capacity 4) water for production). Interviewees complain: ‘In the new 

water law there is no de-privatization. The government is not respecting the ‘juntos de agua’ institution 

(community management)’ (E1, E13). ‘The new law creates the state’s authority on water, they decide 

what to do, the community lost their authority and autonomy. It gives power to the public and private 

companies how to manage the water’ (E13). Many demonstrated against it: ‘It is completely against the 

collective rights of the indigenous peoples’ (art. 57, 397, 403); according to marchers ‘the law makes it 

easier for large industries, such as agribusiness or mining companies, to have priority access to water 

sources to the detriment of small farmers (Free Speech Radio 2014). ‘It limits our autonomy. It is not 

respecting our customs and we cannot practice our methods of water management anymore, because it 

has to be according to the law’ (E32). 

The land law, passed in January 2016 as ‘a symbol of transformation’ (Telesur News 2016) is criticized as 

well (E1, E8; Peña 2016). 

14.4.2  Buen Vivir and jurisprudence 

There is little to no jurisprudence on the legal principle of Sumak Kawsay or Buen Vivir as such (E7). 

Mello 2015 (44-49) gives an oversight of three constitutional cases in which Buen Vivir is mentioned: As 

a principle of the state on which rest all other rights, especially the social, economic and cultural 

rights;281 as an improvement vis-a-vis these ‘weakened’ rights, ‘centered on an improvement of living 

conditions that should not be measured in quantitative terms, but rather in qualitative terms’;282 and 

most importantly as requiring ‘pre-legislative consultation’ (as judge Pacari argued the use of indigenous 

territory affects their religiosity, their culture and form of organization and their very existence, 

enshrined in ‘the principle of relationality’), ‘recognizing interculturality and plurinationality’, which is 

‘aimed at guaranteeing the rights of certain groups that by their particular condition deserve greater 

protection of their rights’ (read: The indigenous), while the state argued that Buen Vivir means ‘putting 

the general interest before the individual’ 283, (see further 14.4.1.2 for its contradictory results). As the 

                                                             
281 (1st case on the protection of the Yaguarcocha lagoone in Imbabura province) Corte Constitucional del Ecuador 
para el periodo de transición, Sentencia No. 0006-10-SEE-CC Caso No. 0008-09-EE de 25 de marzo de 2010.  
282 (2nd case on constitutionality of the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance) Corte Constitucional del Ecuador para el periodo de transición, Sentencia No. 0006-09-DTICC Caso 
No. 0004-09-TI de 14 de mayo de 2009. 
283 (3rd case on the Mining Law) Corte Constitucional del Ecuador para el periodo de transición, Sentencia No. 0006-
09-DTICC Caso No. 0004-09-TI de 14 de mayo de 2009. 
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rights of nature are the most salient feature of the new Constitution this jurisprudence will be examined 

here.284 

Suarez points out that there is a need for an implementing law enforcing the constitutional right of 

nature, capacity building within the government and the justice department, but most of all a change of 

mentality to accept that nature has rights. For now jurisprudence will therefore establish the content of 

the rights of nature (Suárez 2013, 10 and 12). ‘Civil society proposed a draft law on the rights of nature 

to implement the Constitution, but we didn’t ask the assembly to submit the law, because it was very 

clear that the government didn’t want rights of nature’ (E31).285 Judges are therefore instrumental in 

establishing the norms. However, the independence of justice is criticized: ‘(…) In education, law, 

economy; it is all one system of the government’ (E11) (E1, E4, E7, E8, E11, E21, E24; 14.4.3.2) (Human 

Rights Watch/World Report/Ecuador 2016; footnote 275). Case law is therefore limited. 

 

There are different ways to apply the rights of nature: 

-In civil court including appeal to the constitutional court (to prevent or restore rights of nature); 

-In an administrative procedural claim of the ministry of environment (whereby the prosecutor does an 

investigation whether there is a cause and it then being investigated by the fiscalia); 

-In criminal court via the penal code (punishment for violations). 

 

Below mentioned articles refer to the Constitution. 

14.4.2.1 Civil law 

Two failed petitions on rights of Nature include: 

A constitutional court case was launched against British Petroleum (Deep Horizon Oil Spill) in 2010, 

invoking the principle of universal jurisdiction, defending the right of the sea. Apart from asking a 

moratorium on deep sea oil drilling it demanded inter alia: ‘Leaving untapped an equivalent amount of 

oil to the oil spilled in the Gulf’ and ‘British Petroleum be ordered to redirect investment earmarked for 

further exploration towards strategies aimed a leaving oil underground’ (Martínez et al. 2010). These 

are non-monetary measures intended to restore nature (Fitz-Henry 2012, 274). In its preamble it 

explained why rights of nature are necessary from a point of view of intercultural diversity, quoting 

judge Pacari: ‘In the traditional imagination the state has been conceived and rights have been 

recognized exclusively from a Western perspective, in which the only legally protected rights tended to 

be so-called individual rights, and particularly those of a White-Mestizo majority, (…) invisibilizing 

Indigenous, Afro-Ecuadorian, Montubio and other peoples and nationalities (…)’ (Dissenting Opinion of 

Magistrate Nina Pacari Vega in Case No. 0008-09 IN and 0011-09 IN)’ (Martínez et al. 2010). The court 

rejected the request on jurisdictional grounds (Global Alliance 2014c). It had to be filed in a lower court 

first, with option to appeal to provincial court and constitutional court (Fitz-Henry 2012, 274). It came to 

the constitutional court again and was dismissed on grounds of jurisdiction (BP and the Gulf of Mexico 

not being in Ecuador) (E8, E13, E39). 

                                                             
284

 I am greatly indebted to Craig Kauffman for sharing case law and to Karine Koolsbergen for translations. See 
also Kauffman and Martin 2016). 
285 The document is confidential and cannot be cited. 
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Civil society filed a court case against the (Corderilla del Condor) Mirador (open-pit) mining project, 

Ecuador’s first large-scale one, (2nd instance case no 1711120130317, Provincial Court of Pichincha, 15 

January 2013, sentence 20 June 2013)286, to protect the rights of Nature and the rights of people to 

adequate water and decent life (resp. art. 71, 73, 406, 411; art. 12, 318, 282, 318, 276, 15, 413, 66.2). 

The suits were rejected in two separate hearings, according to civil society ‘without taking into account 

either the arguments or the evidence’ (Global Alliance 2014c). The court held that individuals cannot 

object to any mining project from an environmental focus and it needs to weighed against the public 

interest of development; that consequences can be foreseen and repaired and that the ‘acción de 

protección’ is meant for extremely serious cases only, and not applicable in this case, as it claimed it 

does not affect the protected areas (E31; see also Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). Activists argue 

it does affect protected areas, (as shown by a report of the ministry of environment), ‘but nature also 

has rights outside protected areas’ (E31). ‘This was a case that content-wise we couldn’t lose, because 

the environmental impact assessment - by WALSH company - stated that some species may go extinct, 

because the ecosystem is under threat and there is a prohibition in the Constitution’ (E31).287 ‘The case 

was dismissed on formal grounds (e.g. license of the ministry of environment was provided)’. Activists 

argue the courts should check the content of the license and are therefore not independent. A case was 

launched at the Inter-American court of Human Rights (15 December 2013) (E13, E31, E39) appealing to 

the right to be heard by an impartial judge and quick remedy (art. 8.1 and 25 American Convention on 

Human Rights); and complaining that motivation is absent if the authority simply refers back to decisions 

of other authorities, as well as not pronouncing judgment on a right to life in dignity and to water (see 

section 14.7.1). Processes are slow and may take up to 12 years (E8).  

 

According to civil society the failure of this court case prevented them from filing other cases out of fear 

of negative jurisprudence (E31). This was the case with Yasuni, which was purposely not filed as rights of 

nature case, not to strengthen negative jurisprudence; the legal appeal for a popular referendum on the 

issue was denied by the court. A case was launched in the Inter-American court (E31; E39). 

  

                                                             
286 By Accion Ecologica, Pachamama Foundation, INREDH, CONAIE, ECUARUNARI, CONFENAIE and Ecumenical 
Commission for Human Rights. 
287

 WALSH report of 2010 indicates there are over 4000 species of vascular plants and there have to be elaborated 

additional studies (part 23); there has to be implemented a monitoring plan and teams to rescue species (part 25); 

there may be a risk of a certain type of lizard populations that are very rare in the country that they face risks of 
disappearance (part 32); With regard to reptiles and amphibians parts of the mining project area are in fact shelter 
places for vulnerable, endemic species, in danger of extinction or of importance to science (part 33); With regard 
to reptiles and amphibians parts of the mining project area are in fact shelter places for vulnerable, endemic 
species, in danger of extinction or of importance to science (part 33): Total elimination of habitats of amphibians 
and reptiles in the area; part 64: Heavy metals accumulated in etc. plants (part 34). 
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Positive rulings include: 

The constitutional court case Amparo Biodigestor (various private persons vs el señor ingeniero Juan 

Rivadeneira, Gerente General de la Empresa PRONACA sentence 0567-08-RA, 16 July 2009) was the first 

positive ruling on rights of nature; concerning the installation of a biodigestor machine for pig nurseries, 

affecting underground water and contaminating air and soil. Protesters made a conventional claim to 

their rights to health and a safe and clean environment, while the judges brought the rights of nature in 

(Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). The judges invoked water as a human right (art. 12); state’s duty 

to guarantee water for inhabitants, to protect the natural heritage and guarantee the rights of persons, 

collectivities and nature (art. 3.1 and 277), nature as a subject of rights (art. 10), the state guaranteeing 

the exercise of rights (art. 11), right to a healthy and ecologically balanced environment (art. 14); the 

company had ‘to ensure that all its productive activities are tuned towards the integral respect for 

Pachamama or Nature (...)’ (art. 71, 72). The request to remove the new bio digestion installations was 

rejected. Instead the installation of a new supervising body was ordered, including representatives of all 

relevant governmental bodies and of the surrounding villages. This organization has to check if the 

company complies with legislation and operates with the necessary licenses. 

 

In the Camaronera (shrimp farmer) Cayapas case(el señor Santiago García Llore, director provincial del 

Ministerio del Ambiente de Esmeraldas vs la Camaronera Marmeza, case 0507-12-EP, 26 March 2012; 

sentence 166-15-SEP-CC; 20 May 2015), the constitutional court also took a positive decision to consider 

the rights of nature to protect the mangrove trees in the Cayapas reserve, whereby the constitutional 

court overruled the decision of the provincial court (case No. 0281-2011; ‘acción de protección’ No. 281-

2011, 9 September 2011) in favor of the shrimp-farmer who cut the trees (based on the right to work, 

art. 319; right to a property, art. 66.26 and art. 32; and to legal security, art. 82); referring it back to the 

provincial court for a new decision (E39). It ‘ignores the official denomination of Cayapas Mataje as an 

ecological reserve in 1995’; ‘the judges in 2nd instance have not taken into account the rights of nature 

acknowledged in the Constitution, neither the articles 404, 405, 406 (natural assets and ecosystems) nor 

the articles 71, 72 and 73 (rights of nature).’ The ministry of environment was granted its protective 

action to remove the shrimp farmer. Kauffman and Martin (2016, appendix) remark: ‘the constitutional 

court acknowledged that the rights of nature are transversal in Ecuador’s Constitution, affecting all 

other rights.’  

 

The rights of nature were enforced by (provincial) court against the local government in the Vilcabamba 

River case (Wheeler vs Director de la Procuraduria General Del Estado de Loja; Provincial Court of 

Justice of Loja, sentence No. 11121-2011-0010, March 30, 2011288) (Global Alliance for the Rights of 

Nature 2011; Suárez 2013; Daly 2012). The river won the case against the provincial government of Loja, 

which widened a road without environmental permits. While the case in first instance was denied, the 

court (in appeal) invoked (a) the ‘precautionary principle’, a duty of the judges to prevent environmental 

                                                             
288 http://blogs.law.widener.edu/envirolawblog/2011/07/12/ecuadorian-courtrecognizes-constitutional-right-to-

nature/.  

http://blogs.law.widener.edu/envirolawblog/2011/07/12/ecuadorian-courtrecognizes-constitutional-right-to-nature/
http://blogs.law.widener.edu/envirolawblog/2011/07/12/ecuadorian-courtrecognizes-constitutional-right-to-nature/
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damages until the contrary is proven289 , (b) the notion that damages to nature are generational 

damages, (c) government to provide certain proof that the widening the road would not affect the 

environment (d) defeated the argument that ‘the population needs roads’ as it does not question the 

widening of the Vilcabamba-Quinara road, but the rights of nature. The court ordered issuing of 

environmental permits, corrective actions (Plan for Remediation and Rehabilitation; cleaning up of 

damage; protection against oil leakages of machinery; warning system to prevent future damages; 

appropriate sites for dumping of debris), public apologies, and the national government and 

Ombudsman to oversee implementation (Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature 2011; Daly 2012). A 

new constitutional action for non-compliance was launched by Fundación Pachamama (Global Alliance 

for the Rights of Nature 2012), leading to remedial actions that according to activists and academics are, 

however, ‘very poor’ (E31; E39). The debris of the road contruction caused i.a. flooding on claimants 

property. The significance lies in that claimants did not have to prove personal damages, ‘but only 

damages to Nature’ (Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix).  

 

In the Galapagos-Medidos Cantelares case (constitutional measure of prevention, no 269/2012, 28 June 

2012, Civil and Commercial Court of Galápagos)290 (Akchurin 2015, 26) local businesses launched a court 

case against expansion of a boardwalk (Charles Darwin avenue) on the coast by the Santa Cruz 

municipality during tourist season, with the legal argument of lack of environmental license. The judges 

(in first instance court) found in favor of the plaintiffs and also invoked violation of the rights of Nature - 

as the construction zone is a habitat for species (e.g. marine iguanas) and construction cannot take place 

during the time of species reproduction (E39) - ‘Arts. 71, 73, 66 sub 27, 258, 397 sub 1, 14 and 11’ of the 

Constitution whereby ‘art 258 limits the activities in the insular region of Galápagos that can affect the 

environment’; it also referred to ‘art. 242, sub 2 grants Galapagos the quality of special regime, for being 

a unique eco-system in the world, of special interest for conservation and science, not just of the 

country, but of humanity itself’; for this reason the province has considerable autonomy granted in art. 

238, ‘for being in its majority Protected Area National Park Galapagos and Marine Reserve of Galapagos, 

Natural Patrimony of Humanity, Biosphere Reserve.’ An impact study had to assess the effects on the 

fragile marine ecosystems. The decision was not appealed and implemented (E39). Kauffman and Martin 

(2016, appendix) point at the significance of this case ‘in that the court acknowledged its right to invoke 

constitutional articles regarding Rights of Nature even when claimants did not specifically indicate such 

rights.’  

 

                                                             
289 See e.g. World Charter for Nature, 1982 (prin. 11.b), the Montreal Protocol on Erosion of the Ozone Layer, the 
Declaration of the Economic Summit of Industrialized Nations 1990 in Recommendations Beech International Law 
1991 (prin. I.3d), Agenda 21, 1992 (para 35.3), the Convention on Biological Diversity 1992 (preamble), the Rio 
Declaration on Environment and Development of the same year (principle 15), the Framework Convention on 
Climate Change signed in Rio92 (art. 3.3) in 1993 Nuuk Declaration on Environment and Development in the Arctic 
(mainly 8) in the ministerial meeting of the Conference Bremen protection of the North Sea from 1984, among 
other international instruments. http://therightsofnature.org/wp-content/uploads/BP-Tribunal-Text.pdf.  
290 Various private persons vs the Autonomous Decentralized Municipal Government of Santa Cruz. 

http://therightsofnature.org/wp-content/uploads/BP-Tribunal-Text.pdf
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In the Tangabana Paramos case (2nd instance: Sentence no 06334-201401546291, 24 August 2015, the 

Criminal division of the Provincial court of Justice of Chimborazo; 1st instance court Canton of Colta, 

decision 10 December 2014) rights of nature were invoked by activists to remove a pine tree plantation 

in the paramo ecosystem in Tangabana (its right to restoration and maintaining its vital cycles) (art. 71-

72). Activists argued reforestation was in violation of an agreement (prohibiting pine trees in paremos) 

between the ministry of environment and the ministry of agriculture, which reforested through ERVIC 

company. The case (request for action of protection) was rejected in first instance on procedural 

grounds and the sentence upheld in second instance. The court argued (amongst others) that the 

plaintiffs did not own the land, whereas plaintiffs argued that rights of nature can be invoked by anyone. 

Plaintiffs appealed in 2015 to the constitutional court demanding an extra-ordinary action of protection 

based on art. 71-74 of the Constitution (E39; Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix).  

14.4.2.2 Administrative measures 

Rights of nature were evoked by the government to destroy equipment of small scale miners in 

Esmeraldas Province as a preventive measure (Tanasescu 2013, 858). At the request of the interior 

minister the second court of criminal law of Pichincha issued an injunction (No. 0016-2011, 20 May 

2011) ‘for the protection of the rights of nature and of the people’ against illegal (unlicensed) gold 

miners for polluting the rivers; affecting the forests, ecosystems and habitat of species (referring to art. 

71, 72, 73 of the Constitution); as well as threatening the health of the inhabitants. The court ordered 

the activities to cease, the military and police to control illegal mining and to destroy all equipment ‘that 

constitute a grave danger to nature’ (Daly 2012, 65), which happened the following day with 600 

military (Top News Noticias 2011). In a parliamentary hearing (República del Ecuador Asamblea 

Nacional, Comisión de la Biodiversidad y Recursos Naturales)292 the government ratified the action with 

all representatives of the region supporting the military intervention and the president of the national 

assembly declaring ‘prioritizing the rights of the people to life and health above economic interests of 

the owners of the destroyed machinery’ (Daly 2012, 65). ‘President Correa (...) issued Executive Decree 

783, declaring a state of exception (…) and ordering a military operation’ (Kauffman and Martin 2016, 

appendix). This case constituted a subordination of property rights to nature’s rights (Daly 2012); which 

was subsequently enshrined in the new penal code COIP 2014 (E39).  

  

The actions have been questioned by activists293 (Fitz-Henry 2012; Daly 2012, 258). They fear that rights 

of nature are invoked to clear land for transnational corporations, disempowering poor local citizens 

(Fitz-Henry 2012, 271), while at the same time the government established, in neighboring Manabi 

province, the largest oil refinery and petrochemical plant in Latin America (Fitz-Henri 2012, 273). 

‘Following the 2009 Mining Law, the government announced plans to crack down on unauthorized 

                                                             
291 Various activist organisations (Yasunidos Chimborazo, Acción Ecologica and indigenous pastorate of 
Chimborazo) against ERVIC company.  
292 República del Ecuador Asamblea Nacional, Comisión de la Biodiversidad y Recursos Naturales, Acta de Sesión 

No. 66 (15 June 2011). http://asambleanacional.gov.ec/blogs/comision6/files/2011/07/acta-66.pdf.  
293

 See e.g. Melo, M. and Auz, J. 2011. “Polémica Medida Cautelar en favor de los Derechos de la Naturaleza.” 
Wordpress. 28 June, http://mariomelo.wordpress.com/2011/06/28/polemica-medida-cautelaren-favor-de-los-
derechos-de-la-naturaleza/.  

http://asambleanacional.gov.ec/blogs/comision6/files/2011/07/acta-66.pdf
http://mariomelo.wordpress.com/2011/06/28/polemica-medida-cautelaren-favor-de-los-derechos-de-la-naturaleza/
http://mariomelo.wordpress.com/2011/06/28/polemica-medida-cautelaren-favor-de-los-derechos-de-la-naturaleza/
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artisanal mining’; the ministry cites academic research claiming ‘severe environmental degradation’ and 

poisoning of the water (Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix).  

 

In MAE (ministry of environment) vs Secoya (2011) the government in an administrative action to 

uphold rights of nature, fined a Secoya indigenous group, who cut native species to plant palm farms, at 

the instigation of Palmeras del Ecuador company, not knowing they needed an environmental license; 

which ‘if they had applied, they would have been given’ (E39), as they received financing from the 

National Financing Corporation (CFN). The fine amounted to $375.000, the price for restoration of the 

area, based on art. 10, 57, 71, 72, 73, 321, 396 and 397 of the Constitution and art. 78 of the forestry 

law. The Constitution prohibits the clearing of native forest. As the 20 families are unable to pay, the 

community wants the fine to be shelved. The government offered three options to the community to 

pay off the fine (Noticias Enlinea Ecuador 2011): (a) Including community land into the ‘socio-bosque’ 

(community foresting) program (with which no relation yet exists (Ecuador Inmediato 2011) and the 

community opposes) (b) use earnings of Petro-Amazonas in their territory (which activities the 

community opposes (El Universo 2011)) (c) or pay with the money from palm farming (while the 

community also needs to pay of the loans) (E39; Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). The fairness of 

the ministry of environment’s action is debatable. 

 

In Macuma-Taisha Road case (case no 01-2014-CA) 294 the Ministry of Environment took administrative 

action against the provincial government of Morona Santiago, alleging non-compliance with the 

environmental license in building the road to the kanton of Taisha (Evenezer – Macuma – Taisha; the 

permit allegedly did not cover the entire stretch of the road). Logging and discarding waste into the 

rivers allegedly violated the rights of the soil and water. It invoked amongst others art. 396 of the 

Constitution of Ecuador ‘since in essence the object of the Constitution is that the activities of man are 

economically attainable, socially just and environmentally sustainable, three elements that are omitted 

in this deliberated action, attacking ‘Buen Vivir’ (...) which need to be performed in a normally planified 

way and with the necessary permits for the purpose’ (MAE-D-2015-0616 of 10 July 2015). 

The road construction had begun by the Ministry of Transport and Public Works for oil exploration and 

was interrupted because of protests by the community of Taisha and ordinances passed by the local 

government against extraction, declaring a ‘Kanton Ecologica’ (2010-2011). The government broke off 

the nearly completed road near the community of Taisha, which in 2011 decided to finish it by 

community labor (‘minga’). The kanton is the only one in the country without road access. The ministry 

asked for suspension of the construction and when ignored and confronted with hostilities (17 August 

                                                             
294 Hearing on administrative process of the environment of 14 November 2014; decision of provincial 
environmental directorate against provincial government and prefect of 14 January 2015; appeal by prefect 
(against decision of 14 January 2015); Hearing 28 May 2015; resolution of June 3rd, 2015: revocal of the 
environmental licence (Ministerial resolution No. 15 of July 17th, 2001); extraordinary appeal (to the resolution of 
June 3rd, 2015) on 9 June 2015) (Simultaneously: request to Ombudsman (Defensoría del Pueblo) by Ministry of 
Environment no CASO-DPE-1701-170104-19-2015-000178 of 4 Augustus 2015; complaint Ministry of Environment 
(MAE) to Ombudsman MAE-D-2015-0616 of 10 July 2015; investigation by the Ombudsman on 7 Aug. 2015, No. 
001-2015-DPE-DNDCNA). 
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2011) revoked the environmental permit (June 2015)295, sent the military to destroy equipment and 

fined the prefect and his lawyer with $70.800, to be paid in 15 days, for not having an environmental 

license (E39; Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix; Procedural resolution 01-2014 C.A. of 14 January 

2015). A criminal case was started against the Prefect (see below 14.4.2.3). 

The ministry of fishing has taken several actions of protection based on the rights of nature, like in 

Manabí Province against small fishermen (E44, E39). 

14.4.2.3 Criminal law 

In the Condor Felipe case (case 0323046; 19 November 2012; criminal investigation against Damián by 

district attorney in Azuay) a campesino was sentenced for shooting a condor, an endangered species 

that was earlier rescued from injury by the ministry of environment. The provincial director of 

environment in Napo Province handed the case to the district attorney in Azauy (Kauffman and Martin 

2016, appendix). Investigation was ordered on the basis of art. 3.7 (‘the state has to protect the cultural 

and natural heritage according with the Constitution’); art. 83.6 (the Ecuadorians have the responsibility 

and duty to respect the rights of nature, preserve a healthy environment and use natural resources in a 

reasonable, maintaining and sustainable way); art. 14 (public interest to preserve the environment, and 

to preserve ecosystems and biodiversity); art. 73 (the State has to apply the measures in restriction and 

precaution of activities that may lead to extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems or 

permanent altering of natural cycles); art. 395. 1 (the state will guarantee a sustainable model of 

development, environmentally balanced and respectful towards cultural diversity, that conserves 

biodiversity and capacity for natural regeneration of ecosystems, and assures the provision in needs of 

current and future generations); art. 395.2 (the politics of environmental management will be applied in 

a transversal way and will be have to be observed by the state in all its levels and by all natural and legal 

persons in the national territory); art. 400.2 (biodiversity is declared of public interest the conservation 

of biodiversity and all of its components, especially the agricultural and wild biodiversity as well as the 

genetic heritage of the country). 

It invoked the code of material criminal law, chapter ’X-A’, Crimes against the natural Environment, art. 

437-F, that states that ‘anyone who hunts, captures (…) flora or fauna species that are legally protected 

(…) will be punished by imprisonment for one up to three years. The penalty will be two to four years of 

prison when: (…) The offence is committed against species in danger of extinction’. Damián was arrested 

in 2014 and sentenced to 1 year, reduced to six months due to old age (Kauffman and Martin 2016, 

appendix). 

In the Galapagos sharkfin case (no 005-2011-UMA, Galapagos, 2011; sentence no 09171-2015-0004. 

Guayaquil, 2015; see below) sharks successfully gained legal standing. A lawyer belonging to Sea 

Shepherd (Echeverría) observing illegal shark fishing jumped into the fisher-boat declaring to be the 

                                                             
295

 Telesur TV, 31 August 2015, Ecuador Reprimands Local Province After Environmental Damage. 
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Ecuador-Reprimands-Local-Province-After-Environmental-Damage-
20150831-0018.html.  

http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Ecuador-Reprimands-Local-Province-After-Environmental-Damage-20150831-0018.html
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Ecuador-Reprimands-Local-Province-After-Environmental-Damage-20150831-0018.html
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lawyer representing the sharks (E39, E31). ‘On July 19296, 2011, the Ecuadorian Coast Guard Isla San 

Cristobol boarded the fishing boat Fer Mary and her 6 smaller crafts inside the Galapagos Marine 

Reserve. The Marine Reserve’s Conservation Sector, led by then Sea Shepherd attorney, Hugo 

Echeverria, filed a criminal lawsuit against the captain and crew, invoking rights of nature to defend the 

rights of the sharks in the Galapagos Marine Reserve. While the Conservation Sector was not permitted 

to speak for the sharks in court, they submitted an amicus brief (...). In December 2011, the judge in the 

Galapagos declared himself noncompetent and in April 2014 the case was moved to the 9th Tribunal 

Criminal Court in Guayaquil’ (Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). The judge found in favor of the 

sharks on the basis of the rights of nature. Earlier conviction of illegal shark-fishing was possible only 

when proven that the illegal fishing took place in the waters of the Galapagos, protected as a world 

heritage site, while the fishers would claim to catch them outside and thus could not be convicted (E39). 

 
The legal opinion (Amicus Curia297) on file no 005-2011-UMA – I.F.20-2011 (26 Sept. 2011 to Penal Court 

of Galapagos) makes a ‘Plea in defense of the sharks of the Marine Reserve of Galápagos’. The case cites 

‘an industrial fishing boat was spotted and later on intercepted with various species of sharks and the 

fishing equipment of ‘palangre’ [hooks forming a long line] whereas this is not permitted in this reserve.’ 

The legal opinion refers to several local ordinances and advised there is ‘a fundament’ for the 

application of ‘the rights of nature (art. 71 and 72 of the Constitution)’ (Amicus Curiae, p.3), based on 

the following argument: ‘The category of ‘Reserva Marina de Galápagos’298 and the designation of 

‘Natural Patrimony of Humanity’299 have, at least, the following legal effects: 

a. The duty of the state to protect the national patrimony (art. 3(7) of the Constitution and art. 4 of 

the Convention for the Protection of the cultural and natural World Heritage300). 

b. The application of the declaration of public interest on the conservation of bio-diversity (art. 

400(2) of the Constitution.)  

c. The incontestability of the protected natural region and the legal obligation to maintain it 

unaltered (art. 397(4) of the Constitution, art. 4 of the Convention for the protection of the 

cultural and natural World heritage).’ 

 

In the Criminal case (case no 0004-2015, court of Guayaquil, filed April 23, 2015; sentence no 09171-

2015-0004; public hearing of judgment May 25, 2015; Public Prosecutor Galapagos National Park vs 

                                                             
296 Galapagos National Park Directorate Ecuador. 2011. Galapagos National Park captures the vessel Fer Mary I 
while it conducted illicit fishing. Press release, PR.RPU. P001.R01 - 2011-07-18 - No. 048. 
http://galapagospark.org/boletin.php?noticia=502.  
297 By Carlos Zapata (Sector Conservation, Science and Education of the Province of Galapagos, SCCE), Marco 
Escarabay (Unión de Cooperativas Pesqueras Artesanales de Galápagos, Rodrigo Jácome (CAPTURGAL), Bernardo 
Ortiz (TRAFFIC, oficina regional), Gabriela Muñoz (UICN, comité nacional), Natalia Greene (CEDENMA), Dr. Hugo 
Echeverría (Abogado), Dr. Mario Melo (abogado), Sofía Suárez (abogada).  
298

 1998; acc to Ley Orgánica de Régimen Especial para la Conservación y Desarrollo Sustentable de la Provincia de 
Galápagos (e.a. art. 12). It is part of the National Patrimony of Natural Regions of the State (PANE) and as such of 
the National System of Protected Areas of Ecuador (SNAP), acc to art. 106 of the Ley Forestal y de Conservación de 
Áreas Naturales y Vida Silvestre and art. 405 of the Constitution: La Reserva Marina de Galápagos. 
299 2001 UNESCO Convention. 
300 1974 UNESCO Convention. 

http://galapagospark.org/boletin.php?noticia=502
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Captain of the fisher boat Fer Mary and crew members) 13 fisherman were sentenced to 1-2 years in 

prison and an addition 8 sentenced in absentia; based on the New Penal Code (COIP) of 2014. They were 

sentenced on the basis of ‘art. 437. F and G, for fishing in a prohibited zone and affecting species that 

are on the international red list (...)’ (p. 27). The Fer Mary was ordered to be destroyed and other vessels 

to be sold by auction (p. 55-59). The defense argued amongst others that ‘My defendants were not 

occupied with fishing when they were arrested within the Galápagos Reserve’ (p. 4), but was defeated. 

(Hence, even if the fish were caught outside the territory of Ecuador, the rights of nature apply; note 

that this argument was not accepted in the BP case). 

The court argued amongst others that ‘The Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador in its articles 71, 72, 

73, 83.6, 395.4, 396, 397 final part and 405; establish various regulations, norms and principles that 

express relation with the rights of nature or pacha mama; with the duty of the State to establish 

procedures to obtain the restoration of the damages to nature and the adoption of procedures to 

mitigate the harmful consequences to protect nature and species. In the same sense, the State has the 

obligation to adopt measures of precaution and restriction for the activities that may produce 

EXTINCTION OF SPECIES and the DESTRUCTION OF ECOSYSTEMS.’ (p. 54, italics added).  

‘In addition to its successful application of rights of nature, this case raises the procedural question of 

who can represent nature in the court system. Ecuador’s Constitution (art. 71) states anyone can, but 

this judge only permitted Galapagos Park prosecutor to try the case’ (not the parties represented in the 

amicus curia) (Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix).  

In the Macuma-Taisha Road case (criminal investigation No. 140101814100163PG before the 

Prosecutor‘s Office of the Province of Morona Santiago), the government prosecuted the Shuar 

indigenous prefect Marcelino Chumpi Jimpikit of Morona Santiago Province for violation of the right of 

the soil, which the penal code (COIP) sanctions as a crime (‘delitos contra el suelo’, art. 252) in 

construction of the road Ebenezer-Macuma Taischa. The community, in defense, cites the delicts of the 

ministry of transport against nature, such as building the road through an ecological reserve (the local 

government declared the area a Kanton Ecologica). (The attorney general filed a criminal lawsuit; 

evidence was submitted in late 2015 to the district attorney who was considering to prosecute as of 

early 2016) (E39; Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix).  

In the jaguar case (criminal investigation against Mr. Pomaquero, criminal court of Napo) a hunter was 

convicted based on art. 247 (crimes against wildlife) of the criminal code, to 10 days imprisonment and 

damages to be paid to the ministry of environment, in appeal augmented to 6 months in prison 

(Kauffman and Martin 2016, appendix). 

