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English Abstract


In this article, I offer a synthetic reading of Enrique Dussel’s obra and his overarching 
metaphilosophical commitments. I do so to clarify the nature of that to which one may 
refer, following Michel Foucault’s locution, as his sens historique. By this, I mean the 
architectonic, but at time inapparent, role that history plays in Dussel’s thinking, a role 
that can only be adequately understood by way of looking to how his metaphilosophy – 
gleaned from figures such as Xavier Zubiri and Emmanuel Levinas – leads him to a 
particular understanding of history. This is a notion of history that is moved through the 
victims of world-historical ‘progress,’ rather than a developmentalist, civilizationist, 
unfolding of spirit or reason. Such a notion of history can only be had when one posits a 
gap between being-as-thought or as-history/politics [ser] and a more anarchic, ethically 
productive and messianic, sense of reality [realidad]. In a way that offers needed texture 
and clarity to the oft cited Levinasian concerns for el otro como otro, which characterize 
Dussel’s analectic approach in the earlier and later work, I argue that Dussel can thus 
be understood as mobilizing a key metaphilosophical distinction in service of a political 
theory undergirded by the messianic understanding of history proper to not only 
Levinas, but also other Jewish thinkers such as Walter Benjamin and Franz 
Rosenzweig.


Resumen en español


En este artículo, ofrezco una lectura sintética de la obra de Enrique Dussel y sus 
compromisos metafilosóficos generales. Lo hago para clarificar la naturaleza de aquello 
que, siguiendo la locución de Michel Foucault, podemos llamar su sens historique. Con 
esto, me refiero al papel arquitectónico que la historia desempeña en el pensamiento 
de Dussel, un papel que solo puede comprenderse al observar cómo su metafilosofía 
—obtenida de figuras como Xavier Zubiri y Emmanuel Levinas— lo conduce a una 
comprensión particular de la historia. Se trata de una noción de historia que se mueve a 
través de las víctimas del «progreso» histórico-mundial, en lugar de un despliegue 
desarrollista, civilizatorio o del espíritu o la razón. Tal noción de historia solo puede 
alcanzarse al postular una brecha entre el ser como pensamiento o como historia/
política y un sentido de la realidad más anárquico, éticamente productivo y mesiánico. 
De una manera que ofrece la textura y claridad necesarias a las preocupaciones 
levinasianas frecuentemente citadas sobre el otro como otro, que caracterizan el 
enfoque analéctico de Dussel en su obra temprana y tardía, sostengo entonces que 
Dussel puede ser entendido como alguien que moviliza una distinción metafilosófica 
clave al servicio de una teoría política sustentada en la comprensión mesiánica de la 
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historia propia no solo de Levinas, sino también de otros pensadores judíos como 
Walter Benjamin y Franz Rosenzweig.


Resumo em português


Neste artigo, apresento uma leitura sintética da obra de Enrique Dussel e dos seus 
compromissos metafilosóficos gerais. Faço isso para esclarecer a natureza daquilo 
que, seguindo a expressão de Michel Foucault, podemos chamar de seu sens 
historique. Com isso, refiro-me ao papel arquitetónico que a história desempenha no 
pensamento de Dussel, um papel que só pode ser compreendido ao observar como a 
sua metafilosofia — obtida de figuras como Xavier Zubiri e Emmanuel Levinas — o 
conduz a uma compreensão particular da história. Trata-se de uma noção de história 
que se move através das vítimas do «progresso» histórico-mundial, em vez de um 
desdobramento desenvolvimentista, civilizatório ou do espírito ou da razão. Tal noção 
de história só pode ser alcançada ao postular uma brecha entre o ser como 
pensamento ou como história/política e um sentido da realidade mais anárquico, 
eticamente produtivo e messiânico. De uma forma que oferece a textura e a clareza 
necessárias às preocupações levinianas frequentemente citadas sobre o outro como 
outro, que caracterizam a abordagem analética de Dussel em sua obra inicial e tardia, 
sustento então que Dussel pode ser entendido como alguém que mobiliza uma 
distinção metafilosófica fundamental a serviço de uma teoria política sustentada na 
compreensão messiânica da história própria não apenas de Levinas, mas também de 
outros pensadores judeus como Walter Benjamin e Franz Rosenzweig.


__________________________________________________________


	 

	 In this paper, I identify and explicate the overarching metaphilosophy of the 
Argentine-Mexican philosopher Enrique Dussel. I do so to draw attention to the core 
philosophical and narratological moves of Dussel’s project with regard to the philosophy 
of history and the rejection of historicism. My argument is that Dussel’s provincialization 
of philosophy as a historically conditioned mode of human thought, and his subsequent 
recovery of a notion of ethical universality and normativity, rests upon the fundamental 
scission between a notion of ‘the real’ and ‘being,’ or the symbolic/ narratival, an idea 
that has become obscured amidst various critical receptions of Dussel’s work in the last 
three decades. All of this allows Dussel to claim that human beings are always 
historical, because historicizing, which is to say, narrative beings vis-à-vis that which 
engenders, but which cannot be fully captured in, narration, i.e. the real.


	 My reasons for making this point concern what I understand to be a theoretical 
gap in an otherwise increasingly rigorous secondary literature on Dussel’s project in 
both English and Spanish language scholarship. While Dussel’s is a project often cited 
in the secondary literature with regard to questions related to liberation and 
decolonization, and where his work is often positioned as too universalist, in contrast to 
the particularity proper to subjugated epistemologies,[1] the major implications of his 
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work for the philosophy of history, narratology and rhetoric (in relation to his political 
philosophy), are rarely, explicitly, described. As a result, the ontological and 
metaphysical grounding of Dussel’s project is lost, and we are left with a truncated, 
perhaps even purely identitarian, understanding of the impulse of his anti-colonial 
thought. In addition, Dussel (along with so many other Latin American philosophers) 
goes underread within the general sphere of academic research called continental 
philosophy and theory, both of which are, of course, deeply concerned with questions 
concerning history, historicity and narrativity. It is, thus, this aspect of Dussel’s work that 
I begin to explicate herein, with the goal being to set the stage for future research into 
the philosophy of history from the perspective of the philosophy of liberation in dialogue 
with broader discussions occurring within continental philosophy and critical theory.


	 All of this said, it is important to get ahead of one possible objection to this 
argument that might emerge on the basis of the secondary literature dedicated to 
Dussel’s work. That is, one may object, following scholars such as Eduardo Mendieta, 
Linda Martín Alcoff, Damían Pachón Soto and Jorge Zúñiga M., that the importance of 
Dussel’s re-envisioning of the particular historical narrative proper to ‘modernity’ is 
already well-understood. Indeed, all three thinkers just mention take up the question of 
history in Dussel’s thought. Wherein, then, lays the issue, given that all four scholars 
just mentioned have taken up the question of history in the work of Dussel? 


	 The issue lays in the fact that while the importance of history for Dussel’s thinking 
has been noted, such as for example is the case with Linda Martín Alcoff’s, Eduardo 
Mendieta’s and Damián Pachón Soto’s analyses (Mendieta 2007, Alcoff 2018, Pachón 
Soto 2012), and while the underlying metaphysical and ontological principles have been 
identified, the actual architectonic role that the distinction between metaphysics and 
ontology plays has yet to be systematically explicated. It is commonplace in the 
secondary literature, to be more precise, to repeat points that Dussel himself makes 
regarding history and anti-colonialism, often by pointing out the affinities and differences 
to the developmentalism of G.W.F. Hegel’s philosophy of history, without making clear 
the underlying metaphilosophical reason by which Dussel so makes these claims (see, 
for example, endnote 1 for my critique of Santiago Castro-Gómez’s version of this 
reading). Where Dussel is taken to break from Hegel’s Eurocentric totalization of history 
and concept of humanity, he is understood nonetheless to recuperate a notion of 
universalism that still unfolds historically and culturally. At odds with so-called discourse 
ethics, these secondary sources juxtapose Dussel’s material principle and overarching 
sense of universalism. Yet, despite pinpointing the critical affiliation to both Hegel and 
discourse ethics, the metaphysical and ontological impetus for Dussel’s own thinking 
regarding history and universalism remains obscure, beyond the invocation of several 
major figures who influence Dussel’s thought. 


	 The question that thus motivates my work here is whether there is a systematic 
reason (i.e. a constructive, philosophical argument) by which one may understand 
Dussel’s revision of historiography and the concept of historical progress, beyond the 
affinities with and differences to Hegel. If there is no such systematic reason, then 
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Dussel’s revision of the developmentalism of Hegel’s philosophy of history remains 
more assertion than refutation and constructive counter-argument, and the secondary 
literature ought to reflect this point. Moreover, a greater understanding of Dussel’s 
metaphilosophy, and the role that this plays in his understanding of history, will aid in 
both clarifying misguided critiques of Dussel’s thought and in answering said critiques. 
Where Santiago Castro-Gómez and others have critiqued the alleged, telluric 
essentialization of Dussel’s main categories (again, cf. endnote 1), my argument here 
provides the basis for a reinvigoration of the category of reality or the real in the context 
of Dussel’s thought, in a way that, in my estimation, avoids the sort of essentialism to 
which so many are rightly adverse.


I.II Dussel’s Key Distinction  


	 It is my position herein that Dussel, in fact, does provide such a systematic 
rationale for the reorientation of historiography and the concept of history, a rationale 
that anchors Dussel’s material principle of the ethical and political, i.e. the notion that all 
normativity in ethics and politics springs from the drive to live, the principle that is the 
ethical-political expression of this more fundamental rationale. This is the 
metaphilosophical decision to distinguish between the real and being, a distinction that I 
explicate throughout this article. In order to arrive at this explication, though, a question 
must be posed that hitherto, to my mind, is unthought in much of the secondary 
literature.


	 If history conditions thought, and if, as Dussel writes, all thought is historical-
cultural, how ought readers of Dussel understand the actual difference between Dussel 
and developmentalist thinkers? Taking Alcoff’s, Mendieta’s and Pachón Soto’s 
respective arguments together, one may, indeed, say that Dussel’s re-orientation of 
historiography and history has to do with a reorientation of philosophy itself away from a 
totalized (i.e. enclosed from any aspect of alterity) developmentalist narrative. Yet, all of 
this still depends on the uncomfortable fact that history is still able to be read, that 
history is not abyssal in its legibility, at least where ‘abyss’ would signal an end to, rather 
than an impetus of speculative thought. Moreover, the notions of universality and 
normativity that Dussel recuperates also remain wed to this understanding of history; 
history is still understood within the parameters of humane life, i.e. the material principle 
is that ethics and politics, and any normativity proper to both, are found in the drive to 
live, which as the condition of history (i.e. as the fact of historicity and worlding) must 
entail a kind of unity across time proper to the beings called (proper to the being/
Existenz of) human. 

