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Latin American Visions
for a Digital New Deal:
Towards Buen Vivir With
Data
para Diego Armando Maradona, desde los márgenes a las estrellas
[for Diego Armando Maradona, from the margins to the stars]
In this contribution, we explore the notion of ‘data poverty’ to examine the
social costs of the first pandemic of the datafied society and identify critical
fault lines in the dominant digital paradigm. We engage with Latin American
perspectives and traditions, especially in the fields of popular education and
communication for social change, to outline three key elements of a Digital
New Deal: critical ecology, liberation pedagogy, and autonomous design.
Taken together, we argue, these components can intercept and mitigate
the new forms of data poverty visibilized and exacerbated by the pandemic.
Subsequently, we mobilize the Andean indigenous social philosophy of buen vivir
which outlines “a way of doing things that is community-centric, ecologicallybalanced, and culturally-sensitive”. We elucidate the three ingredients of a ‘buen
vivir with data’, namely the fusion of the social with the ecological question,
a dialogic and participatory approach to decision-making, and a “localized,
relationship-oriented” practice of community care and solidarity based on
the recognition of ontological difference and commonalities. We conclude by
illustrating how the notion of buen vivir can help us understand the present
and collaboratively design a better future for the digital realm and beyond.
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the first pandemic of the datafied society²
to identify critical fault lines of the dominant
digital paradigm. We then learn from Latin
American traditions and perspectives,
especially in the fields of popular education
and communication for social change, to
sketch out three core elements of a Digital
New Deal: critical ecology, liberation
pedagogy, and autonomous design. Taken
together, these components can intercept
and mitigate the new forms of data poverty³
visibilized and exacerbated by the pandemic.
In the concluding section, we mobilize the
power of the Andean indigenous social
philosophy known as buen vivir — “a way
of doing things that is community-centric,
ecologically-balanced and culturallysensitive”.⁴ We delineate the three
ingredients of a buen vivir with data and
illustrate how it can help us understand the
present and collaboratively design a better
future for the digital realm and beyond.

Introduction
In the second decade of the 2000s,
cities are smart, service work takes place
through platforms, society is datafied, and
our lives are increasingly quantified and
monitored through an array of dashboards
and biometric technologies. The world has
never been as technologically advanced
as it is today. Yet, an infinitesimally small
virus was all it took to bring the world to a
grinding halt. Economic, educational, and
social activities have been paused while the
vaccine is rolled out. Friendships, family
support, and work have been displaced
to the digital sphere. Not only has the
Covid-19 pandemic unveiled our fragility
in the face of a global health emergency,
it has also exposed our dependence on
digital infrastructures for a myriad of
crucial activities — from remote working to
service delivery, from medical care to the
monitoring of public space. It has massively
accelerated the digital transformation of
sectors as diverse as public education and
public administration. The magnitude of this
global health crisis seems to have prevented
us from taking a critical view of the dominant
digital paradigm but the time is ripe to
re-evaluate the techno-architecture of the
present and decide what the digital society
of the near future should look like.

After the digital divide:
Data poverty in the time of
Covid-19

The New World Information and
Communication Order (NWICO),¹ which
at the turn of the 1980s was the first
multilateral debate to put cultural
imperialism on the global agenda, is now
only a faint memory. Yet, the scale of the
current crisis calls for a rethink of the
prevailing social and economic order in

The pandemic has upended established ways
of doing things, from shopping to traveling,
from leisure to learning. It has made a
handful of wealthy technology companies
even richer, strengthening their quasi
monopoly in sectors like e-commerce, cloud
computing, and content streaming. Amazon,
for instance, has doubled its profit during
the pandemic⁵ while revenues of Microsoft’s
Azure has increased by 48 percent, buoyed
by the sales of cloud computing services.⁶
Even before the pandemic, state sovereignty
had been jeopardized as strategic
infrastructures such as healthcare data

ways that are commensurate with justice,
equality, and environmental sustainability.
In this essay, we review the social costs of