14.4.2.4 International People’s Tribunal on Rights of Nature 

Constitutional rights were also invoked at the International People’s Tribunal on the Rights of Nature 

and Mother Earth (also called Rights of Nature Ethics Tribunal), a civil society initiative, holding its 

inaugural session on 17 January 2014 and hearing nine cases (4 of which were in Ecuador) of alleged 

violations of the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth, adopted in Cochabamba on April 

20, 2010 (Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature, 2014a). The second International Rights of Nature 
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Tribunal convened December 2014 in Lima, Peru; the third one in Paris, December 2015 (Global Alliance 

for the Rights of Nature, 2014c). Furthermore there were 4 specialized sessions (of which two on Yasuni-

ITT in Ecuador in 2014). It consists of ‘judges’ (activists) of different nationalities. The verdicts of this 

‘court’ give a good overview of the state of affairs of the right of nature. It is furthermore an example of 

direct democracy: Though non-binding in its enforcement, it puts moral pressure on the government.301 

It could, moreover, set an important precedent on how an intergovernmental Tribunal could function. 

 

Yasuni-ITT 

In April 2014, the People’s Tribunal established ‘violation of the rights of nature embodied in Articles 71-

74 of the 2008 Constitution, the rights of indigenous peoples and indigenous peoples voluntary isolation 

enshrined in Article 57 of the Constitution, and the rights of all Ecuadorians and all people living in 

Ecuador to a healthy and ecologically balanced environment recognized in Article 14 and 66 (27) in the 

Constitution Ecuador; rights that also are guaranteed in the Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth 

issued in Cochabamba, Bolivia. The Tribunal also acknowledged the violation of the rights of defenders 

Nature as well as other threatened rights such as the right of association, freedom of expression, and 

constitutional right to resistance, laid down in Article 98.’ It asked the government to take measures in 

light of its duty in upholding the Constitution (art. 11.9) and reminded it that defenders of nature act 

within their constitutional responsibility to guarantee human rights and rights of nature (art. 83 (5 and 

6). It also asked to respect the request for a referendum on Yasuni. The government, however, declined 

to attend the Tribunal (Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature 2014b). In its verdict four months later it 

furthermore established a ‘violation of the Right to effective judicial protection and legal certainty’ of 

the ‘Yasunidos’302 pointing at the failure of the National Electoral Council, obstructing justice with 

formalities, and National Electoral Tribunal, rejecting an appeal and the constitutional court’s delaying a 

ruling on the referendum (until post signature verification time check). It also referred to the 

International Labor Organization’s Convention 169 ‘that guarantees to indigenous peoples the 

continued access to and use of their ecological environment on which they depend for their sustenance 

and the continuation of their culture’ and possibility to take action on this basis (Global Alliance for the 

Rights of Nature 2014f). 

 

The Tribunal found the government’s arguments for oil drilling unsubstantiated as (a) it contradicted its 

own claims on the existence of people living in voluntary isolation (in its international campaign on 

Yasuni ITT) by deliberately manipulation of maps (b) its impact study is too limited (not accounting for 

infrastructure, deforestation and upsetting the Amazon balance) (c) high end technology cannot 

guarantee prevention of damage (as demonstrated in BP’s Deep Horizon operation) (d) Sumak Kawsay, 

as testified by indigenous representatives, does not imply accumulation since the value of life nor Yasuni 

can be measured in money. It also argued that 40 years of oil exploration did not solve the country’s 

poverty problem due to unequal distribution. It established physical and verbal abuse during successive 

government attacks on activists (Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature 2014b).  

                                                             
301

 There are similarities with the Russel Tribunal. 
302 Yasunidos collected more than 800,000 signatures to call for a referendum, but the request was rejected 
because the electoral institutions invalidated more than 60% of the signatures. 
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‘Yasunidos’ sued the Ecuadorian government before the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights 

(CIDH) (Global Alliance 2014e). The Tribunal in December 2015 established: ‘Violation of constitutional 

art. 71 (right of nature to regeneration); art. 414 (mitigation of climate change); art. 104 (the denial of a 

referendum); art. 12 (water as a human right) and art. 318 (no privatization of water)’ (E1). 

 

Condor Mirador 

Regarding large scale mining in the Condor Highland, specifically Condor Mirador mine, the People’s 

Tribunal called for restoration of the area, suspension of mining, compensation of those affected, 

investigation of public officials involved in decision-making; and urged the State to investigate and 

punish those responsible for the death of activist José Tendentza, summoned to attend the Tribunal as a 

witness for this case (Global Alliance 2014c, 2014d and 2014e). It was stated that this case violates 

collective and nature rights (Global Alliance 2014d). Evidence of drainage affecting the high biodiversity 

and deforestation was presented as well as intimidation of indigenous people and ‘campesinos.’ The 

Tribunal asked for evidence on other Condor region complaints presented, such as Intag (Cordillera 

Toisán). 

 

Chevron (Texaco) 

Regarding dumping of toxic waste by Chevron Texaco (extracting oil since 1967) in the Ecuadorian 

Amazon causing 2.000 cases of cancer, the Tribunal condemned Chevron-Texaco for using 

‘inappropriate technology and causing irreversible damage’ and called for full compensation of the area 

(Chevron did not accept the judgments of Ecuadorian courts for environmental remediation). 

Specifically ‘maintaining the integral cycles of nature’ was violated by this refusal. It condemned the 

State for allowing the exploitation (Global Alliance 2014c, 2014d and 2014e). The record of the case is 

submitted to the UN asking it for a statement on prevention of impunity of transnational corporations 

and on nature as a subject of rights; as well as to the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague 

(Global Alliance 2014c). In the Ecuadorian court, the case was dealt with in terms of (conventional) 

environmental rights, awarding damages to the persons affected (civil action in the national court del 

Lago Agrio). Chevron took the case to the constitutional court (trying to revoke the decision) declaring 

that there is a violation of due process (E13, E8, E44). In their defense, however, the victims have 

invoked the rights of nature; therefore the constitutional court will now have to rule on the rights of 

nature (and restoration) in this case (E44).303 

 

British Petroleum 

The People’s Tribunal found that BP violated the rights of nature and all living beings in the Gulf of 

Mexico. Its verdict closely follows the demands of the official petition in court (see above) which also 

included making public the information on cleaning mechanisms reducing oil particles, which are being 

                                                             
303 Lawyer Pablo Fajardo of UDAPT (Union of People Affected by Texaco) and indigeous leaders called for having 
environmental offenses of transnational corporations to be recognised as a criminial offense under the Statute of 
Rome (November 2015, Amsterdam); Transnational Institute (TNI). 2015. “UDAPT calls for a ‘Global Minga’ to 
campaign for an international treaty to hold corporate criminals accountable.” 
https://www.tni.org/en/article/udapt-calls-for-a-global-minga-to-campaign-for-an-international-treaty-to-hold-
corporate.  

http://texacotoxico.net/
https://www.tni.org/en/article/udapt-calls-for-a-global-minga-to-campaign-for-an-international-treaty-to-hold-corporate
https://www.tni.org/en/article/udapt-calls-for-a-global-minga-to-campaign-for-an-international-treaty-to-hold-corporate
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absorbed by species. The Tribunal urged the Constitutional Tribunal of Ecuador to initiate a review of 

the BP case as it is only one of two countries recognizing the rights of nature (Global Alliance 2014c and 

2014d). 

14.4.2.5 Criminalization 

Not only is there disappointment there is also a renewed prosecution of (environmental) activists, who 

got amnesty by the Constituent Assembly of 2008, drafting the Constitution, legitimizing resistance and 

protest actions (E4; Zorrilla 2012a; CEDHU 2011; Defensoría del Pueblo de Ecuador 2011). This includes 

judicial and/or police actions against ‘YasUnidos’, indigenous organization CONAIE, Intag activist Zorilla, 

and legislator Jimenez and his advisor for supposedly hacking emails of the president (Verdezoto 2014). 

Another case in point was the dissolution of Pachamama Foundation by the government of Ecuador, 

following protests against oil extraction in the Amazon, which was taken by the organization to the 

Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (Akchurin 2015, 26) and is pending.304 In a damning report 

on ‘systematic state action’ criminalizing human rights defenders under provision for terrorism and 

sabotage, the national ombudsman recommended the reform of the Public and State Security Act 

(allowing for states of emergency); repealing art. 192 of the penal code, not being in line with the 

Constitution and international obligations as well as reforming other provision used to criminalize 

protest; training of the armed forces and police in ‘comprehensive security’ (in line with the Constitution 

‘protecting and guaranteeing the rights of people, communities and nature’); reforming the Executive 

Decree 982 of April 8, 2008, ‘for it to meet the constitutional and international mandates on the rights 

to freedom of expression, assembly, association and expression; right to honor and good name, and the 

right to remain silent about one’s convictions’; following up the recommendations of the Inter- 

American Court on Human Rights to avoid unjust judgments; and to ‘refrain from issuing stigmatizing 

and discriminatory expressions against human rights and nature defenders’. In sum that the state 

‘observe the constitutional provisions and international instruments that fully guarantee the work of the 

defenders of human rights and nature’ (Defensoría del Pueblo de Ecuador 2011). There was no follow-

up (E8, E13).  

14.4.2.6 Customary law 

Legal pluralism exists in that Buen Vivir recognizes indigenous justice (art. 171 Constitution), which 

already existed in the Constitution of 1998 (Radcliffe 2012, 244); this will not be examined (see Pérez-

Guartambel 2015; Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015); Sousa Santos & Exeni Rodríguez 2012). There are no 

written sources of customary law or procedure (E7; E20), as spoken word is valued more than a written 

document (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 58). The ‘justicia runa’ is limited to the extent that it needs to 

guarantee the constitutional values of the right to life; to physical, psychological and sexual integrity; 

and non-discrimination (art. 66); due process (art. 76); avoidance of re-victimization (art. 78) 

(Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 55-56). The main principles of indigenous justice are: Harmony (alli kawsay; 

literally good life force), do no harm (ama llakichina); reciprocity (ranti ranti), do not desire (ama yalli 

charina); do not be lazy (ama killa). Reconciliation is crucial as avoiding future harm is the main goal. 

                                                             
304 Indigenous women leaders also denounced the Ecuadorian state actions against pachamama at the Human 
Rights Council in Geneva, which demanded clarification from Ecuador (interview HIVOS). 
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(Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 32). The process consists of giving notice of the problem (‘Willay’), the 

investigation (Tapuykuna’), the meeting of both parties (‘Chimbapuray’), the solution (‘Allichi’), 

execution of the solution (‘Paktachiy’) (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 45-47). 

 

There are two laws regulating jurisdiction: Art. 343 -346 of the ‘Codigo Organico de la Funcion 

Judicial’,305 (corresponding partially with art. 171 of the Constitution); and art. 66 of the ‘Ley Organica de 

Garantias Jurisdiccional y Control Constitucional’306 (Table 14.10 and Table 14.11). Jurisdiction remains 

an issue. There is no legal instrument that gives judges the right to deny a request for indigenous 

jurisdiction, though many are denied in practice, mainly due to the missing link between the state justice 

and indigenous justice (E7). ‘Legal pluralism does not exist in practice’ (E7). In 2014 the constitutional 

court decided to limit jurisdiction in cases of murder (La Cocha case, sentence no 113-14-SEP-CC, case 

no 0731-10-EP), which according to some is contrary to the Constitution, art. 171 (Yaquilema-Yupangui 

2015, 34, 64-65, 91-92). The indigenous political movement protests: ‘The position of CONAIE is that all 

indigenous cases including the complex cases should be [dealt with by] indigenous justice, including 

drug trafficking, human trafficking and assassinations’ (E30). However, as of 2015, ‘67 judges were 

removed because they passed court cases to indigenous courts, recognizing indigenous jurisdiction. 

Correa and the government want to limit it to certain crimes, excluding life delicts (...) as well as human 

trafficking’ (E30, E28). ‘They are not recognizing indigenous justice, because it doesn’t go with their 

reality, whereas ordinary justice is costing money; in the communities we just talk about the problem 

and solve it (…). We are fighting to have total jurisdiction’ (E32). When tried in indigenous courts, the 

principle of ‘ne bis in idem’ applies: The case cannot be tried again (art. 76.7i Constitution; Yaquilema-

Yupangui 2015, 72). When this principle is not observed, it can have grave consequences for the 

execution of indigenous justice, i.e. a prison sentence can obstruct the indigenous requirement of 

reparation to the victims (La Cocha case; Ávila-Santamaría 2012, 298).  

 

Indigenous criminal law is, however, recognized in the Huaorani (Waorani) case (case no 0072-14-CN; 

sentence no 004-14-SCN-CC, 6 August 2014, constitutional court). Referring to the ILO 169 

convention307, while stating that if one applies criminal law without concern to culture, it is 

unconstitutional, the constitutional court told judges to take the Huaoruani values and principles into 

account and listen to the Huaorani authorities in judging massacres between Huaoranis and 

uncontacted Tagaeri -Taromenanes308 (E7). ‘The court decided to turn it over to indigenous justice, but 

there is no decision yet of the indigenous court. So now the government says: You see you 

demonstrated that you cannot deliver indigenous justice’ (E30). However, ‘the problem is some 

indigenous groups have the concept of vengeance, like the Shuar and the Huarani (...); how can we 

                                                             
305 https://www.oas.org/juridico/mla/sp/ecu/sp_ecu-int-text-cofj.pdf 
306 http://www.seguridad.gob.ec/wp-
content/uploads/downloads/2016/09/ley_organica_garantias_jurisdiccionales_y_control_constitucional.pdf 
307 Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention 1989, no 169. 
308 Allegedly partly caused by logging and oil exploration in the area. Economist. 2013. Death in the Amazon, 8 Nov. 
http://www.economist.com/blogs/americasview/2013/11/indigenous-peoples.; Waorani-com. 2004. In the 
Amazon, a mystery of murderous revenge and greed, http://www.waorani.com/massacre.html; Miguel Ángel 
Cabodevilla and Milagros Aguirre. 2013. A Tragedy Hidden Away, 
https://polificcion.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/una-tragedia-ocultada-corregida-2-1.pdf.  

https://www.oas.org/juridico/mla/sp/ecu/sp_ecu-int-text-cofj.pdf
http://www.seguridad.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2016/09/ley_organica_garantias_jurisdiccionales_y_control_constitucional.pdf
http://www.seguridad.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2016/09/ley_organica_garantias_jurisdiccionales_y_control_constitucional.pdf
http://www.economist.com/blogs/americasview/2013/11/indigenous-peoples
http://www.waorani.com/massacre.html
https://polificcion.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/una-tragedia-ocultada-corregida-2-1.pdf
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judge from a western perspective an act done within another culture which is a vengeance culture?’ 

(E30). 

Table 14.10 Jurisdiction and customary law 

Art Provision Codigo Organico de la Funcion Judicial 

343 PROMOCION DE LA JUSTICIA INTERCULTURAL.- El Consejo de la Judicatura determinará los recursos humanos, 

económicos y de cualquier naturaleza que sean necesarios para establecer mecanismos eficientes de coordinación 

y cooperación entre la jurisdicción indígena y la jurisdicción ordinaria. Especialmente, capacitará a las servidoras y 

servidores de la Función Judicial que deban realizar actuaciones en el ámbito de su competencia en territorios 

donde existe predominio de personas indígenas, con la finalidad de que conozcan la cultura, el idioma y las 

costumbres, prácticas ancestrales, normas y procedimientos del derecho propio o consuetudinario de los pueblos 

indígenas. El Consejo de la Judicatura no ejercerá ningún tipo de atribución, gobierno o administración respecto de 

la jurisdicción indígena. (see also art. 171 of the Ecuador Constitution) 

344 PRINCIPIOS DE LA JUSTICIA INTERCULTURAL.- La actuación y decisiones de los jueces y juezas, fiscales, defensores y 

otros servidores judiciales, policías y demás funcionarias y funcionarios públicos, observarán en los procesos los 

siguientes principios: a) Diversidad.- Han de tener en cuenta el derecho propio, costumbres y prácticas ancestrales 

de las personas y pueblos indígenas, con el fin de garantizar el óptimo reconocimiento y realización plena de la 

diversidad cultural; b) Igualdad.- La autoridad tomará las medidas necesarias para garantizar la comprensión de las 

normas, procedimientos, y consecuencias jurídicas de lo decidido en el proceso en el que intervengan personas y 

colectividades indígenas. Por lo tanto, dispondrán, entre otras medidas, la intervención procesal de traductores, 

peritos antropólogos y especialistas en derecho indígena. c) Non bis in idem.- Lo actuado por las autoridades de la 

justicia indígena no podrá ser juzgado ni revisado por los jueces y juezas de la Función Judicial ni por autoridad 

administrativa alguna, en ningún estado de las causas puestas a su conocimiento, sin perjuicio del control 

constitucional; Pro jurisdicción indígena.- En caso de duda entre la jurisdicción ordinaria y la jurisdicción indígena, 

se preferirá esta última, de tal manera que se asegure su mayor autonomía y la menor intervención posible; y, e) 

Interpretación intercultural.- En el caso de la comparecencia de personas o colectividades indígenas, al momento 

de su actuación y decisión judiciales, interpretarán interculturalmente los derechos controvertidos en el litigio. En 

consecuencia, se procurará tomar elementos culturales relacionados con las costumbres, prácticas ancestrales, 

normas, procedimientos del derecho propio de los pueblos, nacionalidades, comunas y comunidades indígenas, 

con el fin de aplicar los derechos establecidos en la Constitución y los instrumentos internacionales. (see also art. 

171 of the Ecuador Constitution) 

345 DECLINACION DE COMPETENCIA.- Los jueces y juezas que conozcan de la existencia de un proceso sometido al 

conocimiento de las autoridades indígenas, declinarán su competencia, siempre que exista petición de la autoridad 

indígena en tal sentido. A tal efecto se abrirá un término probatorio de tres días en el que se demostrará 

sumariamente la pertinencia de tal invocación, bajo juramento de la autoridad indígena de ser tal. Aceptada la 

alegación la jueza o el juez ordenará el archivo de la causa y remitirá el proceso a la jurisdicción indígena 

346 PROMOCION DE LA JUSTICIA INTERCULTURAL.- El Consejo de la Judicatura determinará los recursos humanos, 

económicos y de cualquier naturaleza que sean necesarios para establecer mecanismos eficientes de coordinación 

y cooperación entre la jurisdicción indígena y la jurisdicción ordinaria. Especialmente, capacitará a las servidoras y 

servidores de la Función Judicial que deban realizar actuaciones en el ámbito de su competencia en territorios 

donde existe predominio de personas indígenas, con la finalidad de que conozcan la cultura, el idioma y las 

costumbres, prácticas ancestrales, normas y procedimientos del derecho propio o consuetudinario de los pueblos 

indígenas. El Consejo de la Judicatura no ejercerá ningún tipo de atribución, gobierno o administración respecto de 

la jurisdicción indígena 
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Table 14.11 Jurisdiction and customary law 

Art Ley Organica de Garantias Jurisdiccional y Control Constitucional  

66 Principios y procedimiento.- La Corte Constitucional deberá respetar los siguientes principios y reglas:  

1. Interculturalidad.- El procedimiento garantizará la comprensión intercultural de los hechos y una interpretación 

intercultural de las normas aplicables a fin de evitar una interpretación etnocéntrica y monocultural. Para el 

entendimiento intercultural, la Corte deberá recabar toda la información necesaria sobre el conflicto resuelto por 

las autoridades indígenas. 2. Pluralismo jurídico.- El Estado ecuatoriano reconoce, protege y garantiza la 

coexistencia y desarrollo de los sistemas normativos, usos y costumbres de las nacionalidades, pueblos indígenas y 

comunidades de conformidad con el carácter plurinacional, pluriétnico y pluricultural del Estado. 3. Autonomía.- 

Las autoridades de las nacionalidades, pueblos y comunidades indígenas, gozarán de un máximo de autonomía y un 

mínimo de restricciones en el ejercicio de sus funciones jurisdiccionales, dentro de su ámbito territorial, de 

conformidad con su derecho indígena propio. No obstante el reconocimiento de un máximo de autonomía, tiene 

los límites establecidos por la Constitución vigente, los instrumentos internacionales de derechos de los pueblos 

indígenas y esta ley. 4. Debido proceso.- La observancia de las normas, usos y costumbres, y procedimientos que 

hacen parte del derecho propio de la nacionalidad, pueblo o comunidad indígena constituyen el entendimiento 

intercultural del principio constitucional del debido proceso. 5. Oralidad.- En todo momento del procedimiento, 

cuando intervengan las personas, grupos o autoridades indígenas, se respetará la oralidad y se contará con 

traductores de ser necesario. La acción podrá ser presentada en castellano o en el idioma de la nacionalidad o 

pueblo al que pertenezca la persona. Cuando se la reduzca a escrito, deberá constar en la lengua propia de la LEY 

ORGANICA DE GARANTIAS JURISDICCIONALES Y CONTROL CONSTITUCIONAL - persona o grupos de personas y será 

traducida al castellano. 6. Legitimación activa.- Cualquier persona o grupo de personas podrá presentar esta acción. 

Cuando intervenga una persona a nombre de la comunidad, deberá demostrar la calidad en la que comparece. 7. 

Acción.- La persona o grupo planteará su acción verbalmente o por escrito y manifestará las razones por las que se 

acude al tribunal y las violaciones a los derechos que supuestamente se han producido. Esta solicitud será reducida 

a escrito por el personal de la Corte dentro del término de veinte días. 8. Calificación.- Inmediatamente la sala de 

admisiones deberá comunicar si se acepta a trámite y las razones que justifican su decisión. Se sentará un acta 

sobre la calificación. 9. Notificación.- De aceptarse a trámite, la jueza o juez ponente de la Corte designado 

mediante sorteo, señalará día y hora para la audiencia y hará llamar a la autoridad o autoridades indígenas que 

tomaron la decisión o podrá acudir a la comunidad, de estimarse necesario. 10. Audiencia.- La autoridad o 

autoridades serán escuchadas al igual que las personas que presentaron la acción por el Pleno de la Corte. La 

audiencia deberá ser grabada. De considerarse necesario, se escuchará a la persona o personas que fueron 

contraparte en el proceso del cual se revisa la sentencia. 11. Opinión técnica.- La jueza o juez ponente podrá 

solicitar la opinión técnica de una persona experta en temas relacionados con justicia indígena y recibir opiniones 

de organizaciones especializadas en estos temas. 12. Proyecto de sentencia.- La jueza o juez ponente presentará el 

proyecto de sentencia del Pleno para su conocimiento y resolución. La sentencia puede ser modulada para 

armonizar los derechos constitucionalmente garantizados y los derechos propios de la comunidad, pueblo o 

nacionalidad. 13. Notificación de la sentencia.- La sentencia sobre constitucionalidad de las decisiones indígenas 

deberá ser transmitida de forma oral y motivadamente en la comunidad, ante la presencia de al menos los 

accionantes y la autoridad indígena, a través del ponente o su delegado. La sentencia deberá ser reducida a escrito, 

en castellano y en la lengua propia de la persona o grupo de personas. 14. Violación de derechos de las mujeres.- 

Las juezas o jueces deberán impedir que en sentencias de justicia indígena se alegue la costumbre, la 

interculturalidad o el pluralismo jurídico para violar los derechos humanos o de participación de las mujeres. 
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14.4.3 Buen Vivir and executive level 

14.4.3.1 Policy plans 

Buen Vivir is implemented throughout government policy as stipulated by the Constitution, art. 85: 

‘Public policies and the provision of public goods and services shall be aimed at enforcing the good way 

of living and all rights and shall be drawn up on the basis of the principle of solidarity.’ 

 

Table 14.14, Table 14.15, Table 14.14 and Table 14.15 show the 12 objectives and sub-goals of the 

national policy on good living. These goals are accompanied by quantified targets. Roughly there are 

four types of objectives, aiming at participatory democracy, justice and sovereignty through integration 

(goal 1, 6, 12), socio-economic equity (goal 2, 3, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11), environmental respect (goal 7) and 

intercultural respect (goal 5). In this sense they follow the four pillars of GNH in Bhutan. The latter two 

(environment and culture) are also cross-cutting. 

 

In democratic terms, a strong regulatory role for the State is stressed, with bottom-up participation of 

the different ‘nations’ within the state, intercultural dialogue to resolve conflicts, decentralization and 

transparency (goal 1). In order to make decentralization effective a new territorial organization of the 

state is introduced (GoE 2013, 89-101), of which some regions extend into neighboring countries (GoE 

2013, 93). The new model tries to address: The network of human settlements (moving away from 

concentration into metropoles Quito and Guyaquil), environmental sustainability (mitigation between 

protected areas and human settlements), productive structure (a distribution balancing productive, 

human and natural requirements), and inequality gaps (investments optimizing the closing of inequality 

gaps). The new model includes (a) deconcentration of the executive institution’s and services in the 

regions (b) decentralization in autonomous regional governments (GoE, 99-100). Access to justice and 

social rehabilitation require improvements to the system (goal 6), whereas violence against women, 

child abuse, road security, (organized) crime get priority. Sovereignty is safeguarded through regional 

integration (see section 14.5.3). See Table 14.12. 
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Table 14.12 Objectives National Plan 2013-2017: democracy, justice and sovereignty 

1. To consolidate democratic 

governance and construct the people’s 

power. 

6. To consolidate transformation of the 

judicial system and reinforce 

comprehensive security, with strict 

respect for human rights.  

 

12. To guarantee sovereignty 

and peace, enhancing strategic 

insertion worldwide and Latin 

American integration 

1.1 To deepen State presence in the 

national territory, guaranteeing 

citizens’ rights.  

1.2 To guarantee public service 

provision with quality and human 

warmth.  

1.3 To reinforce the institutions of the 

democratic State for Good Living.  

1.4 To improve the State’s regulatory 

and 

oversight power.  

1.5 To reinforce inclusive, timely, 

efficient, effective public governance 

with excellence. 

1.6 To strengthen public enterprises as 

agents in productive transformation. 

1.7 To strengthen the National 

Decentralized Participatory Planning 

System, with a rights-based approach. 

1.8 To construct the pluri-national, 

intercultural State for Good Living. 

1.9 To consolidate citizen participation 

in 

public policy-making and State-society 

relations. 

1.10 To promote dialogue as a way to 

coexist democratically and a 

mechanism to transform conflicts. 

1.11 To promote electoral participation 

and consolidate democratic system of 

parties. 

1.12 To encourage social self-

organization, associative life and 

construction of active citizenship 

valuing the common good. 

1.13 To strengthen mechanisms of 

societal oversight, transparency of 

public 

administration and prevention of and 

the 

fight against corruption. 

 

6.1 To promote optimal access to justice, 

under the principle of equality and 

nondiscrimination, 

eliminating economic, geographical and 

cultural barriers. 

6.2 To improve and modernize the 

administration of justice. 

6.3 To combat and eradicate impunity. 

6.4 To consolidate the transformation of 

the Social Rehabilitation System. 

6.5 To prevent and control common and 

organized crime. 

6.6 To improve roadway security. 

6.7 To prevent and eradicate gender-

based violence in all its forms. 

6.8 To promote a social culture of peace 

and citizen coexistence in diversity. 

6.9 To combat and eradicate violence 

and abuse against girls, boys and 

adolescents. 

12.1 To deepen solidarity and 

complementarity integration 

processes, with Latin 

America and the Caribbean. 

12.2 To promote the construction of 

a new democratic multilateralism, on 

the basis of solidary, sovereign, 

peaceful relations among States. 

12.3 To deepen strategic and 

sovereign trade policy, articulated 

upon the economic and social 

development of the country. 

12.4 To consolidate the New 

Regional Financial Architecture. 

12.5 To preserve the State’s 

territorial integrity and its 

sovereignties, within the strict 

respect for human rights. 

12.6 To reinforce borderline 

relations geared to ensuring the 

peoples’ full exercise of their rights. 

12.7 To consolidate a sovereign 

management of international 

cooperation, in line with 

transformation of the productive 

structure and strengthening of 

South- 

South cooperation. 
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Cultural space is safeguarded through access to (oral) history (collective and individual memories); 

democratization of enjoyment of time and of public space; promotion of creation, including languages; 

free communication and regional cultural integration. Education centers around intercultural dialogue 

pedagogy, including training in non-traditional areas of knowledge. Intercultural health is promoted (e.g. 

alternative medicine).  

 

Nature’s rights are strengthened through knowledge and conservation of natural heritage, equitable 

access, biosecurity (prohibiting genetic modification), sustainable consumption, pollution prevention, 

forest management, water management, renewable energy and special protection of the Amazon and 

the Galapagos. See Table 14.13 

Table 14.13 Objectives National Plan 2013-2017: education, culture, nature 

4. To strengthen citizen 

capacities and potential.  

5. To build spaces for social 

interaction and strengthen national 

identity, diverse identities, pluri-

nationality and interculturality. 

7. To guarantee the 

rights of Nature and promote 

environmental 

sustainability globally.  

 

4.1 To achieve universal access to 

initial, basic and high-school education, 

and democratize access to higher 

education. 

4.2 To promote completion of studies 

at all educational levels. 

4.3 To promote non-formal and 

ongoing education to spaces knowledge 

and wisdoms for a learning society. 

4.4 To improve educational quality at 

all levels and modalities, for the 

generation of knowledge and holistic 

training of creative, solidary, 

responsible, critical, participatory and 

productive people, under principles of 

equality, social and territorial equity. 

4.5 To empower the role of teachers 

and other educational professionals as 

key actors in constructing Good Living. 

4.6 To promote reciprocal interaction 

among education, the productive 

sector and scientific and technological 

research, for the transformation of the 

productive structure and satisfaction of 

needs. 

4.7 To promote adequate management 

of the use and dissemination of 

knowledge locally produced. 

4.8 To promote intercultural dialogue 

as the backbone of the pedagogical 

model and the use of educational 

5.1 To promote democratization of the 

enjoyment of time and public spaces, 

building solidary social relations 

among diverse people. 

5.2 To preserve, value, foster and give 

new meaning to the diverse collective 

and individual memories and 

democratize their access and 

dissemination. 

5.3 To promote cultural creation in all 

its forms, languages and expressions, 

for both individuals and diverse 

collectives. 

5.4 To promote cultural and creative 

industries and undertakings, as well as 

their contribution to transforming the 

productive structure. 

5.5 To guarantee the exercise of 

people’s right to communicate freely, 

interculturally, inclusively, responsibly, 

diversely and participatory. 

5.6 To promote intercultural 

integration in counter-hegemonic 

regional integration. 

5.7 To promote inter-cultural 

understanding and cultural policy, 

mainstreamed through all sectors. 

 

7.1 To ensure promotion, enjoyment 

and full enforcement of Nature’s rights. 

7.2 To know about, value, conserve and 

sustainably manage the natural 

heritage 

and its terrestrial, mainland aquatic, 

marine and coastal biodiversity, with 

fair, equitable access to their benefits. 

7.3 To consolidate sustainable forest 

management, within the forest 

governance model. 

7.4 To promote generation of bio-

knowledge as an alternative to 

producing commodities for export. 

7.5 To guarantee biosecurity, 

safeguarding the health of people, 

other living beings, and Nature. 

7.6 To manage water heritage 

sustainably and taking into account 

participation of people, using a 

watershed and ecological flow 

approach to ensure the human right 

to water. 

7.7 To promote efficiency and greater 

involvement of sustainable renewable 

energies, as a measure to prevent 

environmental pollution. 

7.8 To prevent, control and mitigate 

environmental pollution in extraction, 

production, consumption and post-

consumption. 
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4. To strengthen citizen 

capacities and potential.  

5. To build spaces for social 

interaction and strengthen national 

identity, diverse identities, pluri-

nationality and interculturality. 

7. To guarantee the 

rights of Nature and promote 

environmental 

sustainability globally.  

 

spaces. 

4.9 To promote training in non-

traditional areas of knowledge that 

contributes to constructing Good Living. 

4.10 To reinforce the vocational 

training of artists and sports players of 

highly competitive caliber. 

7.9 To promote conscious, sustainable, 

efficient consumption patterns with a 

criterion of sufficiency within the 

planet’s limits. 

7.10 To implement climate change 

mitigation and adaptation measures to 

reduce economic and environmental 

vulnerability with emphasis on priority 

groups. 

7.11 To promote consolidation of the 

Yasuní- ITT Initiative. 

7.12 To strengthen environmental 

governance of the special system for 

the Galapagos Archipelago and 

consolidate holistic planning for the 

Amazon region. 

 

 

Socio-economic equity is strived for through access to services especially for priority groups including 

migrants, recognition of diverse types of families, social protection regardless of employment status, 

social cohesion, rural –urban equity, democratization of production means and economic inclusion (goal 

2); Free, holistic, intercultural (alternative) health including emotional well-being; leisure time, healthy 

food, water and sanitation, transportation services, safe habitat and enjoyment (preservation) of natural 

and cultural heritage (goal 3); Quality, intercultural, lifelong, formal and informal education (goal 4); Full 

decent employment including in subsistence and (domestic) care activities (goal 9). See Table 14.14 and 

below on economic transformation. 