	 

	 Complicating matters, the point about the drive to ‘life’ is a point that Hegel 
arguably himself makes when speaking to the ‘living’ [lebendig als zur Zeit ihres 
Hervortretens] character of the philosophical past that is brought to completion with the 
speculative comprehension [Begreifen] of the past (Hegel 1971, 58),[2] and with Hegel’s 
remarks in the Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte (Lectures on the 
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Philosophy of History) regarding the finite [i.e. unvollkommene] development of human 
freedom as beginning with the empirically incomplete, as yet fully actualized 
[verwirklicht], drive of social life [Der einfache Trieb des Zusammenlebens], the drive to 
secure and develop one’s individual and shared life [Zweck der Sicherung ihres Lebens 
und Eigentums]. It is this drive that Hegel identifies as the movement of history itself. 
The development and unfolding [die Entwicklung] of the understanding of freedom of 
humanity as a whole simply is the actualization of this inner-idea or goal [der innerste 
bewußtlose Trieb] that must be raised to consciousness through the unification of 
particular desires and interests into the general by way of the polis [im Staat] (Hegel 
1970, 22-40), a movement that is ultimately rational, and thus necessary, in character.


	 In light of this complication, of which Hegel is but exemplary, and in light of the 
comments made about Dussel’s appeal to a notion of alterity in the secondary literature 
as a way of understanding Dussel’s difference from developmentalist understandings of 
history, the answer to the question of how Dussel’s philosophy of history actually differs 
from other developmentalist paradigms must be had, I posit, by showing Dussel’s 
systematic intervention at the level of metaphilosophy. This is to say that one may only 
answer these questions by demonstrating the architectonic function of the distinction 
between alterity and similitude, or rather, metaphilosophically, the distinction between 
metaphysics and ontology. 


	 One must show how this distinction carries, in a way that harkens back to but 
goes beyond (in light of what Dussel will call the Semitic and other contributions to 
philosophy, cf. Dussel 1969 & 1974) the unified onto-epistemologies of the ancient 
Greeks who Dussel cites in his earlier work (cf. Dussel 1969 & 1973), a sociopolitical as 
well as more sheerly (and here I avail myself the somewhat modern sense of this word) 
‘scientific’ sense of alterity and contingency. It is only by illustrating how the language of 
alterity functions at both of these levels, such that the narrative capacity of human being 
is said to be made possible in a nonetheless contingent fashion, versus the rational-
necessary character attributed to this unity by an Aristotle or a Hegel (so read by 
Dussel), that the distinction between metaphysics and ontology, i.e. the 
metaphilosophical schema of Dussel’s thinking, can be properly understood to support 
all of the correct things that so much of the secondary literature communicates with 
regard to Dussel’s simultaneous thinking regarding history as a condition for thought 
and his rejection of developmentalism.  


I.III Introducing the Distinction Between the Real and Being: Two Primary Schemas


	 In the wake of Dussel’s death, then, amidst so many published tributes to the 
philosopher to which so many still refer only as maestro, there is, then, a need to 
reapproach Dussel’s thinking regarding narration and history. As such, this paper 
attempts to begin the process of remedying these gaps by looking to how Dussel 
constructs his project by way of two key metaphilosophical distinctions. Both distinctions 
allow him to make certain historical claims, and also, more fundamentally, to rhetorically 
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‘figure’ philosophy as a discourse that is able to speak to the nature of history itself. I 
treat both schemas quickly herein so as to spend most of my time exegeting these 
schemas out of the context of Dussel’s project. 


	 The first schema, which is mentioned often in the secondary literature, is the 
philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. While Dussel was preoccupied with questions 
concerning the common good in the period prior to reading Levinas (Dussel 2012, 
15-35), and while he took inspiration for his critique, or destrucción, of occidental 
rationality from Heidegger’s critique [Destruktion] of ontotheology/ the European 
philosophical canon (Dussel 1973, 98-103; Dussel & Guillot 1975, 21-22; Heidegger 
2006, 53-80), it was the work of Levinas that opened Dussel’s eyes to the concept of 
alterity and the correlation of alterity with the ethical dimension of human being-together 
in the world. The second schema, which often is not treated (at least in English) in the 
secondary literature on Dussel, is that of the Spanish philosopher Xavier Zubiri. 
Specifically, it was Zubiri’s reformulation of the scholastic concept of essences within the 
context of his distinction between the real [realidad] and being [ser] that enabled Dussel 
to formulate his notion of historicity and community as the ontological/discursive 
correlates of his metaphysical concept of exteriority; this schema ultimately became the 
foundation for his materialist principle of ethics and the political. Thus, I anchor my 
treatment of Dussel’s thought below in a brief explication of what is at stake for Levinas 
and Zubiri. 


	 This being said, two other thinkers are worth mentioning with regard to Dussel’s 
influences and the context of this paper, even if there is not enough time or space 
herein to systematically unpack the influence of these figures upon Dussel. As Dussel 
himself writes (Dussel 2012, 29), and as Jorge M. Zúñiga has recently noted (Zúñiga 
2023, 34-35, 40), the ethical-political impetus of Dussel’s project ought to be framed in 
relation to the Mexican philosopher Leopoldo Zea’s injunction for scholars to ‘give a 
place in history’ to Latin America. By this, Zea means the historical liberation and 
freedom of those hitherto excluded from world-history and the creation of a new notion 
of humanity that escapes the binary of dominating-dominated, rather than the 
abandonment of the idea of universalism [Un hombre nuevo, sí, pero un hombre que no 
tenga ni la piel del dominador ni la piel del dominado. Esto es, un hombre consciente de 
que el hombre no puede ser ni lo uno ni lo otro]. (Zea 1974, 43; Lizcano Fernández 
2004, 163). On the basis of this idea, one may say that the task of re-envisioning 
philosophy, of metaphilosophical reasoning, is, for Dussel, the task of creating the 
narratological conditions vis-à-vis the concept of thinking itself which will enable the 
historical inclusion of those who are currently excluded, e.g. the poor and oppressed in 
Latin America [Era necesario, desde nuestra pobreza colonial, encontrar un lugar en la 
Historia Mundial, descubrir nuestro ser oculto, reconstruir la historia de otra manera 
para «encontrarnos un espacio propio»] (Dussel 2012, 29). Where in the earlier work, 
Dussel attempted to do this by making a the basically Eurocentric concept of history 
more inclusive of those regions and peoples hitherto excluded therein, in the later work, 
following critical engagements with world-systems theory and discourse ethics, Dussel 
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will attempt to redefine the concepts of history and the political tout court (Dussel 2012, 
87-132).


	 The second figure whose influence upon Dussel I can only acknowledge herein 
is Martin Heidegger. Despite claims to the contrary, Dussel remains clearly and explicitly 
beholden to Heidegger’s understanding of truth as a mode of human being in the world 
[eine Seinsart des Daseins, die Wahrheit…als Erschlossenheit des Daseins] (Heidegger 
2006 [1927], 226-230) throughout his work, including in his formulation of the material 
principle of the political in the second volume of the Política de la liberación entitled 
‘arquitectónica’ where he pushes against an allegedly reductionist tendency in 
Heidegger’s (and in Friedrich Nietzsche’s and Carl Schmitt’s) understanding of power 
as being only a will to domination [Herrschaft] (cf. Dussel 2009, 37, 46-65). Yet, despite 
a reliance upon Heidegger’s notion of being-in-the-world [in-der-Welt-sein; ser-en-el 
mundo] to frame his notion of the political, where politics names a material and formal 
mode of human being in the world [un modo de ser en el mundo], this aspect of 
Dussel’s thought is filtered through his understanding of Levinas’s notion of alterity and 
Zubiri’s own metaphilosophical revision of  Heidegger’s notion of fundamental ontology. 
For these reasons, it is appropriate here to stick with Levinas and Zubiri as the primary 
touchstones for clarifying Dussel’s own metaphilosophy and the impact thereof upon his 
understanding of history. 

	 

	 Dussel’s adoption and synthesis of Levinas’s and Zubiri’s respective 
metaphilosophical schemas, in light of the task set for philosophers by Zea in relation to 
history and in light of Heidegger’s understanding of truth, leads him to revision the 
concepts of thinking and discourse in relation to a notion of a real that exceeds the 
parameters of thinking. This ‘real’ is the notion of life itself; Dussel’s metaphilosophical 
goal is to enable philosophical narrations of human existence that promote the 
flourishing of human life. Read in this way, Dussel’s meta-philosophy is the meta-
discursive correlate to Dussel’s so-called ‘materialist principle’ of the ethical. According 
to this principle, which is developed rigorously in the 1998 Ética de la liberación and in 
the 2009 and 2022 volumes of the Política de la liberación, but whose antecedent 
formulations are present in Dussel’s work in the 1970s and with his work on Marx 
though the 1980s and the 1990s (e.g. Dussel’s understanding of Marx’s concept of 
living labour, see Mendieta 2007, Alcoff 2018), what is called the ethical always is a 
matter of fighting for the material and discursive conditions that enable the flourishing of 
human life; human life, in the end, is the non-object over which ethical fights are waged 
(Dussel 1998, 91-143).


	 Thus, my argument is that Dussel’s wedding together of Levinas’s and Zubiri’s 
respective metaphilosophical schematizations ought to be read not as an intramural 
move vis-à-vis the discipline called philosophy, but more foundationally understood as a 
rhetorical move that is meant to enable, from within the parameters/grammar and 
vocabulary of academic philosophy, the narration of history and philosophy itself such 
that those who have been excluded from history and philosophy proper are now 
included. The upshot of Dussel’s project is that history, as is the case for a historicist 
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position such as that of G.W.F. Hegel’s, remains the horizon for all meaning. Yet, in 
contrast to the historicist, for whom the violence and oppression that occurs in history is 
ameliorated by way of a principle of necessity or redemption [Geschichte as 
Heilsgeschichte, teleology as eschatology], what one finds in Dussel’s work is a 
philosophy that attempts to metaphysically ground all claims regarding meaning in 
history without reducing history to a coherent, homogenous, narration of the same [lo 
mismo].


	 This is to say that where Dussel’s metaphilosophical bifurcation of reality and 
being allows him to sketch a positive vision of what human being is at the level of 
historical being, this schema is meant coincidently to also anchor a notion of critique, 
i.e. the negative stance that one may take up vis-à-vis a given state of affairs. Following 
Dussel, history appears as the struggle for recognition on the world-historical stage, a 
fight for the flourishing of individual and collective life that continues seemingly ad 
infinitum against any given state of affairs in which oppression is present. Historicism 
remains in both a positive and negative sense true, because human Existenz simply is 
historical being/ the narrating of one’s being-there vis-à-vis a sense of reality that goes 
beyond one’s self as being-there, but it is now a weaker historicism, insofar as historical 
being now includes a notion of criticism and negativity au fond that motivates practical/
ethical/political action, because no state of affairs will ever be perfect. Dussel thus 
retains a sense of history as the horizon against which meaning is measured, but where 
history now functions only as the limit-concept [Grenzbegriff]. There is no principle of 
necessity by which one may hermeneutically ameliorate the harshness of suffering that 
occurs throughout/as history; there is only the necessity of reckoning with one’s 
contingency and responsibility for others, of judging given regimes of life in light our 
sense for a more originary drive to life and being-with in light of how things have gone 
up to now. 