or border control technology moved into
private hands.⁷ This trend has only expanded
in the aftermath of Covid-19. Tech solutions
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such as location tracking have allowed us
to perform remotely activities that would
otherwise require co-presence such as
university exams or office work, while
legitimizing large-scale data surveillance
with no end in sight. “Largely without public
debate — and absent any new safeguards,”
warned Ronald J. Deibert, author of Reset:
Reclaiming the Internet for Civil Society (2020),
“we’ve become even more dependent on a
technological ecosystem that is notoriously
insecure, poorly regulated, highly invasive
and prone to serial abuse.”⁸

the choice to not be connected to digital
networks and apps constitutes a privilege
that many citizens cannot afford. For many
workers whose livelihoods depend on the
decisions taken by the algorithms of digital
apps, there is no possible break from the
data deluge and the sheer intensity of
permanent, coerced connection.¹⁰
The pandemic has laid bare our over-reliance
on quantification as a way to know and act
upon the virus, with data becoming “a sine
qua non condition of existence”.¹¹

Not only has the Covid-19 pandemic unveiled our fragility
in the face of a global health emergency, it has also
exposed our dependence on digital infrastructures for a
myriad of crucial activities.
This has also left huge sections of the
world’s population stranded and alienated.
In our increasingly digitized and privatized
world, only 53 percent of the population has
some form of access to the internet, reports
the International Telecommunication Union.⁹
The digital divide might no longer be high
on the list of concerns for policymakers and
multilateral organizations, supplanted by the
dazzling marketing of tech companies and
their efforts in the “zero rating” department,
but it is by no means a problem of the past.
On the contrary, it is worsened by the new
class of advanced skills that are necessary
to thrive in the datafied society, including
data literacy, basic statistical knowledge,
and perhaps even the ability to interpret

At the same time, it has exposed the
weaknesses inherent in a number of
technological solutions which were once
presented as innovative ways to tackle
societal inequalities. Biometric welfare in
India may have made people go hungry when
the risk of disease transmission associated
with users’ fingerprints interrupted the
distribution of food rations to impoverished
families.¹² The reach of citizen-scoring
mechanisms based on automated detection
of pockets of poverty, like the Colombian
System of Possible Beneficiaries of Social
Programs (Sisbén), have been extended by
Covid-19, but the opacity and contradictions
of their faulty algorithms have also been
exacerbated.¹³ The design of these systems

code. Furthermore, it is now exacerbated
by the impossibility of digital disconnection.
The Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated that

makes it virtually impossible for citizens
to reclaim their social rights — let alone
have a say in the decision-making process
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or correct algorithmic errors. Elsewhere
in Latin America, distance education has
exposed the limitations of a one-size-fits-all
solution for rural areas. In Peru, for instance,
governmental response to the pandemic
glossed over the many socio-technical
divides that still affect the country, leaving
behind many families with no internet, TV,
or radio access.¹⁴ Finally, the pandemic
aggravated the already harsh working
conditions of gig and delivery workers in
both developing and wealthy countries,
enslaved to the platform, forcing them to
take on extended working hours in risky,
unsafe environments, chasing the whims of
algorithms.¹⁵,¹⁶

developing countries. The second concerns
a growing number of invisible populations
within distinct geopolitical and sociopolitical contexts — including gig workers,
sex workers, and undocumented migrants.²⁰
While these segments of society suffer
invisibility in ordinary times as well, during
the pandemic their condition is particularly
challenging; being invisible to the state might
engender more risks and threats for these
populations and their surrounding networks
and communities. Furthermore, it can lead to
exclusion from subsidies and welfare support
— or even basic forms of assistance such
as healthcare — even within resource-rich
nations.

For many workers whose livelihoods depend on the
decisions taken by the algorithms of digital apps, there
is no possible break from the data deluge and the sheer
intensity of permanent, coerced connection.