Table 14.14 Objectives National Plan 2013-2017: social equity 

2. To foster social and territorial 

equality, cohesion, inclusion and 

equity 

in diversity. 

3. To improve the quality of life 

of the population. 
9. To guarantee dignified work 

in all its forms.  

 

2.1 To generate conditions and 

capacities for economic inclusion, social 

promotion and progressive eradication 

of poverty. 

2.2 To guarantee true equality in access 

to quality health-care and education 

services for people and groups 

requiring special consideration because 

of inequalities, exclusion and 

discrimination persist. 

2.3 To ensure solidary, equitable (re-) 

3.1 To promote improvement of quality 

in providing service within the National 

System for Social Inclusion and Equity. 

3.2 To expand health prevention and 

promotion of services to improve 

people’s living conditions and habits. 

3.3 To guarantee universal provision, 

free of charge, of holistic health care 

services. 

3.4 To strengthen and consolidate 

intercultural health care, incorporating 

9.1 To promote economic activities 

that can generate and conserve 

dignified jobs, and contribute to 

achieving full employment, with 

priority for historically excluded 

groups. 

9.2 To promote work for young 

people under dignified, 

emancipating conditions that 

enhance their capacities and 

knowledge. 
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2. To foster social and territorial 

equality, cohesion, inclusion and 

equity 

in diversity. 

3. To improve the quality of life 

of the population. 
9. To guarantee dignified work 

in all its forms.  

 

distribution of wealth. 

2.4 To democratize the means of 

production, generate equitable 

conditions and opportunities and foster 

territorial cohesion. 

2.5 To foster social inclusion and 

cohesion, peaceful coexistence and the 

culture of peace, eradicating all forms 

of discrimination and violence. 

2.6 To ensure universal, quality special 

protection, lifelong, for people whose 

rights are vulnerable. 

2.7 To guarantee protection and 

encourage economic and social 

inclusion of people involved in human 

mobility, as well as their diverse types 

of families. 

2.8 To guarantee specialized lifelong 

care for priority people and groups, 

throughout the national territory, with 

co-responsibility shared among the 

State, society and families. 

2.9 To guarantee holistic development 

in early childhood for girls and boys 

under age five. 

2.10 To guarantee lifelong protection 

and social security regardless of the 

person’s employment status. 

2.11 To guarantee rural Good Living 

and overcome social and territorial 

inequalities, with harmony between 

rural and urban settings. 

2.12 To promote creation of a national 

polycenter structure of human 

settlements fostering territorial 

ohesion. 

ancestral and alternative medicine into 

the National Health System. 

3.5 To guarantee effective access to 

holistic sexual and reproductive health 

services, as a component of people’s 

right to sexual freedom. 

3.6 To promote, among the public and 

society, habits of eating nutritious, 

healthful foods; to enjoy physical, 

emotional and intellectual development 

according to one’s age and physical 

conditions. 

3.7 To encourage active use of leisure, 

devoting free time to physical, sports and 

other activities contributing to improving 

people’s physical, intellectual and social 

conditions. 

3.8 To encourage adequate conditions 

for access to safe, inclusive habitat. 

3.9 To guarantee access to adequate, 

safe, dignified housing. 

3.10 To guarantee universal, 

uninterrupted, sustainable, quality 

access to safe water and to basic 

sanitation services, with territorial, 

environmental, social and cultural 

relevance. 

3.11 To guarantee integrated 

preservation and protection of the 

cultural and natural heritage and the 

citizenry against threats 

and risks of natural or human origin. 

3.12 To guarantee access to inclusive, 

safe, sustainable local and in-country 

transport services and mobility. 

 

9.3 To deepen access to dignified 

working conditions, progressively 

reduce informal work and guarantee 

enforcement of workers’ rights. 

9.4 To establish and guarantee 

sustainability of self-supply and 

subsistence activities, 

as well as human care activities with 

a rights-based and gender approach. 

9.5 To strengthen occupational 

education and training in 

coordination with the world of work 

and increased productivity. 

 

 

The overall goal is to transform the economy from a primary economy (export of oil and mining) to a 

tertiary knowledge economy. A thriving economy is planned through public investments, taxation, 

market and financial regulation, the state’s interaction with private and ‘solidary’ sectors (cooperatives, 

community sharing profits) (goal 8) and public enterprises (goal 1); value added, technology intensive, 

diversified, competitive production and services , redistribution of production factors with sufficient 

resources (goal 10); energy sovereignty including renewables; water resources management, 

democratic telecommunications, sustainable industrial mining; respect for biodiversity in food, chemical 

and pharmaceutical industry (goal 11). See Table 14.15. 
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Guidelines for public investments are based on (a) creating aggregate demand by injecting liquidity in 

the economy; (b) accumulation and circulation of capital in value generating production (changing the 

commodity extraction model); (c) public assets improvement increasing productivity, people’s 

capabilities and basic needs fulfilment (d) territorial distribution through deconcentration and 

decentralization (GoE 2013, 106-107). 

Table 14.15 Objective National Plan 2013-2017: economic transformation 

8. To consolidate 

the social and solidary economic 

system, sustainably.  

 

10. To promote transformation 

of the productive structure.  

 

11. To ensure the sovereignty and 

efficiency of the strategic sectors for 

industrial and technological 

transformation. 
8.1 To invest public resources to 

generate sustained economic growth 

and structural transformations. 

8.2 To consolidate the State’s role 

driving production and regulating the 

market. 

8.3 To strengthen sustainable 

management of public finance. 

8.4 To reinforce progressive, efficient 

taxation. 

8.5 To reinforce sustainability of the 

balance of payments. 

8.6 To maintain the biophysical 

sustainability of economic flows. 

8.7 To guarantee adequate 

management 

of liquidity for development and to 

administer the current monetary 

scheme. 

8.8 To minimize the economy’s 

systemic risk.  

8.9 To deepen the State’s relations 

with the popular and solidary sector. 

8.10 To coordinate relations between 

the State and the private sector. 

 

10.1 To diversify and generate greater 

value added in national production. 

10.2 To promote technology-intensive 

commodity, intermediate and finished 

good production. 

10.3 To diversify and generate greater 

value added in priority sectors providing 

services. 

10.4 To promote production and 

productivity sustainably, encouraging 

inclusion and redistributing production 

factors and resources in the agricultural, 

aqua-cultural and fishing sectors. 

10.5 To strengthen the popular and 

solidary economy (EPS) and micro-, 

small-, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) 

within the productive structure. 

10.6 To enhance diversified, sustainable 

commercial processes in the framework 

of productive transformation. 

10.7 To promote public investment and 

procurement as strategic State elements 

in transforming the productive structure. 

10.8 To coordinate raising of financial 

and non-financial resources to transform 

the productive structure. 

10.9 To promote conditions for 

competitiveness and systemic 

productivity as necessary to 

enable transformation of the productive 

structure and consolidation of more 

equitable structures to generate and 

distribute wealth. 

 

11.1 To restructure the energy matrix 

under criteria of transforming the 

productive structure, inclusion, quality, 

energy sovereignty and sustainability, 

increasing the share of renewable 

energy. 

11.2 To industrialize mining activity as 

the basis of the transformation of the 

productive structure, in the framework 

of strategic, sustainable, efficient, 

sovereign, socially just and 

environmentally sustainable 

governance. 

11.3 To democratize public 

telecommunic ations service provision 

and information and communication 

technologies (ICTs), including radio and 

television broadcasting and the radio-

electric spectrum, enhancing universal 

usage and access. 

11.4 To manage water resources, 

under a constitutional framework of 

sustainable, participatory management 

of watersheds and marine spaces. 

11.5 To promote the chemical, 

pharmaceutical and foods industry, 

through sovereign, strategic, 

sustainable use of biodiversity. 
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Compared to the previous plan of 2009-2013, there is a greater emphasis on economic transformation 

with three goals, while previously only one. There is less stress on culture with one goal and only a few 

subgoals; some subgoals of the previous two goals (one for public spaces for social interaction and one 

for intercultural expression) have not been integrated in the new goal. There is also less stress on 

citizen’s participation which separate goal was omitted and partly integrated in the current goal on 

democracy (GoE 2009, 73-88). Some also complain of lack of meaningful consultation with civil society in 

the drafting of the plan (Zorrilla 2012a). Under nature, quantified goals have been substantially reduced. 

The government implemented a social protection scheme, of which most important elements are 

summarized in Table 14.16 amongst others through the flagship program of conditional cash transfers 

(Bono de Desarrollo Humano, BDH). This is administered through a costly bureaucracy (mainly through 

the Ministry of Economic and Social Inclusion; Ministry of Social Development Coordination; Nehring 

2012, Dávalos 2013) and, according to critics, fails to address the underlying causes; it makes the 

government more dependent on the export of commodities (Villalba 2013, 1436-1437).  

 

Table 14.16 Social protection schemes 

Program Actions Objective/merits Criticism 

Bono de Desarollo Humano 

BDH 

35$ per month, conditional 

on 75% school attendance 

and monthly health check-up 

Poverty reduction; boosting 

consumption; explicit exit 

strategy 

Urban bias: 70% to urban, 

while 60% of poor in rural 

areas;  

Exclusion of extremely 

poor; focus on poverty line 

Clientelism (voters) 

Not changing basic 

consumption basket 

Only 1,2% of total 

household consumption 

Crédito de Desarrollo 

Humano CDH 

$420 annual loan (max) with 

5% interest with BDH as 

repayment 

Access to capital for project 

or productive service; bank 

account; reducing informality 

Limited macro-economic 

impact (BDH and CDH) 

Instituto Nacional de 

Economía Popular y 

Solidaria (IEPS) established 

by Organic Law of Inclusive 

and Popular Economy 2011 

CDH loans and trainings; 

Promotion of partner 

agencies at national, regional, 

municipal, communal level  

Develop the solidarity 

economy; accumulate 

collective resources; 

superiority of labor over 

capital, inclusivity of informal 

economy, capacity building 

No evidence yet on 

outcomes 

Coordinates existing 

programs 

Economy dependent on 

extractives+global financial 

speculation 

Pensión Asistencial $35 per month pension for 

elderly and disabled 

Protection of elderly without 

pension, based on need; 

inclusion of disabled 

 

Coberatura de Protección 

Familiar 

$500 cash transfer at death; 

conditional funeral expenses 

Family protection; life 

insurance 

 

Red de Protección Social 

PPS 

Coverage of specialized 

medical treatment in private 

hospital if not publicly 

covered 

Health inclusivity and 

solidarity, based on need; 

public-private partnership; 

treatment of serious illness 

 

Bono de Emergencia $45 cash transfer, twice Natural disaster protection   

Source: Based on Nehring 2012 and Dávalos 2013 
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Poverty and inequality dropped and employment rose; the number of people below poverty line 

dropped from 49 to 37% (2002-2010). Ecuador had the highest coverage of conditional cash transfer in 

Latin America (44,3% of population) (Nehring 2012). Poverty has been reduced in Ecuador from 57% in 

1999 to 28% in 2012 (measured in urban poverty) under both neoliberal as Allianza País governments. 

Since the new government took office in 2007, it, however, decreased at a lower rate due to structural 

poverty being more difficult to reduce (Dávalos 2013, 23). The GDP and the Human Development Index 

(HDI) increased; the gini-coefficient improved as well as the quality of education; the economy is said to 

have shown more resilience to the economic crisis due to its social programs (Friant and Langmore 

2015, 66-67). More land and sea is under conservation, but deforestation is high. In terms of democracy 

the Correa government brought political continuity (Friant and Langmore 2015, 69). 

14.4.3.2 Criticism 

The national plan is said to be closer to ‘de-neoliberalisation of the country than to proposing an 

alternative form of society’ (Villalba 2013, 1435). Dávalos (2013) argues that none of the government’s 

policies have led to a new development paradigm. The Ecuadorian economy heavily relies on resource 

extraction. Extractive resources are, however, not allowed to fund permanent budget items such as 

hospital and school staff and cash transfers (an IMF requirement consolidated in the 2008 Constitution, 

art. 286). Oil revenues (41% of budget, 2007-2012) are used for servicing foreign debt. Nearly half of oil 

revenues are used to subsidize fuel, benefitting the middle class, which in turn spends their increased 

income on imported consumer items, deteriorating the balance of payment. (Consumer credits led to 

41% of middle class to be indebted). The remainder is for building roads, (air)ports and electricity 

(including hydrocarbons) that mainly support the expansion of extractive industry and are part of a 

regional infrastructural integration program (Initiative for Integration of Regional Infrastructure in South 

America, IIRSA). These projects are, however, mainly funded from bilateral credit. Education and health 

spending increased  (to 4,3% and 2% GDP, 2012), but fell below targets set by a 2005 referendum (6% 

and 10%); real investments in health infrastructure were only 0,5% (2012) and 5,2% in education (2010); 

the rest was recurrent expenditure paid by taxes. Moreover, 10% of public investments in 2012 were 

used for laying off personnel (in part used to silence critics). Foreign investors are protected in special 

economic zones as part of the new Organic Code of Production and Territorial Planning. Oil revenues are 

kept in foreign banks, while the government adopted several tax and financial laws to have greater 

control over private banks. For the first time the government engaged in large-scale metal mining, while 

the demand and prices fell and therefore revenues. Moreover, regardless of actual extraction, these 

commodities are linked to financial speculation. Ecuador is linking itself to global financial speculation 

through incorporating mining on a grand scale in its development plan. The government did shift tax 

income to direct taxes affecting the rich (from 16,5% (2000-2006) to 24,4% of all tax income after 2006), 

instead of indirect taxes, affecting mostly the poor. The poor, moreover, benefitted from remittances 

(constituting 68% of equivalent of oil revenues from 2000-2012. Cash transfer through BDH represented 

only 1.2% of total household consumption in 2012, and 10.7% of the consumption function for quintiles 

1 and 2, who, however, did not use it for ‘basic basket’ spending (Dávalos 2013).  
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Dávalos and others (Porto-Gonçalves; Zibechi; Petras, James; Saltos) therefore see extraction as a 

political process of territorial dispossession, commodifying intangible assets, capturing land resources 

and integrating them in global (financial) markets combined with legitimization and consolidation 

through social spending, population control through cash transfers, social criminalization, para-

militarization, as well as geopolitical regional integration, resulting in accumulation by dispossession 

(Dávalos 2013, 2). Thereby he dismisses the ‘we cannot be beggars sitting on a sack of gold’ rhetoric of 

the Ecuadorian President as a fallacy as well as the logic to finance (social) development though 

extraction.  

 

Criticism is also launched against biofuels and traditional mono-culture agricultural export instead of 

agrarian reform favoring small peasants’ land ownership (Villalba 2013, 1438; Radcliffe 2012, 247; E4), 

posing the question who’s food sovereignty to prioritize, the country’s or the communities?  

 

While interviewing 27 government officials (of which 10 local) belonging to departments of 

environmental, planning, strategy, citizen participation and Amazonian Eco-development, Van Teijlingen 

and Hoogenboom conclude ‘that none (…) referred to the need for a fundamental change of society-

nature relations, a different economic logic or a harmonious use of natural resources’. Their discourse 

referred rather to basic needs, human development and infrastructure construction (VanTeijlingen and 

Hoogenboom 2015, 14). The government employs a discourse of ‘responsible mining’ that reflects ideas 

of ‘rational use of natural resources (…) controllability over nature, a managerial state and a 

technological fix for environmental problems’ (vanTeijlingen and Hoogenboom 2015, 13). Civil society 

that was originally supportive of the government’s Buen Vivir program, now sees it as a top-down 

approach (vanTeijlingen and Hoogenboom 2015, 16). ‘The government imposed a very centralizing 

scheme; the intended decentralization went wrong’ (E3). 

 

The disappointment with the ‘New Left’ government’s implementation of Buen Vivir is widespread at 

the left of the political spectrum (E1, E2, E3, E4, E6, E7, E8, E10, E11, E13, E14, E15; Becker 2013). 

Environmentalists claim it has never been worse for them (Fitz-Henry 2012, 275). ‘While Correa (…) has 

faced threats to his power from the traditional conservative oligarchy, the greatest challenges to his 

government have come from the social-movement left. These dissidents have criticized his 

administration for failing to foster transformation of the structures that exploit and oppress 

marginalized communities. A constant difficulty for social-movement activists has been challenging 

Correa from the left without strengthening a common enemy on the right’ (Becker 2013). Perhaps the 

fall-out is best illustrated by one of the drafters of the Constitution stating: ‘Correa said I was the biggest 

mistake of his government’ (E1). The government has also been on a colliding course with the main 

indigenous umbrella organization CONAIE, which previously actively supported him (Zorrilla 2012a). 

 

These are what interviewees expressed as bottlenecks: 

Interviewees expressed appreciation for redistributive policies: ‘There are more opportunities now for 

indigenous and Afro-Ecuadorian, there is more access to government, education and health. At the 

same time there are many contradictions in government policy’ (E22). However others see social 



14 Annex Buen Vivir theory of Ecuador 

555 
 

security in a less positive light: ‘The bono is an indignation, it puts a price on you as a person, you are 

now worth 35$, this is what you cost, because you are poor. It is to make people conformist (...), but 

70% of the laws are directed towards the same group, they are beneficial for the rich’ (E32). ‘In Sumak 

Kawsay not only redistribution is needed, we need to re-appropriate, we need control of what is in your 

land, we need food and energy sovereignty. Redistribution is charity and not justice’ (E8). 

 

On the economy: ‘There is no structural change. Enormous fiscal income from mining and oil facilitated 

better public service delivery, but wealth is not sufficiently equal: 82% of non-alcoholic drinks is 

controlled by one company; two companies control the meat market; two companies control the olive 

oil market in Ecuador’ (E1). Of the sale revenues 90% is controlled by 1% of the companies (Friant and 

Langmore 2015). ‘National government (...) sees the local level as a store house of resources and destroy 

Buen Vivir at the local level and then bring a new Buen Vivir (...). Correa’s idea is different than the 

indigenous one. He married a Belgian lady and thinks that Europe is Buen Vivir; he wants more roads 

and mining’ (E4). ‘There is no structural change by this government, the mining law didn’t change 

fundamentally, only on the surface, but not in the structure of giving mining concessions and the 

dispossession of land’ (E24). ‘An export oriented economy and macro-economy are dominating. I have 

not seen any initiatives to revive and strengthen the local economy’ (E25). A government official states: 

‘Two years ago we changed our view of Buen Vivir, now its focus is more on the changing the production 

matrix, the government wants to foster local industry, especially mining and oil (...). We want to have 

value added industries (...), now we have cacao, banana, flower, tuna, shrimp export (...), we want not 

to export only commodities’ (E34). The first consequence of mining is the social impact: ‘The companies 

only invest if the community approves, the so-called social license to operate. Since there is so much 

money involved (...) if there is resistance, they will do anything to get the ok from the community. They 

set people up against each other, fighting within families and among families erupts; there is a negative 

social impact long before there is environmental damage. Social impact is the biggest problem’ (E4). 

 

On the solidarity economy: On the positive side: ‘The government reduced the bureaucracy to set up a 

business and the money to register the company, they give trainings and have to pay less taxes than 

normal enterprises (...) it just started in 2015’(E14). ‘There are community banks, the ‘caja de ahorro’ 

(box of savings) and the credit and savings cooperatives. People have better benefits and more 

information now. The problem is the bureaucracy, the costs have increased and some do not have the 

technology and software to comply with the regulations, to do the necessary reporting, the government 

is giving training and software and negotiates with software providers. They also gave the cooperatives 

the option to be part of the national payment system, they can now make transfers without the need of 

official banks’ (E14). However, ‘The cooperatives need a professional university degree. In the popular 

economy we don’t have these people, so what happened, a lot of cooperatives disappeared or they 

were forced to join forces to hire these sort of professionals, and so they transformed into much bigger 

organizations and they are now removed from the communities’(E30). The cooperatives are also said 

not to strengthen the collective, but the individual: ‘The cooperatives are not for communities they are 

for families’; ‘loans are given to people personally by the government, it is just like the banks, but with 

lower interest rates (...). There are cooperatives still, but they function independently from the law’ 

(E32).  
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On millennium cities: ‘They invaded our territories and they invited us to live in the millennium cities309, 

these are cities of cement, not of nature, it is an ethnocide, they come to impose these things on us’ 

(E28). Personal observation of a millennium village, in an isolated part of the Amazon with no access by 

road, showed a modern village where all forest had been cut, with paved roads, street lanterns, a sport 

complex, school and health unit. An indigenous guide explained: ‘The main reason for the government 

to give them this millennium village is, because there is a lot of oil in the area and then they can work in 

their territory. People asked for money from the government from the oil exploration, but the 

government said we are going to give you a millennium village. The government also gets money 

because they charge them for living here, now they have to work to pay for the bills, this way they are 

part of the money economy’ (E29). ‘People now have modern amenities like water and electricity, but 

they have to pay for it. They didn’t realize that it costs money to pay for the electricity and the internet. 

They have seasonal jobs (...), but they are not always working. The village is good, because the schools 

have better equipment like internet and the teachers are better, but the children have to go far to go to 

school, they cannot stay with the communities, and our families are used to always be together (...). So 

it is not so good for the families. The children have to stay in a boarding school. The government calls it 

sumac kawsay, but it is not our sumak kawsay. People prefer to live in the forest’ (E29). ‘The 

government applies the same model for everyone. The government gives good attention to the people, 

with roads, schools, universities etc., but our freedom is gone. The government tells you, you can smoke 

here, and not there, you can dance here, and not there. You cannot drink in your house, you need to 

drink in a special place’ (E29). An inhabitant confirms: ‘It’s good to have internet and electricity, but we 

also have to pay when the electricity doesn’t work (...), but my main fear is that the children don’t want 

to speak Quecha anymore, we want to keep our language.’ ‘Many people go back to their farm house (in 

the jungle), but maybe the children will like to live here’ (E29). Asked wether the indigenous political 

movement explained anything to them on the millennium village or plurinationality: ‘No the indigenous 

movements didn’t explain anything to us. Plurinationality? I have never heard of that, I don’t know what 

that means’ (E29). 

On nature preservation there are woories on the effects of oil drilling and mining as well as of modern 

agriculture in fragile ecosystems. A government official admits: ‘There is a paradox, most resources for 

education and health come from oil exploration in the rainforest which has a very fragile ecosystem’ 

(E34). Environmental activists worry: ‘There are oil spills every week in Ecuador’ (E24). ‘There is the risk 

of ecocide in Yasuni (Amazon). To keep the oil under the ground is the only alternative’ (E1). ‘The 

government cancelled Yasuni-ITT, but the citizens are very committed and took the name of Yasunidos 

(…). Yasuni is a biosphere reserve recognized by UNESCO. At the end of the ice age it was enabling life to 

continue, which is the reason for the biodiversity. There are more species of trees than in the USA and 

Canada together’ (E24). On the Texaco oil spill an indigenous complains: ‘When you kill the river, you kill 

the species of the river and human beings and our feelings and our respect for the spiritual world’ (E38). 

A highland Quecha also expresses woories about the environment: ‘The government is more interested 

in what minerals are there, than in nature. They are doing reforestation to make it appear they are 

                                                             
309 See for example: http://www.andes.info.ec/en/actualidad/millennium-community-playas-cuyabeno-opens-

new-relation-between-ecuador-and-use-its-non.  

http://www.andes.info.ec/en/actualidad/millennium-community-playas-cuyabeno-opens-new-relation-between-ecuador-and-use-its-non
http://www.andes.info.ec/en/actualidad/millennium-community-playas-cuyabeno-opens-new-relation-between-ecuador-and-use-its-non
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doing something. The government should limit the use of chemicals for agriculture, because it harms the 

seeds and the harvest (...). The government should respect our own natural fertilizers (...); now the soil 

is dry because of lack of irrigation and the use of chemicals, therefore many campesinos went to the 

cities to work, like in the community of Guangaje (Cotopaxi) (…). The forest holds the humidity, but 

because of the agriculture that is moving up to higher areas, it is getting drier and drier’ (E32). 

 

On democracy: The separation of powers is criticized by many (E1, E4, E7, E8, E11, E21, E24, E26, E27, 

E28, E30, E31; Friant and Langmore 2015, 69; Becker 2013; see also 14.4.2): ‘Correa controls the 

constitutional court, the legal system and the electoral system, he put his people in it, even in the 

council of citizens participation’ (E21). ‘The Constitution is one thing, but after that you need to build a 

structure, the government took another direction with the referendum in 2010, to (approve to) take 

control of the justice system, security and media’ (E21). ‘(...).The current ‘defensoria del pueblo’ 

(ombudsman) is also coopted by the government.’ (E8). An indigenous government politician explained 

separation of powers as follows: ‘There has to be a coordination between the institutions of 

government; our Assembly does the same thing, we work with the government as the central 

institution; in the justice sector the same thing happens, they have to coordinate with the government, 

it is important for reaching justice’ (E20). In sum, ‘It is Correa’s colonialism’ (E28). 

 

On free prior and informed consultation: Criticism is also leveled against how the government consults 

the people, such as on ‘creating awareness about what the consequences are of seismic activities that 

precede oil drilling, which are more devastating than the drilling itself’ (E14, E35). ‘That is the first 

consequence, people are not aware of (...). The interior of the earth is connected to us like an embryo 

within a woman; if you kill the embryo the mother dies, all of us die’ (E35). Therefore, ‘The indigenous 

now have their own popular assembly because the national assembly is a show, it is under control of 

Correa. The repression is very heavy, they have lists of persons, they check your email, telephone is 

listened into etc.’ (E21). Young Yasunidos confirm: ‘They were discrediting our work on the national 

media and spied on our phones and on our meeting points. We didn’t think we would be treated as 

criminals’ (E24). A farmer states: ‘The people know what is good for them, Correa thinks they don’t 

know, he thinks he knows what is good for them’ (E23). ‘Discrimination continues, it is now social and 

economic, not so much for skin color and race (...). We (campesinos) feel alienated and excluded’ (E32). 

‘If you say something, there is persecution. People therefore think it is better to keep quiet. Correa has 

the power, because the top of the military is on his side’ (E35). The autocratic confrontation of dissent 

(Friant and Langmore 2015, 69), is countered by a government politician explaining: ‘The government is 

trying everything they can to create a public dialogue and is trying to socialize what they do, all the 

benefits that will come with what they do. The government will try to persuade the people with 

whatever program they need until people are conscious of the benefits they are getting’(E20). 

 

On the indigenous movement: ‘Correa divided the indigenous movement’ (E21, E4, E26; Lalander 2014, 

157), ‘by developing an individual citizen relationship between the individual and the state, and not with 

the communities’ (E26). ‘It is a liberal state (...) an individual citizen’s relationship with the state; it is an 

individualistic perspective and not a communitarian perspective. We have never achieved a nation state 

in Ecuador’ (E26). ‘They are socializing the concept of Buen Vivir from the position of state power (…). 
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The result is that people have a totally distorted view of Buen Vivir (...). It is affecting us a lot and also 

our historic struggle. Instead of Sumak Kawsay we have Correa’s vision of the indigenous’ (E25). The 

Achuar confirm: ‘There is a lot of discussion in the (Achuar) Congress, because two of our leaders are of 

Allianza Paiz (the president and vice president) and six of Pachakutik (the opposition party) (...). The 

Achuar nation is now divided (…). We are a warrior nation, when we have meetings and it doesn’t work 

out, we start fighting (...). We have to do a big call to the Achuar nation to have a dialogue’ (E27). The 

Quecha from the Amazon have the same worries: ‘Correa is dividing the CONFENAIE310. He is using 

money to buy votes and he is doing that with all organizations’(E35). ‘The government is trying to 

dissolve all indigenous organizations as well as the NGOs that support the nations like the Pachamama 

foundation’ (E14, E27). A student admits: ‘There are also conflicts within social movements which make 

them less effective in their protest: Intergenerational; Marxist left versus ecologist and feminists; 

Amazonians versus mountain indigenous, afro and montubio; political parties such as Pachakutik versus 

people on the ground, doctors, teachers etc.’ (E24). ‘People are getting tired with the arrogant 

governing style of Correa’ (E4). ‘The story of Ecuador needs to be told to the outside world’ (E3). ‘Correa 

said in the ‘sabatina’, the national conference every Saturday, that if you are against development and 

oil extraction, then there will be no funding for your area for education, health, roads etc.’ (E14). ‘The 

president calls us (Yasuni) delinquents and vulgar people. What is the effect of that? It is intended to 

divide the movement’ (E24). ‘We have a happiness ministry, but what (the minister of Buen Vivir) Fredi 

Ehlers does is in contradiction with what the government is doing structurally, so what does it really 

mean?’ (E24). According to the government: ‘They don’t want to dialogue, we have a democracy, but 

they don’t make use of it’ (E19). ‘Now it is either yes or no, we need something in the middle’ (E16). 

‘Now the indigenous have almost everything they want, health and education. CONAIE has more 

political interests’ (E20). 

On decentralization: Decentralization is hampered by conflicts over mining: ‘Some local governments 

have forbidden mining in their area’ (E8). Overall, however, conflicts over jurisdiction erupt, as the ‘State 

has total control of natural resources’ (art. 1 Constitution) (E8). Certain local initiatives practice Buen 

Vivir: Llanchama (Yasuni, Amazon) introduced regulations based on indigenous justice, as part of the 

environmental management plan, obligatory in biodiversity hotspots (E8). Furthermore, ‘There was a 

local resolution to forbid the use of Coca Cola, because it causes garbage, the food content has a lot of 

sugar (...). Coca Cola is a symbol of a culture, and it affects our food sovereignty by replacing local 

beverages’ (E8). ‘Communities like Sarayaku in the Amazon are trying to apply the community lifestyle, 

they practice Buen Vivir’ (E6).  

On plurinationality: ‘A norm which is not implemented’ (E7). ‘We are still a long way for achievement of 

that; it is recognized in the Constitution, but it is a slogan only’ (E25). ‘In reality there is no 

plurinationality in Ecuador, not in the control of resources, not in education and limited in culture’ (see 

below) (E26). One of the problems is the lack of control of resources by local (indigenous) communities: 

                                                             
310 Confederación de Nacionalidades Indigenas de la Amazonia Ecuatoriana. 
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Land as in topsoil (‘suelo’) is under local government control311, but this conflicts with the government’s 

subsoil mining rights (art. 408, Constitution ‘substances whose nature is different from that of the soil’) 

which is why the government wants to change the constitutional provision (E4). An indigenous 

government politician defines plurinationality in a limited way, coming closer to interculturality: ‘We 

need to respect the interrelationship of all and develop public policies around the nationalities of 

different parts of the country and create spaces and programs to interact’ (E20). Regarding territorial 

control, an essential part of plurinatinality, a lot depends on the local chief: ‘It is dependent on how the 

chiefs manage their territory and manage their relation with the enterprises, they may be (…) bad, when 

it comes to a representative who (...) is working for his own interests, leaving his own people and selling 

their territories. It has happened in the Amazon, many people lost their territory and have nowhere to 

live and lost what they had’ (E20). The Achuar point to a one-way adaptation of the indigenous to 

Western ways when it comes to interculturality: ‘When the government ministers go to the jungle, they 

don’t want to live like us, but when we come to the city, we adapt (...), we do live interculturality, they 

talk, don’t live it’ (E27). 

 

On intercultural legal plurism: ‘We need interculturality and legal pluralism, but this is not happening in 

law school or theory. There is no effort to understand indigenous institutions, if you check the books on 

constitutional law. The law is still regarded as the state law; the constitutional court thinks it is the 

ultimate decision maker in what the Constitution is. They don’t consider the many other authorities who 

have constitutional power and how they see it, what Sumak Kawsay means. In an intercultural 

perspective you can have different elements to understand the meaning. The concept of pachamama 

forces us to talk with the indigenous authorities, but this is not happening. There is also no indigenous 

person in the constitutional court. We have it in the first part of the Constitution, but the rest has 

nothing plurinational, e.g. the parliament is based on individual citizenship. The division of power is the 

traditional liberal democracy way of organizing power. There are two personalities in the Constitution, 

but this also reflects what we are’ (E7). 

 

On culture on the positive side, interviewees admit: ‘Buen Vivir changed the culture, by even using the 

word Buen Vivir, people start to look what it is and start to investigate themselves how to change their 

life and what good living means to them. Using an indigenous word, Sumak Kawsay, is important’ (E11). 