§II The Philosophical Decision: Metaphilosophy and Dussel’s Thought


	 For philosophers, it perhaps makes good sense to describe critique as having a 
primarily metaphilosophical character, in the way that I do above in relation to Dussel’s 
project. Thought, though, is not reducible to what is called philosophy, at least where 
‘philosophy’ signifies only one academic discipline (i.e. one discursive regime) amongst 
many. At this level of disciplinary thinking, philosophy is, as Edmund Husserl reminds us 
with regard to mathematics and the natural sciences in his Krisis der europäischen 
Wissenschaften und die transzendentalen Phänomenologie, only a mode of the being of 
who/what human beings are vis-à-vis the presupposition of a Lebenswelt. This is to say 
that philosophy is one mode of our being in the world that functions by way of 
particularly scientific reduction, or by way of a scientific ‘veiling’ [wissenschaftliche 
Verkleidung] of the quotidian lifeworld [alltägliche Lebenswelt], which in turn is the 
fundament upon which all theorizing and acting is based (Husserl 1953, 112-113).[3] 
This point holds even if one takes philosophy in a more profound sense (i.e. beyond its 
‘disciplinary’ character in the contemporary university) to be the most theoretically 
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primary of all such modes of human being in the world. One should say, then, that 
philosophy does not contain or exhaust thought, life or reality; thought, life and reality, 
(the constellation of the three that one may call an ‘êthos’ or ‘ethical-mythical-nucleus’ in 
the way of Paul Ricœur) always surpass the specific attitude and activity called 
philosophy. Indeed, this is a point around which Dussel frames his early work on de-
strucción and the history of various philosophical traditions (cf. Dussel 1973, 8-9; Dussel 
1969, IX).


	 Such a formulation of the relationship between philosophy, thought and the real 
can only be sustained, however, on the basis of a distinction that is germane to the 
notion of critical thinking. By this, I mean the distinction between the real and what is 
‘given’ in signification or language, i.e. what is called ‘being.’ This is so where ‘being’ 
means, phenomenologically, ‘that which is given through the play of presence and 
absence,’ or following Aristotle, ‘that which only appears in language’ (i.e. true and 
false). 


	 It is from such a standpoint that Enrique Dussel’s thought emerged. Dussel’s 
critique of so-called ‘totalizing’ thinking can be said to rely upon a sense for the fact that 
what philosophers often equate with thinking, i.e. being (cf. Perl 2014, 1-18; Acosta 
2008, 12-14), is not exactly the same as what one may call ‘the real.’ For how else could 
one offer an intervening revision of any concept (i.e. on what basis may one construct a 
discursive counter-position) if not by way of a reference (implicit or explicit) to such a 
distinction? Reality always exceeds the parameters of discourse and consciousness; 
the affirmation of this fact is the beginning of critical thinking because this affirmation 
(consciously/discursively and unconsciously) is the condition for the possibility of 
discovering and positing anything new in relation to received wisdom, i.e. the source of 
reason’s aufhebender Charakter (cf. Horkheimer and Adorno 1947, 7-8). 


	 Insofar as this holds, one should understand Dussel’s project as one that is fully 
dependent upon this scission between the concepts of the real and of being as 
signification/ideology/discourse. This gap (once thought/recognized) should be said to 
be the source of both the possibility for the positing of anything truth and the ability of 
human beings to expose those positions that only masquerade as true. The reason for 
this is that this distinction, once said or posited, rhetorically generates what is called 
possibility itself, because generating the differential consciousness of time proper to 
human Existenz, in contrast to the indifferent sheerness of unconscious reality or deep 
matter. It is only on the basis of the fact of such a reflexive possibility (i.e. the humane 
capacity to take a counter-position vis-à-vis the givenness of the real as something to 
be discursively affirmed or denied) that true and false emerge as distinct onto-epistemic 
possibilities for human beings. 


	 Most recently, this distinction between the real and thought has been handed 
down to philosophers in Europe and the Americas, during and in the wake of 
colonization, as it has been developed following certain moves made by Immanuel Kant 
(including post/anti-Kantian philosophies of ‘immanence’ and pantheism). With Kant, 
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one may say that the humane sense for ‘the real’ is a sense for a reality that 
nonetheless evades the parameters of signification, even as the power of signification 
(of the understanding) functions in tandem with the real to produce objects of cognition. 
Disciplinary knowledge and ideology are constructed upon this distinction, because it is 
only by way of such a sense for the real, which nonetheless evades the parameters of 
signification, that disciplinary knowledges can be constructed at all, by which there can 
be a horizon for true and false statements, by which human reflection can take place. 


	 Emmanuel Levinas, one of the philosophers who greatly influenced Dussel’s 
work, describes this relation between reality and signification in terms of the excess that 
is indexed already in any signification. One may understand this idea of excess as the 
fact of there being a presupposition that underpins, and thus which cannot be fully given 
in or reduced to, every positing by a thinking, linguistic, being [Sa manifestation est un 
surplus sur la paralysie inévitable de la manifestation] (Levinas 1967, 271). Levinas 
gives the name of ‘exteriority’ to this excessive quality of the real, where this means that 
which is not bound to the parameters of a given onto-epistemic regime, or totality (i.e. a 
given arrangement of identity and non-identity). The upshot of this construal of the 
matter is that all onto-epistemic regimes, all totalities of identity and non-identity 
(totalities are constitutively dialectical), are ultimately contingent; what we know or 
recognize [Erkenntnis as anamnesis] is always dependent cognition, cognition of a 
presupposition of that which exceeds all cognition [l’idée de l’infini] (Levinas 1990, 
93-94).


	 For Levinas, though, the surplus that is proper to this sense of exteriority is not a 
sheer metaphysical (where this means onto-theological) fact. There is for Levinas no 
‘absolute’ by which differential being is absorbed by the indifferently real. Rather, the 
real is always given in/across [par-delà] signification, precisely and only as that upon 
which all signification depends, by way of a basic social encounter, by way of one’s 
engagement with others. Thus, the humane sense of exteriority is equivalent to one’s 
sense of self-contingency upon that which is other; human identity is only founded upon 
the sense of alterity, the sense for the other. For the Levinas of Totalité et infini, in lieu of 
a concept of the absolute, there is only the ‘curvature’ of the intersubjective ‘space’ [la 
courbure de l’espace] in which the fact of alterity is given as the face of the other whose 
presence places a barrier upon one’s pretense to total, omnipotent, agency, but that 
nonetheless remains unintelligible ‘in-itself’ (Levinas 1990, 322-324), much as was the 
case with regard to the reality of ‘things’ [les choses] in Levinas’s earliest 
phenomenological work (Sadikoglu 2024, 71-73). 


	 Dussel takes up these distinctions between alterity and identity in his own work, 
augmenting, though, the idea that the Other is unintelligible in their alterity. In Dussel’s 
hands, these distinctions become the basis for a revision of the image of philosophy 
itself that will provide the theoretical correlate of various practices of liberation. This is 
because these distinctions rhetorically enable Dussel to push back upon the hitherto 
legitimating function of philosophy in relation to the status quo of things. Whether one 
wishes to speak about the second early period of Dussel’s work, in which he produced 
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his multi-volume Para una ética de la liberación latinoamericana, whether one is 
speaking about his period of writing on Marx, or whether one is speaking about his 1998 
Ética de la liberación and his most recent three-volume Política de la liberación, Dussel 
maintains throughout a conscious effort to revise the very definition of philosophy on the 
basis of the deeply social distinction between the other and the same, infinity and 
totality. Admitting that Dussel is forced to augment Levinas’s notion of the other as 
‘totally’ other, at least given Dussel’s own rendering of Levinas’s thinking, i.e. to sketch 
the historical concrétude of the other in contrast to Levinas’s apparent (alleged) refusal 
of any such historical-political concreteness, Levinas’s work nonetheless gives Dussel 
the language of and focus upon ‘alterity,’ and more importantly, gives Dussel a way of 
thinking and rhetorically ‘figuring’ that which is ‘otherwise’ to thought, and thus, a way of 
figuring or provincializing thought/identity (i.e. a way of constructing a metaphilosophical 
concept of philosophy).[4]

 

	 The political, liberative, possibility of any thought is to be found at this 
metaphilosophical level of thinking, because at this level, one is re-envisioning the 
narration of the connection itself between thinking and the real, i.e. re-envisioning how 
the relation between the real and signification is mapped or narrated. What is at stake 
secondarily are the specific metaphors used, i.e. the specific vector terms given, to 
describe this constitutive relation between reality and signification; all of this can only be 
done on the basis of the conviction that such a relation, because a distinction, between 
reality and signification exists. It is at this level of thought that Dussel’s work intervenes 
generally, following Levinas.


	 One can get still clearer on what this distinction between the real and 
signification/ideology does for Dussel by looking to another one of his main influences, 
i.e. the Spanish philosopher Xavier Zubiri. Following Zubiri’s critical engagement with 
and revision of Husserl’s thinking, that which anchors thinking and practice is not the 
lifeworld [die Lebenswelt], but rather, ‘the real’ [la realidad]. ‘The real,’ according to 
Zubiri, names the physically indifferent sense of reality, the aspect of reality that is 
indifferent to the dative subject for whom things ‘are’ or ‘are not.’ This notion of the real 
is said ‘to be’ only in the locative or spatial sense, by way of the verb estar, as ‘true 
reality’ [realidad verdadera] in the sense of ‘sheer reality.’ “Here, it [truth] is not the 
conformity of thought to things. Here it is not about conformity at all, but about 
something deeper: the fundament of said conformity” (Zubiri 1962, 112), the basis upon 
which any correlation between thinking and being can be posited or denied.  


	 Conversely, one may refer to the sphere of validity [Geltungsbereich] that is 
proper to theoria as the sphere of signification, language, being. This is so, according to 
Zubiri, because human beings are modes of reality defined by self-possession and self-
reflection in relation to the real (Zubiri 1989, 247). What is called ‘being’ at this level is 
the sense of being employed within phenomenological hermeneutics (broadly 
construed), the interpretation of the giving of the real as ‘being’ (i.e. as presence and 
absence) to human beings (cf. Sokolowski 2017). This sense of being is thus 
represented by the verb ser rather than estar. This is because ser is the verb to which 
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the sense of ‘givenness’ in the phenomenological register of Gegebenheit corresponds, 
where this means ‘being,’ at least according to Zubiri (of course, conjugations of the 
Spanish verb haber – e.g. hay –  correspond more traditionally to the German es gibt 
and French il y a). This is because ser captures, for Zubiri, temporal declension, 
whereas estar, because locative, refers to the sheerness of atemporal space/        
physicality.[5]


	 This second level of being, to which ser refers, the level that is proper to human 
Existenz, is the level at which something like ideology emerges, because the level at 
which worlding occurs. This is because ideology involves, first, the possibility of 
language and the general fact that humans are social, historical-cultural, sorts beings.[6] 

The ‘real’ nature of human being is to simply ‘be’ socially, historically and culturally, 
which is tantamount to saying that human beings are the sort of beings who narrate 
their selves in relation to others and to reality. Secondarily, at the level of ontology or 
being, ideology involves more precise commitments within the sphere of language and 
culture. Such commitments are, in turn, always given by way of specific narrations. 


