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Background Information

Historical Context of "Ego Conquiro"

The concept of "ego conquiro," or "I conquer, therefore I am," is deeply rooted in 
the historical narrative of European imperialism and colonialism. As articulated by 
Enrique Dussel, this paradigm extends beyond mere conquest, embedding itself 
within the very fabric of European modernity[3]. Dussel contends that the "myth of 
modernity" is not just an ideological construct but is underpinned by an epistemo-
logical framework that legitimizes and naturalizes European expansionism[3]. This 
construct posits a substantive ego, a powerful self-identity, that serves to rationalize 
the domination and subjugation of non-European peoples.

The "ego conquiro" thesis predates René Descartes's famous "cogito, ergo sum" ("I 
think, therefore I am"), marking the transition from medieval to modern thought[3]. 
While Descartes’s assertion centers on the act of thinking as the foundation of 
self-identity, Dussel's "ego conquiro" emphasizes conquest as a formative act of 
identity for European powers. This notion became particularly salient following the 
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Spanish colonization of the Americas, which provided a concrete historical context 
for the theory of knowledge that underpins modern imperialism[3].

The interplay between "ego conquiro" and the mechanisms of modern imperialism 
reflects a broader necropolitical system. This system, as argued by scholars like 
Achille Mbembe, manages life and death through the differential valuation of human 
bodies[2]. In the context of contemporary crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
these necropolitical tendencies are exposed, revealing the persistent inequities and 
systemic injustices perpetuated by capitalism and neoliberalism, or "necroliberalism" 
as Mbembe terms it[2]. Thus, the historical context of "ego conquiro" is not merely a 
relic of the past but continues to inform and shape the dynamics of global power and 
epistemic injustice today[2][3].

Ethical Implications of "Ego Conquiro"

The concept of "ego conquiro" has significant ethical implications, particularly when 
reexamined through the lens of Enrique Dussel's project of liberation. Dussel's 
critique is grounded in his vision of a global dialogue that transcends the Eurocentric 
perspective traditionally associated with reason and rationality[4]. Unlike the isolated 
Cartesian thinker, who operates independently of material conditions, Dussel em-
phasizes the importance of engaging with diverse geopolitical positions[4].

Dussel draws on the discourse ethics of Jürgen Habermas and Karl-Otto Apel to 
support his argument. However, he remains critical of the idea that global rational 
dialogue can occur on a neutral playing field or under conditions of perfect sym-
metry[4]. This skepticism highlights an ethical concern: the potential for dialogues 
to perpetuate the dominance of central powers if the asymmetries of power and 
historical contexts are not adequately addressed.

Furthermore, Dussel's project aims to rescue the constructive elements of modern 
reason while being wary of its violent excesses[4]. This balance reflects an ethical 
commitment to acknowledging the contributions of modernity without succumbing to 
its oppressive tendencies. The ethical implications of "ego conquiro," therefore, lie in 
the necessity to critique and transform the foundational assumptions of modernity's 
reason to promote a truly inclusive and just global dialogue[4].

Dussel's Interpretation
Enrique Dussel challenges the traditional Cartesian notion of "cogito, ergo sum" ("I 
think, therefore I am") with his interpretation of "ego conquiro" ("I conquer, therefore 
I am")[8]. Dussel argues that the Cartesian foundation of knowledge and identity 
is deeply rooted in colonialism, suggesting that the act of conquest was central to 
the formation of modern European identity[9]. By replacing thought with conquest, 
Dussel highlights the ways in which knowledge and identity in modern philosophy 
are inextricably linked to historical acts of domination and subjugation.

This reinterpretation shifts the focus from an isolated, rational subject to one that 
is defined through relationships of power and control[9]. Dussel's critique reveals 
that the Cartesian subject, far from being a universal and autonomous thinker, is 
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historically situated within a context of imperialism. This has significant implications 
for our understanding of modern philosophy, as it calls into question the presumed 
neutrality and universality of its foundational concepts[10]. Instead of an abstract 
thinker, the subject is re-envisioned as one who is implicated in and defined by 
historical processes of conquest and domination[10].

Influence on Modern Ethical Perspectives
The concept of "ego conquiro," or "I conquer," has significantly influenced modern 
ethical perspectives, particularly in the context of systemic injustices and inequalities. 
This idea, rooted in the historical practices of land dispossession, epistemicide, 
and proselytisation, underscores a framework where conquest and domination were 
central to interactions with African societies[1]. The legacy of these practices has 
perpetuated systemic inequalities and injustices that continue to resonate in con-
temporary societal structures.

The death of Cleonice Gonçalves, the first confirmed victim of Covid-19 in Rio de 
Janeiro, highlighted the necropolitical dimensions of the pandemic, as described 
by Achille Mbembe[2]. Mbembe argued that the pandemic had weaponised the 
human body and democratised the power to kill, exposing the intrinsic inequalities 
within capitalist and neoliberal systems. This scenario aligns with the "ego conquiro" 
mentality, wherein certain lives are deemed more valuable than others, and the 
distribution of life and death is manipulated to maintain systemic dominance.

The "ego conquiro" concept also brings to light the unsavoury nature of modern 
capitalism and neoliberalism, often referred to as necroliberalism by Mbembe, where 
the unequal distribution of opportunities and resources reflects the historical under-
pinnings of conquest and subjugation[2]. These perspectives highlight the continued 
relevance of "ego conquiro" in understanding contemporary issues of systemic 
injustice and inequality, where the vestiges of past conquests still shape modern 
ethical dilemmas and societal structures[1].