‘The Constitution is important in a cultural sense, now people are more sensitive to nature (...) in the 

end it’s more culture that is important than the law ‘(E8). On the negative side, people complain: ‘Sumak 

Kawsay as a cultural concept is only the right to express different customs, folklore and values; it is not a 

political concept nor an anti-colonial one’(E26). ‘The indigenous plurinationality is an anti-colonial 

perspective of interculturality; in the Constitution (...) the classical liberal multicultural communitarian 

idea is dominant’ (E17). ‘Sumak Kawsay is about quality of life, the respect for cultural freedom, the 

                                                             
311 The law on territorial organization, autonomy and decentralization, COOTAD, art. 55 (sub a and b) stipulates 
exclusive local government authority over the soil (Codigo Organica de Organizacion Territorial, Autonomia y 
Descentralizacion (AME= association of municipalities), http://www.ame.gob.ec/ame/pdf/cootad_2012.pdf). 

 

 

http://www.ame.gob.ec/ame/pdf/cootad_2012.pdf
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government doesn’t respect our freedom of expression and our freedom to protest (…). The 

government doesn’t do recording and keeping track of our cultures, they just do it in some communities 

for political reasons, but not systematically’ (E32). And entire cultures/peoples are disappearing, leading 

some to say: ‘There is systematic genocide in the Amazon rainforest’ (E24), for example due to the 

Texaco oil spill in Lago Agrio: ‘In 1975 until 1979 my grandpa was in touch with the Tete people, but no-

one has seen them again. They disappeared’ (E38). ‘The Yasuni exploration will amount ethnocide as 

they call it, but is an euphemism for genocide of uncontacted people’ (E24). ‘In the Yasuni park there are 

2 uncontacted people belonging to the Huarani nation, the Taromenane and the Tagaeri (...). The impact 

of the project is devastating for them. The precautionary principle should be enacted’ (E1). Oil winning 

in Yasuni furthermore ’violates art. 57 of the Constitution (‘The territories of the peoples living in 

voluntary isolation are an irreducible and intangible ancestral possession and all forms of extractive 

activities shall be forbidden there’) as well as art. 425 (respect for international law) juncto ILO 

Convention 169 (art. 6 right to consultation) (E1).  

On education the disappointment is perhaps the most severe: ‘There is a recognition of intercultural 

education, but only at a conceptual level; in practice the millennium schools are traditional schools in 

content, which give the state control over education and thereby the indigenous autonomy disappears’ 

(E26). ‘It is taking children out of their culture (...). Spanish, Quecha and Shuar are the official languages, 

but there is no obligation to learn Quecha (...). Correa is destroying indigenous education; we had 

schools in the community with a native teacher and in their language; now the children have to move 

from their communities’ (E21). ’Intercultural education was one of the most important achievements of 

the 1990’s of the indigenous movement’ (E24, E25), ‘with all the flaws that it had (...). Correa is making a 

historical mistake’ (E25). ‘The (newly established traditional) Yachai universities have nothing to do with 

the indigenous, only the name is; it is millennium university’ (E21; E19). ‘The government threw away 

the old textbooks in 2005, which were written by the indigenous movement and funded by the Germans 

(...); the content of the textbooks now promotes that you have to live in the city and not in nature; the 

vision of (living on the) land, agriculture and rural life is not the idea of development’ (E24). ‘It is totally 

wrong to homogenize everyone into the same system’ (E25).  

Some point at mistakes by the indigenous themselves: ‘In practice intercultural education never 

functioned and now the bilingual education is disappearing (...). CONAIE lost the opportunity to 

implement a true indigenous school system and the government took advantage from that failure (…). 

There is an elite in CONAIE that is struggling for power inside the state, they lost contact with the 

demands of the basis of the communities (...). They mal-represent me’ (E26), an indigenous academic 

contends. The Achuar disagrees with this analysis: ‘We did many things to strengthen the culture, the 

handicrafts and tradition in our bilingual education, we had to make our own curriculum for that; but 

today we don’t have the possibility for that, because everything is unified by the government (...); they 

have closed all community schools (...). We are now working with the university in Puyo on the idea of 

inserting all traditions and ancestral knowledge in the university studies (...). What we want is degrees 

that are relevant for us (...). The government has changed the curriculum of the schools and has not 

included any of our culture in it’ (E27). An education ministry official, responsible for intercultural 

education, admits: ‘We are doing nothing, only a discourse. There is not one book for children in an 
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indigenous language in this ministry. Until 2009 we published books in Quecha for schools, together 

with CONAIE (...). Maybe some teachers teach Quecha, but not as an official subject (...). There was no 

word of plurinationality in the Constitution before, but we were making it, now we have the word in the 

Constitution, but we have removed the rights. It is symbolic appropriation (…). We are here only for 

celebration’ (in the ministry of education) (E33). ‘The kids should learn how to harvest and about the 

plants and animals (…). It humanizes us to see how a plant grows, a computer doesn’t, it is also 

important, but it doesn’t teach us values. The robot view is everywhere’ (E33). Others confirm that: 

‘Bilingual education has been eliminated’ (E28, E30). ‘The traditional schools were widespread and had a 

strong link with the community, now the communities are not involved in activities of the schools’ (E6). 

‘Only 1% (of students) in the university are indigenous, because of (...) the paperwork needed and the 

money and language barriers; the government needs to open Quecha universities’ (E32). ‘The priorities 

now are Spanish, better quality education, technology, computer skills and English’ (E36). The 

government, however, stresses the advantage of economies of scale: ‘In the community schools there 

was only one teacher for many subjects and we had to mix different students from different levels of 

education’ (E20). 

On healthcare: ‘The social programs are not reaching the field, that means in practice we don’t have the 

right to health; there are few health services and public services, there is poor coverage (...). We have 

medicinal plants and it helps us for 60%’ (E32). ‘In general for indigenous people the shaman is the 

doctor, it is important to protect traditional knowledge, but now there is an exploitation of indigenous 

knowledge’ (E25). ‘There is no respect for indigenous health, health services are based on a western 

structure, they only use indigenous health politically; there is no deep investigation of indigenous health 

or implementation of that wisdom in hospitals’ (E32, E6). The Quecha in the Amazon explain their 

traditional practices as follows: ‘We drink ahuasca to heal people. First you see the spirits of the trees 

and of the ahuasca tree and you make connection with them. Then the next time you see other things, 

for example (...) I saw my totem animals, my spirit guides. Then later you can heal other people when 

you have drunk ahuasca. It is a like a ladder, there are many scales of drinking ahuasca’ (E29). The 

shaman explains that healing through ahuasca ‘takes a lot of preparation: You cannot eat pork meat or 

salt, drink alcohol and have sex one month before you do the ayahuascsa ritual (...), only then you will 

have clear visions’ (E29).  

 

On gender policies: ‘In the Constitution and the law women have all the rights, but it is difficult to 

respect those rights in practice. It is necessary to change the mindset (…). In the Assembly there are 

many women, but they are ordered around; what they think is not really important’(E11). One of the 

government measures was that social security was accorded for women doing housework. This, 

however, created its own problems ‘Because for the woman to receive the social benefit a family 

member like the children or other (...) has to pay for her to receive it. If they can’t pay, then the 

government goes after them. That’s the law. So it brings the money of families in a motional circle and it 

causes a lot of emotional stress in the family. The idea was to put women in a better place, but it did not 

happen’ (E11). ‘Housewives have social security now, but they have no unemployment insurance, plus 

the healthcare insurance is only for workers not for the child or the wife. The status of women has not 

improved, they are very vulnerable’ (E3). During the constitutional debate, ‘the women’s issue didn’t 
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appear within the plurinationality debate or even in the Sumak Kawsay debate, it didn’t get the place it 

deserved’ (E15). In the traditional understanding: ‘With man and woman there is complementarity, not 

dispute (E28, E15). This concept of gender is also geared to de-constructing patriarchy and questions the 

authoritarian style of government of Correa (E28; see also Vega-Ugalde 2014;). However, the women’s 

movement was weakened by cooptation and dispersion (Vega-Ugalde 2015, 85). ‘In 2004 a very strong 

women’s group existed: They said we are not looking for complementarity with subordination; love and 

violence cannot be complementary was their slogan’ (E15).  

 

On tools of implementing Buen Vivir: The Constitution and national plans are the main instruments. 

There are no specific Buen Vivir screening tools; the government is working on an index after exchanges 

with Bhutan (E12, E14); not all are in favor of an index: ‘We need to understand the basic principles first. 

Then we can build an index, we need multiple indexes that reflect reality’ (E1). Planning ministry 

‘senplades’ is ‘cooperating with all ministries and doing monitoring on goals and indicators; every year 

we have a report with the indicators reached. Twice a year a national planning council where we 

evaluate the results’ (E9). ‘We are proposing new ways to measure Buen Vivir in the national institution 

of statistics in Ecuador (…); we can influence the regional level and then we can influence the SDGs’ (E9). 

Furthermore there is the Buen vivir Ministry: ‘The Buen Vivir ministry works on changing attitudes - we 

need to change the mindset within ourselves - through value education, television and meditation 

within ministries (E12). However, the ministry ‘is not seen very well by the majority of the country, even 

within the Correa group’ (E14).  

 

Critics label the first national plan as the most progressive (‘it goes up to the stars as a philosophy; they 

review everything from the basis’, E15) and then see a successive dilution of Buen Vivir (E1, E7, E15). 

‘The way the government understands Buen Vivir is access to services; it’s an instrument for public 

policies’ (E15). A government official admits: ‘The cyclical idea is not there in the political arena, we are 

still thinking in linear development’ (E9). And justifies extractivism with: ‘People are demanding services 

from us and we need to pay the bureaucracy (...); where do we get the money for the dignity of living?’ 

(E12). The government therefore sees the main challenge as ‘to coordinate between the local and 

national government’ (E9) (as local government often opposes extractivism). 

Nevertheless the President during a lecture on Buen Vivir in Tokyo in 2010 talked about the danger of 

consumerism, exploitation of labor, solving the financial crisis by creating extra liquidity. ‘The concept of 

wealth will change (…) development cannot be pursued as it was in the past. That concept may have 

been wrong: Development was not defined correctly.’ The contradiction becomes painfully clear when 

the President while stating that Ecuador is striving at becoming a middle income country and stable 

enough for more investments, at the same time declared that: ‘The Andean people developed in 

harmony with nature, not by ‘having more’. That was ‘development’ in ancient times’ (Correa 2010). An 

extensive critical analysis of the Correa government is given in ‘El Correismo al Desnudo’ by (22) various 

authors (Quito: Montecristi Vive, 2013).  
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14.4.4 Conclusion 

Buen Vivir is extensively applied at the legislative level, mainly in the Constitution, at executive level in 

policy plans and by the courts in jurisprudence, with mixed results, mainly depending on the economic 

impact of the contested (mining or oil) projects (the bigger the project the less triumph of the rights of 

nature). The social (redistribution) dimension of Buen Vivir in those cases takes precedence over the 

biocentric dimension of Buen Vivir; thereby it seems to defeat the central tenet of Sumak Kawsay. 

Nevertheless the rights of nature jurisprudence sets interesting precedents for a new approach to 

nature protection, with a wider jurisdiction and regardless of personal damage of the applicant. For an 

overview of cases see Table 8.7.  

Criticism at policy implementation centers around there not being any structural change in the economy 

which depends on revenues from mining and oil, nature protection taking second place and social 

security creating dependency; community cooperatives being de facto dismantled; lack of respect for 

the separation of powers; ineffective decentralization with control of resources in government’s hands; 

de facto abolition of the intercultural education system; lack of true integration of indigenous medicine; 

lack of understanding of indigenous justice; cooptation and dispersion of both the indigenous and 

women’s movement. 

14.5 How is Buen Vivir applied in foreign policy? 

14.5.1 Geostrategy  

Promoting good living internationally is an active goal of foreign policy, enshrined in the Constitution: 

‘(…) promote Latin American integration and boost strategic insertion [of the development structure 

based on Sumak Kawsay] into the global context, which contributes to peace and a democratic, 

equitable world system’ (art. 276 sub5). International relations get three chapters in the Constitution 

dealing with principles, international treaties and Latin American integration (see Table 14.17). Art. 423 

of the Constitution aims to break existing political-economic realities by formulating the alternative of 

Latin American integration (Government of Ecuador 2013).  
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Table 14.17 Buen Vivir and foreign policy 

Art. Constitutional Provision 

 
416 

TITLE VIII INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS CHAPTER ONE- Principles governing international relations 
Ecuador’s relations with the international community shall respond to the interests of the Ecuadorian people, to 
which those persons in charge of these relations and their executors shall be held accountable, and as a result:  
1. It proclaims the Independence and legal equality of the States, peaceful coexistence, and the self-determination of 
the people, as well as cooperation, integration, and solidarity. 
2. It advocates the peaceful settlement of disputes and international conflicts and rejects the use of threats and 
force to settle the above. 
3. It condemns the interference of States in the domestic affairs of other States and any kind of intervention, 
whether armed raids, aggression, occupation or economic or military blockade. 
4. It promotes peace and universal disarmament; it condemns the development and use of weapons of mass 
destruction and the imposition of bases or facilities for military purposes by certain States on the territory of others. 
5. It recognizes the rights of the various peoples living together in the States, especially the right to promote 
mechanisms that express, preserve, and protect the diverse character of their societies and rejects racism, 
xenophobia and all forms of discrimination. 
6. It advocates the principle of universal citizenship, the free movement of all inhabitants of the planet, and the 
progressive extinction of the status of alien or foreigner as an element to transform the unequal relations between 
countries, especially those between North and South. 
7. It demands observance of human rights, especially the rights of migrant persons, and promotes their full 
enjoyment by complying with the obligations pledged with the signing of international human rights instruments. 
8. It condemns all forms of imperialism, colonialism, and neocolonialism and recognizes the right of peoples to resist 
and free themselves from all forms of oppression. 
9. It recognizes international law as a standard of conduct and calls for the democratization of international 
institutions and the equitable participation of States inside these institutions. 
10. It promotes the establishment of a multipolar global order with the active participation of regional economic and 
political blocs and the strengthening of horizontal ties to build a fair, democratic, jointly supportive, diverse and 
intercultural world. 
11. It promotes as a priority the political, cultural, and economic integration of the Andean Region, South America, 
and Latin America. 
12. It fosters a new trade and investment system among States, one that is based on justice, solidarity, 
complementariness, the creation of international mechanisms to monitor multinational corporations and the 
establishment of an international financial system that is fair, transparent and equitable. It rejects converting 
disputes with foreign private companies into conflicts between States. 
13. It promotes the creation, ratification, and enforcement of international instruments for the conservation and 
regeneration of the life cycles of the planet and biosphere. 

 
417 
 
 
 
 
418 
 
 
 
  
419  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER TWO International treaties and instruments 
The international treaties ratified by Ecuador shall be subject to the provisions set forth in the Constitution. In the 
case of treaties and other international instruments for human rights, principles for the benefit of the human being, 
the nonrestriction of rights, direct applicability, and the open clause as set forth in the Constitution shall be applied. 
 
The President is responsible for signing or ratifying treaties and other international instruments. The President of the 
Republic shall inform the National Assembly immediately of all the treaties he/she signs, with a precise description of 
its nature and content. A treaty can only be ratified for its subsequent clearance or deposit, ten days after the 
Assembly has been notified of it. 
 
The ratification or denunciation of international treaties shall require prior approval by the National Assembly in the 
following cases:  
1. When referring to territorial or border delimitation matters. 
2. When forging political or military alliances. 
3. When they involve a commitment to enact, amend or repeal a law. 
4. When they refer to the rights and guarantees provided for in the Constitution. 
5. When they bind the State’s economic policy in its National Development Plan to conditions of international 
financial institutions or transnational companies. 
6. When they commit the country to integration and trade agreements. 
7. When they attribute powers of a domestic legal nature to an international or supranational organization. 
8. When they compromise the country’s natural heritage and especially its water, biodiversity and genetic assets. 
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Art. Constitutional Provision 

 
420 
 
 
 
 
421  
 

The ratification of treaties can be requested by referendum, citizen initiative or the President of the Republic. 
Denunciation of a treaty that has been adopted shall pertain to the President of the Republic. In the event of 
denunciation of a treaty adopted by the citizenry in a referendum, the same procedure that adopted the treaty shall 
be required. 
 
The application of international trade instruments shall not undermine, either directly or indirectly, the right to 
health, access to medicine, inputs, services or scientific and technological breakthroughs. 
Article 422. Treaties or international instruments where the Ecuadorian State yields its sovereign jurisdiction to 
international arbitration entities in disputes involving contracts or trade between the State and natural persons or 
legal entities cannot be entered into. 
The treaties and international instruments that provide for the settlement of disputes between States and citizens in 
Latin America by regional arbitration entities or by jurisdictional organizations designated by the signatory countries 
are exempt from this prohibition. Judges of the States that, as such or their nationals, are part of the dispute cannot 
intervene in the above. 
In the case of disputes involving the foreign debt, the Ecuadorian State shall promote arbitration solutions on the 
basis of the origin of the debt and subject to the principles of transparency, equity, and international justice. 

 
423 

CHAPTER THREE Latin American integration 
Integration, especially with Latin American and Caribbean countries, shall be a strategic objective of the State. In all 
integration bodies and processes, the Ecuadorian State shall pledge:  
1. To promote economic, equitable, joint and united, and mutually supportive integration; productive, financial, and 
monetary unity; the adoption of a common international economic policy; the fostering of compensatory policies to 
overcome regional asymmetries; and regional trade, with emphasis on goods with a high added value. 
2. To promote joint strategies for the sustainable management of natural assets, especially the regulation of 
extraction activities; sustainable energy cooperation and complementation; the conservation of biodiversity, 
ecosystems, and water; research, scientific development and exchange of knowledge and technology; and the 
implementation of coordinated food sovereignty strategies. 
3. To strengthen the harmonization of national laws, with emphasis on labor, migratory, border, environmental, 
social, educational, cultural and public health rights and systems, in accordance with the principles of progressivity 
and non-regressivity. 
4. To protect and promote cultural diversity, the exercise of interculturalism, the preservation of the cultural 
heritage and common memory of Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as the establishment of communication 
networks and a common market for cultural industries. 
5. To propitiate the creation of Latin American and Caribbean citizenship; the free circulation of persons in the 
region; the implementation of policies that guarantee human rights of the people living along borders and refugees; 
and the common protection of Latin American and Caribbean citizens in countries of migratory transit and 
destination. 
6. To promote a common defense policy that consolidates a strategic alliance to strengthen the sovereignty of the 
countries and the region. 
7. To favor the consolidation of supranational organizations comprised of the States of Latin America and the 
Caribbean, as well as the signing of treaties and other international instruments for regional integration. 

 
The ‘Plan de Desarollo’ 2009-2013 (Government of Ecuador (GoE), 2009) states that the main purpose of 

the Ecuadorian foreign policy is promotion of its endogenous development through redefining its 

international relations, engaging different stakeholders in a strategic fashion (p. 61). It is geared at 

‘restructuring the patterns of capital accumulation, distribution and redistribution’ in alliance with the 

‘new international order’ that Ecuador pursues, favoring a multi polar world and multilateralism (p. 61) 

and a ‘new international financial architecture’ (p. 62). Latin American integration is a starting point for 

this goal (p. 61). This is reiterated in the Plan for 2013-2017 (GoE 2013). National objective for good 

living 5 (2009; in 2013 goal 12) is to ‘guarantee sovereignty and peace and Ecuador’s strategic insertion 

into the world and Latin American integration’ (GoE 2009, 78; 2013, 86).  
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Ecuador seeks to establish a new concept of sovereignty. It repeats the constitutional need for food, 

energy, economic and financial sovereignty as well as recovering media space (‘radio-electric spectrum’) 

for intercultural content (GoE 2009, 79).  

Ecuador seeks to establish a new concept of identity. It stresses self-determination of peoples and 

rejects mixed ‘mestizo’ identity (GoE 2009, 79; 2013, 86). It stipulates that nationality, democracy and 

representation need to be redefined in light of the arbitrary borders of the past and the desirability of 

Latin American integration (GoE 2009, 105). It speaks of ‘the Andean region where borders must be part 

of a peaceful dialogue’ (GoE 2009, 105) and creating ‘border societies’ with a ‘bi-national co-

responsibility’ and a ‘shared dynamic for the good living’ (GoE 2013, 86). 

Ecuador aims at a new concept of integration. The ‘Union of South American Nations’ (UNASUR), 

Organization of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) and the ‘Alianza Bolivariana para los 

Pueblos de Nuestra América (Bolivarian Alliance for the peoples of our Americas)’ (ALBA) seek to break 

Northern dominance and strengthen South-South solidarity; therefore it is an objective of foreign policy 

and not merely aimed at economic integration (GoE 2009, 105; 2013, 86-87). Sovereignty and 

integration are seen as mutually reinforcing, the former in enabling commitments and self-

determination for people, the latter in making a new economic structure possible (GoE 2013, 86). 

However, its chief aim was not promoting Buen Vivir; ALBA was strongly dependent on (extractivist) 

Venezuela; with the death of Chavez and rapprochement of Cuba to the USA the initiative collapsed 

(E6). 

Ecuador seeks a new global governance with new international institutions responsive to people rather 

than private corporations. These need to reflect human, social and collective rights and the rights of 

nature as well as democracy in the Latin American region (GoE 2013, 86). Together with South Africa it 

tabled a resolution on transnational companies and human rights to develop a legally binding 

instrument (A/HRC/26/L.22/Rev.1 , adopted June 2014).312However, an official admits: ‘I was posted at 

the WTO, nobody was talking about Sumak Kawsay there’ (E34). Domestically Ecuador seeks to diversify 

its export markets (destination and supply) for which it needs fair international institutions (GoE 2013, 

86). International cooperation is therefore complementary to sovereignty (GoE 2013, 86). Furthermore 

it seeks a global leadership role in promoting a new development paradigm (e.g. of altering 

environmental-society relations through the Yasuni-ITT strategy) (GoE 2009, 105), though in recent 

years no longer promoted.  

Independence and financial power is built through (a) the Bank of the South (b) Common Reserve Fund 

of the South (c) the Unified System for Regional Compensation (SUCRE) (electronic allocations to 

minimize regional trade transaction costs) (GoE 2013, 33). 

It seeks project financing from strategic partners mainly in the BRIC group: Brazil, Russia, China and Iran. 

(GoE 2013, 33) 

Ecuador sets very specific quantified objectives to reach these goals (GoE 2009, 79; 2013, 87).  

                                                             
312 http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/26/L.22/Rev.1.  

http://ap.ohchr.org/documents/dpage_e.aspx?si=A/HRC/26/L.22/Rev.1
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Table 14.18 Foreign policy goals 

2013-2017 Goal 12 2009-2013 Goal 5 

12.1 To deepen solidarity and complementarity 

integration processes , with Latin 

America and the Caribbean.  

5.5. To promote our integration with Latin 

America and the Caribbean. 

 

12.2 To promote the construction of a new 

democratic multilateralism, on the basis 

of solidary, sovereign, peaceful relations 

among States.  

-text at 61. 

 

 

 

12.3 To deepen strategic and sovereign trade 

policy, articulated upon the economic 

and social development of the country. 

-see 5.3 below. 

 

12.4 To consolidate the New Regional Financial 

Architecture.  

-text at 61. 

 

12.5 To preserve the State’s territorial integrity 

and its sovereignties, within the strict 

respect for human rights.  

 

5.1. To exercise sovereignty and to foster the 

peaceful coexistence of people in a culture 

of peace. 

5.2. To defend territorial integrity and the 

State’s sovereign rights. 

 

12.6 To reinforce borderline relations geared to 

ensuring the peoples’ full exercise of their 

rights. 

-text at 105. 

12.7 To consolidate a sovereign management 

of international cooperation, in line 

with transformation of the productive 

structure and strengthening of South- 

South cooperation.  

 

5.4. To foster political dialogue and sovereign 

negotiations in international cooperation 

and economic relations. 

5.6. To promote sovereign, strategic and complementary 

foreign relations with a frame - 

work of mutual solidarity. 

 

-text at 27, 79, 108 (national policy). 5.3. To reduce the vulnerability caused by 

dependence on external sources of food 

and energy. 

-text at 67 (national policy). 5.7. To combat organized transnational crime 

in all its expressions. 

Source: National Development Plans 2013-2017 and 2009-2013 

Compared to the Plan 2013-2017 (Government of Ecuador 2013) the earlier 2009 text has some more 

emphasis on sovereignty, which also becomes clear from the goals (Table 14.18). Organized crime fight, 

food and energy sovereignty have disappeared as foreign policy goals, but remained as national policy 

goals. The emphasis in 2013 has shifted to new global governance institutions. In 2013 recovering of 

media space is omitted. 

In sum foreign policy is an extension of Buen Vivir in all its aspects. It earned the government a much 

more important role in the region than before (E3) and improved its image abroad (E1), though many 

people, including at the activist and academic level, are not aware that Buen Vivir includes a foreign 

policy or integrationist dimension (E2, E4, E6, E14, E25, E26, E31, E34, E41) or are of the opinion that 

‘regional integration does not represent Buen Vivir at all’ (E6, E7), ‘The President has neither mentioned 
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nor explained this to the public’(E4). Some say social movements can work at it (E7, E8). According to 

critics, Ecuador is mainly increasing its dependence on China, as a financer of mining projects, and its 

allies (e.g. former dictator Gaddafi in Libya and Assad in Syria) as well as with Iran. South-South 

collaboration has become ‘South-East dependence’, with $9billion in loans from China to cover budget 

deficits as well as funding for the biggest hydro-electric power project and petrochemical plant (Zorrilla 

2012a). However, ‘in France, Germany, Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Venezuela (...) in all these countries 

buen vivir has been noted and recognized’ (E14). 

14.5.2 Policy towards donors 

The word ‘donor’ does not feature in both National Plans, which is in line with Ecuador’s strive for 

independence, sovereignty and freeing itself from all ‘imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonialism’ (2013, 

27) and ‘dependence’ (GoE 2009, 79). However, it also states that international cooperation is in line 

with its good living policies as it strengthens its independence through remodeling global governance 

(GoE 2013, 86). The government confirms that donors need to adhere to the national plans, conditions 

for loans are not accepted: ‘We don’t want your help otherwise; also with China we put conditions for 

workers that have to be from Ecuador, a minimum salary, social security and an environmental impact 

license’(E9). Ecuador halted cooperation with Germany and USA for reasons of sovereignty.313 

The failure of securing funds for the Yasuni-ITT project demonstrated the government’s lack of tools and 

instruments to implement Buen Vivir. ‘The government had an advantage with Buen Vivir and its 

beautiful Constitution, which gave it a positive image abroad, but after the Yasuni initiative failed, their 

image went down’ (E1).  

The government has established international cooperation with countries who are interested in Buen 

Vivir like El Salvador (E9). As president (2015) of REDEPLAN (the coordination of planning institutes 

regionally in 12 countries), Ecuador positioned Buen Vivir principles and as president of CELAC (2015), it 

promoted different indicators for the region; CELAC’s agenda is the basis for SDG implementation (E9). 

Academia and civil society see regional cooperation as a way to ‘promote alternatives to development 

and rescue the positive of Buen Vivir’ (E6).  

14.5.3 New development paradigm: harmony with nature resolution 

A new development paradigm ‘Living well in harmony with Nature’ is called for in 2009, when the UN 

adopted its first resolution on harmony with nature and proclaimed International Mother Earth Day (22 

April) convening experts314; establishing UNSG Harmony with Nature yearly reports. In December 2015 

UN resolution 69/224 (2014) called for a need for statistics in the three dimensions of sustainability and 

broader measures of progress; and for a holistic conceptualization of new approaches. The draft tabled 

by Bolivia (A/C2/69/L34, November 2014) also noted that ‘the use of the term ‘Mother Earth’ has 

obtained wider recognition.’ The draft clearly establishes a demand for its own worldview and others to 

learn from it: ‘Recognizing that earth science has evolved from a Cartesian cause-effect duality science 

into a holistic worldview (...) in the light of interconnections among people and nature’ (para’s omitted 

from final resolution). The draft also called for ‘(…) more frugal living, less waste and more equitable 

                                                             
313 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ecuador-germany-idUSKBN0JX2EA20141219.  
314 http://www.harmonywithnatureun.org/.  

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-ecuador-germany-idUSKBN0JX2EA20141219
http://www.harmonywithnatureun.org/
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sharing’; ‘(...) symbiotic connection between humans and nature (...) to look at the earth as a holistic 

system, in which no single element takes precedence over another, a system that is indivisible in an 

endless continuum and that scientists have named Earth system science.’; ‘the need to move from 

anthropocentric to non-anthropocentric principles in which nature is no longer treated as a commodity 

(...)’ (omitted para’s). Preserved was the para: ‘to promote harmony with Mother Earth as found in 

indigenous cultures and learn from them (...)’. The (final) resolution considers also ‘that Mother Earth is 

the source of all life and nourishment and an indivisible living community of interrelated and 

interdependent human beings.’; ‘(...) lead to efforts to restore the health and integrity of the Earth’s 

ecosystems.’  

14.6 How is Buen Vivir reflected in the SDGs? 

14.6.1 SDG negotiations: process 

How is Buen Vivir applied in SDG negotiations? This paragraph will give an overview of the statements of 

Ecuador, individually and in cooperation with others, in the UN Open Working Group (OWG) on 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) working group in New York. Most of its statements were 

delivered by the Troika with Argentina and Bolivia of which it was part, which sheds some light on Latin 

American priorities in general. With other countries, ‘We did not have an alliance on the SDGs 

negotiations (...), but now we are working together since almost a year with Bhutan’ (E12). Ecuador 

aligned itself with the G77.  

 

Ecuador also organized two national consultations on Localizing the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

(with Italy and Ghana); and on Culture and Development (with Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mali, Morocco 

and Serbia) (UNESCO, UNDP, UNFPA, 2015, 100-102). The latter called for ‘culture as a pillar of 

sustainable development’ (as the key component, not just a transversal axis), eradication of 

‘discrimination and racism’ (diversity, inclusiveness, gender), assessing ‘the different visions of 

development’ (alternative to development). 

14.6.1.1 Ecuador 

Ecuador made only one individual statement at the opening session of the OWG. In its first intervention 

Ecuador highlighted that the balance of the past 20 years of sustainable development efforts since Rio 

‘was not encouraging: We agree that the problems of poverty persist and have worsened’, including in 

‘developed’ countries due to the economic and financial crisis. The statement highlights: 

 Reunion in relations society - economy - nature, ‘good life’ (Buen Vivir); 

 Reminding of Universal Declaration Rights of Nature (reflected in the Ecuadorian Constitution);  

 New financial architecture; 

 New metric measuring multidimensional poverty needed; 

 Reformulate the concept of sustainable development, incorporating culture as fourth pillar of 

sustainable development: ‘Re-encounter and value of our identities, because a developing 

identity is not what we want, not what we deserve.’ And ‘because we believe that culture is the 

coordinating dimension of civilizational change that humanity demands at this time’; 

 Sustainable consumption patterns; 
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 Promote new ways to produce, consume and organize life and living; 

 Take into account regional, national and local particularities; 

 External debt renegotiation by Ecuador; 

 Non- renewables resources are jointly owned by Ecuadorians represented by the state; 

 Public investment is not subsidiary to development, but a powerful productive and 

redistributive instrument; 

 Energy sovereignty: 8 Hydroelectric projects that allow us to achieve this; 65% of energy by 

hydro generation in Ecuador in 2012, growth rate of 7.8% in 2011; 

 Inequality and redistribution of income: Ecuadorian Gini coefficient has fallen by 7 points from 

2006; in 2006 richest 10% was receiving 28 times more than the poorest 10%, in 2011 this gap 

was reduced by 10 times; income poverty reduced by 12 points between 2006 and 2012 (to 9%); 

 Tax policy increasing social security coverage; eliminated labor outsourcing (reducing job 

insecurity); 

 Depends all on ‘generation of capabilities, so we have increased access to education at all 

levels’ (OWG Republic of Ecuador 2013).  

14.6.1.2 Troika 

Generally the troika of Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina stressed principles of equity, social inclusion and 

realization of socio-economic rights, especially health, education, food and work as well as 

environmental care. And protecting people from economic instability and crisis. Alignment with 

G77+China speech delivered by Fiji of 1st, 3rd and 4th session (see Chapter 6 and Annex 13). Its troika 

interventions stressed the following priorities: 

On water and sanitation (3rd session): 

 Universal coverage for drinking water and sanitation; 

 Fair and equitable access to water; 

 Integrated water resource management; 

 Integrated watershed management; 

 Water sustainability; 

 Attention to water scarcity, drought, desertification (Gran Chaco Americano, Andean, Amazon) 

and role of climate change; 

 Community participation, bottom-up approaches, consensus building with regional and national 

levels; 

 Irrigation water for food; 

 Exploitation in harmony with the common good, environmental protection, social development, 

its cultural and social value; respect for Mother Earth; 

 No securization of water (too limited concept); 

 No privatization of water (higher costs, conflict-generating, coverage unsolved, no climate 

adaptation) (OWG Troika 2013a). 
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On work (4th session): 

 Employment as social inclusion factor and social right; socially inclusive production sectors; 

 Participation of disabled, elderly, youth, migrants, HIV/Aids patients, informal and unregistered 

workers; 

 Domestic work recognition; 

 Precarious agricultural work sector; 

 Child and girl exploitation (OWG Troika 2013c). 