§III Counter-Hegemonic Thinking: Metaphilosophy and Critique in Dussel


	 Already in his 1977 Filosofía de la liberación, Dussel mobilizes both the 
Levinasian and Zubirian distinctions between being and metaphysics, between being 
and the real, to posit the possibility of ethics and critique. The line he draws between 
phenomenology, as an inquiry dedicated to investigating what-is, and the 
aforementioned element of alterity that is ‘real,’ grounds ethics as the eschatological 
striving for that which is not-yet at the level of being/discourse. This ethical-social 
distinction between what-is and the desire for that which is not-yet is correlated with the 
fact that there is a qualitative distinction between being/signification and the real qua 
real, or the eidetic-interpretive character of a phenomenon and its real foundation de 
suyo (Dussel 2018 [1977], 74). Said otherwise, for Dussel, the metaphysical sense of 
exteriority will be that which includes both the ancestralité of the real, where this names 
the indifferently real that escapes, because founding, the possibility of the correlation 
between thinking and being, to use Quintin Meillassoux’s terms (Meillassoux 2006, 
18-26), and the historical-social fact of exteriority vis-à-vis regnant sociopolitical and 
cultural systems (Dussel 2018 [1977], 76-79). 

	 

	 Dussel captures this when he writes, “If being [el ser] is the foundation of every 
system and of every system of systems that is the quotidian world [Lebenswelt], we 
affirm now that there is also a reality that goes beyond being, just as there is a cosmos 
that goes beyond the world [el mundo]” (Dussel 2018 [1977], 78). This distinction 
between cosmos and world implies a great deal. Where the sheer fact of the cosmos 
anchoring, anterior to, and thus beyond, the sphere of phenomena / existential 
hermeneutics points to a ‘beyond being,’ it is within this sphere that sociocultural, erotic 
and fraternal exteriority appears in the exposure of the limits of the only always alleged 
absolute character of sociocultural identity, i.e. the unassimilable character [Einzigkeit, 
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unicité] of each person as a person [La nota de libertad lo constituye desde su origen 
como dis-tinto] (Dussel 2018 [1977], 79-81). While it is true that Dussel’s project 
changes in certain respects throughout the years (Mendietta 2007, Zúñiga M. 2023, see 
also the work of Rafael Vizcaíno), this distinction anchors every critical and positive 
remark he makes regarding the nature of ethics, politics and history, including the notion 
of overlapping areas of human activity within a given world, worlds which always exist 
vis-à-vis or within la realidad, that Dussel develops in the second volume of his Política 
de la liberación (Dussel 2009, 90). Said otherwise, in what is perhaps a slight contrast 
to interpreters of Dussel who see the later work superseding the former work, I read 
Dussel’s development, and thus this supersession, as one in which he works out a 
basically stable metaphilosophy in light of new world-historical and political events, and 
in the wake of conversations with other scholars. 


	 In particular, this distinction between the cosmos and world allows Dussel to 
properly identify and define that which is called history and politics. This is to say, this 
distinction allows for Dussel to provide a philosophical definition for political-historical 
action. According to Dussel, the world [el mundo] names the total constellation, the 
totality [la totalidad], of cultural, social, and onto-epistemic (i.e. identarian) referents that 
make up one’s sense of self and others [El ser es como el horizonte hacia donde y 
desde donde se manifiestan los fenómenos del mundo. Es el fundamento y la identidad 
ontológicos; es la luz que ilumina la totalidad del mundo] (Dussel 2018 [1977], 78). 
Where Parmenides, perhaps the most famous of the canonical pre-Socratic 
philosophers, pronounced the correlation between thinking and being, where Plato then 
expanded this correlation to include a dialectical notion of logic as inclusive of being and 
non-being, and where Aristotle clarified this principle to a description of how the dyad of 
true and false only appear in and through an act of propositional language/judgment, 
Dussel (following Levinas, Herbert Marcuse and many others) now politicizes this 
correlation and turns it into the principle of political-social-cultural life itself; thinking is 
the correlate of being, but where being now only names the totality of a given 
sociocultural-political regime, rather than ‘the real’ itself. 


	 The problem that such a politicization of the correlation between thinking and 
being poses is how novelty can be brought about in a given sociocultural and political 
constellation or totality. If thinking, or identity, is enframed by a given totality, whence the 
ability to offer any critique of said totality? It is with regard to this problem that the 
distinction between reality and being offers a solution, precisely because Dussel 
politicizes this distinction itself. 


	 Just as the category of being encompasses the totality of sociocultural and 
political referents that make up a given regime of life, so too does the category of the 
real, of that which is exterior to being, take on a sociocultural and political function for 
Dussel; where in Zubiri’s schema the category of the real is a sheerly physical excess, a 
deeply material (i.e. deep matter) reality that exceeds the parameters of cognition and 
signification, for Dussel, following Levinas, there is a sociocultural and political corollary 
to that same category of reality-external-to-thought that appears in the face of those 
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whom a given system or totality excludes, i.e. la víctima, the victims of any given 
regime. This appeal to the victim is one by which the victim qua person is the “most real” 
in contrast to any system of life. Such an appeal is made possible by the fact that 
human beings themselves are always irreducible to a given state of affairs, because 
there exist indications that a given regime is not perfect and not without its violent 
excess. With this idea, Dussel recasts a notion of human freedom that is surely gleaned 
from earlier dialogical, personalist, idealist and romantic sources. 


If reality is the substantive and independent constitution of a thing, its essence, 
the person is that which is authentically [propiamente] real, more real than the 
cosmic totality of the stars and of [other] living beings, which form amongst 
themselves the physical-astronomical and botanical-zoological substantivity [of 
the world], sans any real exteriority of one from the other. Only that which is free 
[solo el libre], [i.e.] every person, is an auto-substantive totality, [an] autonomous 
other: metaphysical exteriority, real reality [realidad realísima] beyond the world 
and being (Dussel 2018 [1977], 79).


In a way that preserves Zubiri’s focus upon the distinction between deep-matter and 
language/thought, but that pushes this framework into direct dialogue with Levinas’s 
inter-subjective metaphysics of alterity, Dussel draws a connection between the purely 
material notion of exteriority and the otherness that is constitutive of humane 
experience, i.e. being-with. The being-with [mitsein] that is basic to human being in the 
world, as Heidegger described it in Sein und Zeit, is, through the prism of Levinas’s and 
Zubiri’s work, described by Dussel in terms of every person’s engagement with an 
intractable sense of alterity. By this, Dussel means the otherness that synonymous with 
the freedom that is proper to human being and identity itself, the otherness that always 
resists any attempt to fully incorporate people, and thus to homogenize each person, 
into any given state of affairs. Personhood is, for Dussel, always communal; yet people 
are constituted by a sense of freedom that can never be fully reduced to and never be 
made the same as every other person, because a person is never fixed as this or that 
person across the course of their life by any measurement external to their self-relation 
to that which is otherwise than the situation in which they find themselves [La persona, 
en cambio, se parada desde siempre, nunca idéntica, jamás estuvo unido 
indivisiblemente] (Dussel 2018 [1977], 80).


	 The irreducible singularity, or uniqueness [Einzigkeit] as Hermann Cohen might 
say, of each person is, in turn, encountered in the experience of being-with others. The 
other is, for Dussel, the trans-social manifestation, the sociopolitical correlate, of the fact 
that being is not sufficient, that signification cannot signify All. For this reason, because 
trans-social, the other is, Dussel writes, trans-historical, rather than merely cosmic (i.e. 
deeply material). “The Other [el otro] (the expression of which includes/implies always la 
otra) is the specific notion with which we name exteriority as such, historically and not 
merely cosmically or physically-biologically” (Dussel 2018 [1977], 81). Historically, or 
empirically, the concrétude of the other is given [sich zeigen, se muestra], then, in the 
face of the other who, as Levinas also says, calls out for a response to their suffering in 
the midst of a given sociopolitical and cultural totality; this ‘sense’ of responsibility, of our 
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awareness of human dignity given in and through our being-with others, is rooted in our 
constitution, physical and psychic, a point Dussel makes when invoking Zubiri’s 
terminology, i.e. ‘la constitución real,’ in saying that the sense of one’s own freedom is 
founded upon our deeply physical sense of others in the world that resists any attempt 
to unjustly delimit one’s drive-to-live. 


The other reveals themself as the other in all of the acuity of their exteriority 
when they erupt as that which is most distinct, as that which is not habitual or 
quotidian, as that which is extraordinary, enormous (outside of the norm) (E. 
Levinas), as the poor, the oppressed; the one in the way, outside the system, 
who shows their suffering face and yet defiantly [cries]: ‘I am hungry! I have a 
right to eat!’ The right of the other, [El derecho del otro] outside of the system, is 
not a right that is justified by way of the project of the system or by its laws. Their 
absolute right, to be somebody, free, sacred, is founded in the other’s own 
exteriority, in the real constitution [la constitución real] of their human dignity 
(Dussel 2018 [1977], 60).


In this way, Dussel weds the Levinasian and Zubirian metaphilosophical schemas 
together to produce a notion of trans-historical meaning-formation that underpins the 
notion of political critique itself. When Dussel invokes the language of ‘the real 
constitution’ of the other, he is signaling at once the physical sense of exteriority to 
which Zubiri gives so much attention; yet in connecting this sense of exteriority to the 
sociopolitical and cultural concreteness of those who appear in the way of beggars, 
outcasts and victims of a given system, Dussel draws the Zubirian framework into tight 
relation with Levinas’s own comments regarding how human being, how being-with, is 
fundamentally enframed by a sense for the other who beckons a response to their 
suffering at the hands of a given regime of life. In other words, as Dussel’s 2020 piece 
entitled “Hacia una estética de la liberación: ¿Qué es la belleza?” makes clear, Dussel 
maintains a mutually-reinforcing, dialectical understanding of the real and the symbolic/
discursive (cf. Dussel 2020, 110-114). This is a dialectic that proceeds not on the basis 
of a ‘subject’ isolated from others, de suyo, vis-à-vis the real constitution of things, but a 
subject interpolated by others vis-à-vis a sense of the real. 


	 It is this correlation between the Levinasian and Zubirian senses of that which is 
exterior to being/signification that thus grounds the possibility for Dussel’s notion of 
critique. The recognition of the other as other, as other vis-à-vis a given regime of life, is 
the recognition of the incompleteness of the correlation between thinking and being with 
regard to the real. It is just this recognition, namely, that every totality only possesses a 
pretense to being a perfect system [pretensión de totalización…un ostentar haber 
alcanzado la perfección] (Dussel 2022, 88), that enables one to turn against the totality 
in which one finds oneself. As soon as one recognizes the presence of such otherness, 
one is set at odds with the given system in which said recognition takes place.