We can file these distortions of the
prevailing techno-solutionism under the
rubric of data poverty. As we argued
elsewhere,¹⁷ data poverty concerns a
multifaceted condition of invisibility that
becomes particularly dangerous during
a pandemic. It has little to do with data
exploitation¹⁸ or data colonialism¹⁹ which
might come across as “luxury problems” in
the face of a soaring Covid-19 death toll
(which stood at an appalling 1.4 million at
the time of writing). Rather, as “data is tied
to peoples’ visibility, survival, and care”,

While data poverty maps into existing
inequalities and exacerbates them, it also
corresponds to a more general loss of agency
for the individual and the community over
their well-being. The forms of invisibility it
perpetuates can deprive entire populations
of voice and sovereignty over their futures.
In this respect, investigating the impact
of data poverty might help us to situate
one of the paradoxes that has defined the
governmental response to the Covid-19
crisis. On the one hand, governments
across the globe have relied extensively

the pandemic has revealed two types of
data poverty. The first has to do with the
scarce statistical and testing capabilities of

on technocratic know-how, “expert
committees”, and ad hoc “task forces”
operating outside the control and constraints
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of democratic accountability. This approach
has resulted in the imposition of top-down
measures, stripping local communities of the
power to define what constitutes community
and care during a global pandemic. At the
same time, individuals who have no control
over this decision-making have frequently
been penalized for not adhering to
oftentimes draconian rules and dispositions
such as lockdowns, their inability to do
so framed as “recklessness” and blamed
as the key factor in the aggravation of
the pandemic. For all these reasons, we
argue that rehabilitating the agency of
individuals and their communities should be
at the core of a Digital New Deal oriented
toward destabilizing the dominant digital
paradigm and offsetting the externalities of
widespread data poverty.

interventions go beyond the exposure of
systemic injustice with roots in colonialist
exploitation, and offer productive venues for
social change centered on the individual and
the community.
Critical ecology builds on the Latin American
traditions of biodiversity and ecology
preservation endorsed by eco-social
movements like the Brazilian Movimento
dos Trabalhadores Rurais sem Terra²² and
the international peasants’ movement Vía
Campesina.²³ It can inspire a Digital New Deal
for two reasons. Firstly, it firmly positions
the ecological question at the center of the
social question — since “In the South, the
‘social question’ and the ‘ecological question’
get meshed together”²⁴ — and calls for “a
necessary biocentric and bioethical turn”²⁵
in our understanding of our tech-mediated
social relations. It invites us to put on
“ecological spectacles”²⁶ to acquire a holistic
vision “based on a new paradigm which
has the Earth as its root and foundation”.²⁷
Secondly, it encourages us to reignite the
debate on the dependency of much of the
Global South on technology developed in
the North. “The ecological perspective again
opens the discussion about the relations
of international dependency,” writes Joan
Martinez-Alier in an article aptly titled
Ecology of the Poor. The “North-South conflict
can now be seen also as an ecological
conflict.”²⁸ In a nutshell, the critical ecology
tradition interrogates societal over-reliance
on technology that, contrary to market
propaganda, is the poisonous fruit of
twisted political economy histories and has a
skyrocketing environmental footprint.

Lessons from Latin
American scholarship and
movement praxis
We now turn our attention to Latin American
scholarship and community practice in
search for productive venues to address the
problems of data poverty and the resulting
loss of agency and sovereignty that go hand
in hand with the tech industry’s rising power
over public and private life. Latin America
is one of the most unequal regions of the
world and has suffered a disproportionate
loss of lives in the wake of the pandemic.
Yet, over past centuries, the region has also
nurtured a one-of-a-kind grassroots activism
and critical scholarly thinking “pushing
the boundaries of what it means to pensar
desde el Sur [think from the South]”.²¹ Three
critical fields of scholarly intervention and
movement praxis provide food for thought to