On education (4th session) stated: 

 Technology, knowledge and innovation education alongside: 

 Mother earth education; 

 Comprehensive humanistic education; 

 Intercultural education as a cross cutting issue of sustainable development; 

 Access to ICT technology and media (OWG Troika 2013c). 

On culture (4th session): 

 Intrinsic value of culture, apart from market value, as dignifying humans; 

 Culture as the foundation of sustainable development; 

 Ancestral wisdom; 

 Cultural diversity, multiculturalism and cultural rights (antidiscrimination, antiracism, anti 

homogenization of cultures); 

 Respect for nature (OWG Troika 2013c). 

On health (4th session): 

 Reproductive health and sex education; 

 Mother and child care; Pre-post natal care; 

 Participation of disabled, elderly and people with catastrophic illness; 

 Gender equality; 

 Universal, free, fair, comprehensive health care; 

 Health Care, sensitive to Cultural diversity; 

 Substance abuse prevention; 

 Immunization; 

 Generic medicine availability; 

 Traditional medicine; 

 Nutritious diet (OWG Troika 2013b). 
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14.6.1.3 Indigenous groups 

Although Ecuador did not expressly align its statements with indigenous groups, its population largely 

consists of indigenous peoples. Its Constitution highlights principles that were also highlighted by the 

Indigenous Peoples (IP) Major Group. 

The Indigenous Peoples (IP) Major Group representing some 370 million people, roughly the size of the 

USA, (OWG 13th session statement (OWG IPMG 2014b), and the International Indian Treaty Council (at a 

special session) stated the importance of indigenous people’s issues during the 6th OWG session (OWG 

IMPG 2013), stressing: 

 Culture as fourth pillar of sustainable development; ensuring a holistic, identity and culturally 

sensitive approach and differential development; 

 Recognition of collective rights of indigenous people; 

 Local territorial management with local economies strengthening; 

 Recognition of UNDRIP and participation of the IP in implementation of the SDGs ; 

 Reference to the IP declaration on the Rio+20 summit315; the IP Major Group Statement of 9 

December 2013316 (With reference to UN Res 66/228 (The Future We Want, Rio +20 document); 

 Access to knowledge and science, especially for local (indigenous) communities;  

 Recognition of other knowledge systems; 

 Life cycle thinking; 

 Participation of IP in ICT (along the lines of seven recommendations in UNESCO report);317 

 Governance of Global Commons, as recognized in international law: high seas, atmosphere, 

Antarctica, outer space, plus recent additions of tropical rainforests and biodiversity; and 

proposing a broader definition of commons in education, science, information, peace 

(mentioned only at the special session with the co-chairs). 

Specifically it asked (11th OWG session; OWG IPMG 2014a): 

 Replacement of the $1.25 poverty target by a multidimensional well-being measurement (target 

1.1); 

 Recognition of collective rights of IP’s to land, property and other productive resources; 

 Recognition of traditional health (goal 3 on health); 

 Preventative health measures through education (goal 3); 

 Culturally appropriate education (goal 4 on education); 

 Deletion of education aligned with labor market needs (goal 4); 

 Recognition of traditional occupations as forms of employment (goal 8); 

 Insertion of ‘indigenous technology based on indigenous knowledge’ (goal 9); 

                                                             
315 http://www.iwgia.org/news/search-news?news_id=542.  
316

 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5583Indigenous.pdf.  
317 Indigenous Peoples, WSIS and Emerging Uses of ICT, http://unesco.org/images/0021/002197/219743e.pdf. 
 

http://www.iwgia.org/news/search-news?news_id=542
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/5583Indigenous.pdf
http://unesco.org/images/0021/002197/219743e.pdf
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 Addition to the Free Prior and Informed Consent principle of UNDRIP of the phrase ‘ensure 

inclusion of indigenous and local communities in decision making, and promote traditional 

knowledge of indigenous peoples’ (goal 15).  

At the final session the IP Major Group dismally concluded that most of the references to IP’s had been 

deleted by the instigation of some member states (OWG IPMG 2014b). Remaining references to IP’s are 

those in Goal 2 (as small scale food producers, ad 3) and Goal 4 (equal access for IP’s to education and 

vocational training, ad 5). Unfortunately, the IP Major Group was not even able to deliver its statement 

due to time constraints, a literal demonstration of its exclusion in the goal setting process. 

14.6.2 SDG negotiations: outcome 

Latin America made its mark on the SDGs very clearly, by introducing the indigenous term ‘mother 

earth’ and harmony with nature and a general mainstreaming of the environment throughout all goals.  

Table 14.19 gives specific references. 

 

Ecuador made the following reservations: 

-Reservation to target 12 C relating to energy: Phasing out of fossil fuel subsidies. This directly 

contradicts Ecuador’s Buen Vivir stance. The government admits that, but ‘the middle class has grown 

now with the policies of this government and is very critical’ (E9). 

-Interpretation of 5.6 in line with International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) 

(sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights), though unnecessary because mentioned in the 

text already. 

Table 14.19 Examples of Buen Vivir references in SDGs  

Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in SDG framework) 

 9. (…) ’Mother Earth’ is a common expression in a number of countries and regions. It was noted that some 
countries recognize the rights of nature in the context of the promotion of sustainable development. The 
conviction was affirmed that, in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental 
needs of present and future generations, it is necessary to promote harmony with nature. The natural and cultural 
diversity of the world was acknowledged, and it was recognized that all cultures and civilizations can contribute to 
sustainable development. 

 13. In the outcome document, it was reaffirmed that there are different approaches, visions, models and tools 
available to each country, (...) 

Goals 

 2.3 By 2030, double the agricultural productivity and incomes of small-scale food producers, in particular women, 
indigenous peoples, family farmers, pastoralists and fishers, including through secure and equal access to land, 
other productive resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets and opportunities for value addition 
and non-farm employment 

 2.5 genetic diversity of seeds (…) promote access to and fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the 
utilization of genetic resources and associated traditional knowledge 

 3.4 ‘by 2030 (…) promote mental health and well-being’ (Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for 
all at all ages) 

 4.5 equal access to all levels of education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with 
disabilities, indigenous peoples (…) 

 4.7 ‘By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development 
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Introduction (section IV), OWG Report (omitted in SDG framework) 

 5.4 Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through the provision of public services, infrastructure 
and social protection policies and the promotion of shared responsibility within the household and the family as 
nationally appropriate 

 6.b Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation 
management 

 8. Full and productive employment 

 8.9 By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes local 
culture and products 

 12. (and 8.4) Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

 12.8 By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have the relevant information and awareness for sustainable 
development and lifestyles in harmony with nature 
 

General 

 Inclusivity (SDG 4, 8, 9, 11, 16) 

 Social protection SDG 1.3, 5.4, 10.4)  

 Equality (SDG 10) and non-discrimination (SDG 5.1, 10.3, 16b) 

 Social equity (section 11) and by emphasis on disaggregating data (section 17 and SDG 17.18)  

 Equal access to justice for all (16.3), responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all 
levels (16.7) and access to information (16.10) (=Batho Pele/People First). (South Africa was, however, of the 
opinion that rule of law is an enabler, not a goal)  

 Intrinsic value of work and its benefit to others (SDG 8.5 decent work and productive employment) 

 Partnership (SDG 17) through agency of all actors (SDG 17.16 and 17.17) 

 Solidarity with countries with specific needs (e.g. in SDG 9a infrastructure for ‘African countries etc.’) 

 

Though most agreed that these are laudable goals, interviewees were critical of the SDGs and some 

(Achuar/Quecha from the Amazon) outright suspicious: 

 Goal 1 agreement with ending poverty (E1; E6); some disagree over: Who lives in poverty? ‘This 

is based on the idea of ‘basic services’ for the people, the state has to fulfil basic needs’ (E26) 

‘the poverty concept is not an indigenous concept. We can live in the jungle and we are rich in 

the jungle we don’t need money (...). Poverty is about income, that is not Sumak Kawsay’ (E7). 

‘The problem is not poverty, because the opposite is wealth and we don’t strive for 

accumulation. The problem is the concentration of wealth, a few people are too rich. We need 

an end to accumulation (E8) we need to reduce the consumption of those who consume too 

much’ (E12). ‘To reduce poverty: From where and from whom?’ (E15). ‘To measure poverty is 

the western way of looking at poverty, like not having a brick house. It comes from the meaning 

of wealth; for the indigenous their way of living is wealth’ (E21). ‘Poverty doesn’t exist; we the 

rural people are called poor, but we have tremendous wealth, we have everything, we live in 

nature; maybe there is poverty in the cities’ (E23). The Achuar on Goal 1 and 2: ‘No we don’t 

agree, why do we need to say goodbye to poverty if we are not poor and we are not hungry?’ 

(E27). ‘Alleviation of poverty is masturbation, it doesn’t serve any purpose, it doesn’t solve the 

environmental crisis (...). We have to stop extractivism and capitalism’ (E28). 

 Goal 2 ‘should be food sovereignty not food security’ (E1; E8), as ‘food security includes food 

aid; we want our land to produce food for us, we want control over the food production’ (E8). It 

should be ‘Agriculture within this holistic view (...) of not destroying the land’ (E21). 
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‘Improvement means following our own customs of agriculture and using natural fertilizers’ 

(E32). 

 Goal 3 ‘health yes, but for what?’ (E1, E26). ‘There are different concepts of health: Emotional, 

spiritual and physical’ (E8; E21). ‘It is better to prevent illness than to go to hospital, for that we 

need healthy food and environment. It’s a different system all together. The state with its 

hospitals creates dependent people’ (E26). The Achuar: ‘We are trying to fight for our own 

territory and forest and rivers; once we have clean water (with no mining) we are healthy’ (E27). 

 Goal 4 ‘what kind of education?’ (E1; E8): ‘If it is imposing a monoculture than it is not right, we 

need intercultural education’ (E8); ‘inclusive.from what point of view? (…) The indigenous are 

included in modern schools, but it is not their value system’ (E21), ‘when they go to university it 

is to prove their culture in the university system’ (E21). 

 Goal 5 agreement with gender (E1), but ‘balance between masculine and feminine values is a 

deep understanding for the indigenous and of different roles’ (E14). ‘We are not the same, we 

need equality in our difference’ (E8); ‘in indigenous communities, the basic value is 

complementarity, but there are variations according to cultures’ (E13). The Achuar: ‘It is 

contrary to our culture to make men and women do the same, we have very defined roles for 

men and women, but in general equality of gender is good in many ways’ (E27) However, others 

state: ‘We are being put into the mode of being a man or woman, but we all have masculine and 

feminine hormones in our body’ (E26); ‘we just attach a word man and woman to people, but 

we are all human’ (E23). ‘We have to stop the patriarchal state’ (E28). 

 Goal 6 must guarantee right of water, free access and no privatization (E1, E8, E15, E21): ‘It 

means control of water, which includes a spiritual relation and conservation; it is not only access 

to water. It is water as a subject of rights’ (E8). ‘The rivers are about food sovereignty, the water 

quality is important’ (E27, Achuar). ‘We have to ask permission to use the water, why do we 

need to ask for something we have always used?’ (E27; the group became angry and refused to 

comment on any other goals).  

 Goal 7 energy: ‘It must guarantee the right to energy; and what means modern energy, 

renewables are not always sustainable’ (E1), e.g. ‘does it include nuclear? The indigenous are 

also against dams’ (E21). ‘Energy sovereignty that means control. Firstly, energy for what? Not 

for mining, but for life. Secondly, the energy cannot sacrifice the land and water. Thirdly, we use 

plural: Energies, it includes renewables, low impact, decentralized and clean energy’ (E8). 

 Goal 8: General disagreement, by government and non-state actors, with economic growth: ‘It is 

not necessary as a goal, it could be a means’ (E1, E6, E7, E8, E17, E31); ‘we put human being 

over capital’ (E9). ‘GDP is not a valid indicator and the sub-goal of 7% growth is not achievable, 

China is already consuming 30% of the world resources with its high economic growth’ (E1). ‘We 

don’t need growth if we share’ (E12), as ‘the indigenous have a community perspective’ (E21). 

One government official though states: ‘We need economic growth to have the resources to 

develop; this fits in well with our focus on changing the production matrix’ (E34). 

 Goal 9 ‘industrialization is not a goal, could be a means; not the same kind of industrialization as 

in rich countries’ (E1; E21). ‘Artisanal work can create more employment, better relations with 

the materials, close relationship within the community; industry creates more distance between 
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the consumer and producer. We need to gain more close relationships between consumer and 

producer’ (E8), ‘(...) without destroying nature. This requires a new technology for 

industrialization’ (E15). A government official: ‘This fits in well with our focus on changing the 

production matrix’ (E34). 

 Goal 10 agreement on equality, but ‘we must speak about reduction of wealth of the most rich, 

like top 10%, poverty is a result from this concentration of wealth through exploitation of 

workers, nature and through speculation’ (E1). ‘We need opportunities based in our diversity. 

We cannot only think in the idea of income’ (E8). ‘It is obvious to the indigenous that it should 

be that way’ (E21). 

 Goal 11 cities, ‘we must reinvent the cities, a lot of people think they have the right to live in a 

city, but it is not a place for buen vivir, there is no harmony with nature and it is too complex to 

govern and manage and therefore we cannot solve a lot of problems’ (E1). ‘Small cities please, 

with more relation to what you can consume’ (E8). ‘We have to reformulate the whole concept 

of cities (…) and agree on what are basic needs’ (E26). 

 Goal 12: ‘Sustainable consumption and production, yes’ (E1, E8), but ‘this is too general, we 

need another model’ (E1). ‘The objective should be to produce as much as you can consume and 

not more than that otherwise it goes at the cost of nature’ (E23). 

 Goal 13 general agreement, but ‘depends on the outcome in Paris’ (E1); and ‘‘Yasuni - leaving 

the oil underground initiatives need support’ (E6, E8); ‘the indigenous way of living is a good 

way for achieving this goal’ (E21). 

 Goal 14 general agreement, ‘but not for sustainable use, but for the oceans themselves’ (E1, 

E21). ‘Marine resources is not a good word. Life is not a resource, the goal is not sustainable 

development; it is how you keep the ocean alive’ (E8). ‘Sumak Kawsay will guarantee this’ (E21). 

 Goal 15 agreement on preservation of ecosystems, land, trees (E1), but ‘the focus is 

development not conservation, the use value (...) this goal can have a contradictory meaning’ 

(E8). ‘Sumak Kawsay will achieve this’ (E21). 

 Goal 16 agreement on peace and inclusive societies ‘but for what? For sustainable 

development? No!’ (E1, E8, E21). ‘It is to promote and restore societies in the sense of 

community and provide access to justice. This goal does not permit different ways of justice and 

respect them! It is not about access! It is to develop pluri-nationality; these goals are thinking in 

terms of homogeneic countries’ (E8). 

 Goal 17 global alliance; ‘We need a big world coalition, but not for sustainable development, it is 

not the best solution’ (E1; E21). ‘We don’t need development aid, we need free markets for our 

products’ (E1). ‘If it is an alliance for Sumak Kawsay and Ubuntu, yes I am for it, but not if it is an 

alliance for development. What is the ultimate goal? (...).If we talk about Sumak Kawsay then we 

need nature, plurinationality, peoples in communities’ (E8). 

Missing elements:  

 ‘This is the traditional way of seeing development as something better, as material satisfaction’ 

(E7). ‘This is an anthropocentric concept of seeing nature (...), it is not Sumak Kawsay’ (E7). 
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 ‘Right for nature is missing’ (E6, E9); ‘protecting nature is not same as nature’s right to survive. It 

is not sufficiently biocentric. More harmony with nature, humans and society is needed’ (E6). ‘I 

prefer to talk about the rights of nature than look at this list’ (E13). ‘These goals are good for 

humans, but it is not working for nature, nowhere it says that nature has rights or that spirits 

have rights’ (E18). 

 ‘Democracy, community and collective rights, human rights, we need to think the world from 

human rights and nature rights, that should be the start point of the declaration’ (E1). 

 ‘Free access to scientific research’ (E1).  

 ‘Curbing the power of transnational corporations’ (E1), ‘even if social corporate responsibility is 

also all marketing’ (E1).  

 ‘Remodeling the world economic system especially financial speculation, drugs and weapons: 

Accumulation through speculation is higher than production and that causes structural violence’ 

(E1).  

 ‘Migration and person mobility, but good that there is mention of global citizenship in subgoals’ 

(E1).  

 ‘Culture’ (E1, E10, E14, E32): The need to acknowledge cultural differences is not there (...); it 

needs to be more about interrelationships (...), how to see the other, principles of how to 

behave and how to interrelate with nature. What misses is the principle/fundamental basis: 

Who are we?’ (E14). ‘What is missing is the respect for our own culture, it is because we have 

forgotten about cultures (…), we need help in digitalization, audio and video recording’ (E32). 

‘(…) A lot of (cultural) information was lost, we need to rediscover it. It is important to write 

about it and to reconstruct our memory’ (E10). 

 ‘Spiritual matters and respect of different ways of life, this document is one way of life from the 

point of view of the rich countries’(E1), recognizing ‘Racism’ (E1). ‘There is a general problem 

with this the colonial system has destroyed the spiritual feelings and beliefs of indigenous 

communities (...); we do not truly believe in our own system and that’s why we are taken 

advantage of’ (E10). ‘What is missing here is the human dimension: Mindfulness, the inside of 

the human being, for humans to understand their consciousness; where is the word love, beauty 

and solidarity? (...). It is about giving, about service; the main purpose of public servants is to 

service others’ (E12). ‘The wisdom of all communities, the traditional understanding that 

spirituality will support your intentions. The SDGs are intentions’ (E14). 

 ‘There are many things lacking in this: The communautarian idea of life is not there. The 

communautarian property needs to be defined, what they call the common good’ (E15). ‘All 

these goals should guarantee the power of the community’ (E32). 

 ‘The actions are missing (...).This is not meeting the ‘heart’ part, it’s too mental, we need to use 

our emotions to achieve transformation, then this will be better implemented and better 

received’ (E14). 

  ‘We always use the word goals (...), if you try to think what is ‘concrete’ in English, it means 

cement, it is fixed; instead we need flexible things, things that live. We need things with flexible 

life, society is in movement’ (E8). ‘What we want is to create a new substantive, not only an 

adjective (to development) (…). Instead of SDGs, we need Sumak Kawsay’ (E8). 
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General remarks:  

 

‘Much better than the MDGs, important progress’ (E6, academic). A Montubio: ‘Yes these goals 

represent Buen Vivir, they are good if they are put into practice’ (E11). ‘All of them are part of Buen 

Vivir, but Buen Vivir is bigger’ (E14, E31 mestizo). ‘There is only one goal on biodiversity, and how we 

change the relationship with nature’ (E31). 

 

The Quecha from highlands: ‘All of these are important, but the concept is a traditional liberal UN one 

(...) supporting economic growth’ (E17). ‘Sumak Kawsay is in here, all goals recognize taking care of 

nature, (but) (…) there is a long way to go for the cosmovision of the indigenous to be included’ (E20). 

‘This is not Sumak Kawsay, we want an alternative to development not a new development model, we 

want to simplify life (…). Sustainable development is the exploitation of nature which is still based on a 

division between nature, non-humans and human beings’ (E26). ‘Our concept is holistic, this is linear. 

The west fractures knowledge, we integrate, they have science, we have wisdom’ (E28). ‘Yes I know 

these goals. We do not agree. They think in economic development (...). They are trying to paint a world 

without taking into account the extraction of resources. We need to stop extraction. As long as we have 

the economy and profitability as the number one idea, all other issues, like nature and social issues are 

just discourse’ (E30). 

The Achuar and Quecha from Amazon: ‘We have not been consulted on these goals. It’s easy for the 

government to say we have been consulted, but they do what they like. These goals are not aligned with 

our cosmovision (...).If it was up to us, we would do not to a lot of paper work, we want to listen and 

have a dialogue; let’s talk about how WE want to live’ (E27, E35). ‘We want a vision from our way of 

seeing things. We are the defenders of nature and forests. This is done without including the interests of 

people in the forest by the people outside the forests. Objectives should be done with the people in the 

forest about the forests. The forests deserve someone that supports the forests’ (E27).  

 

‘These are all documents on paper and are not followed in practice’ (E10). ‘All international and national 

and indigenous laws are broken and the international organization don’t say or do much about it’ (E10). 

‘This is what Europeans have been doing, writings these texts and at the same time destroying the 

planet’ (E15). ‘This paper is just to justify that these people are paid for doing this’ (E28). ‘This is a utopia 

(...), not useful, because it doesn’t say how to do it. This is mental masturbation’ (E33). 

14.7 Conclusions: Can Buen Vivir contribute to development theory and 

policy? 

14.7.1 Legal implications for development theory 

The ILO Convention 169 (1989), binding signatory states to customary law gave an important impetus 

for indigenous people articulating their cosmovisions in law, obliging states to consult indigenous people 

on matters affecting their territory as well as the UN Declaration on Indigenous people (2007) that 

recognized free prior and informed consent (fpic) (Deneulin 2012, 5). This plurality of law has now 

transcended the bounderies between customary and ‘ordinary’ law with a Constitution based partly on 
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customary law. The right (respect) of mother earth is the chief principle of law (art. 7.7 Constitution of 

Ecuador). 

According rights to nature in the Constitution is a first (Fitz-Henry 2012, 268), simultaneously with 

Bolivia who ‘adopted earlier, but ratified later’ (E21). A new definition of rights emerges from this 

perspective (Price 2013, 19): ‘RIGHTS are those obligations owed by Human Society, its members and 

institutions, to living things, and both human and natural communities. UNALIENABLE RIGHTS are those 

moral, ethical, practical and legal freedoms that human society, its members and institutions are obliged 

to afford to all living things, upon their birth, and to all interdependent combinations of living things, 

and to all life-sustaining systems of the earth.’ The reason being that ‘The human rights tradition never 

considered mother nature as her house’ (E12). ‘In western law you only have a right to a clean 

environment and can go to court when it personally affects you, but with the right of nature anyone can 

sue for the restoration of nature’ (E15). 

It is closely intertwined with collective rights (see below) and free prior informed consent: ‘Nature gives 

limitations to the collective rights, but also the guarantee of collective rights, because nature has limited 

resources, if you want to guarantee collective rights you need to take that into account; (at the same 

time) nature is the territory, it has a relation to collective rights’ (E8). ‘The tool for the rights of nature is 

free prior and informed consent (FPIC) (...) we are the defendors of nature, the guardians’ (E8); 

however, ‘some communities support the government policies and then the rights of nature can conflict 

with FPIC’ (E13). Culture and nature are intertwined: ‘Community with nature (...) are in permanent 

dialogue; it means to be part of, secondly interdependence, thirdly complementarity, which means both 

depend on each other, and there is reciprocity’ (E8). Therefore some plead for ‘one ombudsman for 

human rights and to develop collective rights and the rights of nature. If we divide the two then we have 

a huge problem. Then you can prosecute indigenous people for hunting; there is an interdependence of 

rights’ (E8). 

Not only does it reconstruct the notion of dignity, also of freedom: ‘Right of Nature is not only 

conservation, it sets people free, it constructs justice and freedom and takes care of the seeds of human 

rights. Firstly, the right of existence of different communities as part of nature (...) secondly keeping the 

vital cycles of nature (...) (thirdly) of animals’ (E8). This means freedom is reciprocity: Reciprocity with 

nature sets humans free; exploitation of earth, and rights centered around humans (Modernity) imply a 

lack of reciprocity. Moreover, rights of nature are ‘multidisciplinary’ (involving geography and culture), 

‘multicultural’ (involving dialogue with and among indigenous) ‘and combines material aspects (of life), 

human needs - which are also spiritual - and natural things’ (E8). ‘Development is not important, what is 

important is well-being or life. Sustainable life!’ (E8) (not sustainable development). ‘There are not only 

legal aspects to rights of nature. It is educational, it is the fascination for natural phenomena, it is 

mobilizing people and it addresses (conservation) risks’ (E8). However, ‘Conservation is the dissociation 

of human rights, social rights and nature rights’ (E8). 

To the question how the law would change, a Sapara expressed: ‘We would be giving the 

acknowledgement to (...) the rights of the spirits to live; and people who have nothing, their life would 

change; we humans give the right to nature, but nature is saying to us how are you giving us rights if you 
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still kill each other? Nature makes a reflection that if humans cannot respect themselves, why do you 

want to protect us? I don’t need protection from you humans, I just need to be recognized’ (E15). The 

rights of spirits have been incorporated in the Constitution: ‘Art 7.7 recognizes pachamama has the right 

to exist; that means you recognize everything that is part of pachamama, nature, the spirits and the 

cosmos. So you can also sue for that’ (E31). An indigenous states: ‘How to weigh the invisible? How can 

we do a consultation with the unseen beings? We need to recognize the essential role of the elders (…)’ 

(E35). 

However, the legalistc concepts of rights of nature are ‘not chiefly indigenous’ (E13, E16, E20, E26), but 

have been excepted by the indigenous who looks at nature with respect and reverence. ‘ ‘it is a more 

democratic collective concept’ (E20). ‘To give rights to nature is arrogant; nature gives to you!’ (E8). ‘The 

ancestral conception is to ask for permission to use nature’ (E16). Though ‘it is obvious for the 

indigenous that nature has rights, she does not need to acquire those from other people, because 

nature is a person in her own right’ (E13; Akchurin 2015), at the same time it is a solution based on 

fitting into the dominant system: ‘In this system nature is still an object, and you still need the state for 

the implementation of it, because that is the very idea of rights. Rights are an instrument of the logic of 

the state. In that you lose the whole concept of Sumak Kawsay’ (E26). ‘It is occidental science, thinking 

in terms of ecosystem structure and evolution process’ (E8). ‘We do not need to reformulate the 

western (law) theory, we need to make a simple life (...).Theory just makes it more complex. Rights to 

me are an instrument for social emancipation, but it can also be used for the opposite; you can typify 

things in law and end up de-mobilizing civil society’ (as happened in Ecuador) (E26). ‘Human rights is an 

instrument and whether it is a good instrument depends on who utilizes it, rights are not emancipating 

per se’ (E26). ‘I believe in human rights as an instrument of discourse of the struggle of the people, but 

not as it is applied by international courts’ (in non-binding decisions) (E26). That Buen Vivir may not stay 

at the local (national) level, is proven with the Mirador case (14.4.2.1): ‘In the case for the Inter-

American court we argued that buen vivir is the development concept for us, so it should be recognized 

as development in the Inter-American court and it includes protecting the rights of nature and of water’ 

(E31). (For comparison with environmental justice, see 8.5.2). 

This outlook also fundamentally reshapes property law, as the natural world has been seen as legal 

property thus far (Fitz-Henry 2012, 265). Rights of nature imply that there is a natural limit to the rights 

of humans, namely whenever the exercise of human rights endangers the existence of other species or 

the natural world at large (Fitz-Henry 2012, 268 quoting Claude Lévi-Strauss). The right of nature puts 

limitations to property (Esmeraldas case; 14.4.2), but the civil law has not changed (E7). 

An intercultural approach to human rights presupposes a concept of human dignity that is much wider 

than in the Western tradition (Gianolla 2013, 64), adding a wider circle of reciprocity (duties and rights 

though interpreted in a wider sense when it comes to nature) and a relational dimension. It goes beyond 

civil political rights (prioritized in liberal democracy) and socio-economic rights prioritized in Marxist 

tradition (Sousa Santos 2008), overlooking the dignity of nature and collective rights. The intrinsic value 

of nature is captured in the concept of rights and notion of inherent dignity. Embracing an intercultural 

human rights may also offer the opportunity for a less instrumental ‘rights’ approach, focusing more on 

the human, ‘the co-presence narrative, storytelling and human dialogue’ (Gianolla 2013, 68). After all it 
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is an attitude that is promoted, not a mere conceptualization of other cosmologies into (conventional) 

rights. Gianolla rightfully warns for a top-down approach and for cooptation of indigenous leaders 

through (liberal) representative democracy with a multicultural façade (Gionalla 2013, 68). Houtart 

distinguishes the metaphorical meaning versus the anthropomorphic318 position on the rights of nature, 

the first classical one stressing the need to ensure the reproduction capacity of nature (with moral 

persons being right holders) and the second indigenous one as a living Mother Earth (including forces of 

nature) as a subject of rights (Houtart 2012).  

Indigenous (criminal) justice operates on principles of harmony and healing: ‘It is about doing all you 

can to keep the person in the community, it’s peaceful, not punish and push out’ (E4). ‘they may 

humiliate the person but not cast them out, no death penalty or prison sentences exist; but the 

government thinks that is not enough punishment, so they have overtaken this system of justice’(E2). 

Some indigenous see this as a right: ‘If the community can’t solve it the family members of the victim 

have the right to seek ordinary justice’ (E25).’ concept of mediation exists in that ‘the leaders first go 

and talk to the parents of the perpetrator’ (E23). ‘It doesn’t matter if the offense is to the whole 

community or to one person. If you commit an offense to one person you commit it to the whole 

community’ (E20, E21). ‘It is a more restorative system, if someone does damage to another we see that 

person as a spiritually sick (...) we will try to heal the person’ (E25). ‘He needs to acknowledge that he 

has done damage, this (acknowledgment) can be done by the perpetrator or by the community (who 

can repay for him). There is a material and a spiritual reparation. It is justice made with the other’ (E26), 

while ‘the community acts as a judge’ (E28). ‘We want to purify the person, not punish him’ (E20). 

Therefore, ‘the community comes together and decides (…) they bathe them and then they sometimes 

hit them with nettles (plant) or make them drink a bitter drink or eat pepper’ (E23, E21), ‘to clear 

(balance) your energies’ (E28), water and nettle being complementary (cold and hot) (Yaquilema-

Yupangui 2015, 21). Water balances our interior and we meet ourselves again; it is alive, provides life, 

we dialogue with water and it represents the thread of life (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 16-17); ‘it is the 

first foundation of life; when we are born the water comes first, we follow the water (…)’ (E5). Fire cures 

our (spiritual) ailments and purifies (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 19). Many stress speed and low costs of 

indigenous justice (E20, E28, E32): ‘Ordinary justice costs a lot of money, ours is free; ordinary justice is 

slow and ours just takes a few hours; ordinary justice is secret and not transparent, our justice is public; 

ordinary justice is done without women, in our system all justice is always with the participation of 

women; ordinary justice is corrupt and ours is not’ (E28).  

 

However, ‘there is some debate on indigenous (physical) sanctions as practiced today dating from 

colonial times (...).Catholicism had its influence and it incorporates physical sanctions. We need to 

reflect about the real indigenous justice’ (E25). ‘To beat a victim is definitely a colonial legacy, but to hit 

with the plant, it depends on how you apply the plant; the way some communities use it now is torture; 

the person applying it has to have knowledge how to apply the plant’(E26).  

 

                                                             
318 Anthropomorphism is the attribution of human traits, emotions, and intentions to non-human entities. 
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In sum the main differences are: A sole judge versus the community as judge; written versus oral 

justice319 (and intergenerational transmission); sentence versus resolutions; punishment (prison) versus 

purification, public apologies, community service as reparation (Yaquilema-Yupangui 2015, 51-52). 

In the case of Ecuador, Buen Vivir advocates a different interpretation of sovereignty, taking people’s 

sovereignty as its focus and not territorial sovereignty. Therefore it is including migrants, accepting a 

porous border (border regions) and establishing a participatory bottom-up democracy. Furthermore, it 

talks of a plurality of sovereignties, including economic ones (food and energy, see 14.7.2) (GoE 2013, 

27). ‘Human mobility is very progressive: There are a lot of labor migrants especially in the South’ (E3). 

‘Buen Vivir thinks in union of the planet, no boundaries, there are no foreigners in the world; however, 

government has put limits to citizenship’ (E1). As an indigenous expresses: ‘We disagree with the nation 

state, borders determining nationality; identity is based on connection with your people’s original birth 

place and culture around it’ (E5). 