	 For this reason, Dussel writes that the recognition of the other places one upon 
an anarchic and destructive trajectory in relation to the given order of things; the 
destruction of oppressive structures begins with the recognition of the other as the 
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other, the other as those excluded from the system, the collateral damage [los «peor 
colocados», eufemismo con que se denomina a las víctimas, a los dominados o 
excluidos] (Dussel 1998, 178-179) that those who are included within a given system 
write off as the necessary sacrifice for the prospering of the regime (Dussel 2018, 107), 
i.e. ‘victims.’ Such destruction is, though, also a beginning, the commencement of the 
construction of a new, and hopefully more just, order [Algo muere, es verdad, pero sólo 
como condición de posibilidad de nacimiento de algo nuevo] (Dussel 2018 [1977], 108). 
The recognition of the other (the actual recognition of and response to the other’s cry for 
help, not merely the cynical acknowledgment that some people will be, sadly, left behind 
by the system) places one on the side of the other, and thus, on the side of the order 
that is to come in place of the order that currently exists and must fall. 


	 Following this trajectory of thought, Eduardo Mendieta describes the recognition 
of the other as an anti-political politics, because indexing a not-yet actualized positing of 
an order to come within the negation of the status quo, a not-yet-order which does not 
make recourse to the notion of justice contained within the status quo. The negation of 
justice is synonymous with a notion of solidarity, solidarity with those excluded from the 
parameters of real justice in the current regime. The coming order of greater inclusion 
is, thus, signaled in solidarity over and against the present representation of what is 
‘just,’ without making any claim to fully making the other into whatever. (Mendieta 2007, 
130).


	 What, though, is the nature of the normative criteria that this constructive move to 
a new order (i.e. the order to come) will take? While Dussel’s use of the Levinasian and 
Zubirian metaphilosophical frameworks explains how the critique of a given order of 
things is possible, in order for it to be adequate to the problem posed by Dussel’s 
definition of totalities it must also aid in providing the criteria by which 1. the cause of 
the other can be taken up with any sense of ethical necessity and 2. to motivate the 
creation of a new, more just, order. The question of normativity cannot simply be 
neglected, but rather, must be taken up anew in the context of the imperative to do just 
to the poor and the oppressed. Answering the first question will provide the answer to 
the second. 


	 Perhaps the most prominent, and systematic, treatment of this distinction in 
Dussel’s work, in a way that provides this needed normative element, occurs in his 1998 
Ética de la liberación, the text that many take to be Dussel’s magnum opus (an opinion 
that is understandable but hard to maintain once one has read volume II of the Política 
de la liberación). It is this text in which Dussel formalized and revised those ideas that 
appeared in nascent form in the earlier periods of work, the text in which those ideas 
are synthesized into the materialist principle of ethics. It is this move, taken together 
with Dussel’s earlier metaphilosophical situating of phenomenology under the 
parameters of the category of exteriority/reality, that will, in turn, become the basis for 
Dussel’s most recent formulation of what one may call ‘the materialist principle of the 
political, (Dussel 2022, 86-87), an idea to which I turn in the conclusion of this section.
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	 According to Dussel, ethical normativity is given at both a material and at a 
discursive level. At the level of the material ‘constitution’ of human beings, one is 
speaking in terms of what Zubiri would call ‘the real,’ that which is physically the case 
prior to conscious or self-conscious reflection thereupon, i.e. that which must be 
physically in place, in a particular form or shape, for consciousness to emerge. With 
regard to the physical constitution of human beings, Dussel’s task in the earlier portions 
of his constructive argument is to explain how the sort of ethical normativity that is 
required for both the critique of totalizing systems and the construction of new and more 
just systems is already given prior to the construction of culture and language, i.e. that 
ethical normativity is, in some sense, embodied, part in parcel with human life itself.


	 Citing the Cameroonian philosopher Fabien Eboussi Boulaga’s 1977 La crise du 
Muntu : Authenticité africaine et philosophie, Dussel writes of Boulaga’s description of 
an originary impulsion of life as anchoring the capacity for language, meaning, and 
politics. Everything that happens at the discursive-phenomenological level of human 
experience/ being, according to Dussel’s reading, is mapped, ultimately, onto this 
material foundation (Dussel 1998, 74). As the book progresses into its first constructive 
chapter, then, this notion of an originary drive to live becomes crucial for understanding 
what ethical normativity is, and what the material parameters of the critique and 
construction of totalities are. 


	 Taking off from G.E. Moore’s critique of grounding ought statements on the basis 
of statements concerning what-is, Dussel frames his question in the first chapter in the 
following manner. “Is it materially and concretely possible, on the basis of descriptive 
statements, to explain or ground normative statements?” (Dussel 1998, 136-137). 
According to Dussel, where Hume, Frege and Russel placed a prohibition on just such 
an endeavor, on the basis of the fact that descriptive statements regarding being, 
because purely logical, are disconnected from the sort of emotive character of 
statements regarding what ‘ought’ to be, Dussel argues instead that grounding an 
account of the ethical in the material constitution of human beings amounts to indicating 
the affective, or libidinal, sources of the drive to seek out normative, discursive, criteria 
for the living of life. Rather than being a question of deriving certain, specific, future 
statements about what should be on the basis of a given state of affairs, Dussel’s task 
is, rather, to isolate the material basis by which any norm must be explained, regardless 
of the specific instance in question [Se trata del «pasaje» del mero ‘criterio’ descriptivo 
(el «ser» en sentido concreto y material, como vida humana) al propiamente dicho 
‘principio ético material normativo (el deber-ser)] (Dussel 1998, 136).


	 Dussel further frames the juxtaposition between the way that these earlier 
philosophers distinguish between the logical and emotive modes of thinking and being 
and his own thinking regarding materiality and ethics as a matter of understanding the 
presupposition upon which the logical-emotive distinction depends – i.e. a concept of 
human life itself. It is this concept of life, and all of the attendant concepts that must go 
along with it (i.e. the shape of the cerebral cortex that in turn makes the emergent 
phenomena of consciousness and language possible, the drive to eat, to seek shelter, 
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etc.) that will, in turn, be the subject of Dussel’s exposition. In short, while discursive, 
self-reflective, decisions constitute no small part of one’s life, and thus the formation of 
ethical norms, there is also a deeply material, unconscious, set of desires and controls 
in place that function to drive human beings to survive [sobrevivir] and that anchor all 
discursive debate around one and the same biological goal (Dussel 1998, 137).


	 The question of how to square the circle, so to speak, of competing cultural 
norms quickly becomes the problem of how to ameliorate the anxiety of co-habitating on 
a planet upon which people cannot agree about what should and should not be. Yet as 
the passage cited above demonstrates, for Dussel, the problem that a greater 
consciousness of human difference poses is ameliorated, at the level of philosophy (i.e. 
discursive narration regarding the relation between reality, being, and action), by 
recourse to an ultimately unified coincidence of the biological drive to preserve one’s life 
and the intractable need for humans to create discursive norms. The human 
comportment in which this drive to preserve life appears, underneath all of the onto-
social differences amongst humans, is in the fact that human beings tend to formulate 
ethical norms at all, i.e. that we seem constituted by a sense of responsibility for each 
other in the quest to continue our individual and communal lives. “Life is set under its 
[ the drive to survive communally and individually] responsibility. It is the most proper 
and exclusive mode of reality of human life: to take itself under its own responsibility…
The ethical is the auto-responsibility over one’s permanence in life” (Dussel 1998, 138). 


	 The phrase ‘mode of reality’ is taken from Zubiri, for whom this concept meant 
the deeply material constitution of how a thing is itself (i.e. how it is one), insofar as a 
thing is an aspect of reality itself (which is itself a unity) [Pues bien, lo que llamo 
constitución es la manera que cada uno de los sistemas esenciales tiene de ser uno. 
Eso es justamente la constitución: los modos o las maneras de der precisamente uno] 
(Zubiri 1989, 38). For Dussel, this idea is applied to the question of the how and why of 
the ethical and is used to explain the fact that what is called ‘ethics’ is already a mode 
that is proper to how human beings, how human beings world. That human beings 
world at all is a function of how their brains evolved; the material constitution of human 
beings grounds their phenomenological-linguistic lifeworlds. Said otherwise, that human 
beings develop discursive systems of norms as they lose certain other instinctual 
modes of being simply means that to be discursive, to world and be enveloped by 
language, is a constitutive way that humans beings are, but that all discourse is still 
rooted in the material reality that is proper to what is called ‘human being,’ and more 
specifically homo sapiens. 


	 The human mode of reality is, then, to simply be responsible, where 
responsibility is never only individual, but always-already communitarian, e.g. humans 
are birthed from other humans, ‘raised’ or cultivated/encultured, gebildete. Discursive 
norms must be oriented around, then, questions concerning the quality and continuation 
of life and any disagreements therein will not be ungrounded, but grounded specifically 
around what is ‘best’ for both the quality and duration of lives (Dussel 1998, 140). The 
ultimate referent is, according to Dussel, our sense of humanity itself, because, while 
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the formation of ethical norms always occurs within a given sociocultural context, it is in 
light of the sense for other human beings that humans seek to formulate norms for the 
continuation and betterment of life for all [con pretensión de verdad práctica y, además, 
con pretensión de universalidad] (Dussel 1998, 140). In this sense, pace Martín Alcoff, 
ethics is neither a matter of the arcane, where this means “beyond the phenomenal 
domain,” (Alcoff 2018, 192) nor a matter of the obvious, where this means only that 
which is apparent; ethics is always both at the same time, a point that Martín Alcoff 
makes herself when she writes, summarizing Dussel’s material principle, “The 
fundamental problem is that ethics cannot be developed outside of the real, outside of 
life, apart from the actual history of social movements and from any material analysis” 
(Alcoff 2018, 194).


	 The need to create specific cultural formations of the ethical is, according to 
Dussel, a product of this “trans-cultural” (and thus trans-historical) drive to live that is 
common to the ‘real’ constitution of homo sapiens (Dussel 1998, 141). As was the case 
in the earlier Filosofía de la liberación, there is no access to ‘the real’ that is exterior to 
the enclosure of thought, which not given already with language, culture and history (i.e. 
ontology) (Dussel 2018 [1977], 247); yet the presupposition of anything said at the level 
of being is nonetheless the deeply physical sense of the real. All of these points are only 
made possible, though, on the basis of the scission between the excessive character of 
the real constitution of human being vis-à-vis the derivative nature of the discursive 
character of human being. As Franz Rosenzweig wrote of both the universe and 
humans, with regard to logic and ethics, human beings are given to discursive regimes 
(i.e. ethics), but are not themselves, at least absolutely, beholden to them; so too with 
regard to specific discursive regimes (i.e. humans are meta-ethical just as ‘the 
world’ [the real in Dussel’s terms] is meta-logical) (Rosenzweig 2018 [1921], 14-15).


	 This is the most important set of ideas to grasp. It is only once the scission 
between the real and the discursive is posited that anything like norms and critique are 
made possible. Getting clear on what this means for discourse and narrativity, then, is 
paramount for understanding the constructive, general, upshot of Dussel’s work in 
particular and of the other thinkers mentioned herein for the present moment. Before 
discussing such a constructive consequence of these ideas, however, one final 
comment is needed to complete this general depiction of Dussel’s thinking regarding 
this material principle of the ethical (before concluding this section by showing how 
Dussel applies this principle to the political as well). The communal aspect of this 
schematization means that human beings are the kind of beings who care about others. 
As such, the ‘real’ constitution of human being is such that our experience of being is 
not only enframed by our sense of our Selves, but our very sense of selves is 
determined only with regard to that which is other than one’s individual self, i.e. 
metaphysically/trans-ontologically vis-à-vis other people and vis-à-vis the real. 