A second tradition of interest concerns
liberation pedagogy, also known as
pedagogy of autonomy. In the 1960s,
Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, influenced by

support our effort to draw the outlines of a
Digital New Deal: critical ecology, liberation
pedagogy, and autonomous design. These
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Marxism and liberation theology, criticized
the inability of the education system to
empower the dispossessed to overcome
their condition. In response to this structural
problem, Freire proposed an educational
approach that centers human beings as
active agents in transforming their world
and is based on dialogue and horizontal
relationships between learners and teachers.
Acknowledging that theory and practice
of social change should go hand in hand if
they are to break the prevailing ‘culture of
silence’, liberation pedagogy can nurture
a “critical consciousness” (conscientização
in Portuguese) seen as “an intrinsic part of
cultural action for freedom”.²⁹ Liberation
pedagogy is of value here for three main
reasons. First, it attributes an active role to
individuals and communities in shaping their
futures. Second, it conceptualizes the unity
of praxis (e.g., engagement with technology)
and theory (e.g. values) in social change.
Finally, it interrogates the paternalistic
approach that has often characterized
governmental response to the pandemic,
evident in coercive measures like lockdowns.

from its dependence on the marketplace
toward creative experimentation with
forms, concepts, territories, and materials,
especially when appropriated by subaltern
communities struggling to redefine their life
projects in a mutually beneficial relationship
with the Earth.”³² Bringing the pluriverse to
the fore encourages us to make room for
and give voice to ontological difference³³ in
the Digital New Deal — an approach that is
diametrically opposed to the one-size-fitsall techno-solutionism³⁴ of our pandemic
reality and helps to overcome the “data
universalism"³⁵ that have characterized many
Covid-related solutions.

Taken together, these
three disruptive epistemic
operations allow us to
foreground the autonomy
of individuals and
communities vis-à-vis the
industry and the state.

Last but not least, “autonomous design”
— a term coined by anthropologist Arturo
Escobar — provides another useful lens to
productively imagine our post-pandemic
futures. It takes the lead from critiques of
the development project (“a grand design
gone sour”), and from the Zapatista³⁰
cosmovisión (worldview) of the pluriverse, “a
world where many worlds fit”. Escobar asks
“how difference is effaced and normalized —
and conversely, how it can be nourished.”³¹
Grounded in “an ethical and political practice
of alterity that involves a deep concern
for social justice, the radical equality of all

Taken together, these three disruptive
epistemic operations allow us to foreground
the autonomy of individuals and communities
vis-à-vis the industry and the state, which
we argue, should be at the core of any
Digital New Deal. In light of the growing data
poverty and the lessons learnt from Latin
American movements and thinkers, we now
examine how the dominant digital paradigm
can be reimagined for equity, justice, and
sustainable futures. In the following section,

beings, and nonhierarchy”, autonomous
design argues that design (of technology,
policies, society) “can be reoriented

we argue that the Andean indigenous social
philosophy of buen vivir — defined as “a
way of doing things that is community-
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centric, ecologically-balanced and culturallysensitive”³⁶ — can help us understand the
present and collaboratively design a better
future for the digital realm and beyond.

Western notions of wellbeing and welfare,
it is radically different as it focuses not just
on the individual and their needs, but is
also rooted within the social context of the
community and the environmental context
in which the individual is embedded. We
evoke buen vivir here because it intercepts
some of the key concerns illustrated above,
most notably the inevitable interconnection
between humankind and the environment
in the critical ecology approach, the agency
of individuals and communities put forward
by liberation pedagogy, and the coexistence
of ontological difference cherished by
autonomous design.

Nurturing integrated
autonomy: Buen vivir with
data
Buen vivir (itself a Spanish translation
of the original Quechua sumak kawsay)
is translated into English through rather
imprecise phrases such as “good living” or
“living well”. It points to the harmonious
coexistence of human beings with each other
as well as the surrounding ecosystem. It is
also connected to a sense of the collective.
While neoliberalism promotes individual
rights, buen vivir shifts priorities away
from economic growth as an end in itself
towards social and environmental wellbeing
and meaningful human connections. It
insists that the rights of the individual
cannot be disentangled from those of
peoples, communities, and nature. Not
surprisingly, the notion has gained traction
in recent years, finding itself enshrined in
Ecuador’s new constitution in 2008 with
the recognition of the rights of nature and
cultural diversity.