It expands the concept of democracy with plurality of nations and greater emphasis on socio-economic 

rights as well as a republican notion: Institutionalization through the state and citizen responsibility 

(Gudynas 2011b, 7). Buen Vivir incorporates various forms of democracy: ‘The Constitution recognizes 

communitarian democracy (consensus seeking); participatory democracy (all spaces where people 

deliberate in an informal non-institutionalized way (...) where everybody can speak whenever they 

want); representative democracy (voting; parliament)’ (E7). (14.4.1.1) It is striving at consultative, 

petitionary participation, combined with participatory implementation, bargaining implementation and 

deliberative participation (Crocker 2007, 432-433; Table 2.1), but in implementation policies are more 

‘socialist’ oriented in delivering an end product to citizens than agency-based, with participation limited 

to the first two categories. In a strict sense consensus is more important than individual representation 

as it concerns ‘el buen convivir’, dual authority that is complementary (Villalba 2013, 1431). 

‘Citizenship (...) is individual, communal and ecological’ (E1). Different understandings of citizenship 

have to co-exist in the plurinational state, the ones based on individual civil and political rights and the 

ones based on communal ownership of land and reciprocity towards nature (Deneulin 2012, 5). The 

result so far has, however, been a token multiculturalism (cultural rights and limited territorial rights) in 

which the ontology of Native Americans cannot be practiced in economic decision making involving 

resource management and macro-economic decisions (Fitz-Henry 2012, 266). Therefore there is a 

pluralization of the nation, but not a true pluralization of values or ontological pluralization of politics 

(Fitz-Henry 2012, 266 quoting Marisol de le Cadena). 

Plurinationality has consequences for ‘the state organization, when you recognize 16 different 

nationalities, the state must recognize and give representation to them, give the space to give an 

opinion on national decision making. It has implications for land and territory and how the state is 

organized (…) as we are exploring new ideas, it is not ideas anymore, but a constitutional category now’ 

(E7). ‘Europe could learn from this approach’ (E1). ‘To respect their culture and way of being; 

plurinationality means if you don’t have one nation you cannot standardize, the indigenous will have 

                                                             
319 The preference for oral (dialogue) is not just practical: ‘the written word dogmatises (…) the spoken word (…) 
reinvents itself (...) without seeking absolute truth’ (Oviedo 2008, 249). 
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their own education and own law’ (E21). ‘you cannot have the one (Sumak Kawsay) without the other 

(plurinationality). It is not multiculturalism, which is recognizing diversity of cultures, it is giving power to 

the communities, autonomy. And this has many consequences: The relation of the state with (1) 

organizations and collectivities, (2) the people, (3) the family. The state is a vertical concept; the family 

has also become a vertical concept, that is a patriarchal concept (…) we are part of a (money) system 

and it is not enabling us to live in simplexes’ (E26). 

Interculturality affects the ‘way of dealing with issues, when you have diversity, interculturality forces 

you to take different perspectives – it’s the diatopic hermeneutic of Sousa Santos finding the common 

denominator in e.g. what is dignity for you in Europe and in Sumak Kawsay’ (E7). The general mestizo 

attitude may, however, be summarized in this (government official): ‘In Latin America we don’t have the 

problems they have in Africa, where the borders were drawn arbitrarily and there are so many 

ethnicities; we are mainly mestizo; yes, there are some indigenous too, but the majority has one unified 

culture’ (E34). Sumak Kawsay implies interculturality with its notions of complementarity and 

reciprocity; simultaneously its recognition in Buen Vivir is an expression of decolonization, plural nations 

and a need for interculturality. Justice asks for juridical pluralism in order to remedy ‘what has been 

negated’ (Walsh 2009, 81) Plurality should be a guiding principle instead of presumed uniformity, which 

raises the question ‘how to construct a system of law (...) that allows for the articulation and 

convergence of differences’ (Walsh 2009, 81). 

It emphasizes social rights without jeopardizing the indivisibility of rights. It places the common good 

over and above the interests of individuals (GoE 2013, 26).  

Buen Vivir accepts a wide jurisdiction in recognizing collective rights as well as any nationality seeking 

justice (GoE 2013, 26), though in practice there are limitations (14.4.3.2). ‘This represents a moment to 

fuse individual rights with collective rights; the world hasn’t yet understood indigenous rights’ (E25). 

‘Collective rights include humans as part of nature, there is no difference between the two’ (see above) 

(E8). Buen Vivir solidifies third generation solidarity rights (Friant and Langmore 2015) (13.7.1), but 

extends beyond that. One could say these rights are incorporated in the larger concept of Buen Vivir 

(see below).  

The principle of reciprocity implies that every right would have a correlate duty in Sumak Kawsay. The 

Constitution formulates certain collective duties for the state (art. 3: Sovereignty, nature, culture, 

equitable development), guaranteeing rights (art. 11.9), for education (art. 26), social security (art. 34); 

and work as a right as well as an individual duty for citizens (art. 33). Art 38 formulates the specific 

responsibilities of citizens (towards sovereignty, democracy, family, nature, profession, (intercultural) 

diversity) (Table 14.8) and ‘to give precedence to general interests over individual’ (38.7).  

It claims to accept a different role for judges as instrumental in establishing law and as ‘creators of 

constitutional values and principles’ (Government of Ecuador 2013, 26 quoting Montaña 2011, 83). In a 

few cases judges did bring in rights of nature themselves, but overall the courts are influenced by the 

polarized domestic situation (14.4.2). 
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Some have, however, lost faith in a government legislating a new development paradigm: ‘Don’t 

legislate it; let it grow from the ground up, from the communities. The future is not going to come from 

a President who responds to large scale economic interests.’ (E4). However, ‘civil Society should take it 

on’ (…) social groups have taken it seriously on the conceptual level (...) even among indigenous 

communities it has moved something, revitalized Buen Vivir’ (E2). Indigenous warn that ‘our way of 

living is not the magic formula to solve all global problems, but we do have an alternative way of living, 

so it can give the world options to choose from’ (E25). And ‘there is not one way of achieving Sumak 

Kawsay, there are different ways in different cultures’ (E6). 

14.7.2 Economic implications for development theory 

Buen Vivir explicitly aims at a deconstruction of the current ‘capitalist’ economic paradigm, according to 

its national plans. It claims to extend beyond the traditional leftist policies such as implemented by 

Brazil and Venezuela, who focus on social justice by encouraging growth (Fatheuer 2011, 17). These 

social programs rely heavily on income derived from extractivism.320 Despite its revolutionary intention 

Buen Vivir in Ecuador shows many similarities with these economies. It uses ‘old’ measures to prove that 

its new system works: A GDP growth of 8% in 2011 (1% in 2009) despite worldwide economic crises 

through counter cyclical policies (GoE 2013, 105) 

A process-oriented transformation of society is envisioned where people jointly formulate their goals 

of good living321 (collective capability; 13.7.2) and design a new society for rural and city life; ‘good life’ 

is not the end result, but the driving force (Acosta 2015, 150 and 169).There is broad acknowledgement 

that Ecuador has not achieved this transformation, but made steps with redistribution of wealth; wealth 

which is, however, based on an extractivist model that violates the rights of nature and the rights of 

consultation and direct democracy (14.4.3.2).  

Notwithstanding contradictory practices, from a conceptual point of view, the Buen Vivir economy 

constitutes a complete overhaul of the principles of current economic theory: 

 Human beings are central (as expressed in art. 283 of the Ecuadorian Constitution) and come 

before capital; doing away with economies based on financial speculation; (E1) (Acosta 2015). 

To some: ‘Money fails us, we don’t need it, we need exchange’ (E28). That means reciprocity. 

Reproduction of life as the main aim of the economy recognizing the intertwinement of 

production with reproduction (Villalba 2013, 1432). 

 Community as the basis for life, consisting of all forms of life that surround us, with individuality 

expressed as complementary individuals coexisting with other life forms peacefully (Villalba 

2013, 1431); ‘An equilibrium is needed between individual, family and community’(E13). 

                                                             
320 Positive developments have been fuelled by South America profiting from commodity and agricultural product 
price rises; mining income more than doubled in the Mercosurbetween 2004-2007 (Fatheuer 2011, 12-13). (El 
Mercado Común del Sur: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, Venezuela). 
http://www.mercosur.int/t_generic.jsp?contentid=3862&site=1&channel=secretaria&seccion=2.  
321

 A modest example is the ‘Tages des guten Lebens’ in Köln (Germany), whereby the traffic in a part of the city is 
closed for one day and citizens deliberate on how to envision sustainability, alternative living and justice (Acosta 
2015, 154). 

http://www.mercosur.int/t_generic.jsp?contentid=3862&site=1&channel=secretaria&seccion=2
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‘Recognize multiple forms of family; the family is the basis of society; homosexual, single parent 

and the extended family in indigenous communities’ (E1). 

 Nature cannot be appropriated and commodified and privatized. It is part of the ‘commons’; 

rights and intrinsic values of nature are recognized; (E1) (Acosta 2015) Departing from the 

mainstream sustainability paradigm that accepts ecosystem services as an economic valuation 

of nature and replacing it with rights of nature (services versus rights; commodification versus 

de-commodification (Fitz-Henry 2012, 275). ‘It is about a special equilibrium between society 

and nature which is austerity’ (E33). Living with Pachamama, that includes a living spiritual 

universe, as opposed to an objectified material world (Villalba 2013, 1430). 

 Reformulate (or even doing away with) the concept of sustainable development, making 

culture, nature and life central. ‘Most people focus on economic aspect of well-being; 

reformulating the economy means a shift of focus on natural wealth and cultural wealth as 

much as economic. People in my community value social bonds, that is true wealth, but due to 

the government buen vivir program they are now becoming more materialistic. It is all about 

what is wealth and how do you perceive it: Fresh air, clean water is as important as material 

wealth.’ (E4). 

 Solidarity economy based on the principle of harmony and reciprocity, recognizing that 

everything is dependent on everything else and all should benefit the community (E1, E30) 

(Acosta 2015). ‘Production is collective and no one is in need; instead of competition we have 

solidarity, we live WITH the earth not FROM the earth’ (E28). Equality of all living beings is an 

important notion. 

 Work as happiness: Work is reciprocal and a source of satisfaction throughout life; it is both 

creative and recreational and contributes to flourishing within the community (Villalba 2013, 

1413). When it is linked to the soil it inspires humbleness and understanding for life. 

 Centrality of (productive and reproductive) work to measure the economy (Villalba 2013, 

1432). ‘The mode of production must be focused on work, and not based exclusively on the 

State’s property of the means of production, as real socialism proposed, but on a mixed 

property regime where regulated private property, public property, community property, and 

collective associative (co-operative) forms of property coexist. This means transiting from an 

economy of greed to an economy of altruistic solidarity. Being socially efficient means to 

compete through sharing, and to generate private wealth, but within a system marked by 

solidarity, reciprocity and social justice (De Sousa Santos, 2007)’ (GoE 2009, 22). 

 Towards de-growth and post- structuralism: Liberation from the growth paradigm; (E1, E6, E8) 

‘The principle is that you take as much as you need and you do not accumulate, not strive to 

become richer. You do have to have some extras, but only to secure the well-being of the whole 

community’ (E10, E25). Living well instead of living better implies living in harmony and 

reciprocity, contrary to competition and profiteering (Villalba 2013, 1431). 

 Redistribution of wealth and income (E1) (Acosta 2015). ‘It should be for the benefit of all, not 

only a few’ (E23, farmer). ‘Sharing … quality of life, spirituality, happiness and equilibrium’ (E34). 

 Decentralization of production, not in large firms, but recuperating local small scale food 

production; Autonomy of communities (contrary to import substitution within mainstream 
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economy which benefited local elites); (E1) (Acosta 2015). ‘I prefer to keep eating from the tree 

to the pot and not feed myself with products from the market that are processed and meat that 

has a lot of hormones in it’ (E10). ‘The community has to have sovereignty in access to resources 

and control to the things you need for life’ (E8). Restoration of local technologies derived from 

traditions(E1) (Acosta 2015); ‘Schumacher wrote Small is Beautiful; it means to keep economies 

at local level, benefit the local community first’ (E4). 

 Emphasis on energy and food sovereignty (E1) (Acosta 2015).  

 Active popular participation though a new form of ‘indigenous’, direct, deliberative democracy: 

Having a discussion until consensus is reached, like in the ‘ayllu’; a rethinking of traditional 

political parties; (E1) (Acosta 2015) ‘We are protesting the vertical state, the corporatization of 

the state’ (E15). 

 Beyond socialism, whereby emancipation of labor and nature in an altogether different non-

capitalist system is envisioned; (E1) (Acosta 2015). 

 Community markets which purpose it to serve the local community and is only global in so far 

necessary, with a diversity of export (so that they do not depend on one market) and mainly 

national finances. Ending classical ‘market fetishism’. (E1) (Acosta 2015) Buen Vivir can be seen  

as a local specificity of the global commons which implies limiting its applicability, but commons 

can also be seen as a constituent feature of Buen Vivir, practicing a way of life and belief, 

redefining what should be commons (Belotti 2014), which can give it universal value. 

 A post-extractivist economy (which both intellectuals and the government strive at) with 

gradual reduction of fossil fuels and mining; abolishing all products that use more energy than 

they produce (when recycled); lessening of packaging material and waste; ending of mono-

culture agriculture(E1) (Acosta 2015). 

 Reunion of political and economic spheres and markets based on use values, not exchange 

values (Dávalos 2008b, quoted by Waldmüller 2014, 8). 

 Getting away from the claims of scientific progress and all separations and reductions created 

by the civilizing paradigm (Oviedo 2011 quoted by Waldmüller 2014). 

In terms of the capability approach Buen Vivir concurs in the aspects of an ongoing search for justice 

through deliberate process, the purpose of the economy being creating the opportunities for people to 

live in dignity, to be and do what they value, whereby the market can enhance these opportunities 

(Deneulin 2012, 13). Buen Vivir, however, expands capability theory in the ultimate purpose being the 

quality of relations (rather than individual outcomes), the analysis what underlying relationships are the 

cause of existing situations (in which global market relations takes an important place), the dignity of 

nature (rather than its instrumental value in anthropocentrism) (Deneulin 2012, 15), interdependence of 

all living things, a spiritual dimension and an emphasis on mutual responsibilities (duties towards one 

another in reciprocity rather than actualizing one’s own rights). The capability theory can be said to be 

extended by according agency to nature, departing from a ‘human-like consciousness’ of nature (Fitz-
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Henry 2012, 266 quoting Viveiros de Castro). This is illustrated by the Kogi (Colombia) who speak with 

mother earth through the (bubbles in the) water.322 

As Deneulin (2012) explains human development theories are outcome oriented, linear, 

anthropocentric, individualistic and do not question the structure of production. Buen Vivir is process 

oriented (and therefore initially did not include measurement), circular, biocentric, collective, reciprocal 

and critical of current production structures.  

On process-orientation, Indigenous Elder Rodriguez’s comment is illustrative: ‘It’s not about (making) 

sense or objectives, I simply (do what I do) draw’; while the interviewer comments ‘other people give it 

a different value: Botanic, scientific, artistic (...)’, he responds: ‘That’s how they measure it.’ This ties in 

with his introduction of himself as ‘I am very calm for everything, I never worry. I don’t rush (...) I wait 

for time to pass, time will come. When it comes, I get up … Something I have learnt, is that everyone has 

a name, when you are called, stand, respond and receive.’ (Arias 2014) It denotes living by intuition 

(thinking from the heart), knowing your purpose, taking responsibility and trusting you will receive in 

return. As section 14.4.3 shows government planning and implementation is far removed from this idea 

with concrete targeting (Deneulin 2012). 

Andean philosopher Montoya Maquin (2013) establishes a parallel between Sumak Kawsay and Greek 

philosophy in a critical translation of Xenophon’s dialogues.323 The word economy is derived from the 

Greek ‘oikos’ (house/estate) and ‘nomos’ (norms). The house (and household norms) in ancient times 

included the land and its inhabitants. Oikos and logos (knowledge) are also the origin of the word 

ecology. This implies that oikos also refers to plants and ecosystems and an integral self-sustaining 

household (Piacenza 2015). ‘Montoya Maquin says that—according to Xenophon—a well-administered 

‘oikos’ would benefit all plants and animals within it while being useful in meeting basic and genuine 

needs. It would be a ‘synergistic administration’ in current terms and would correlate well with the 

Andean concept of ‘living in a good, nourishing, relational way’ (‘Sumaq Kawsay’)’ (Piacenza 2015). In 

the Andean ayllu ‘the territory ‘is not the ‘land’ – factor of production – but rather precisely the totality 

of the system of relationships’ (Soto 2012)’ (Alonso-González and Macías-Válquez 2015, 16). This links 

directly with the idea of ‘development as service’, articulated in section 12.7.2: service to all beings 

constitutes progress (see 8.2.8). 

14.7.3 Development policy 

Buen Vivir is a rethink of future SDG policy all together; it pleads mostly for recognition of the intrinsic 

value of nature and leaving a goal structure all together. In a narrow sense, an example of how 

indigenous views can be incorporated in a goal structure is the Colombian report (see section 14.2.6). 

This formulates five indigenous goals (together with its own symbolism) which come close to 

plurinationality, as we have seen inseparable from Sumak Kawsay (Simbaña 2013 as quoted by Alonso-

González and Macías Vázquez 2015, 5):  

                                                             
322 Documentary ‘Aluna, There is no Life without Thought’, 2014. http://www.alunathemovie.com/. 
323

 For a description see Maquin, J. A. M. 2015. “La Administratión de la Casa.” Qawaq Cultura Andina y 
Caminantes, Revista Electrónica Trimestal Gratuita 31 (Juli-Sept 2015), 3-10. http://qawaq.net/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/QAWAQ-31-procesando.pdf. 

http://www.alunathemovie.com/
http://qawaq.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/QAWAQ-31-procesando.pdf
http://qawaq.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/QAWAQ-31-procesando.pdf
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1) The protection of indigenous territory; 

2) Indigenous self-government; 

3) The self-development of indigenous communities on the basis of balance, buen vivir and harmony; 

4) Free, prior and informed consent as a condition for developments on indigenous land; and 

5) The ‘institutional redesign’ of the state in its relations with indigenous peoples. 

(Llewelyn 2013). (In Spanish, see Figure 14.7). 

Figure 14.7 Colombian indigenous goals 

Source: Reprinted with permission of UNDP Colombia. 2013. “Los Pueblos Indigenos y los ODM (Objetivos de Desarrollo del 
Milenio).” Bogotá: UNDP. http://www.undp.org/content/dam/colombia/docs/ODM/undp-co-pueblosindigenasylosodm-2013-
parte1.pdf  

Section 14.6.2 gives detailed criticism; a few summary points that could give direction are:  

 On the cluster for economy: ‘Self-sustaining and life-nurturing economy’, without growth 

(accumulation of production and consumption) paradigm, based on solidarity (Cortez and 

Wagner 2010, para 8); this is closely intertwined with its vision of gender and nature. 

Reconstructive economic principles: People jointly formulate their goals of good living (collective 

capability); human beings as central to economy; no dominance of capital or speculation over 

humans; reciprocity: development as service; ecology over economy; community including 

nature as central to life; solidarity including with the earth; work as essential to happiness, 

leisure and creativity; recognizing domestic and reproductive work; measure economy in terms 

of full employment; de-growth; redistribution of wealth and income; decentralization of 

production; energy and food sovereignty; active popular participation in decisionmaking; 

beyong socialism including emancipation of nature (and labor); community markets; post-

extractivist economy; markets based on use value; getting away from the claims of scientific 

progress. 

 On the cluster for education: Unmasking the coloniality of knowledge (subordination of other 

knowledges)(Walsh 2011, 54) and making space for finding common ground for different views 

(Villalba 2013, 1433) and for intercultural education. 

http://www.undp.org/content/dam/colombia/docs/ODM/undp-co-pueblosindigenasylosodm-2013-parte1.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/colombia/docs/ODM/undp-co-pueblosindigenasylosodm-2013-parte1.pdf
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 On the cluster for gender: Is ruled by the concept of complementarity and conflict between two 

opposites: Chacha-warmi (Vega-Ugalde, S. 2014). Gender is not just a side subject, but 

instrumental in understanding life: Pachamama is the life-giving feminine principle and exists 

only with its polar opposite male principle which creates harmony (Cortez and Wagner 2010, 

para 8). Natural phenonema also have female and male attributes. ‘In indigenous traditions 

gender is not only an anthropomorphic (…) principle, but a cosmic life embracing term’. It views 

the Western development paradigm as anthropocentric as well as androcentric and patriarchal 

(Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 8). The feminine is closer to the Creator and takes precendence 

over the masculine; therefore women deserve utmost respect as creators of new life (Clarkson 

et al. 1992, 18; Oviedo 2008). 

 On the cluster for health: Recognizing the spiritual and the importance of emotions and ‘all that 

is beyond- the-rational’ (Villalba 2013, 1431) and the need for healing at different levels. 

 On the cluster for environment: Redefine into ‘nature’ which is sacred with zero-extractivism 

(Lalander 2014, 152) instead of environment to be exploited; nature as the foundation of ethics 

to preserve the cosmic order (Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 4). recognize nature’s rights and 

equal standing; create ecological citizenship (Cortez and Wagner 2010, para 9). 

 On the cluster for democracy/rule of law: Democracy is thought of from the feminine 

(horizontal) principle of reciprocity and collectivity. This means participatory democracy devoid 

of patriarchal domination by exploitation of a) others, b) nature c) women d) ethnicity (Cortez 

and Wagner 2010, para 9), stressing autonomy and diversity (plurinationality as self-

determination)., ‘a democratic co-existence among themselves in harmony with nature’. 

Reconstructive legal principles are: people’s sovereignty (including migrants) , not territorial 

sovereignty, union of the planet, identity based on birthplace and culture; plurinationality 

(plurality of nations within the horizontal non-patriarchical state); multiple forms of democracy 

(communitarian consensus seeking, participatory, and representative democracy); individual, 

communal and ecological citizenship; interculturality; juridical pluralism (including customary 

law: community as judges; oral justice; principles of harmony and healing: purification, public 

apologies, community service as reparation); collective rights and duties; free prior and 

informed consent; judges as instrumental in establishing law; freedom as reciprocity and right to 

live as part of nature; recognizing rights of the spirits; wider concept of dignity with relational 

and intercultural dimension (dialogue). 

 On the cluster for peace: Restoration of harmony in the community takes primacy over punitive 

justice; recognizing both the victim and victimizer perspective and viewing the individual’s 

problem as the community’s problem , in other words the whole community has failed when a 

crime is committed (14.4.2.6). 

 On the cluster for global partnership: Recognize partnership with the Earth as first principle.  

Specific relations with the SDGs will be summarized in Chapter 9. 
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Figure 14.8 Buen Vivir influencing MDG/SDG clusters 

       

 

Figure 14.9 visualizes how, the SDG goal structure can be related to Buen Vivir. The latter representing 

the three dimensional relationship with the earth (planet). In terms of the definition of sustainable 

development Buen Vivir prioritizes the ecological (preferred order: Ecological, social, economic). 
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Figure 14.9 Buen Vivir and SDGs 
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15 Annex Wheel of Values: geography of culture and global cultural 

perspectives 
 

For Selim (‘peaceful/complete’) 

 

 ‘If each culture is as complete as it claims to be, there would be just one single culture’  

(Sousa Santos 2008, 15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wheel of Values; © D.E. van Norren 
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15.1 Introduction 
In the problem definition of this thesis (1.2), I argued that ‘non-Western’ cultural perspectives can make 

an equally valid intrinsic claim to influencing international standard setting to their Western siblings that 

dominated so far. I based this argument amongt others on the fact that all cultures represent a part of 

the truth (and dialogue is needed to reveal this incompleteness); that differences within cultures exist 

(Sousa Santos 2008, 15); and that general patterns and unique identities can co-exist (as I will 

demonstrate: The general is contained in the specific and the specific in the general). I used this 

argument in my conclusion (8.2) to defend making certain generalizations in the comparison of the 

specific case studies, though one could argue it does not do justice to their specificity.  

In my concluding remarks to the introductory chapter (1.5.8), I announced Annex 15 on the Wheel of 

Values with reflections on global cultural perspectives, using the example of archetypes representing 

eight continents to demonstrate eight different views. While multiculturalism takes these as equal (in an 

ideal world they are certainly of equal value), postcolonialism positions them in two power positions 

(dominator and subjugated). Because of this power relation in knowledge systems, I took a critical realist 

approach in my methodology, judging these perspective at their own merits through an interdisciplinary 

approach (comparing them with, rather than analyzing them through Western academic theories). 

In my theoretical framework (2.4.2) I argued that these other cultural perspectives are often 

overlooked, which is explained from a (historic) power analysis given in postcolonial studies. I 

furthermore posited that the notion of powerful-powerless, dominator versus subjugated as posited in 

postcolonial studies may be too simplistic and promised to propose another model for the different 

roles of power play in the modern world, borrowed from the wisdom of the ancient Greeks, refining 

postcolonial arguments.  

The Wheel of Values, presented in this chapter proposes eight different power positions, where ‘the 

ruler’ is neither fully dominant and needs its two allies to sustain its power (‘the implementer’and ‘the 

go-in-between communicator’). Nor are the socalled subjugated fully passive (or victimized). Rather they 

are oppositional, including a ‘opposition ruler’ and its two allies (‘the transformer’ and ‘the warrior’). 

The remaining two power positions are largely neutral (‘the ethic’ and ‘the artist’). The Western 

academic tradition of economics falls into the perspective of the ‘ruler’ (1) and the legal tradition in that 

of the ‘implementer’ (2). The three ‘non-Western’ case studies discussed in the thesis fall respectively in 

the ‘go-in-between communicator’ position (Buddhist Happiness) (3), the ‘transformer’ position 

(Ubuntu) (5), the neutral ‘ethic actor’ position (Sumak Kawsay) (7). Position 4 the ‘oppositional ruler’ has 

been referred to in passing (Communism) (but is partly present in militant forces within Buen Vivir). 

Position 6 (‘warrior’) has not been discussed (Islam/Judaism). Position 8 has not been discussed 

(Aboriginal: The Land is the Law). Thus the case study of Buen Vivir represents a hybrid position (4 and 

7) (mestizo and indigenous population). In its criticism to modernism, postcolonialism also points at the 

entanglement of cultures and their different roles vis-à-vis one another as co-constituting identity. The 

Wheel of Values makes this visible in presenting how archetypes interact with each other, and are 

themselves constituted of archetypes in an endless division of identity (2.3). 
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The assessment of the MDGs presented in Chapter 3, was concluded with the presentation of the Wheel 

of Development and the Wheel of Governance to (3.14). The Wheel of Values is an addition to The 

Wheel of Development, consisting equally of eight thematic compartments.  

The assessment of the SDGs in Chapter 4 further eleaborated the Wheel of Development, incorporating 

the 17 dimensions of the SDGs (and distinguishing two enabler Goals, which are part of governance). For 

political reasons, the SDG Open Working Group did not want to adhere to the number of eight thematic 

fields (as the MDGs used eight goals and their top-down imposition was contested by the Global South). 

The 17 goals can however be distributed over the eight thematic fields, adding them to Table 3.5 of 

Chapter 3 (which formed the basis of the Wheel of Development (thematic circle), vertical column, and 

the Wheel of Governance (concentric circle), horizontal column). To each field (of the thematic circle) 

can be added an archetype (which reshuffles the numbering of the Wheel of Development). In this way 

it also adds the three ‘non-Western’ traditions to the thematic circle. 

Chapter 5, 6 and 7 added the three ‘non-Western’ dimensions to the circle in a concentric way (the 

concentric circle is the Wheel of Governance). (One can represent the 8 archetypes in a concentric circle 

in stead of a thematic circle as is done below). 
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Tabel 15.1 Eight Dimensions of Development&Governance 

Millennium 

Development 

actions 

Global Progress 

Signs 

(x progression in 

period y)  

Governing 

principles:  

Equality, non-

discrimination, 

accountability, 

participation, 

gender balance 

&principles of 

Östrom 

Needs 

assessment, 

financing tools 

(implementation) 

Actors in 

Governance: 

International 

organisations, 

governments, 

parliaments, 

the private 

sector, trade 

unions 

and non-

governmental 

organisations 

Sustainable Development 

Goals 
Archetype 

MDA 1 

Produce and 

Share 

 

e.g. economy, 

poverty, food 

security, 

employment, 

well-being  

SDG Subtargets 

numbered a/b/c 
 SDG 1 poverty 

SDG 7 energy 

SDG 8 growth/employment 

SDG 9 

industry/infrastructure 

1 

MDA 2 

Educate and 

Alphabetize 

e.g. primary, 

secondary 

education and 

adult literacy 

idem  SDG 4 education 3 

MDA 3 

Equalize 
e.g. gender and 

disenfranchised 

groups  

idem  SDG 5 gender  

SDG10 equality 
7 

MDA 4 Care 

and Cure 
e.g. 

mother&childcare, 

combatting 

diseases  

idem  SDG 3 health 

SDG 6 water and sanitation 
4 

MDA5  

Protect 
e.g. 

peace &security  
idem  SDG 16 peaceful society 6 

MDA 6 Build 

institutions 
e.g. institutional 

strength, 

transparency 

idem  SDG 16 inclusive society 2 

MDA 7 Act 

responsibly  

 

e.g. environment, 

climate, 

demography  

idem  SDG 11 cities/communities 

SDG 12 

consumption/production 

SDG 13 climate 

SDG 14 oceans 

SDG 15 life on land 

8 

MDA 8 

Embrace in 

global 

partnership 

 

e.g. global 

governance, trade, 

debt, technology, 

infrastructure, ICT, 

knowledge 

idem  SDG 17 5 
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Figure 15.1 Wheel of Development and Archetypes 

 

Santos concludes that not only is there epimisticide of the West versus Others, there are also ways of 

knowing within the West that have gone underground,. It is imperative that those are recovered for the 

West to be able to embrace Other ways of knowing: ‘Only an intercultural West will want and 

understand the interculturality of the world and contribute to it actively (…). To my way of thinking, it is 

imperative to enlarge the historical experience of the West, namely by giving voice to Western traditions 

and experiences that were forgotten or marginalized because they did not conform to the imperialist 

and Orientalist objectives prevailing after the convergence of modernity and capitalism.’ (Sousa Santos 

2009, 105-106). Adding the Greek mythology to this thesis uncovers one such forgotten dimension, as to 

their significance in analyzing power relations (they are present in Western art, and more recently in 

psychology). And showing their continuity with aspects of other ancient traditions, discussed in this 

thesis (e.g. in 8.2.2): 

‘Goody (2006, 26–67) argues that the idea of the uniqueness of classical antiquity – polis, democracy, 

freedom, economy, rule of law, art, logos – is a Hellenocentric and teleological construction which, 

against the truth of the facts, aims to attribute the uniqueness of modern Europe to a beginning as 

unique as modern Europe itself. Such reasoning loses sight of the continuity between the achievements 

of classical Greece and the cultures with which it had close relations, from Persia to Egypt and from 

Africa to Asia, and neglects the latter’s contribution to the cultural legacy appropriated by the West.’ 

(Sousa Santos 2009, 106). 

Greek and Roman knowledge formed the inspiration for the Renaissance and Enlightenement. As 

pointed out by Sousa Santos (2009), what is characterized as Renaissance was not homogenous and 

often overlooks ideas that were not popular for the powers at that time. This part of the thesis will 



15 Annex Wheel of Values: geography of culture and global cultural perspectives  

598 
 

stress that Greek mythology as a way of knowing has gone underground, but still has its relevance 

today. As Santos points out ‘the truth is that in the Renaissance there were many different conceptions, 

some of them swerving substantially from the ones that came to ground the notion of exact knowledge 

underlying modern science.’ (Sousa Santos 2009, 106) Santos demonstrates this with Nichola of Cusa’s 

theory of learned ignorance, ‘the impossibility of grasping the infinite epistemological diversity of the 

world does not release us from trying to know it; on the contrary, it demands that we do.’ (Sousa Santos 

2009, 115-116; italics added). As Santos points out ‘Knowledge exists only as a plurality of ways of 

knowing, just as ignorance exists only as a plurality of forms of ignorance. The possibilities and limits of 

understanding and action of each way of knowing can only be grasped to the extent that each way of 

knowing offers a comparison with other ways of knowing. Such comparison is always a reduced version 

of the epistemological diversity of the world, the latter being infinite.’ (Sousa Santos 2009, 116).  