	 The opening of linguistic-temporal consciousness that is proper to human beings, 
the sphere of validity in which discourse is located, is, according to Dussel, the lifeworld 
of human beings at an ontological level. The awareness of others and of the fact that 
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discourse is a part of [Bestandteil, to follow a similar idea in Rosenzweig] a larger sense 
of the real chasten any discursive pretense to being total. Ethics, then, consists in no 
small part, for Dussel, in the constant revision of ethical norms in light of what that trans-
discursive, trans-onto-historical, sense of alterity is telling one about the status quo of 
what-is historically, socioculturally and politically. 


	 Insofar as this all is true (at least according to Dussel), critical theory, where 
‘critique’ is taken as a negative mode of thought vis-à-vis a given regime of truth/
meaning, is reliant upon an implicit sense for what Dussel, following Levinas, calls 
exteriority, so-described in the preceding paragraphs. This is to say that critical theory is 
both about a positive theorization about society and about inquiring into the conditions 
for the possibility of levelling a critique at all against what-is [la condición de la crítica 
misma…una teoría acerca de las condiciones de posibilidad del «hacer-crítica» social] 
(Dussel 1998, 327). Given this way of thinking, Dussel writes that any critical theory 
must, then, begin by addressing the following seven points: 1. the point from which 
critique begins, the victims of a given regime; 2. a critique of the reigning system of 
things; 3. the articulation of a notion of critical reason itself; 4. a specific articulation of 
liberation that corresponds to its praxis; 5. the question of what it means to be a 
historical subject; 6. the underlying philosophy of history that the previous points all 
presuppose; 7. The material and libidinal structure involved in making an appeal to the 
victims of a given system/ philosophy of history (Dussel 1998, 327-328).


	 Following Walter Benjamin, and others, Dussel writes that this requires 
reconstruing history from the standpoint of the victims, which in turn involves reframing 
what history is. Specifically, Dussel references Benjamin’s Über den Begriff der 
Geschichte, in which Benjamin revises the notion of homogenous-linear time, and Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s Dialektik der Aufklärung. For Dussel, both texts 
represent attempts to re-envision the very nature of history itself from the perspective of 
the oppressed [die Unterdrückten], because it is from the perspective of the victims that 
novelty erupts in history, shattering the status quo. The task of both texts, according to 
Dussel, is to break the seemingly totalizing character of the narration of time as history 
as a homogenous-linear space that develops as progress according to a principle of 
necessity, which in the end would serve as the hermeneutical justification to make the 
violence of history coherent (Dussel 1998, 335-336). What emerges upon this reading is 
the notion that critique always refers for its source to the victims of a given regime of 
history, i.e. a negative relationship to a given narration of Existenz; ethics and politics 
are not, au fond, formal, but rather impelled by the struggle to shake off the impediment 
to life that occurs under specific historical circumstances (cf. Dussel 1998, 178-178, 
191). 


	 This is a point that Martín Alcoff notes with exceptional precision in her own 
analysis. Alcoff notes that, for Dussel, victims are not, in this generically historical sense, 
powerless, pace Walter Mignolo’s and Santiago Castro-Gómez’s respective worries 
about the generic use of the term victims that would strip the particularity, and thus 
agency, away from specific victims ( Alcoff & Mendieta 2000, 37-38; Castro-Gómez 
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2011 [1996], 71), but rather powerful in a negative sense, i.e. victims generate the 
awareness of a justice not yet constituted (Alcoff 2018, 196), which one may call a 
notion of destituent power. Critical reason is, then, reason that is set against the sheerly 
instrumental function of a drive that is uncritically accepted as being all-in-all, but the 
nature of critique is given life by way of reference to those excluded from a given regime 
of life.


	 Insofar as this is true, critical reason is opposed to the very philosophy of history 
according to which instrumental reason and certain discursive practices come to claim 
all of reality [la crítica de la filosofía de la historia de la Ilustración; una crítica 
despiadada del «progreso» cuantitativo moderno y de «la razón instrumental» 
burguesa] (Dussel 1998, 336). Critical reason emerges, though, on the basis of the 
aforementioned material constitution of human beings; the system that kills quickly and 
slowly produces the critical consciousness of the contradiction between the system and 
the drive to live and to live well. Critique is, thus, already-always ethical-political, 
because concerned with the living and organization of life. 


	 The political piece of this puzzle is present already in 1998 Ética, but it is given 
fuller life in Dussel’s Política de la liberación. There, Dussel continues to develop a 
theory of the political, according to which history itself is the narrative of regimes of life 
coming into being, degenerating into periods of oppressive reification, and being 
overthrown when the contradictions between the oppressors and oppressed come to a 
head. As Dussel states in the 1998 Ética (Dussel 1998, 336-337), the critical moment of 
the political is also, simultaneously, the creative moment that produces the conditions 
under which a given system may fall and a new system may be constructed, yet this is 
only so because the critique/destruction of what-is and the construction of what-is-to-
come draw authority from some notion what ‘really’ should be, “a desire to live” [una 
Voluntad, un «querer-vivir»], as Dussel repeats in his 2009 and 2022 volumes of the 
Política de la liberación (cf. Dussel 2009, 438; Dussel 2022, 87).


	 ‘The political’ itself is defined by Dussel in accordance with this desire to live. 
Dussel writes that political power is anchored, in an originary sense, in the desire to live 
that is always-already set under the condition of human being as communal being-with. 
Political power is not a will-to-power, but first and foremost a will-to-life. “The will to life is 
thus inevitably communitarian (competitive egoism is its fetishized corruption, which, 
while frequently exercised, cannot constitute the mode of human being with other 
members of the community) (Dussel 2022, 87).” It is on the basis of this basic definition 
of politics as a drive to preserve and improve collective life [El conatus esse 
conservando de Spinoza] (Dussel 2022, 87; Dussel 2009, 94)[7] that Dussel is able to 
then develop a relatively straightforward diachronic description of the political, that 
should, I posit, be read as Dussel’s philosophy of history. 


	 According to Dussel, the originary being-with that constitutes human being gives 
birth to three erotic possibilities, which in turn map onto three possible stages in the life 
of any given regime. The first is the will to life [Voluntad-de-Vida], which is rendered as a 
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kind of baseline, semi-passive, desire to perdure in one’s existence; the second is the 
will to power [Voluntad-de-Poder], which is synonymous with the desire to create and 
maintain institutional and discursive structures that can organize life in a particular 
manner and that, left unchecked, becomes the desire to dominate; the third is the will to 
creation [Voluntad-de-Creación], which goes beyond the desire to go beyond the 
organization of life to the creation of novel regimes that can better enable the flourishing 
of life (Dussel 2022, 88). The positive constitution of the political, the degeneracy of a 
given political regime and the critique that emerges therefrom follow this trifold mapping 
of the erotic drives, though, Dussel notes that every moment may fall into a kind of 
reification that will determine how a given regime is said to be degenerate. 


	 In the case of colonial modernity and 20th century fascism, one may characterize 
the matter of political degeneracy as follows, using Dussel’s paradigm. A given order of 
things emerges on the basis of the will to live; this is the beginning of a given regime 
and it is characterized by a kind of open-endedness that is only limited by the will of the 
people who push for this or that constitutive dynamic of said regime. Yet, the nature of 
the world [del mundo], in the sense of ‘world’ (being/ideology) and not ‘cosmos’ (reality), 
is to tend towards the pretense to figuring itself as absolutely, totally, perfect [pretensión 
de totalización] (Dussel 2022, 88). Totalization occurs when the open-endedness that 
characterized the beginning of a regime of life closes [el momento en que se «cierren» 
las puertas de la casa], where the original solidarity and communitarian relations 
amongst the people are cut off with the reification of one group or person as being more 
primary [absolutización del otro término] (Dussel 2022, 88-89), i.e. a de-historicization 
[un des-historificar] of one group’s identity (Dussel 1977, 27), where this means a 
forgetting of the contingency proper to any sociopolitical identity in the way that Georg 
Lukács and Axel Honneth respectively describe the concept of reification (cf. Honneth 
2007, 57-58; Lukács 1977 [1923], 268-270).


	 While it is possible to absolutize any one of the erotic drives that are proper to 
the political, the specific form of degeneracy that characterizes the situation of colonial 
modernity and fascism is what one could call, in political-theological terms, the 
‘ontotheological’ reification of the foundation of a given regime, i.e. the original sense of 
solidarity/ being-with [Existenz] of the people [voluntad de vida firme, unidad en los 
consensos fundamentales y uso de medios tecnológicos adecuados], into the specific 
will of one group [la fetichización del fundamento mismo, la corrupción esencial de lo 
político] (Dussel 2022, 90), an idea to which Dussel refers as the absolutization or 
fetishization of delegated power in the second volume of his Política de la liberación 
(Dussel 2009, 61). “The political is always,” writes Dussel while citing Hegel and Marx, 
“nurtured by this inevitable tension” between specific wills and the more general will of 
the people. The critical task for those seeking healthy democracies is to balance either 
side of this tension without breaking it [la intención de esta difícil Política de la 
liberación] (Dussel 2022, 90). 


	 The nature of this originary being-with is for Dussel, though, not pre-institutional 
per se. In contrast to modern political philosophers, Dussel affirms that, “the «state of 
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nature» does not ever exist in reality; it is an illusion” (Dussel 2022, 91). As stated 
above, ‘the political itself’ is constituted by a diachronic series of evolutions, devolutions 
and creations that come into being and pass out of being in perpetuum. There is no 
‘pre-political’ community that would somehow exist prior to institutionalization, nor prior 
to the givenness of a culture that is always-already being made; the question is only 
what sort of institutional Existenz there is and which sort makes the betterment or 
degradation of human life possible to a greater or lesser degree; ‘the people’ names an 
event vis-à-vis this unconscious drive to live, i.e. the criteria or phenomenological 
structure for making a judgment about whether a concept and use of authority is 
oppressive or not, not any one historical struggle (Dussel 2009, 64-65). 


	 Qua event which instantiates more or less legitimacy to a given regime, there is 
still some sense of pre-contractual community in each instance upon which something 
like an implicit social contract is mapped [que lo (el contrato) fundamenta, la 
comunidad] (Dussel 2022, 91). There are many implicit agreements that characterize 
the very being of a given regime, a sexual contract and a racial contract for example 
[como cuando se habla del «contrato sexual» (Pateman, 1988) o el «contrato 
racial» (Mills, 1997)] (Dussel 2022, 91-92). The totalization of liberal and capitalist 
systems of governance and economy, which take on semi-diverse forms but that are 
ultimately one on the global scale of things, is, according to Dussel, one particularly 
reified constellation of these various contracts [sistemas fetichizados, cada uno en su 
campo respectivo, y se codeterminan como era obvio. Y con ellos se fetichizan sus 
correspondientes categorías] (Dussel 2022, 92).