Rather than conceiving
buen vivir as a strict
blueprint for change,
we should view it as
a launchpad for fresh
thinking and new
perspectives.

As sustainable development scholar Eduardo
Gudynas explains, there are two common
misunderstandings that attach themselves
to the notion of buen vivir.³⁷ Firstly, buen
vivir has often been injected with an
idealized return to an imagined idyllic preColombian past. In reality, it is a concept
shaped not only by indigenous thinking,
but also Western critiques of capitalism
over the last three decades, especially in

In the context of the Covid crisis, buen vivir
can help us effect an economic and social
“reset”³⁸ and rethink our mid- and long-term
priorities. Linked to degrowth, the notion
can help us redefine how we understand the
limits of the dominant digital paradigm. It
can inspire us to set new parameters for a
future trajectory and prefigure possibilities
for contesting the capitalist “there-is-noalternative” imperative. Through this notion
and related rights, we can, for example,

relation to feminist critical thinking and
environmentalism. Secondly, while the
term has been superficially equated to

reimagine and reorient health, travel, and
education away from exploitative models
that disregard people, places, and the natural
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environment and usher in a transformative
change in society. At the same time, the
focus on buen vivir can promote social and
environmental wellbeing and strengthen
meaningful human connections.
We should, however, resist the temptation
to romanticize the complex notion of
buen vivir and strip it from socio-political
contexts. Ecuador introduced buen vivir
into its constitution not merely as an
ethical principle (as in the case of Bolivia)
but also embedded it as a set of rights.
Yet it failed to manage the current health
emergency³⁹ due to the usual corollary of an
overworked hospital system and a helpless
population. How, then, should we react
to Ecuador’s catastrophic handling of the
pandemic? Unfortunately, the analysis of
public policies adopted in the last decade
reveals a worrying discrepancy between
the promises of the official agenda and
programs implemented on the ground. There
is an evident gap between the principles
and rights emanating from the notion of
buen vivir and the policies and measures
implemented by countries such as Bolivia
and Ecuador in response to the crisis. This is
why it is imperative to transform buen vivir
into a concrete set of policies, activities, and
regulations that can improve wellbeing. The
ethical principle and the rights that emanate
from this concept provide the right direction,
but principles and promises must result in
on-ground policies and measures that speak
to the lived experiences of the people.⁴⁰
What the case of Ecuador makes evident is
that rather than conceiving buen vivir as a
strict blueprint for change, we should view
it as a launchpad for fresh thinking and new
perspectives that “helps us see the limits of
current development models and [...] allows
us to dream of alternatives that until now
have been difficult to fulfil.”⁴¹

If “living with data”⁴² is our inevitable
present and post-pandemic future, can we
imagine a buen vivir for the datafied society?
We argue that buen vivir with data entails
foregrounding at least three key ingredients.
The first concerns the fusion of the social
with the ecological question, or in other
words, the search for a harmonious relation
between human and nature.

A Digital New Deal must
seek to put the social and
the ecological questions
at the core as the two are
intimately connected.
This is obviously of paramount importance
in an age of climate emergency. However, it
also entails deconstructing the notion that
a datafied society is inherently the green
alternative to the fossil fuel era. The data
economy is expected to consume one-fifth
of global electricity by 2025,⁴³ but this figure
corresponds to the pre-pandemic energy
consumption. In 2016, data centers had
the same carbon footprint as the aviation
industry.⁴⁴ A Digital New Deal must seek to
put the social and the ecological questions
at the core as the two are intimately
connected.⁴⁵
The second ingredient for a buen vivir with
data points to the necessary dialogic and
participatory approach that must be at the
center of any decision-making that concerns
people, paving the way for the autonomy of
and an active role for communities in shaping
their datafied futures. Without downplaying
the role of expertise in a global crisis like the
one we currently face, centering dialogue
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à la Freire generates situated knowledges
and individual as well as collective
empowerment.
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we hope to reconcile a Digital New Deal
with local preferences, values, customs,
worldviews, and practice, and make room for
a sustainable digital future.
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