Santos fights the notions of Occidentalism and Orientalism, and argues as follows: ‘The comparison is 

difficult, because the relations among ways of knowing are haunted by an asymmetry. Each way of 

knowing knows more and better about itself than about the others. This asymmetry I term 

epistemological difference. It occurs among ways of knowing within the same culture and more 

intensely among ways of knowing existing in different cultures. It is also complex because, even though 

it is an epistemological asymmetry, as regards the praxis of relations among ways of knowing, it does 

not manifest itself simply as an epistemological question. Actually, it is experienced predominantly as a 

political question. That is to say, the asymmetry of ways of knowing overlaps the asymmetry of powers. 

As concerns ideal types, there are two opposite modes of activating this asymmetry. The first one is to 

maximize it by pushing to the utmost ignorance regarding the other ways of knowing, that is, by 

declaring the latters’ nonexistence. This I call epistemological fascism, because it amounts to violent 

destruction or concealment of other ways of knowing.’ (Sousa Santos 2009, 116; italics added). The 

second one is to take a bet (‘wager’) that to believe in emancipation towards a better world (accepting 

Other realities, including a metaphysical one) is more advantageous than to believe in its non-existence 

(de facto annihilation of Other realities/cultures) . ‘The wager is the metaphor for the precarious yet 

minimally credible construction of the possibility of a better world, that is to say, the possibility of social 

emancipation (…). The wager is the metaphor for social transformation in a world in which negative 

reasons and visions (what is rejected) are far more convincing than positive ones (identifying what we 

want and how to get there).’ (Sousa Santos 2009, 120).  

15.2 Mythology and diversity of views 
Greek mythology is often mistaken for an erratic religious politheist view that is out of date. It can, 

however, also be interpreted as an analysis of archetypes of persons, which have been termed ‘Gods’, 

thus forming an psychological analysis of antique times. Mythology was to teach people about their 

behavior. ‘As above, so below’, the Romans would say. An interesting example of current use of 

archetypes in psychology can be found in the books of Jean Shinoda Boolen (1984/2004; 1989/2003). 

Enneagrams are another example of today’s efforts to distinguish different categories of people with 

similar characteristics and behavior. 
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Equally in polytheist African religion, Wole Soyinka explains that in Africa, ‘The gods are exemplars of 

human striving (…) paradigms of existence and phenomenon.’ He explains that ‘Yoruba gods are not 

perfect or infallible’, as ‘infallibility is seen as mystification.’(Angleton 2003) ‘I think the Yoruba gods are 

truthful. Truthful in the sense that I consider religion and the construct of deities simply an extension of 

human qualities taken, if you like, to the nth degree. (Today’s Woman 2014)  

If characteristics of humans can be categorized so can perhaps those of countries or regions. Mythology 

can thus be used to distinguish archetypes of geographic or cultural regions. This of course leads to 

tremendous generalizations. It can, however, be useful to highlight different perspectives with which 

various countries and regions look at the world, in their aim to create well-being for their people. The 

goal of these countries might be the same, the approach is entirely different. Moreover it can be argued 

that the general is contained in the specific and vice versa the specific in the general (15.2.2). Likewise 

the feminine is contained in the masculine and vice versa (see 15.2.1; also symbolized in ‘the dots’ 

within yin-yang). 

The archetypes proposed are not used to describe cultures, but to describe different roles different 

regions play; whether that role has come about, because of culture is an open question; to what extent 

the given power position influences culture remains unanswered too. The fact of history is that 

civilizations rise and fall and so do peripheries; Foucault calls this the genealogical analysis of history 

leaving out causality (Fakhri 2008, 462). 

15.2.1 The archetypes 

Before we go into an explanation of the regional archetypes and their juxtaposition, the 8 male 

archetypes of Greek-Roman mythology will be briefly explained. 

 

Greek mythology discerns 8 main male archetypes and 7 female ones. As the world today is mainly ruled 

by a male value system, the female archetypes will be left out of the analysis (for a brief description and 

picture, see Annex 15.4). Perhaps those would apply to the few matriarchal societies that we know 

today, such as those in Bhutan. 

 

The most wellknown male archetype is Zeus (Jupiter), the ruler. He is often mistaken to be the main 

‘God’, but one should remember that all ‘Gods’ were deemed to be equal. However, one ‘God’ had to 

manage the others to create order and stability (Boolen 2003, 45-71).  

 

Zeus’ most favorite son was Apollo, therefore named the ‘sun-god’ who was allowed to radiate in Zeus’ 

fame; the ‘God‘ of the arts, archery (logica land goal oriented mind), medicine and the lawgiver. Apollo 

was the non-hero that preferred not to get his hands dirty with the real powerplay (Boolen 2003, 130-

161).  

 

His younger brother is Hermes (Mercury), the messenger ‘God’. Both of them are strong in the rational 

realm, like father Zeus. Hermes special qualities are communication and trade. With his quicksilver 

tongue he may also be deceptive; hence he is protector of thieves and deceivers (embodiment of duality 
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and non-judgment). Hermes was the go-in-between of the underworld (spiritual realm) and the real 

world; he was the communicator of spiritual values. He is also the younger sibling rival, competing with 

his older brother Apollo (Boolen 2003, 162-191). 

 

These first three archetypes can be considered the masculine male archetypes, characterized by 

competition and thinking from the mind (Figure 15.2).  

 

Figure 15.2 Masculine archetypes

 
 

The next three archetypes are the feminine male archetypes. They represent a different value system. 

Zeus greatest opponent was his brother Poseidon, ‘God‘ of the sea, metaphor for emotional depth. He 

also seeks power and is a rival King to Zeus. He is also called the husband of the earth (the feminine). In 

the rational ‘sky’ patriarchal system, he looses the power battle, lacking the impersonal strategic 

thinking and force of will needed to be successful in Zeus’ system. He is known for his stormy nature and 

despite his feminine inclination can be as brutal as Zeus (Boolen 2003, 72-97). 

 

The second feminine male archetype is Ares (Mars), the ‘God’ of war and passion. He was least 

respected by the philosophical Greeks, but greatly admired by the Romans. He is also known as the 

lover, warrior-dancer and protector. He is a physical rather than mental man and therefore the rejected 

son of Zeus, contempted in the sky world. Ares in fact represents Zeus’ shadow side, the 

underdeveloped part that he does not want to recognize. Zeus hated Ares (Boolen 2003, 192-218). 

 

The third feminine male archetype is Dionysus, ‘God’ of wine, a metaphore fore ecstacy. He is a brother 

of Ares. He is known as the divine child, never growing up, a dreamer and androgyne man, but 
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nevertheless violent in his dark side. Dionysus sought access to the spiritual world through seeking 

ecstasy. This also makes him the ‘God’ of transformation to higher consciousness. Since his mother died 

at childbirth, Zeus is compelled to look after him and thereby develops his feminine side. Dionysus thus 

transforms him and makes him aware of the shadow side of his rulership. He is the shaman, both male 

and female, mediating between the visible and invisible world. He does not get ahead in the ‘real’ world 

of Zeus. To the contrary, he gets along very well with Hermes, the messenger between spiritual and 

‘real’ worlds (Boolen 2003, 251-278). 

 

In our circular model King Poseidon is positioned opposite to King Zeus, with on his right side Ares, the 

passionate war ‘God’ and on his left side Dionysus, the mystic wine ‘God’ (Figure 15.3).  

Figure 15.3 Masculine and Feminine male archetypes 

 
Zeus, Poseidon and the third brother Hades, ruler of the underworld, drew lots to divide up the world: 

The sky, fell to Zeus, the earth and sea, to Poseidon and the ‘underworld’, to Hades, standing for the 

rational mind, the emotional heart and the spiritual self. 

 

Hades, brother of Zeus and King of the Underworld, the spiritual realm ruled the world of the dead. 

Hades corresponds with the personal and collective unconscious. The collective unconscious is also 

known as the realm of archetypes, universal human patterns that repeat themselves. Needless to say 

Hades is not a standard man in the world of Zeus. He is in fact invisible (Boolen 2003, 98-124).  

 

The other spiritual archetype is Hephaestus, another son of Zeus, ‘God’ of forgery and fire that 

emanates from beneath the earth. He was the craftsman and crippled, rejected by his parents. He was 

thrown of Mount Olympos and crippled for his earthy (feminine) nature. He is a loner and uses his 



15 Annex Wheel of Values: geography of culture and global cultural perspectives  

602 
 

emotionality (fire of the earth) to make his art. It refers to the creativity of the wounded artist, healer, 

inventor, manufacturer. It is the artist as manifestor of the soul (spiritual world). Hephaestus was also 

the family peace keeper, trying to reconcile impending conflicts (Boolen 2003, 219-250). 

 

These two archetypes have been presented on the horizontal (spiritual) axis, completing the wheel of 

values (Figure 15.4).  

Figure 15.4 Wheel of archetypes and values 

 

The archetypes also have a link with the 4 main elements (including space or emptiness: The 5 

elements), as described in Buddhism and Sumak Kawsay (Chapter 5 and 7) (Figure 15.5). Air and Earth 

corresponding with the spiritual axis (masculine-feminine duality merge in non-duality of emptiness; 

Hades and Hephaestos as a continuum of the spirituality –air - brought to life by the life force –fire of 

the earth- expressed in arts), water with the emotional/feminine, fire with willpower/masculine 

(abstract masculine patterns brought to life by the force of will).  
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Figure 15.5 Wheel of Archetypes and the 4 elements 

 
Subdivided in 8 archetypes, there are 8 elements (including space: 9 elements): Adding wind (the 

intermediairy on wings called Hermes- air moved by fire), sun (manifestation in reality of Zeus power by 

Apollo- the fire shining on earth), ice (negative emotion or destruction by Ares – combination of static 

earth and fluid water: Static water,) and rain (turning emotion/water into spirituality/air, Dionysus - 

between fluid water and air: Drops of water) (Figure 15.6). 

Figure 15.6 The 8 or 9 elements including emptiness 

 

15.2.2 Geographical model 

To illustrate the opposing views of different regions and cultures, the different regions in the world have 

been put in a circle, corresponding with the archetypes, with in the middle the symbol for yin-yang, the 

strive for balance and harmony within our lives. 

The following regions are distinguished:  

1) USA  

2) Europe 

3) Asia  

4) Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), that is Russia and former Sovjet republics, as well as Iran 

and Turkey 

5) Sub-Sahara Africa  

6) Middle East and Arabic North Africa  

7) Latin America  
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8) Australia, New Zealand and Pacific islands. 

 

These will be juxtaposed in the following manner: 

Figure 15.7 Regional wheel of the world 

 
In our geographical model the obvious ruler is the USA, Zeus. America’s favorite son, preoccupied with 

the rule of law, but reluctant to get its hands dirty, is Europe, Apollo. Europe’s rival in today’s world, 

trader and communicator of spiritual values, is Asia, Hermes. This brings us to the following model: 

Apollo, the favorite son, sitting at the right side of Zeus and Hermes the younger son at his left. 

 

The opposer of the USA (Zeus) is Russia (and Iran); the rejected warrior is the Islamic world of the 

Middle East and north-Africa; the eternal divine child is Sub-Sahara Africa, not getting ahead in the 

world, but potential transformer of Zeus’ ruling order. 

 

Hades is represented by those invisible in power structures, the indigenous people of (Latin) America, 

with a strong sense of being the spiritual keeper of the earth (pacha mama) and the sky (eagle God). Its 

counterpart are the indigenous people of Australia, New Zealand and Pacific, keepers of the earth and 

famous for their art (Hephaestos). In our model they are opposed, but on one line, the spiritual axis, 

which tilts slightly more to the masculine (sky) in (Latin) America and more to the feminine (earth) in 

Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific. 
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Figure 15.8 Geographical wheel of regions and mythological archetypes 

 
Each archetype has different functions in society; those points in which he excels. Zeus is the 

ruler/provider and places great importance in economics and security. Apollo is the lawgiver and 

attaches importance to the rule of law. Hermes is the communicator that excels in trade, including 

trading spiritual values. Poseidon is the proponent of a different kind of leadership based on caring, 

equality and a social basis for all. Ares is the archetypical protector. Dionysus is the transformer and 

proponent of a holistic worldview, capable of producing ecstatic music. Hades is the spiritual counselor. 

Hephaestus is the craftsman, maker of arts forged from the fire of the earth. Arts can be seen as the 

intermediary between the invisible world of spirituality and the ‘real’ material world.  

This leads to the below figure of the wheel of values. 
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Figure 5 Geographical wheel of values and functions in society 

 
 

All archetypes can be subdived: The specific is contained in the general and vice versa. In this way it is 

demonstrated that generalizations are allowed as they do not deny the specific (as antropologists or 

feminists often claim in response to this model).  

Figure 15.9 Subdivisions of Archetypes 

 
In below picture Zeus has been spit in all archetypes again (starform), which can be subdivided in new 

archetype (rays of star form), which can be subdivided in all archetypes again (dots) which can be 

subdivided in each archetype (rainbows) etc. etc. Therefore each region in the world can be subdived in 

subregions that represent another archetype, e.g. the city of New York may be the Zeus (the power) of 

the Zeus archetype, and the city of Washington the Apollo (lawgiver). 
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Figure 15.10 General containing specific and vice versa 

 
 

Each archetype has been represented by a symbol. 

Explanation of symbolism: 

Zeus: Thunder and lightning, ruler of heavenly masculine 

Apollo: Sun (rays), ruler of masculine reality 

Hermes: Angel ‘winged’ messenger, go-in-between heaven and earth (reality and spirituality) 

Poseidon: Moon, ruler of feminine reality 

Ares: Firework, destruction and creation of reality 

Dionysus: Lover-kundalini, transformer to higher consciousness (‘serpent’, sacral, sexual energy) 

Hades: Emptiness, feminine womb, the abstract invisible (‘Ubu’) 

Hephaestos: ‘Star’ chakra, the life force energy, lifegiver (‘Ntu’). 

 

For each region in the world it is possible to make similar geographical models; for each sub region and 

country as well. Thus each generalization can be fine-tuned and broken down an infinite number of 

times, until one reaches the individual level. South Africa may be the Zeus (ruler) of Africa and thus not 

be entirely Dionysus (child transformer); the Congo may be the Dionysus of Dionysus Africa and 

therefore seen by the West as a hopeless ‘enfant terrible’. The UK may be the Zeus of Europe and the 

originating countries of Greek and Roman mythology, Greece and Italy, as the Hades (spiritual inspirer) 

of Europe (see Annex 15.4). Thus as Santos advocates the West is not a homogenous entity either: 

'Identifying the West’s internal relativity, that is to say, the infinite diversity of western experiences and 

the continuity or discontinuity among those that succeeded and ended up being identified as specific of 

the West, and those that were abandoned, suppressed or simply forgotten.’ Santos distinguishes 
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another critique of the hegemony of the West in Goody’s ‘identifying the West’s external relativity, that 

is to say, the continuity between the innovations attributed to the West and similar experiences in other 

world regions and cultures.’ (Sousa Santos 2009, 106) 

 

Likewise one can subdivide the political bodies and organisations of the UN in different archetypes, 

fulfilling different roles and function (Figure 15.11).  

 

Figure 15.11 Wheel of United Nations organisations and of political bodies 

 

 
 

In the same vein one can distinguish different academic disciplines taking a different angle of analysis 

from an archetypical point of view: Post modernism would then be the ‘enfant terrible’ of academic 

sciences aiming at transformation of the existing order (Figure 15.12). 
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Figure 15.12 Wheel scientific disciplines 

 

15.2.3 Correspondences in Quecha culture, Buddhism, African Ubuntu principle 

The earlier picture used in Chapter 5 on Happiness influencing the MDG/SDGs (Figure 12.) can also be 

used to denote archetype’s influence on regions. We then rotate the yin yang one quarter: The dark yin, 

to be at the bottom to correspond with feminine archetypes, and yang, at the top of the figure to 

correspond with masculine archetypes; simultaneously the axes make a rotating movement, as is often 

denoted in depiction of ‘chakras’ (energy centers) (see below). 

Figure 15.13 Archetype influence of regions 

              

The picture used in Chapter 6 on Ubuntu influencing SDGs can denote the life forces assembled in ‘Ntu’ 

bringing the abstract patterns ‘Ubu’ (archetypes) to life. 
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Figure 15.14 Life joined in Ubuntu: Ubu brought to life by archetype (deities) life force Ntu 

 

 

Likewise one may draw parallels between the Greek archetypes and other mythological types, such as in 

Latin America. An attempt has been made below. Just like the Greek archetypes, mythological figures 

existed in native American culture that have largely been forgotten since colonial conquest (E42): What 

remains in the popular conscience are the eight feasts in Quecha culture. Below is a possible 

correspondence of feasts and archetypes.  
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Table 15.1 The 8 feasts in Quecha culture and Greek archetypes 

Feast Month Greek 

Archetype  

Meaning of Greek Archetype Masculine/ 

Feminine 

Children February Dionysus  eternal child; transformation F 

Growing (Pawkar 

Raymi) 

March 

21 

Ares  war/passion F 

Bridges 

(intermediaries) 

May  Hermes  intermediary M 

(material) Sun (Inti 

Raymi) 

June 21  Apollo  sun god; favorite of Zeus M 

Earth   August  Hephaestos  transforming fire of earth into art F-M 

Women/Fertility 

(Koya Raymi) 

Sept 20 Poseidon  alternative leader/heart/feminine F 

Ancestors Nov Zeus  ruler/mind/masculine M 

Ultimate/(spiritual) 

Sun (Kapak Raymi)

  

Dec 21  Hades  spiritual world M-F 

Source: feasts derived from Oviedo 2008, 81 and E42 

One source (E43) reveiled that possible correspondences with Inca gods would be as follows:  

Table 15.2 Greek Archetypes and Inca/Aztek mythology and African Ubuntu philosophy 

Greek archetypes Inca Gods African Ubuntu phil 

Zeus Pirua Ubu 

Apollo Iuti-Wiuks (Sun) /Inti   

Hermes Katwius  

Poseidon Kius (Moon)  

Ares Awkayok (Huitzilopochi for Azteks)  

Hephaestos/Hades Allpamama (Earth) Ntu 

 

Comparing with the Ubuntu philosophy, the life force of ‘ntu’ can be equaled to the archetype of 

Hephaestos. 

 

One can equally draw a parallel with Eastern philosophy. One could assign a chakra (energy centres 

corresponding with body parts) to each archetype (The existence of a chakra system has not been 

scientifically proven, but is regarded as a philosophical, metaphysical idea). The table below gives the 

possible correspondence. Generally it is assumed that there are seven or eight chakras. 
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Table 15.3 Correspondence of chakra’s and archetypes 

Chakra Meaning  Archetype Region 

Crown chakra (top of head) 

Bindu chakra (back of head) 

Pineal chakra (forehead) 

Throat chakra 

Heart chakra (chest) 

Solar plexus chakra (navel) 

Sacral chakra (sacral bone) 

Root chakra 

creative powers /life force 

dreams/spirituality 

perception 

expression 

love 

willpower 

gut feeling/emotion 

survival 

Hephaestos 

Hades 

Apollo 

Hermes 

Poseidon 

Zeus 

Dionysus 

Ares 

Indig. America 

Indig. Australia/New Z. 

Europe 

Asia 

Russia 

USA 

Africa 

Middle East 

 

Equally in Quecha culture, ‘Uku pacha’ (subconscious) is linked to the under body, ‘kai pacha’ (reality of 

now) to the middle body/chest, and ‘Huawa pacha’ (supra conscious) to the upper part of the body (Lajo 

2005, 138) (Figure 15.15). These can be linked to the Greek archetypes (Table 15.4). 

Figure 15.15 The three worlds and the human body in Quecha philoshopy 

 

Source: Reprinted and adapted with permission from Lajo 2005, 138 (arrows added) 

Table 15.4 Greek archetypes and three worlds in Quecha philosophy 

Hephaestos 

Hades 

Life force link (left arrow: Earth to sky) 

Dreams link (right arrow: Sky to earth) 

Apollo 

Hermes 

Huawa pacha – supraconscious 

Poseidon 

Zeus 

Kay pacha - reality of now 

 

Dionysus 

Ares 

Uku pacha – subconscious 
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One could thus represent the world as one body of which all limbs have a unique quality, linking each 

archetype to a chakra, energy centre, in the body: Red (root) to Ares, orange (sacral) to Dionysus, yellow 

(the will, solar plexus) to Zeus, green (heart) to Poseidon, blue (throat) to Hermes, indigo (third eye, 

mind) to Apollo, purple (crown, spiritual) to Hades (and invisible life force, Hephaestos, in earlier 

pictures pink) (Figure 15.16).  

Figure 15.16 The world as one body: Chakra’s, corresponding Archetypes and World Regions 

 

The Iranian poet Saadi formulated this idea as follows (Hall of Nations, United Nations 

Building):  

The children of Adam are limbs of each other 

Having been created of one essence. 

When the calamity of time afflicts one limb 

The other limbs cannot remain at rest. 

If you have no sympathy for the troubles of others 

You are not worthy to be called by the name of ‘man’. 

Source: Saadi: Gulistan 1258, Chapter 1 story 10  
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15.4 Annex: Regional wheels 
Below are suggested wheels for different regions. These serve discussion purposes and may be adjusted 

according to the views of those living in the region (or by the ‘outside spectator’). The Ruler (Zeus) has 

been defined as those countries closest to the USA in government and/or corporate structure (mapping 

the global system of power) and not necessarily the most dominant country in the region. 

Wheel of Europe 

 

Explanation: 

Zeus: UK  

Apollo: Germany, Holland, Austria, Switzerland, Poland  

Hermes: Nordics, Baltics  

Poseidon: France  

Ares: Spain/Portugal  

Dionysus: Balkan/Hungary  

Hades: Greece  

Hephaestos: Italy  
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Wheel of Latin America 

 

Explanation:  

Zeus: Brazil  

Apollo: Chili/Argentina  

Hermes: Middle America  

Poseidon: Venezuela/Cuba  

Ares: Colombia  

Dionysus: Surinam, Guyana, Haiti and Caribean  

Hades: Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia  

Hephaestos: Mexico  
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Wheel of Asia 

 

Explanation: 

Zeus: Japan/Taiwan/South Korea  

Apollo: Indonesia/Malyasia/Singapore/Philippines 

Hermes: India/Sri Lanka/ Thailand 

Poseidon: China/North Korea/Myanmar/Mongolia/Vietnam  

Ares: Afghanistan  

Dionysus: Pakistan, Bangladesh  

Hades: Himalayas: Bhutan, Nepal, Tibet  

Hephaestos: Laos,Cambodia  
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Wheel of Middle East 

 

Explanation: 

Zeus: Israel  

Apollo: Jordan, Lebanon, Maroc, Tunesia  

Hermes: Saudi Arabia 

Poseidon: Egypt, Algeria, Lybia  

Ares: Iraq, Palestine  

Dionysus: Sudan, Syria  

Hades: Jemen 

Hephaestos: Mauretania 
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Wheel of Eurasia 

 

Explanation: 

Zeus: Turkey  

Apollo: Georgia, Armenia, Azerbeidzjan 

Hermes: Turkmenistan, Tadzikistan 

Poseidon: Russia, Belarus  

Ares: Tjetsenia  

Dionysus: Iran  

Hades: Mongolia 

Hephaestos: Ukraine 
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Wheel of Africa 

 

 

Explanation:  

Zeus: South Africa 

Apollo: SADC minus South Africa 

Hermes: East Africa and island states 

Poseidon: Nigeria and West Africa 

Ares: Horn of Africa/North Africa 

Dionysus: Central Africa 

Hades: Togo/ Benin  

Hephaestos: DRC Congo, Burundi and Rwanda 
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Wheel of West-Africa 

 

 
Explanation:  

Zeus: Nigeria 

Apollo: Ghana, Cameroon 

Hermes: Burkina Faso, Mali 

Poseidon: Senegal, Ivory Coast 

Ares: Chad, Niger 

Dionysus: Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinee, Gambia Gabon, Cape Verde 

Hades: Togo, Benin 

Hephaestos: Sahel: Touareg and Fulani 
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Wheel of Southern Africa 

 

 
Explanation:  

Zeus: South Africa 

Apollo: Botswana, Namibia 

Hermes: Zambia, Malawi, (Tanzania), Madagascar, Comores, Seychelles, Mauritius 

Poseidon: Angola 

Ares: Mozambique 

Dionysus: Zimbabwe 

Hades: Lesotho, Swaziland 

Hephaestos: DRC Congo, Rwanda, Burundi 
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Feminine archetypes 

 

Explanation 

3 (male) dependent archetypes (Feminine-Feminine)  Corresponds with  

Hera: the wife (ruler of feminine)    Poseidon, (heart) ruler of feminine (F-M) 

Demeter: the mother, lifegiver     Ares, destroyer (F-M)  

Persephone: the daughter-intermediary-wife of Hades   Hermes, the messenger (M-M) 

3 independent archetypes (Masculine-Feminine) 

Athena: the political strategist, wisdom    Zeus, (ratio) ruler of masculine (M-M) 

Artemis: the huntress, goal-oriented, sisterhood  Apollo (sungod) archer&lawgiver (M-M) 

Hestia: the housekeeper, inner flame (spirituality)  Hades, the spiritual keeper (F-M)  

1 alchemic archetype (Masculine-Feminine) 

Aphrodite: the lover, beauty (transformation)   Dionysus, the lover&transfomer (F-M)  

 

See: Boolen, Jean Shinoda. 1984/2004. Goddesses in Everywoman. Powerful Archeytpes in Women’s 

Lives. New York: Harper-Collins Publishers. 
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16 Executive Summary 
 

 For Pien (‘Yahweh will increase’) and Dirk (‘gifted ruler’) 

 

 

 

 

Wheel of Values/ Indigenous Australia, New Zealand and Pacific; © D.E. van Norren 
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This thesis investigates how three non-Western well-being theories - Happiness324, Ubuntu, and Buen 

Vivir - can contribute to the (operationalization of) the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 

drafting of future development agenda’s.  

 

Chapter 1 gives a brief introduction to the research question, approach and method. Applying a 

Western academic lens to non-Western worldviews is problematic as this still traps the worldviews in a 

logical positivist perspective. It presupposes that one is able to place oneself outside reality and not 

partake in it. Therefore a critical realist approach is taken to present described worldviews as neutrally 

as possible and offset them against conventional theoretical approaches without framing them in any 

particular theory. This de- and reconstruction is derived from (the approaches developed within) Third 

World Approaches to International Law (TWAIL) and post-colonial economics. Tools used in critical 

realism are: (a) taking an interdisciplinary approach and accepting a layered reality; (b) instead of 

looking at reality as a self-evident, objective truth, looking at it as a ‘social construction’ (by individuals 

and groups in permanent movement) and accepting ‘openness’ instead of ‘closure’ (defined boundaries) 

in a celebration of subjectivity; (c) accepting language as a constitutive factor for any worldview as well 

as discourse (hence the importance of oral traditions and the use of proverbs in non-Western 

worldviews); (d) being aware of power as explicitly or implicitly determining actions of others, and which 

can go beyond institutions or individuals (so beyond structure and agency), embedded not only in 

politics, but also in socialization processes (conformity), psychology and ‘ideological boundaries of 

participation’ and which is interwoven with knowledge systems. These tools are applied to expose 

‘Other’ realities beyond the consensual SDGs, negotiated by Northern and Southern countries. The study 

therefore contributes to bridging the information and communication gap between multiple worldviews 

and grappling with divergences and convergences between human rights and development, and non-

Western traditions. The methods for this thesis consist of (a) a literature review; (b) content analysis of 

policy/legal documents and judgements; (c) case studies; (d) comparative analysis; (e) synthesis of the 

data; and (f) visual models. The methodology of postcolonialism is applied in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 (case 

studies). 

 

Chapter 2 deals with what philosophies modern development theories embrace and what the response 

is of the critical literature, inter alia, TWAIL and postcolonial economics, in moving beyond ‘growth’ as 

the hallmark of success and modernization. Underlying modernism are the belief in: sovereignty of 

humans over their environment, individual sovereignty, freedom, self-interest, belief in the market as 

leading to collective welfare (a la Adam Smith), emphasis on private property, rewards based on merit, 

materialism, the quantification of value, and the instrumentalisation of labor (for the market and 

production process). Furthermore modernism is embedded in European traditions of truth established 

by reason (Descartes) and empirical knowledge (Hume) and non-belief in magic, leading to positivist 

worldviews whereby the source of knowledge is based in logic or sensory experience, rejecting 

metaphysical origins. ‘Backward’ non-Western societies were, or still are, deemed to be stuck in 

metaphysical worldviews and religious authority (Weber; Durkheim). All of these have been 

deconstructed by several post-modernist schools. Liberal postmodernism cherishes multiculturalism and 

                                                             
324 When referring to ‘Happiness’ in this thesis (with capital H), I mean Gross National Happiness (GNH). 
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posits that how we come to knowledge is culturally constructed. Postmodern relativists add that the 

West should abstain from passing judgment over other cultures. Critical postmodernism assumes that 

the West dominates and exploits the Rest and pleads for including the feminine (care ethics) (feminist 

postmodernism) and recognizing economic structures as culturally constructed (postmodern Marxism) 

as well as the power of colonizers (‘developed’) versus decolonized (‘developing’) leading, inter alia, to a 

financial flow from the global South to the global North (dependency theory). Postcolonialism focuses 

on the marginalization of the discourse of ‘Other’ cultures and presents new narratives on how to be 

ethical by deconstructing old theory and reconstructing new paradigms. Substrands are postcolonial law 

and economics. Postcolonial economics questions the ‘hard science’ aura that economics has acquired 

by using mathematics, presenting itself with universal outcomes which are beyond questioning, erasing 

hard science’s uncertainty principles, erasing economic science as being culturally hegemonic, and 

erasing (or ignoring) other cultures as implicitly being inferior. Postcolonial law repeats claims of 

epistemological violence by the displacement of indigenous legal knowledge systems, calling for 

alternative histories of human rights, to which international law is ‘inattentive’. But even TWAIL scholars 

continue to marginalize non-Western ways of thinking about international law, often focusing on 

deconstruction of the existing rather than reconstruction of a new system that makes the old one 

obsolete. As the UNESCO (1947, 3) report forming one of the bases for the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights highlighted, ‘the problem of the implementation of human rights, new and old, depends 

on the tacit or explicit resolution of basic philosophic problems’. 

 

Chapter 3 looks at how the evolution of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) can be analyzed taking 

into account objective, subjective and future well-being, human rights and global public good 

approaches) and what the thematic implications are. This chapter is based on a publication adopted 

before the SDGs and makes recommendations on how a future post-2015 regime (later named SDGs) 

could be developed, departing from the circumstances at the time of the 2010 MDG review summit. 

While the MDGs prioritized certain key social challenges, the critique shows that more concern for well-

being theories, including human rights and sustainability was needed. The objective well-being or 

capabilities approach and Millennium Declaration warranted that a future regime should include 

indicators for social security (and the social protection floor), a cluster of goals on peace and security, 

including on preventing violence against women (or under MDG 3), indicators on the quality of political 

institutions, for example on corruption, the rule of law, voice and accountability, and the effectiveness 

of the civil service. These indicators would address the degree of freedom of expression, freedom of 

assembly and democratization. Including the need for effective state institutions (partly) enables the 

respect of human rights and the rule of law and contributes to state building, especially needed by 

fragile states. A basic level of security is necessary as a condition for development. Building or reforming 

the security sector (SSR) should therefore be an inseparable part of a post-2015 system for fragile states. 