	 All of this is to say that the schematization of the philosophical categories of 
reality and being, or the real and narration, are presuppositional requirements for the 
possibility of such an analysis of the ethical and the political. Dussel adopts the 
Levinasian and Zubirian scission between being and that which is otherwise than being 
in order to anchor the possibility of mapping what a totalized system, a totality, is. 
Without making the distinction between the real and narration, such a figuration of 
totalization would not be possible in any coherent sense. So too, one must say, without 
such a distinction, there would be no possibility for the critique of totalized regimes of 
life, discursive or otherwise. It is the sense for what could be otherwise that enables 
liberative praxis, and at the level of thought, it is the discursive mapping, or the meta-
narration of thought itself in accord with this sense for that which is otherwise than what-
is, that yields the possibility for thinking of a more ethically just, socio-politically 
liberated, world. The nature of the relation between that sense of the real and narration 
is the main issue with which what is called critical thinking is concerned. 


§IV Conclusion: Narrativity and Dussel’s Weak Historicism


	 Following my exegesis of Dussel, one may posit, constructively, that narration is 
always-already the linguistic expression of the ways humans emerge, live and die. 
Narration is also thereby the means for the construction of the sociopolitical lifeworlds 
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that enframe that experience of living, an experience given through the perpetual 
inheritance of certain narratives as ‘given.’ In this final section, then, I home in upon the 
implications of Dussel’s work for how philosophers ought to understand the relationship 
between narration and critique, and how Dussel’s work might be understood against the 
backdrop of certain trends in 20th century continental philosophy. Where Dussel has 
been positioned in the secondary literature as a kind of inverted Hegelian, I argue now 
that Dussel’s thought, when placed in the context of 20th century continental philosophy, 
ought to be understood as a ‘weak historicism,’ i.e. a revalorization of meta-narration in 
light of the victims of history. 


	 If narration is simply part in parcel with human being, a mode of the real 
constitution of human being (to follow Zubiri), then what critique requires, I posit, is the 
ability to tear apart one’s narratological inheritance [Destruktion], an inheritance that one 
does not ask for but in which one always-already finds oneself under the names of 
culture and history (Heidegger 2006, 19-27). Indeed, this cannot be otherwise, for the 
work of critical thinking, of critique itself, is simply the actualization of this capacity to 
step outside of whichever specific narrative is ‘given,’ to think the unthought hiding in the 
recesses of what is narrated and/or thought. All of this presupposes, as Macarena 
Marey (Universidad de Buenos Aires) writes, that what is given is never given as an 
absolutely closed narrative [una narrativa clausurada], but rather, that, “Much of the 
possibility of imagining other future scenarios and new territories is encoded in the 
encounter with these alternative readings of the past swept underneath the rug of the 
present…No text and no work is univocal and enclosed in itself” (Marey 2021, 23).


	 Sans narration, (not only langue or parole, but narratio), then, there can be no 
domination or liberation, because there can be no humane or inhumane thinking, no 
scission between thought and the real which engenders our sense that this thought is 
not ‘all.’ Thus, critique and narration must be intimately related. This relation will turn out 
to be neither positive nor negative, but rather one of a kind of transcendental structure 
proper to the thinking-being-reality correlation. Narration (i.e. worlding) is the form under 
which construction and critique are both set; the negation of a given narration will only 
occur through the prism of the narratological, and it is for this reason that Dussel’s 
political philosophy comes to reinscribe a basically dialectical logic according to which 
difference and similitude, identity and alterity, are never absolutely divorced. 


	 One should posit, then, a distinction between specific narrations and the 
narratological per se. There are two postures, the affirmative and negative, that one 
may take vis-à-vis a given narration, yet both will always be set underneath the 
parameters of the narratological per se. The difference between the affirmative and 
negative narratological postures comes down to whether or not one makes recourse to 
that which can always be narrated only in part, that which is the presupposition of the 
narratological itself, i.e. the real, ousia protē.

 

	 Following Dussel, one may say that the critique of ideology [Ideologiekritik] only 
occurs precisely as a destruction of one’s aforementioned narratological inheritance. 
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Such a destruction only occurs, though, on the basis of discursively enforcing the 
distinction between ideology and life, i.e. the distinction between a construction of a 
vision for humane sociality and the real (or between ‘living labor’ and reified labor, as 
the case may be with regard to Dussel’s reading of Marx) (Dussel 2018 [1993], 83). 
Such a recourse must be discursively enforced precisely because the only recourse to 
the real, by which one may reject or affirm any given narration, is through the rhetorical/
narratological itself; language is used to see though, and even to break (even as it is 
auto-affirmed in the speech-act of negation) language. 


	 What this means, one may say following Dussel’s own methods, is that the 
critique of ideology only occurs on the basis of one having made the metaphilosophical 
decision par excellence. Previously, I characterized this decision as the distinction made 
by Levinas and Zubiri between the real and being. What emerges now, though, is that 
this distinction is always the positing of a gap between the real and the narratological 
(where the narratological is understood to be the Geltungsbereich of phenomenality), 
and that it is only on the basis of positing this distinction discursively that any given 
discourse can be figured as a target for critique.  


	 The distinction between the real and the narratological, though, is not only a 
matter for critique. Indeed, this distinction is what makes narration function as such. 
Sans this distinction, there can be no philosophy, no science, no true or false, etc., 
because there would be no gap for the correlation between thinking and being to bridge 
in affirming or denying various discursive positions (in the sense of positing). It is for this 
reason, then, that one may rightly say, ‘sans the distinction between the real and the 
lifeworld of language, there can be no critique of reification, where reification is defined, 
according to Dussel, as the confused equation of the latter with the 
former’ [absolutización de lo relativo] (Dussel 2018 [1993], 84; Dussel 2022, 89). 


	 It is the distinction between the real and the narratological that thus underpins the 
critical and constructive character of Dussel’s project. Insofar as this holds, Dussel 
should be read as a figure who critically connects critical theoretical strands of thought 
that sought to critique the reification of an anthropologic of domination, while crucially 
not abandoning the constructive task of philosophy generally. In this sense, Dussel’s 
critical theory should be placed not only alongside of various iterations of the Frankfurt 
School, but alongside of philosophers such as Franz Rosenzweig and Reiner 
Schürmann, philosophers who sought to think through, to situate, the correlation 
between thinking and being, either via the notion of a tragic or positive notion of 
subjectivity as constituted by an element of alterity, as a way of reconceiving the very 
nature of modernity. All of this is done for Dussel (and I would argue for Rosenzweig, 
Levinas, and Schürmann) by some ‘sense’ of a real that outstrips the individualized 
notion of identity, i.e. for Dussel, the ursprüngliche sense of being-with.


	 For Dussel, this ‘real’ sense of being-with is (as stated in the previous section) 
anarchic. This is to say that it is organically, non-epochally, organized in-itself, and thus, 
can only ever ‘appear’ by way of its discursive juxtaposition vis-à-vis a given order of 
Inter-American Journal of Philosophy                                                       Fall  2025
____________________________________________________________________________________

Volume 16, Issue 2, Page 25



Narration and Alterity: Metaphilosophy & Weak Historicism in Dussel by Lucas Scott Wright

things (Dussel 2018 [1977], 107-108). It is only by some kind of appeal to this more 
genuine sense of being-with, which corresponds to the ‘reality’ of human being, rather 
than the ideological construction of a ‘way of life,’ that any sort of critique of domination 
may be levelled. 


	 Yet, one might ask, given the language of totalization to which philosophers such 
as Rosenzweig, Levinas or Dussel attribute to most ‘given’ political situations, how is 
such an appeal even possible?[8] Recall that the answer to this question is that 
exteriority appears ‘trans-ontologically,’ and thus, trans-historically in the concrétude of 
those to whom Dussel refers as ‘the victim.’ This point of exteriority, which motivates 
novelty within the Geltungsbereich of being, or narrative, is ‘given’ [sich zeigen] by way 
of a societal exclusion whose appearance is felt precisely as those who are concealed 
or absent from within a given state of affairs (status quo), i.e. the victim [la víctima]. “The 
victim is the origin not only of critique [la crítica], but also of the originary praxis which 
will need to begin the long process of the supersession [la superación] of the order of 
things, discovered now to be unjust from the empirical judgement of the political victim 
(Dussel 2022, 86).” Given this importance that Dussel assigns to the victim, Mendieta 
aptly writes of Dussel’s reorientation of political theory, “…political reason, and 
consequently political philosophy, must look at the world of the political not though the 
lens of the system, but of the victim” (Mendieta 2007, 140).


	 To make such an appeal is to isolate the fact that a ‘given’ state of affairs is, in 
fact, contingent. This may only occur, though, only insofar as one makes a discursive 
gesture toward the real. In the case of a socio-political totality, such a gesture is toward 
that more originary state of being-with to which Dussel points in his juxtapositioning of 
community and society. ‘Critique’ would be, then, just such a narratological and 
rhetorical move at the level of metaphilosophical discourse, a discursive gesture toward 
the real that a given narration, or discursive regime, attempts to lay claim to in totality. It 
is just this sort of move in relation or appeal to that which exterior to a given totality that 
Mendieta has in mind when he writes of this aspect of Dussel’s thinking, “In an age of 
globalization, our political solutions will not come from those who seek to include but 
those who have been excluded. The excluded understand best how our political 
systems have turned into machines of destitution and impoverishment” (Mendieta 2007, 
140).


	 In Dussel’s hands, then, key elements of the critical theoretical resources of a 
Horkheimer and Adorno, the critique of a hegemonic (and protestant) figuration of time 
as necessarily progressive history [Heilsgeschichte] in Benjamin, and the 
phenomenologically inflected challenges to totalizing thought that one finds (however 
differently these may be) in, say, Levinas or Schürmann, are drawn together to level a 
critique of the history of occidental rationality and politics from the perspective of the 
victims. The appearance of victims constitutes the appearance of the exteriority, of that 
which is otherwise to a given regime, from within the history of said regime itself. The 
more originary form of social solidarity, which anchors every narrative/ideological 
construction, appears in moments wherein the victims of a given system are recognized 
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as such. This recognition happens at the level of non-discursive praxis, but also, 
coincidently, at the level of discourses or narrations that begin to take off from the 
dominant forms of narration, which are proper to the given regime, and that give rise to 
a new, more genuinely real in relation to the originary solidarity of the people, narration 
of what should be. 


	 Counter-hegemonic thinking is, then, according to Dussel, only able to be 
counter-hegemonic insofar as it is a thinking that emerges historically in relation to a 
determinate set of socio-political, narrative, conditions. The abstract categories of 
alterity, reality, praxis, etc. are recognized as ‘real’ as they are given historically. Any 
critical theoretical and philosophical treatment of such categories must be, then, with 
regard to the concrétude of historical Existenz (Dussel 2012, 42-43). History and 
revolution, or perhaps historical revelation and invention (cf. Marriott 2018, 237), are 
not, for Dussel, concepts that one may juxtapose; the latter always presupposes the 
former even as the latter seeks to break with a dominant form of narration proper to the 
former. Dussel’s critical theory is still, then, a kind of historicism, because history is still 
the horizon for meaning (ethically and politically), but it is a weaker historicism insofar 
as the only principle that anchors the interpretation of history is whether a given regime 
more or less enables the perdurance and flourishing of human life through the narration 
of the constellation of the implicit contracts that constitutes a given regime of life (i.e. 
there is no principle of metaphysical necessity that determines whether a given regime 
is better or worse). 