Philosophical Underpinnings and Colonialism
The concept of "ego conquiro," which translates to "I conquer," played a pivotal 
role in shaping the philosophical justifications for European colonial expansions 
during the Age of Exploration. Rooted in the notion of superiority and dominance, 
this concept became a foundational element in the mindset of European colonial 
powers. It provided a moral and intellectual framework that supported the view of 
European civilization as inherently superior and destined to rule over other cultures 
and lands[5][6].

Philosophically, "ego conquiro" was intertwined with the principles of modern imperi-
alism and the belief in the civilizing mission of the Europeans. The European colonial 
powers saw themselves as bearers of civilization, Christianity, and commerce—the 
so-called "Three C's of Colonialism"—which they believed were essential for the 
progress of humanity[14]. This civilizing mission, often referred to as the "White Man's 
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Burden," was popularized by Rudyard Kipling's poem and was used to morally justify 
the expansion of European empires into Africa, Asia, and the Americas[14].

This philosophy also influenced the way Europeans perceived and interacted with 
the newly encountered peoples and lands. The writings of Edmund Burke, for in-
stance, reflect a European awareness of their privileged position in observing and 
understanding the world's diversity. Burke's observation that Europeans could now 
view the various stages of human civilization—from the civility of Europe and China 
to the perceived barbarism of other regions—illustrates the Eurocentric perspective 
that underpinned colonial attitudes[15].

The Age of Exploration itself was marked by the dramatic encounter between Eu-
ropean explorers and the indigenous populations of the Americas, Africa, and the 
Pacific. European claims of discovery, despite the presence of millions of indigenous 
people, were justified through the lens of "ego conquiro," which validated their 
conquest and subsequent colonization of these lands[16]. This period also coincided 
with significant philosophical changes in Europe, including the Renaissance, Scien-
tific Revolution, and Enlightenment, which further reinforced the belief in European 
superiority and the righteousness of their colonial endeavors[17].

Ultimately, the "ego conquiro" philosophy provided the ethical and intellectual justifi-
cation for the widespread systems of exploitation and domination that characterized 
European colonialism. It underpinned the European approach to colonization, which 
sought to abstract and de-localize indigenous identities and lands, reinforcing the 
colonial narrative of European cultural and racial superiority[7][18].

Postcolonial Theory
Enrique Dussel's interpretation of "ego conquiro" offers a significant reshaping of 
our understanding of the relationship between power, knowledge, and identity within 
the context of postcolonial theory. Dussel criticizes the traditional colonial mindset 
encapsulated by "ego conquiro," which translates to "I conquer," as the foundational 
paradigm of modern imperialism[19][21]. This concept underscores the historical im-
position of power by colonial forces over indigenous populations, thereby reinforcing a 
hierarchy of knowledge and identity that marginalizes non-European epistemologies.

In Dussel's view, "ego conquiro" exemplifies how colonial powers utilized conquest 
as a means to assert their dominance and control, systematically devaluing and 
suppressing the knowledge systems and cultural identities of colonized peoples[21]. 
This framework of thought is critically analyzed in postcolonial theory to highlight the 
ongoing struggle for epistemic justice—the recognition and valuation of diverse ways 
of knowing and being.

Achille Mbembe’s insights on the necropolitical implications of modern systems, 
particularly during the Covid-19 pandemic, further illuminate the enduring influence 
of colonial power structures. Mbembe argues that the pandemic has exposed the 
inherent inequalities of capitalism and neoliberalism, which he terms "necroliberal-
ism," a system that unequally distributes life and death opportunities[20]. This reflects 
Dussel's critique of "ego conquiro," where the legacy of colonialism continues to 
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manifest in contemporary forms of social and political domination, disproportionately 
affecting marginalized groups.

Thus, Dussel's interpretation of "ego conquiro" in postcolonial theory is crucial for 
understanding the deep-rooted connections between historical colonial practices and 
contemporary global inequalities. It emphasizes the need to deconstruct these power 
dynamics to foster a more equitable and inclusive world[19][21].

Contribution to Current Ethical Frameworks
The understanding of "ego conquiro" can significantly contribute to contemporary 
ethical frameworks and policies aimed at addressing systemic injustices and inequal-
ities. This term, rooted in colonialist ideologies, encapsulates the mindset of conquest 
and domination historically imposed by colonizers over subjugated populations. Such 
a perspective inherently values the lives and interests of the conquerors above those 
of the conquered, leading to entrenched inequities[22][23].

By critiquing and deconstructing "ego conquiro," scholars like Clarice Gonçalves 
Pires and Enrique Dussel provide insights into how historical narratives of dominance 
perpetuate modern systemic injustices. These critiques argue for a shift towards an 
ethical framework that recognizes and rectifies the imbalances created by colonialism 
and its enduring legacies[24][25]. Pires emphasizes the need for law and policy to 
move beyond the conqueror's ego, advocating for systems that prioritize the inherent 
worth and dignity of all individuals, particularly those marginalized by colonial histo-
ries[23].

Moreover, the global pandemic has illustrated how these colonialist ideologies con-
tinue to manifest in contemporary society. Achille Mbembe's observations during the 
Covid-19 crisis underscore the necropolitical dimensions of capitalism and neolib-
eralism, wherein the bodies and lives of the less privileged are often considered 
expendable[22]. This pandemic has thus revealed the urgent need to adopt ethical 
frameworks that challenge "ego conquiro" by promoting equity, solidarity, and the 
protection of vulnerable populations.

Incorporating the critiques of "ego conquiro" into current ethical frameworks neces-
sitates a fundamental reevaluation of how value and worth are distributed within 
society. Policies must be designed to dismantle structures that perpetuate inequality, 
ensuring that justice is not merely a theoretical concept but a tangible reality for all 
individuals, regardless of their historical or socio-economic background[24][25].
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