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Much thinking on ‘development’, or the problematic of the persisting need 
to build the productive forces for the social, material and spiritual benefit 
of the majority around the globe remains confined to what I suggest is the 
project of ‘emulation’. ‘Progressing’ from an economy driven by agricultural 
production and resource extraction to one driven by industrialization is the 
most pervasive formulation of the emulation project. Whether emulating a 
handful of Western European countries or, more recently, a smaller handful 
of Asian countries, this project is based on the perception of largely apolit-
ical, technical, linear processes that evolve within individual nations unaf-
fected by processes unfolding in other nations. Even notions of sustainable 
development are encaged by the project of emulation, though allowing for 
some recognition of the consequences of reifying ‘nature’ as a ‘resource’.

The goal of emulation is an instance of what Boron terms “possibilism”, 
or thinking that lacks imagination or will to see “the future as something 
distinct from the infinite extension of the present” (2015: 8). Underlining that 
all thinkers are social actors, Boron argues that “the possibilist” is “defeated 
ideologically and consequently gives up the battle and simply tries to accom-
modate to the unfortunate circumstances of the present” (2015: 8).

In South Africa, where I am based, a current example of possibilism is Denel, 
the state-owned military technology firm and its reported 6.3 billion ZAR ex-
port deal -undetailed to the public- involving Egypt’s navy and vessels of the 
German firm, ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems (Jika y Skiti, 2019). Not only is 
the stated goal to produce and export military goods to Egypt, it is to obtain 
new technology to attempt to conduct more of such business in the future. As 
Denel board chairperson, Monhla Hlahla put it, “This is the largest contract. 
Now imagine if we can repeat such and what we can do with the new technol-
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ogy. We are open for business, as long as no one wants to buy Denel.”
Such a limited vision for a public enterprise in a country with a 2015 con-

sumption spending Gini coefficient of 0.63 -a rise from 0.61 in 1996 (World 
Bank, 2019)- puts into stark relief the stranglehold of the emulation project. 
It begs the collective question: What should be produced, why, and how? Be-
yond critiquing the weak morality and ecological devastation inherent in the 
capitalist world economy driven largely by war, or the limited socioeconomic 
benefits of importing capital-intensive technology to the south, sumak kaw-
say offers an entirely different compass with which to navigate answers to 
this question. It also moves far beyond responses possible through the sci-
ence of sustainability.

Emanating from pre-Colombian philosophy of the Andes, sumak kawsay 
(buen vivir in Spanish) can be taken as an approach to the (re)organisation 
of society -including the economy- in which the central category of analysis 
is life. The fundamental social goal is harmony: between humans and nature, 
and between individuals and communities, with collective satisfaction of ba-
sic needs as key.

As Peña and Uribe (2013) and others emphasise, carework -both unpaid 
and paid labour involved in the cultivation and upkeep of humans- is a basic 
need in sumak kawsay. Human need is seen as multidimensional, consist-
ing of material elements, affection, care, and the interdependency of humans 
and nature. Vulnerability is embraced rather than denied, and care is bidirec-
tional: everybody needs care and is responsible for contributing to its provi-
sion. Care for humans and care for nature are fundamentally linked given the 
human and non-human aspects of reproduction.

Using the compass of sumak kawsay, all aspects of production and repro-
duction may be considered through the lens of how they contribute to, or 
prevent, the maintenance of human and non-human life. As definitions and 
specifications around the central category of life vary with different contexts, 
Gudynas (2011) suggests that the plural form, buen vivires, is appropriate. 
Like Gudynas, Chaves, Mcintyre and Verschoor (2018) see these processes 
as part of the decolonisation of knowledge where space is made for intercul-
tural exchange, drawing on indigenous knowledge and practices. Intuition, 
emotion and spirituality based on respect for human and non-human life to-
gether compose the driving force of social relations, replacing individualism 
and commodification.

I propose that different formulations of buen vivires, reflecting different so-
cioecological contexts around the world, could produce a new area of inquiry 
to help reorganise the socioeconomic so as to (re)build the productive forces 
to benefit the majority in various countries. Industrial and other activities to 
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produce material goods may be evaluated through the costs and benefits 
entailed for human and other life forms. Paid and unpaid carework, and other 
services, may be evaluated in the same way. Following from this, time can be 
allocated to the activities deemed most beneficial. I apply such an approach 
to South Africa here, using Shahra Razavi’s conceptualisation of reorganis-
ing carework as a springboard. 