	 I draw general support for a concept of a ‘weak historicism’ from the same text to 
which Dussel often refers in his treatments of time and history, i.e. Walter Benjamin’s 
Über den Begriff der Geschichte. Benjamin sets up a relation between time, history and 
redemption by describing, at an affective level, how human beings experience the 
meaning of the present. He does so in contrast to a vision of the present whose 
meaning is given only with reference to and even a longing for what will be. “To the most 
noteworthy of the characteristics of the human mind,’ says Lotze, ‘belongs…next to so 
much selfishness of the individual, the general lack of jealousy [die Neidlosigkeit] of 
every present with regard to its future” (Benjamin 1974, 693). Human beings are, 
according to Benjamin, devoid of the sort of jealous desire that perhaps one might 
expect vis-à-vis those who will come after. In contrast, Benjamin notes that the humane 
experience of history and time is composed primarily of our desire for the past 
(Benjamin 1973, 693). The eros that drives or makes history qua memory is not, in fact, 
a desire for what will be, but for what seems, prima facie, to be irretrievably lost, i.e. an 
absence felt in the presence as the past that in turn, only thus, structures our sense of 
futurity. 


	 Wherein, then, lays redemption within such a seemingly pessimistic rendering of 
things? The answer to this question, which Benjamin introduces in thesis II, is that 
redemption will have to do with an act of citation and memory in the present, rather than 
with a notion of hope that cedes the past to its delayed fulfillment in the future. The 
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redemption of the past can only occur in the present, not as a resurrection of the dead, 
but as a citation of their having been for the sake of the present (Benjamin 1973, 494).[9]


	 Following Benjamin, one may say that the weak messianic power that every 
generation is given is the ethical desire par excellence. Ethics is not a matter of this or 
that decision, individually or collectively, but rather a matter of the sense of ourselves 
that we only have vis-à-vis what has happened up to now, including those events and 
figures that have been obfuscated by the canons of histoire. To be ethical is to take up 
this awareness of our differential position in relation to history, of our relative freedom in 
dependence upon history, and to attempt to construe the story differently so as to 
remedy in the present the unredeemable sins of the past. 


	 It is for all of these reasons that Dussel repeatedly denounces the critique of 
meta-narration that had become ubiquitous in the latter portion of the 20th century, and 
that still reigns supreme today in Anglo-American humanities and social scientific 
academies. Following Leopoldo Zea’s injunction to give Latin America a place in world-
history, Dussel frames the task of liberatory, critical theoretical, history and philosophy 
as a matter of recuperating meta-narration as the rhetorical form proper to the writing of 
history and philosophy, in the wake of the anti-black, colonial, structure of something 
like the Hegelian notion of Weltgeschichte (Dussel 2012, 184).[10] 


	 Meta-narration is required for liberative practice and liberative thinking, precisely 
because the only way of instantiating the destruction of a given regime is by way of a 
history to which the normative axioms for praxis can be appended. Those who appear 
and exist otherwise than a given regime, the victims, are always and already given 
within the parameters of a dominant meta-narrative as those who are excluded by said 
regime (Zúñiga M. 2023, 84),[11] those who are sacrificed on the altar of its history in 
service of the unfolding of ‘liberty’ (concretely, i.e. not generically) (Dussel 2008, 167), 
as Hegel might say with regard to the justification of the violence of world-history in light 
of its ultimate goal (i.e. freedom) (Hegel 1970, 33). 


	 What is required, thus, for the liberation of the victims, at least according to 
Dussel, is not a retreat into non-historical non-identity, nor a re-conscription of 
philosophy into the battle for a notion of ‘freedom’ overall [überhaupt], but rather the re-
narration of what-is, a retelling of the relationship between the stories being told, and 
the real, in accordance with the fact that the hitherto dominant narration of any given 
regime of freedom and unfreedom is not what it claims to be, i.e. total, perfect, absolute. 
So as to avoid lapsing into a sort of totalizing universalism, Dussel describes the sort of 
meta-narration he is after as “analogic” and “analectic.” This is because placing focus 
upon the fact that the ‘meta’ or universal aspect of narration that is required is the result 
of a thinking according to the particularity of everybody involved, rather than a 
subsuming of the particularity of everybody into one or another identity (Dussel 2020, 
53-85). All of this, again, is only possible for critical theorists and philosophers to say 
once the metaphilosophical decision has been made, because, again, a way of enabling 
the possibility itself for critical discourses. 
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Notes


	 [1] I have in mind the turn to what Santiago Castro-Gómez has recently called 
abyayalismo and his critique thereof. By this, Castro-Gómez means the turn to a kind of 
particularism that often flies under the banner of decolonial epistemologies. In short, this 
sort of particularismo refers to certain thinkers who lay emphasis upon a kind of 
historically undetermined notion of difference and/or particularity, placing – by so doing 
–  the critical theoretical focus upon a notion of sociocultural identities/epistemes that 
are enclosed, and in a certain sense, incommensurable with others, and less upon the 
largescale ambit of history that unites, because opposing, oppressing and oppressed 
identities in the processes of colonization and coloniality. For his critique of this idea, 
see Santiago Castro-Gómez. El tonto y los canallas: Notas para un republicanismo 
transmoderno. Bogotá: Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 2019. For an example of a 
thinker who prioritizes the epistemic/sociocultural over and against the historical, see 
Walter Mignolo. “The Conceptual Triad: Modernity/Coloniality/Decoloniality.” On 
Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis. Catherine Walsh & Walter Mignolo. Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2018. 

	 [2] First found in: Klaus Erich Kaehler. “Kant und Hegel zur Bestimmung einer 
philosophischen Geschichte der Philosophie.” Studia Leibnitiana, 1982, Bd. 14, H.1. 
p.42. Kaehler summarizes the upshot of Hegel’s comments therein, writing, “Nur in 
diesem rein eigenen Element des Geistes, dem begreifenden Denken, erhält das Wahre 
die vollkommen adäquate Form; nur in dieser ist deshalb die Vollständigkeit der 
Entwicklung des Geistes auch selbst vollständig erkennbar.”

	 [3] If one does not like the substantive sense of ‘world’ given above, one could 
also formulate this same idea in Heideggerian terms according to the verbal (or evental) 
sense of ‘worlding’ as a kind of ‘appropriation’ [Ereignis]; i.e. the worlding that is proper 
to the revelation and concealment of the being [Sein] and acting of every human being 
[Seiende] is by definition ‘pre-scientific’ [vorwissenschaftlich], because science is only a 
derivative activity vis-à-vis a more basic activity of enquiry that is synonymous with the 
activity of worlding. This activity underpins all humane projects [Entwürfe] and is proper 
to the temporal constitution of humane Existenz [da-sein] as always already 
‘thrown’ [geworfen] toward the future [sich-vorweg-sein], i.e. the openness required 
(because the condition for the relation/transition between ignorance and knowledge) for 
the asking of any question regarding oneself or being. 

	 [4] In another article that is currently in progress, I explicate how Dussel reads 
Levinas in relation to other thinkers, such as Hermann Cohen, Franz Rosenzweig, and 
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Martin Buber. I argue therein that whilst Dussel is right to push the historical aspect of 
alterity, Levinas already understands this need. Indeed, Levinas’s divorcing of history/
being from his notion of l’autre is the negative move, or distinction, that allows for the 
relation betwixt the two ambits, namely, the ambits of metaphysics/revelation and being/
history/politics. 

	 [5] As Santiago Castro-Gómez notes in his 1996 book Crítica de la razón 
latinoamericana, another use of the ser/estar dyad is that of the important Latin 
American philosopher Rodolfo Kusch. According to Kusch, Castro-Gómez writes, 
different cultures can be categorized in terms of ser, where this means a culture bound 
to occidental modernity, and thus alienated from the earth, and those in terms of estar 
where this means culture attached [apegada] to the earth in a way that makes them 
outside of occidental modernity (Castro-Gómez 2011 [1996], 74). While Castro-Gómez 
does not connect this use of the ser/estar typology directly to Dussel, he does connect it 
to other thinkers of whom he is critical alongside of Dussel. Thus, for the sake of clarity 
regarding Dussel, it is important to state that where Dussel utilizes this distinction in a 
systematic fashion, which he does throughout his obra, it should be understood in its 
Zubirian sense. 

	 [6] For this point regarding the doubling of the ousia protē into its transcendent 
name (langue) and its immanent discourse/being (parole), see Giorgio Agamben. What 
is Philosophy? Tr. Lorenzo Chiesa. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2018. p. 5. 

	 [7] With the invocation of Spinoza on this exact point, Dussel draws a connection, 
even if unintentional, between Spinoza’s notion of the One and Zubiri’s sense reality 
[realidad], whose dynamic constitution is the precondition for individuation, and thus, 
relation (ontogenesis). This is an important point that deserves explication in itself in a 
future work, given that (as is the case with regard to the question concerning the 
relation between transcendence and immanence in Schelling and Deleuze) Dussel’s 
comparison between Spinoza and Zubiri demonstrates how immanence and 
transcendence function as co-constitutive concepts that are not equivocally separable in 
any logically (and metaphysically) coherent sense. 

	 [8] If the hallmark of modern politics is the totalizing reification of a notion of 
sovereignty rooted in the modern subject (the ego conquiero as the practical correlate of 
the abstract onto-epistemic statement ego cogito ergo sum) (Dussel 2018 [1977], 19, 
31-32; Dussel 2008, 175), what does it mean to speak of exteriority at all? An additional 
question should be posed, on the basis of the first two; if this modern notion of 
sovereignty and politics defines the ambit of history, what would it mean to think of an 
exterior to this enclosure called history?

	 [9] There is then a secret agreement between the generations that came before 
and ourselves. Because our existence on the Earth was expected [Dann sind wir auf 
der Erde erwartet worden]. There is then a weak messianic power [eine schwache 
messianische Kraft] given to us, as for the generations that came before, on which the 
past has claim (Benjamin 1973, 494). 

	 [10] “If it is true that there is a Hegelian history, an abetting Eurocentric «meta-
narration» [gran relato], it is not [then] sustainable to say that the victims [of this history] 
only require miniature [micro] fragmentary narrations. On the contrary, Rigoberta 
Menchú, el Ejercito Zapatista, Black Americans, Hispanics in the United States, 
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feminists, the marginalized, the worker class that exists within transnational capitalism 
which has been globalized, etc. need a historical narrative that reconstructs their 
memory, the meaning of their fights. The «fights for recognition» for new rights 
(following Axel Honneth) require the organization, hope and epic narration that opens 
horizons.” (Dussel 2012, 184). 

	 [11] “…será en «la política donde el cara-a-cara adquiere su última significación 
humana o su más perversa posición.” Where Dussel, and Zúñiga M. thereafter, identify 
the political as the sphere in which the originary relation, face-to-face with the other, 
occurs, it is because of how Dussel (and Zúñiga M. as well) connects the political to a 
notion of historicity and world-history that one must also substitute or add the concept of 
history to every instance where Dussel writes ‘lo político.’ 
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