Future well-being and sustainability prospects implied also that a post-2015 system should function as 

a dashboard of indicators that express sustainability, preferably with a rolling agenda that measures and 

updates progress every five or ten years. Measuring objective and subjective well-being required 

including alternative economic indicators under MDG 1, which express the state of society more clearly 

and align more closely with people’s experiences, taking account of the conclusions of the Fitoussi, Sen, 
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and Stiglitz report of 2009. A human rights approach to development implied (a) incorporating, where 

possible, the principles of participation, non-discrimination, human dignity and accountability; (b) 

ensuring that the process of creating a post-2015 system is participatory, including the voices of the 

poor themselves; (c) establishing explicit links with major human rights agreements that are widely 

endorsed; (d) splitting indicators by upper and lower layers in society to make inequality visible 

(participation); (e) splitting indicators by target group to make forgotten groups such as indigenous 

peoples visible (non-discrimination) as well as rural-urban and regional differences; and gender and 

ethnicity; (f) continuing to measure different dimensions of poverty (this increases the pressure on 

governments to be accountable, especially in relation to gender and target groups); (g) including 

indicators for assessing the effectiveness of the state and/or state institutions (this would also make 

opportunities for achieving the rule of law more visible); (h) and conducting an international debate on 

the extraterritorial applicability of civil, political, socioeconomic and cultural rights (addressing to what 

extent states need to defend human rights beyond their own borders). As equality between men and 

women is indispensable for balanced development, it was recommended to include gender indicators in 

all future clusters besides devoting explicit attention to it in the post-2015 system. From an economic 

point of view specific recommendations were made on globalization (industrial, agricultural and social 

policy, country specific instruments and international coherence) and trade and financial systems 

including promoting capital flows to ‘developing’ countries, regulation of the financial sector and of 

taxation as well as democratization of the International Monetary Fund/World Bank. A post-2015 

system also had to devote attention to ‘developing’ countries’ absorption capacity for and access to new 

technology and to improving knowledge transfer and knowledge as a global public good (re intellectual 

property rights). An analysis was given to show the importance of giving attention to demographic issues 

in a post-2015 system (but not as a goal); as well as to the growing problem of food security; 

strengthening infrastructure; and private-public partnerships. Establishing a link between the MDGs and 

global public goods (GPGs) was deemed to be important, considering MDGs as GPGs in a normative 

sense: goods from which no one may be excluded or that are common concerns. Insights from the 

‘public commons’ theory (a resource shared by a group of users) as Öström (2009) developed for 

national economies, were highlighted as helpful for global governance in a post-2015 system. It was 

recommended that an improved post-2015 system of global governance would give more attention to 

financing development goals and public goods. This meant designing a post-2015 system that can act as 

a norm-setting framework for international cooperation for all actors in the network society; giving 

multilateral institutions a role in the management of donors (rather than just programs) and returning 

them to their core tasks; modifying the G20, so that regions like Africa and the least ‘developed’ 

countries have a voice in global decision-making; devising a new MDG 8 with a clear and coherent global 

governance agenda; and achieving greater coherence between development activities and expenditures 

in donor countries and reforming trade and financial systems; as well as distinguishing between public 

goods for which ODA is suitable and those which can be financed in another way. Presented were the 

visual models of Wheel of Development, Wheel of Governance and possibility of Wheel of Values 

(published in 2012). 

 

Chapter 4 questions how the process and outcome of the post-2015 development agenda formulation 

within the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals can be viewed against the criticism 
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on the MDGs. The SDGs are new in (a) content (mainstreaming sustainability) (b) scope (adding new 

goals covering economic growth, infrastructure, industry, cities, inequality, energy, oceans and seas, 

consumption and production, climate change, peace and security, access to justice, etc. and adding 

means of implementation and partnerships) and (c) process in which they were established (multilateral, 

consultative). Set against the analysis of Chapter 3 (especially the optimist, realist and human rights 

(universalist) perspective), the SDGs score much better than the MDGs, though not satisfying radical 

critics. They were consultative in process, apply to all countries, put sustainability at the heart, make 

cross references (interlinking different goals, refer to broader declarations (e.g. regarding gender the 

Beijing Platform for Action), pay attention to (re)distribution, name target groups, use (some) ‘rights’ 

language, and include many of the previously lacking themes. On the negative side are: Lack of 

prioritization (from 8 to 17 goals); lack of a clear message for communication to a larger audience; 

targets are not always measurable; insufficient process approach, actions and strategies; a weak link to 

Global Public Goods and responsible sovereignty; and vague/weak global governance. Indicators to be 

chosen by the UN may influence interpretation of the goals; it may limit the scope of the SDGs and is 

hampered by capacity as well as costs of statistics and availability of data. To address the criticism of 

complexity a visual model was proposed (and published in 2015) to explain them in a circular model 

expressing integrality, while dividing them along the lines of the definition of sustainable development, 

and giving goal 16 and 17 a special position, as, respectively, the inner and outer core (enabler, 

implementer). 

 

Chapter 5, 6, 7 look into how the regional views of Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir de- and 

reconstruct legal and development policy, and what contribution they can make to the MDG-SDG 

discussion. The case descriptions and analyses follow a specific pattern and are relatively extensive, in 

order to do justice to the nuances of each separate worldview and are included as standalone chapters 

in the annexes. Below are only the SDG related conclusions. 

  

Chapter 5 defines Gross National Happiness (GNH) as calling for material and spiritual development 

that mutually reinforce one another, which aims at harmony between ‘inner skills’ and ‘outer 

circumstances’, respect for nature, compassion, and balance and moderation and interdependence of all 

things. The Bhutanese legal system contributes to deconstruction of conventional concepts of law while 

it goes against law rooted in objective rationality and strict secularism: The Constitution is based on 

people’s ethics of Happiness, derived primarily from Buddhism but also supported in Hinduism, focuses 

on harmony, is internalized by people and is thus easier to enforce, but at the same time guarantees 

separation of religion and state and includes a constitutional monarch bound by the ethics of Happiness 

(Boddhisatva leadership). However, the court system tends to follow more common law principles. 

There is little jurisprudence developing the principle of happiness (Jurisprudence oversight tables are in 

8.2.6). Reconstruction shows that it embraces enhanced concepts of (human) dignity (of all living beings, 

related to karma, compassion and codependent origination), of freedom (from desire, delusion and 

including reciprocity) related to constitutional rights and duties of sustainable development (which 

includes culture), and the understanding that future generations includes one’s reincarnated self, as well 

as restorative criminal and civil justice based on mediation, confession, swift and simple justice. (For 

reconstructive economic principles see under SDG 8).  
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While GNH is consistent with the SDG goal-oriented approach in that it is quantified and measureable, 

and covers many of the same domains, the recent quantified variant of GNH (and by extension the 

SDGs) is seen as reductionist by others. The GNH approach could imply that the SDGs should promote 

Happiness in the Buddhist sense of taming one’s mindset (towards enlightenment), and to reorient 

society towards service, compassion and cooperation as trainable qualities instead of competition and a 

race to the bottom. It can inspire economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) with its notion of 

simple life (as part of sustainable consumption), overcoming spiritual poverty (rather than merely 

material poverty) and emphasis on social justice, equality, equity and sharing. This would imply 

incorporating reconstructive principles (or indicators) focused on: multidimensional GNH instead of GDP 

measurement, full employment, people’s sovereignty (not capital), selflessness, individual capabilities 

aiming at the collective, service to others and non-exploitation, poverty as lack of personal 

development, decentralized decision making, ecology over economy, culture as a way of life, equality 

but with acceptance of differences based on karma, inclusiveness as well as room for meditative 

seclusion, recognizing the essential value of rest and ‘being’ (right to leisure), developing GNH business. 

It could inspire a more radical understanding of education (MDG 2; SDG 4) aiming at a deeper 

understanding of life and seeing reality as it is and life as an educational journey rather than producing 

knowledge to live a productive life. It could inspire a more holistic understanding of health (MDG 4, 5, 6; 

SDG 3) where the microcosm of the body and the macrocosm of the universe are in harmony (going 

beyond mental and emotional health, with an integrated vision on physical, emotional and spiritual 

health). It could inspire a more integrated understanding of gender (MDG 3; SDG 5) where the 

masculine and feminine are complementary abstract principles, present in all phenomena, beyond 

personal identity, including in nature and each human being, while overcoming duality is achieved 

through feminine (intuitive Wisdom combined with receptive awareness of emptiness) and masculine 

thinking (analytical Knowledge and compassionate action). It suggests that environmental sustainability 

(MDG 7; all SDGs but specifically 6, 12, 13, 14, 15) can be broadened with respect for all sentient beings 

and their intrinsic value, constituting a biocentric form of restorative justice. This would imply that 

global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) aims to support the interdependence of all life and that peace (SDG 

16) should start with one’s own inner contentment and include restorative justice (traditional ‘simple 

justice’ including mediation). The notion of good governance (SDG 16) could be enhanced by enhancing 

(collective) autonomy, self-sufficiency and decentralization, by being based on the non-subjugation of 

others, spiritual heritage, natural law and reclaiming the cultural value dimension of human rights, 

recognition of customary commons, collective responsibility (duties) and decision-making, and other 

legal reconstructive elements mentioned above. The recognition of culture (SDG 4.7 and 11.4) as central 

to identity, spiritual practices, society, economy, and sustainability; a culture which is future oriented 

instead of merely traditional, as well as a founding value of human rights. GNH insists on including a 

notion of community vitality, right to a compassionate society and family bonds. GNH proponents claim 

that it embodies the SDGs but goes beyond. 

 

Chapter 6 defines Ubuntu as the continuous motion of the enfoldment of the universe, but more 

popularly as ‘I am because we are’ (a person is a person through other persons). It is a collective 

ontology which stresses the value of compassion or ‘life as mutual aid’. It is embodied in national Batho 

Pele (People First) policies related to government conduct. The interim South African Constitution 



Executive Summary  

631 
 

mentioned Ubuntu, to enable the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and this legal history inspired 

activist judges into civil and criminal Ubuntu jurisprudence based on victim participation, forgiveness, 

reintegration of criminals in society, dialogue, relatedness, meaningful engagement, the value of 

apologies, mutual respect, extended family and hospitality with concrete results such as abolition of the 

death penalty and prevention of eviction from housing (less strict property rights). (Jurisprudence 

oversight tables are in 8.2.6). It further deconstructs legal theory in that it lays emphasis on restorative 

justice, and less stress on punitive justice and the idea of dignity merely rooted in reason, and it 

reconstructs by an expanded notion of dignity (including relatedness), focus on human boundedness 

(apart from freedom), and a legal culture rooted in reconciliation, sharing, compassion, civility, 

responsibility, trust and harmony, including nature and future generations as part of the bantu (people) 

community. (For reconstructive economic principles see below under SDG 8). 

Ubuntu is an overarching principle that can inform the SDG clusters of goals and indicators (although a 

Western result based management system), embodying GPGs and human rights. As argued in Chapter 3, 

the SDGs/MDGs should be seen as normative GPGs, goods that affect everyone and from which no one 

may be excluded. Ubuntu in relation to the SDGs would then signify the wholeness and interrelation of 

the MDG/SDG concept; neither subject of the goals can be treated on its own. Ubuntu thus underpins 

the cluster on global partnership (MDG 8; SDG 17) that was inserted in the MDG/SDG framework by the 

global South. This includes regional integration (eg pan-Africanism) to be added to SDG 17.9 (capacity 

building) and 17.14 (policy coherence) . Ubuntu adds the dimension of: community, collective, people, 

intra-community relations. It can inspire economic clusters (MDG 1; SDG 1, 2, 7, 8, 9, 10) with its 

emphasis on social justice, equality, equity and sharing, basing it on reconstructive economic principles 

(or indicators) such as: Collective agency (‘what can we (including I) do to so that we live better’); 

employment for all based on ‘no-one is useless’ and ‘we work as one’ (col-labor-rate); living in time 

(rather than on time); sharing instead of profit; intrinsic value of human life instead of ‘human capital’; 

the importance of (extended) family-centered thinking; ending dominance of capital; sovereignty of 

people over capital; and extending the same respect to nature as to people and by supporting the global 

social floor. Ubuntu can inspire clusters on health (MDG 4, 5, 6; SDG 3) by its principles of reading 

meaning into illness and the ill or demented; the healer as a mediator between the supra-natural source 

(of illness) and the person; keeping mentally afflicted within the community out of mutual care and 

(significant) payment of the healer only if the patient improves. Moral education of personhood in 

education (MDG 2; SDG 4), entailing being able to listen and articulate logical arguments; moral 

maturity promoting justice, courage and truthfulness; an ability to engage in consensual dialogue, 

allowing the other to offer his point of view regardless how ill-informed. It embraces a culture (SDG 4.7) 

dimension in respect for different value systems and diversity (rainbow nation). Despite contention, 

feminists may find inspiration as well for a gender goal (MDG 3; SDG 5). South Africa (and its 

Constitution) has a very progressive stance on gender. Inserting an Ubuntu dimension means stressing 

the importance for the family and society of gender equality, girls’ education and reproductive health. It 

also embraces the marriage of the abstract feminine Mother Mind and the masculine Warrior Mind. 

Ubuntu also embodies accepting people as they are without hierarchies (e.g. gay, transgender) as long 

as the importance of family and procreation are also preserved. Ubuntu has a distinctive view of 

environmental protection by considering nature and man as a whole (MDG 7; all SDGs but specifically 6, 

12, 13, 14, 15). Ubuntu can inspire the cluster on peace and security (SDG 16) with its emphasis on 
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restorative justice in public and criminal law (see above on reconstructive legal principles) and healing of 

trauma as well as the cluster on institution building and rule of law (SDG 16) by its jurisprudence on 

public law and civility in conduct of government agents, however, preferring the words nation building, 

people empowering leadership and citizen participation. To reduce a philosophy as expansive as Ubuntu 

to targets and indicators is, somewhat contrary to what it tries to achieve: namely to infuse humans 

with a consciousness of wholeness and interdependence, on each other and their natural surroundings, 

including a spiritual level of being. Written SDG models are often seen as an irrelevant discussion from 

the African mind, unless it directly addresses needs, involves a constant dialogue, keeping the 

relationship going (as starting point of a relationship, not the end point), building trust to work together. 

Ubuntu doesn’t know the word development but stresses humaneness in relation (including nature). 

 

Chapter 7 defines Buen Vivir as derived from the Quecha Sumak Kawsay, Good Living based on living in 

harmony with (and not at the cost of) others or nature and in balance between spiritual and material 

wealth. Ecuador enshrines Buen Vivir principles in its Constitution and national and international 

policies. Rights of nature are central to Buen Vivir, as a form of restorative justice (between humans and 

nature) articulated in a modest jurisprudence enabling persons to protect nature with proving personal 

damage, however, not preventing large scale natural resource exploration. It deconstructs legal 

concepts centered around individual humans, the utility value of nature (defined as property), nature 

conservation, and reconstructs them based on the earth as central system (mother), collective rights, 

the redefinition of economy-society-nature-relationship and the intertwinement of culture and nature. 

It reformulates dignity, freedom and development into collective dignity of all life (balancing the 

interests of all including the intercultural dialogue dimension), freedom as reciprocity setting one free, 

as well as the freedom of communities to live in permanent dialogue with nature, calling for sustainable 

life (well-being) instead of development. Further reconstructive legal principles are: people’s sovereignty 

(including migrants), not territorial sovereignty; union of the planet; identity based on one’s birthplace 

and culture; plurinationality (plurality of nations within the horizontal non-patriarchical state); 

individual, communal and ecological citizenship; interculturality; juridical pluralism; collective rights and 

duties; free prior and informed consent; judges as instrumental in establishing law; recognizing rights of 

the spirits.  

Buen Vivir is a rethink of future SDG policy all together; it pleads mostly for recognition of the intrinsic 

value of nature, the common biocentric good and leaving a goal structure all together, but also for 

plurinationality, which is inseparable from Sumak Kawsay: 1) the protection of indigenous territory; 2) 

indigenous self-government; 3) the self-development of indigenous communities on the basis of 

balance, Buen Vivir and harmony; 4) free, prior and informed consent as a condition for developments 

on indigenous land; and 5) the ‘institutional redesign’ of the state in its relations with indigenous 

peoples (indigenous Colombian MDG report). There is suspicion of the SDGs which are seen as 

important but at the same time as a traditional liberal UN concept supporting economic growth. 

 

Buen Vivir reformulates an economic SDG cluster in that it emphasizes ‘self-sustaining and life-nurturing 

economy’, without growth (accumulation of production and consumption), closely intertwined with its 

vision of gender and nature, based on reconstructive economic principles: Solidarity including with the 

earth; people jointly formulating their goals of good living (collective capability); human beings as 
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central to economy and not capital or speculation; reciprocity (development/progress as service); 

ecology over economy; community including nature as central to life and to happiness; including leisure 

and creativity; recognizing domestic and reproductive work; measuring the economy in terms of full 

employment; redistribution of wealth and income; decentralization of production; energy and food 

sovereignty; active popular participation in decisionmaking; emancipation of nature and labor (beyond 

socialism); community markets; promoting post-extractivist economies and markets based on use value; 

getting away from the claims of scientific progress as sole source of information. In the cluster for 

education: Unmasking the coloniality of knowledge (subordination of other knowledges) and making 

space for finding common ground for different views and for intercultural education. On the cluster for  

gender: Recognizing the abstract complementarity and conflict between two opposites (chacha-warmi) 

including in natural phenomena, as instrumental in understanding life: pachamama is the life-giving 

feminine principle and exists only with its polar opposite male principle, which creates harmony; getting 

away from the Western anthropocentric, androcentric patriarchal development paradigm, while 

recognizing that the feminine is closer to the Creator taking precedence over the masculine, deserving 

utmost respect as creator of new life. On the cluster for health: Recognizing the spiritual and the 

importance of emotions and the need for healing at different levels. On the cluster for environment: 

Redefining environment into ‘nature’ which is sacred (with zero-extractivism) and the foundation of 

ethics to preserve the cosmic order, recognizing its rights and equal standing; creation of ecological 

citizenship; right (respect) of mother earth as chief principle of law; natural limitation of people’s rights 

and property right (to earth); a wider concept of dignity including nature. The cluster for 

democracy/rule of law can be inspired by the idea that: Democracy is thought of from the feminine 

(horizontal) principle of reciprocity and collectivity. This means participatory democratic co-existence 

devoid of patriarchal domination by exploitation of others, nature, women and ethnicity; stressing 

autonomy and diversity (plurinationality as self-determination); and multiple forms of democracy 

(communitarian, participatory, representative, consensus seeking: ‘convivir’) and including above 

reconstructive legal principles. The cluster for peace can center on: Restoring harmony in the community 

taking primacy over punitive justice; recognizing both the victim and victimizer perspective and viewing 

the individual’s problem as the community’s problem; including the community as judges; oral justice; 

healing through purification, public apologies and community service as reparation. On the cluster for 

global partnership: Recognizing partnership with the Earth as first principle. Furthermore, recognizing 

the value of community in partnership with nature, of interculturality and spirituality as basic pillar. 

Buen Vivir in its purest Sumak Kawsay form does not know a notion of development, but stresses 

reciprocity including with Mother Earth. 

 

Chapter 8 compares the three world views and concludes that they are similar in that they emphasize: 

Cosmic unity and harmony as the basis for justice; the creation of the world from our mind/heart, 

putting spiritual before material; altruism; deliberative democracy; decentralization and equality; 

expanded notions of dignity and freedom as overarching legal principles; restorative justice; economic-

ecological principles; development (as in progress) as service; simple life; the value of being (leisure); 

different notions of poverty and circular concepts of time (with the future being behind you and the past 

in front of you); and putting cultural beliefs at the heart of ‘development’. It also points to certain 

differences and nuances in inter alia the degree of individual and collective agency and the degree of 
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formalization in policies and indexes, constitutional embedding and jurisprudence. These worldviews are 

criticized and counterargued from a postcolonial perspective as: Lacking universality versus resonating 

in many regions and having synergies with other worldviews; as being romanticized ideas of pre-colonial 

values and religious beliefs versus reflecting a living dialogue among philosophies with metaphysical 

notions and contemporary proponents; as lacking a homogenous basis versus recognizing that specificity 

is contained in the general and vice versa; as being unnecessary while human rights encompass all 

‘Other’ traditions versus recognizing jurisprudence expanding the notion of dignity and freedom, 

restorative justice and rights of nature as well as the existence of regional human rights treaties and 

local customary law; as reflecting cultural relativity which undermines human rights versus the 

possibility that cultural dimension enriches the rights discourse; as being communist versus being 

communalist not necessarily involving the state and appealing to a collective capability; as being anti-

communist in that it does not reflect class struggles versus recognizing that allowing room for ‘Other’ 

voices is a power struggle in itself; as reflecting static culture versus notions that cultures are 

continuously evolving; as inherently lacking the notion and possibility of development versus alternative 

ideas about progress as service and mutuality; as being impractical non-measurable concepts versus 

going beyond reductionism to understand values; as being gender-insensitive versus recognizing that 

masculine-feminine are complementary; as imposing indigenous values on non-indigenous citizens 

versus recognizing plurinationality, interculturality, and cultural participation (and earlier value 

imposition on the indigenous); as being unimplementable versus recognizing that all philosophies are 

challenging to implement; as seeing restorative justice as undermining a punitive justice versus realizing 

that forgiveness is essential for restoring harmony; as including a redundant metaphysical dimension 

versus recognizing that omitting metaphysics is deleting the essential. Some critics simply ignore these 

Other concepts altogether, thereby denying the basis of established law, jurisprudence and policies, 

which demonstrate practical implementation.  

 

Chapter 9 sums up the specific relations of the three different non-Western views with the SDGs, 

presenting them per goal as well as generally (in terms of the underlying philosophy, framework and 

positive/negative aspects). Some general conclusions are: (1) The drafters of the SDGs are universalist in 

outlook; while the Happiness adherents are upbeat (we are ahead and GNH incorporates the SDGs), the 

perspective of Ubuntu adherents is pragmatist (please the global North - with models - while doing your 

own thing locally - as long as we keep the relationship going), whereas Buen Vivir adherents (mainly the 

intellectual and Pachamamist schools) are polemic (against the SDGs, called ‘mental masturbation’, 

especially growth goals). (2) Values underlying the SDGs are ‘Leave no one behind’ (integrated, 

interrelated and indivisible goals). Happiness reformulates this positively and broadens this to ‘Respect 

all sentient beings’ (connected in the Buddha field; promoting the Middle Way, including an eight fold 

path of self development; and resting on four pillars of culture, nature, socio-economic development 

and good governance). Ubuntu postulates ‘Life is mutual aid’ (all connected in a metaphysical ‘Seriti’ 

field of interdependence including nature; promoting humaneness in motion, collective 

capability/human rights and People First, including past and future generations). Buen Vivir’s slogan 

would rather be ‘Let Mother Earth lead’ (promoting Chakana interdependence based on the four 

principles of integrality, relationality, complementarity and reciprocity; and resting on the three pillars 

of (biocentric) Good Living, Plurinationality and Interculturality). (3) ‘Development’ or progress in the 
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perspective of the SDGs is sustainable growth; in the eyes of Happiness progress is foremost reached by 

inner peace and harmony; in Ubuntu progress is respectful human relations, including past and future 

generations that are related to earth; in Buen Vivir, no progress is required, life constitutes of 

maintaining reciprocal, biocentric, intersubjective relations. Here the most vehement opposition against 

‘sustainable development’ is found. (4) In terms of preferred governance, the SDGs depend on a 

leadership system that could be called the ‘king’ style: The one who achieves individual power first and 

then helps the people (SDGs leaving intact current global governance systems based on a patriarchal 

power system lead by G7/G8 and G20) combined with notions of servant-leadership (enabling others to 

perform better). Happiness promotes the enlightened (self-developed) Boddhisatva leader, 

shepherding (following behind) his people with wisdom and compassion. Ubuntu leadership can be 

compared to ‘the boatman’ (going in front taking the others with): Leader and followers empower each 

other. Buen Vivir in its purist Sumak Kawsay form enables visionary collective leadership which takes 

into account the future of seven generations. (5) In terms of approach, the SDGs are (vertical) linear 

goal-oriented (focusing on ‘doing’, what is good for yourself and the other), Happiness is semi-linear 

(focused on ‘contemplating’, meaning self-development leading to compassion), Ubuntu is horizontal 

reciprocal process-oriented (focused on ‘feeling’ engagement with the other) and Buen Vivir is spiral 

reciprocal process-oriented (focused on ‘being’ in harmony with the universe) (upward or downward 

circular movement). (6) Respective methods can be summed up as: SDGs: Knowing is measuring and 

reasoning (analytical); Happiness: Knowing is controlling the mind; Ubuntu: Knowing is feeling 

(balancing the mother mind and the warrior mind); Buen Vivir: Knowing is connecting to earth. (7) 

Though many goals did not make it into the SDGs for reason of compromise most outstanding lacking 

dimensions (apart from certain target groups) are: Notions of community, collective, culture/identity, 

interculturality, plurinationality, and spirituality. (8) The focus of Happiness adherents is generally on 

climate change goal 13 and related nature goals as well as well-being goal 3; the focus of Ubuntu 

adherents is on the first five social goals, inclusiveness goal 16, partnership/means of implementation 

goal 17; and the focus on Buen Vivir adherents is on ‘no goals’ but nature rights (respect and legal rights 

for Nature/Mother Earth). These are schematically represented in the table below. 

 

All three worldviews lead to the following overall conclusions: Firstly, the SDGs depart from an 

anthropocentric sustainable development point of view aiming at the sustainable use of resources. They 

are not biocentric aiming to respect nature for nature’s sake and enabling reciprocity with nature 

present to varying degrees in Happiness, Ubuntu, and Buen Vivir. A biocentric view would require 

replacing ‘sustainable use of environment’ by living in harmony with nature. 

 

Secondly, the SDGs embody the need for linear growth which requires resource exploitation, posing a 

problem given that resources are limited. Cyclical thinking is necessary, following the regenerative 

cycles of nature. This means modelling the economy and law around the earth system (and not the 

other way round). Cyclical thinking would replace GNP growth with well-being (of all beings).  

 

Thirdly, the SDGs do not address the private sector and individualism. More attention to limiting one’s 

own intake to what is necessary and sharing with the other is needed, which means limitation of profit-

making, of speculation for one’s own financial gain and of non-payment of taxes, and focusing on 
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delivery of basic goods (housing, food, etc.) for its own sake, not for speculation or profit. This means 

adhering to the cycle of reciprocity between humans and modelling the law and economy around the 

principle of serving the other and the collective good. Hence, sharing would imply that there is need for 

‘development as service’ to one another and to the Earth which should not be interpreted as service 

delivery by the state. Ultimately this may lead to abolishing the word ‘development’ replacing it by 

inter-relationship. 

 

Fourthly, the SDGs embody reductionist result-based management thinking, in splitting goals into 

targets, measured through indicators. The other philosophies emphasize open-ended, flexible, verb-

based process thinking and not closed, fixed, noun-based linear thinking to enable Goal achievement. 

This includes room for spirituality, culture and rights of nature, all omitted from the SDG system. This 

may lead to replacing the word goal by value. 

 

Lastly, in the SDG negotiations cross-cultural philosophical bridges were largely absent. Coalitions can be 

built within regions as well as bridges between Happiness, Ubuntu and Buen Vivir, so that small 

localized value processes leading towards well-being (‘good living’) join forces in re-interpreting and 

adjusting the globalization process.  
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Curriculum Vitae and contributions to the post-2015 debate  
Growing up near Amersfoort (The Netherlands) and one year in the United States (California), I finished 

the gymnasium (bèta) and thereafter studied and worked a year in France (Lyon, Lumière II). After 

studying International and Dutch Law in Amsterdam (Free University, 1989-1995) and Capetown 

(University of Capetown; 1994), I joined the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs and was successively 

posted at the Southern Africa desk (EU/SADC-Southern African Development Community affairs and 

Mozambique development program; 1996-1998), Sri Lanka (human rights and development, commercial 

and cultural affairs; 1998-2001), Turkey (political and refugee affairs, Iraq, Cyprus, Turkey-EU; 2001-

2005), the North America desk (political affairs; 2005-2009), the Advisory Council for International 

Affairs (development cooperation commission; 2009-2013), the European Integration desk (sanctions 

coordinator; 2013-2014), as a PhD researcher (2015-2016), and at the Ministry of Education, Culture and 

Science (coordinator UNESCO) (2016-2018).  

 

During this period I also served as a board member of the European Students Association AEGEE 

Amsterdam, a voter educator and legal counselor in South Africa, 1994; a board member of the Sri 

Lanka Rehabilitation Projects Fund, Colombo 1998-2000; a board member of the Netherlands Alumni 

Association Lanka (NAAL) Colombo, 1998-2001; a board member (and co-founder) of the Mutual 

Heritage Centre Colombo, 1999-2001; a board member (observer) of the Civil-Military Relations 

Programme of the Centre for Strategic Studies (CESS, Groningen) and ASAM (Turkish NGO), Ankara, 

2003-2005; the Chair of the staff council, Ankara; a board member of Foundation Kata, Amsterdam 

(Edith Kaldor, theatermaker addressing refugee issues, 2015 onwards); and member of the World 

Connectors (2017). Opinion articles in newspapers can be found at NRC, Trouw, Atlantic Perspective, De 

Helling, One World and The Broker. 

  

My involvement with the post MDG development debate started at the AIV. Contribution to the post-

2015 discussion have been made throughout writing this PhD, through the advisory reports of the AIV 

and the publication of The Wheel of Development (Van Norren 2012a), which was used by the Secretary 

General’s High Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the post-2015 development agenda (High Level Panel 

2013) as well as business leaders united in the UN Global Compact submission on the post-2015 

development agenda to the UNSG (UNGC 2013) (S2).325 And through the Bonn Deutsche Institut für 

Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) closed brainstorm conference on post-2015 development agenda in 2011. The 

agenda for acceptance of non-Western theories of development was articulated in the article The Nexus 

between Ubuntu, Global Public Goods and the MDGs: its relevance for post-2015 (Van Norren 2014). It 

was also expressed in ‘Ubuntu, the Earth and We’ (Dutch publication), in the Liber Amicorum for Heinz 

Kimmerle (African Philosophy Professor) (2015). 

 

Extracts (and interviews) of these were published by NCDO (Spitz 2012 on The wheel of development, 

Van Ewijk 2014 on Global public goods); on The Broker online (2013b on Global governance; 2015b on 

MDGs/SDGs) and by OneWorld (Van Norren 2012b, titled ‘Development cooperation does not exist’; 

                                                             
325 Conversation with Paul Polman, CEO UNILEVER at The Forest and Climate Change: Business, Government, and 
Indigenous Community Leaders Call for Action, 22 September 2014. 
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Van Norren 2013a titled ‘New world’; Wetzels 2013, an interview on the use of new goals; Van Norren 

2015a, on SDGs new model; 2015c on ‘Why no African wisdom in the new goals?’) and in Trouw 

(‘Climate problem should be approached from a non-Western perspective’, 11 April 2017). On SDGs and 

indigenous people in Latin America a radio interview was given to a local Argentinian radio station (New 

York, to Yanovski,326 2014). (For references see Chapter 1). 

 

Input was also given through lectures and contributions to panel discussions, such as:  

 ‘Sustainable Human Development: Searching for a New Agenda’ (with Prof. Dr. Tariq Banuri 

(UNDESA), Thierno Kane (UNDP), Prof. Dr. Sanjay Reddy (NYC), Stefano Prato (SID), Society for 

International Development World Congress Washington, USA, July 2011;  

 ‘Conference on New donors, New Investments: New Development?’ (with Prof. Dr. Aderanti 

Adepoju (Nigeria), Prof. Dr. Stephen Ellis, Prof. Dr. Mirjam van Reisen, Prof. Dr. Annelies 

Zoomers, René Grotenhuis CORDAID) 27 January 2012, Utrecht University;  

 ‘New Approaches for Development’ (with Dr. Ben Selwyn (UK) and Dr. Mansoor Hassan 

(Bangladesh), Society for International Development, Lecture series 2012, Amsterdam Free 

University, 21 December 2012;  

 ‘Mind, Society, Behavior’ (with Ryan Muldoon (WorldBank), Prof. Dr. Ruerd Ruben, Prof. Dr. Inge 

Hutter, Prof. Dr. Roel van der Veen), Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 10 June 2015;  

 ‘Moving beyond development thinking: Ubuntu as an essential value in African societies’ (with 

Chudi Ukpabi), Society for International Development, ISS The Hague, 16 June 2015; and ‘Global 

Ubuntu Dialogue’(with North American Hereditary Chief Phil Lane, Prof. Dr. Heinz Kimmerle, 

Trishdar Talent Chademana (Zimbabwe), Four Worlds Europe, Amsterdam, 1 Sept 2015;  

 ‘Mindful Markets, Deep Ecology and Organic Farming’, Gross National Happiness Conference, 

Paro, Bhutan, 5 November 2015 (Wallapa van Willenswaard (Thailand), Prof. Dr. Knut Ims 

(Norway), John Quayle (Australia);  

 ‘Servant Leadership and Social Capital’ (with Prof. Dr. Nabil Sultan (Oman), Prof. Dr. Fons 

Trompenaars, Dr. Jingshu Du, Stacey Links (South Africa/Utrecht), Karim El Khetabi, (Giving Back 

Foundation), Symposium Free University Amsterdam, 25 April 2016; Panel ‘SDGs’, 

Voice4Thought, Leiden University, October 2016;  

 ‘Ubuntu’, ThinkingPlanet, (Philosophy Magazine), Tivoli Vredenburg, Utrecht, 15 April 2017; 

 ‘Intercultural Dialogue on Sustainable Development: Ubuntu, Buen Vivir, Happiness’, UNESCO 

World Humanities Conference (with Prof. Dr. Mogobe Ramose (South Africa), Dr. Adriana 

Churampi Ramirez (Peru/Leiden), Ambassador Lionel Veer, Henri Maton) Liège, 10 August 2017. 

 

                                                             
326 Yanovski, G. 2014. President Camino a la Verdad Argentina (radio interviewer), September New York. 
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