In a 2007 article, Razavi presents the care diamond. She sees the reorgani-
sation of various facets of carework between households (family members), 
the market (employers), the state (various levels), and the non-profit sector 
(nongovernmental organisations and religious groups). Employers and the 
state are the financiers. The state is also responsible for regulating care. Cen-
tral to providing care are households and the non-profit sector. 

Though radical in placing care of humans squarely in the realm of political 
economy, Razavi’s care diamond remains within possibilist thinking, assum-
ing the market as a cornerstone in the diamond, along with the household, 
non-profit sector, and state as other cornerstones. As I have argued exten-
sively (Valiani, 2012) the undervaluing of carework is inherent in the capitalist 
world economy, even in countries where care is highly socialised via public 
provision. This is due to the “historical stamp” of wage-less housework as 
trivial, which Fee argues (1976: 8) laid the roots for women’s secondary place 
in the paid labour force.

Salimah Valiani

 

Figure 1. The Care Diamond ~ Socialized Carework
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Combining Razavi’s mapping of human care as a fundamental element of 
political-economic planning with the centrality of life and basic needs in su-
mak kawsay, I propose overlaying Razavi’s diamond of care with a triangle 
and different nodes so as to arrive at a vision of economy that responds to 
immediate need in South Africa today. The particularities of South Africa I 
am grappling with include: 

•	deindustrialisation and a shrinking public sector where between 
1995 and 2014, the only area of growth was in the financial and busi-
ness services sector, rising from 16 to 22 per cent of GDP1;

•	6.7 million people unemployed, not including those no longer 
searching for jobs2;

•	9.5 per cent of employed men, and 20.5 per cent of employed wom-
en earn less than ZAR 1,000 Rand/month, with the per capita upper-
bound poverty line being 779 Rand/month3;

•	those employed work the most in Africa: 2209 hours per year (Roser, 
2019);

•	working days lost to strikes rising from 1776 in 2014, to 1158945 in 
2018 - the majority due to private sector wage, benefit and working con-
ditions disputes4;

•	the top 10 per cent of the population collects 58 per cent of income, 
and holds 95 per cent of  wealth5;

•	“the most unhealthy nation in the world” ranking in the 2019 Indigo 
Wellness Index6; 

•	78 per cent of Grade 3 students unable to read for meaning (Davids, 
2019)

•	18,000-22,000 teachers exit the profession annually and 15,000 
new teachers join (Arends, 2011);

•	historically rooted violence as the key social problem underlying 
high mortality and premature morbidity (Coovadia et al., 2009);

•	water scarcity and more than 6,000 disused, ‘ownerless’ mines 
seeping acid and other pollution.

Sumak kawsay beyond Latin America: a proposal for debate and action...

1- Source: stats sa – Department: Statistics South Africa – Republic of Sotuh Africa http://
www.statssa.gov.za
2- Source: stats sa – Department: Statistics South Africa – Republic of Sotuh Africa http://
www.statssa.gov.za
3- Source: stats sa – Department: Statistics South Africa – Republic of Sotuh Africa http://
www.statssa.gov.za
4- Source: stats sa – Department: Statistics South Africa – Republic of Sotuh Africa http://
www.statssa.gov.za
5- Source: stats sa – Department: Statistics South Africa – Republic of Sotuh Africa http://
www.statssa.gov.za
6- Source: Statistics South Africa http://www.statssa.gov.za
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This vision may have resonance in other countries. But in the spirit of spec-
ificity of sumak kawsay, I stress that a model is not what I am proposing. 
Rather, I am proposing a vision of transition out of South Africa’s century 
long history of extractivism and inequality, a transition which could unfold 
over one to three decades. 

Central to the vision, for the various nodes, is collective definition of pro-
grams and activities, as well as daily management, at the grassroots, with the 
state providing coordination and finance. All of this represents a broadened 
notion of the public sector. Without a coordinating role for the state, it is un-
clear how the necessarily diverse choices and action at the grassroots can 
be multiplied into coexistence and beyond. With regard to industrialization, 
rather than a panacea or goal in and of itself, needs-based, culturally appro-
priate, eco-friendly manufacturing is strategically defined for each node.   

Food
Food is arguably the most basic element of building a country’s produc-

tive forces; nutritious food and access to it allow individuals to live richer 
lives and contribute more effectively to society. 

Malnutrition has been identified as one of four epidemics facing South 
Africa (Coovadia et al., 2009). This is rooted in a history of dislocating the 
majority from land and replacing health-sustaining, indigenous food culti-
vation with industrial agriculture and meat production.

In terms of land, the principal basis of food production, an estimated 13 
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Figure 2. Economy of Life ~ Socialised, Care-driven Economy
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tons/ha/year of soil is lost to grain crop production in South Africa, which 
is much higher than the natural soil formation rate of less than 5 tons/
ha/year (Abrahams, 2017). Concerted effort is required to rehabilitate soil 
and implement life-sustaining, organic farming, which, in turn, requires re-
search and training in indigenous and place-specific, practical knowledge. 
As economic historian turned farmer, Yvette Abrahams (2017: 12) puts it, 
given depleted soil and climate change, farming that “rations productivity 
in accordance with what the ecology can manage” is key to food security 
in South Africa. 

Abrahams envisions small scale, labour and knowledge intensive seven 
layer farming as the means to producing carbon neutral food, other ba-
sic crops, and sustainable fuel. All of this would make way for small scale 
agro-processing. Given that in 2014, 228 000 women and 514 000 men 
were employed in agriculture, Abrahams estimates an additional 222 000 
new jobs could be created merely by switching from large to small scale 
production. If all 122 million hectares of arable land were used in this man-
ner, some one million new jobs could be created (Abrahams, 2017, 16-17).  

Similarly, Samir Amin (2016) emphasises the goal of food sovereignty as 
the basis for reviving agriculture and using agriculture to drive manufac-
turing for all countries with rural populations of 30 per cent or more. Like 
many countries of the south, South Africa is not self-sufficient in food. Link-
ing back to industrialisation, food sovereignty was not the goal in South 
African and other import substitution strategies of the 1960s and 70s.  

Health and wellbeing
Decommodified universal healthcare is one part of a comprehensive re-

sponse to poor population health in South Africa (for full elaboration, see 
Valiani, 2020). Another is ongoing, health literacy groups tailored to the 
varying mental and physical health needs in communities and includ-
ing traditional healing methods. Over and above these, improvements 
in food, housing and transport are essential, along with environmental 
clean-up. As with the restructuring of food production, the public sector 
must take the lead in investing in environmental clean-up, including place-
based research and training. The latter includes tracing the owners of dis-
used mines to collect long overdue reparations to fund clean-up work.7 

Sumak kawsay beyond Latin America: a proposal for debate and action...

7- The broad question of financing is seen here as technical, to be resolved after the overall 
vision of what to produce and how is collectively determined.  
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Housing
In 1994, government’s housing white paper estimated an urban housing 

backlog of 1.5 million units which was increasing by 178,000 units yearly due 
to population growth. These numbers excluded serviced plots of land and 
hostels that needed upgrading with water and other infrastructure. Statistics 
South Africa’s 2017 General Household Survey found that 2.2 million house-
holds lived in shacks or shanties in informal settlements or in backyards — a 
figure similar to the backlog of 2.1 million units quoted by the Minister of 
Human Settlements in 2018. 

Currently a responsibility of the state, housing and basic infrastructure can 
be reinvigorated if shifted from state subcontracting to private firms to the 
state financing grassroots-driven construction. Public funding can be redi-
rected to research and training in eco-friendly materials and designs appro-
priate for climate conditions of various South African locales, with implemen-
tation by those living in locales.   

Culturally appropriate, eco-friendly household appliance manufacturing is 
another aspect of housing which would improve quality of life, particularly 
for females carrying out most of home upkeep. Research, development and 
training in this area would contribute to strategic industrialization.

Once basic housing and infrastructure -including building homes to elim-
inate overcrowding and reconstructing those homes containing asbes-
tos- have been concluded, energies and skills gained may be shifted to the 
building of schools, community centres, music halls and other housing for 
collective use. 

Transport
Transport is an instance where strategic industrialization is crucial, requir-

ing investment in research, development and training. Time -an important 
resource for each individual and society as a whole- is currently lost in large 
quantities due to transport shortages and inadequacies faced by the majority. 

Investment can be directed to manufacturing bicycles with child-carrying 
accessories, an eco-friendly, healthy form of transport for shorter distanc-
es. For longer distances, eco-friendly, collective transport could be manufac-
tured. Extractive activity, including retrieving metals from waste -as per Fiora-
monti’s (2018) vision- could be directed toward the required raw materials. 
These forms would rule out much of the use of environmentally destructive 
automobiles, the production of which continues to be dominated by a small 
number of companies globally.
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Education and arts
From early childhood education to tertiary, a major goal of education would 

be to teach the theory and practice necessary for the production and repro-
duction outlined here. The rationale and history leading to the economy of 
life would form another major thrust of formal education. Combined, these 
would constitute a sound step toward decolonizing knowledge.  

Such a curriculum would require collective, ongoing, construction and 
re-construction. Education would take form in mother tongue languages of 
instruction, long neglected in South Africa despite international research 
demonstrating that learners require at least six years of instruction in their 
own languages prior to shifting to world dominant languages. 

The arts are another aspect of education and communication that could 
be made accessible to all, on a lifelong basis. Linking back to health, Tsitsi 
Dangarembga (2018) envisions creative industries as key means of undoing 
intergenerational trauma and social division throughout Africa. 

Carework, labour, time and wages
Much is made of Africa’s large global share of youth and its economic 

potential. Rarely considered is the paid and unpaid carework fundamental 
to shaping young human beings into social actors. Concerted collective 
effort is needed to assure this foundational work is performed well, in a 
sustainable manner. 

In South Africa, women on average spend 48 minutes daily on unpaid per-
son care while men spend an average of five minutes daily. Women spend 
252 minutes daily on unpaid housework, also part of person care, while men 
spend 86 minutes daily. Creating more public institutions to provide care 
-crèches, care for the mentally and chronically ill, care for the elderly, includ-
ing training for workers and regulation of these institutions- will help assure 
adequate and sustainable care to all in need. 

An entirely new approach is also needed. Radically re-interpreting a 1986 
United Nations recommendation that employers allow workers flexible time 
to perform unpaid reproductive labour without penalty or salary reductions, 
all workers in the economy of life would have two hours of an eight hour 
workday to perform carework. In other words, each worker would spend six 
hours producing at the workplace and two hours producing care in the home 
or/and community. The importance, value and skills of carework would be 
imparted to all from early childhood education onward, encouraging collec-
tive responsibility via a non-gendered division of labour in this area. 

Wage levels would be set at regionally adjusted living wages. All workers 
would be paid for a full day’s work, though spending only six hours in work-
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places. To help assure adequate production levels, daily production in work-
places would occur in two shifts: for instance, one extending from 7 h to 13 h, 
the other from 13 h to 19 h.  

Caveats
The economy of life sketched here would constitute the bulk of the pub-

lic sector. Private firms could continue to operate but would have to com-
pete with the public sector for labour. Such competition has the potential to 
strengthen private sector wages and working conditions which have been 
worsening as evidenced by the massive rise in working days lost to strikes in 
the private sector since 2014. 

Again, rather than a model, this vision is a proposal requiring broad debate, 
detailed fleshing out and strategising. Connecting several issues and needs, 
the economy of life could be a means to unite individuals as well as existing 
movements including but not limited to women organising against violence, 
the Unemployed Workers Assembly, Abahlali baseMjondolo, Mining Com-
munities United in Action, and Equal Education. 

Marta Harnecker (2017) speaks of the need for a new revolutionary sub-
ject. She contrasts Brazil with Venezuela; where Bolsa Família was a plan in 
which millions of poor Brazilians passively received a gift from the state -not 
unlike social grants in South Africa- while in Venezuela the emphasis is on 
creating spaces where people discuss their needs and plan to resolve them. 
Similar to what Harnecker argues is at the essence of the communes, com-
munal and worker councils defending 21st century socialism in Venezuela, 
a new revolutionary subject needs nurturing in South Africa to create the 
collective power that can elaborate, erect and defend the economy of life. 
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