
6 The Conceptual Triad

Modernity/Coloniality/Decoloniality

The Question of Knowledge and Its Institutions

What  matters is not economics, or politics, or history, but knowledge. Better 
yet, what  matters is history, politics, economics, race, gender, sexuality, but 
it is above all the knowledge that is intertwined in all  these praxical spheres 
that entangles us to the point of making us believe that it is not knowledge 
that  matters but  really history, economy, politics,  etc. Ontology is made of 
epistemology. That is, ontology is an epistemological concept; it is not in-
scribed in the entities the grammatical nouns name. If we could say  today 
that beyond Western world- sense that privileges entities and beings (ontology; 
Martin Heidegger’s Being),  there are world- senses that privilege relations. 
A world- sense that privileges relations cannot be understood ontologically 
 because relations are not entities (they are relations among entities). To name 
ontology a world- sense constituted by relations and not by entities (objects) 
is a Western misnomer equivalent to Hernán Cortés naming “Mosques” the 
buildings where the Aztec carry out their rituals.

Western civilization was built on entities and de- notation, not in relations 
and fluidity. The concept of repre sen ta tion is subservient to ontology. Decolo-
nially speaking, ontologies are cosmologic/epistemic creations (story telling 
about the creation of the world (cosmologies) and princi ples of knowing 
within a given cosmology (epistemology): it is through knowledge that en-
tities and relations are conceived, perceived, sensed, and described. In this 
specific sense  there are as many “ontologies” and “relationalogies” as  there are 
cosmologies. Epistemologies are always derived from cosmologies. The Big 
Bang theory of the creation of the universe, for instance, is within Christian 
cosmology not within Islamic or Chinese cosmologies. Epistemology, the very 
word and concept, is a fragment of Western cosmology grounded on objects 
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136 / Walter D. Mignolo

in the world and on ideas of their transcendence, like in Plato’s philosophy or 
in one single God, which was the Christian translation of the idea of the idea. 
Thus, economy and politics are not transcendent entities but constituted 
through and by knowledge and  human relations. It is knowledge weaved 
around concepts such as politics and economy that is crucial for decolonial 
thinking, and not politics and economy as transcendental entities.

It follows then that decolonizing knowledge and being (entity) to liberate 
knowing and becoming what coloniality of knowledge and being prevents 
to know and become, is at this point the fundamental task of decoloniality, 
while “taking hold” of the state was the fundamental task of decolonization. 
What has to be done is very clear, albeit the means of  doing it and what to 
do  after  doing it are another  matter. But now the questions are: If the funda-
mental task of decoloniality is to decolonize knowledge and being, how do 
you do it? You cannot “take” knowledge as the state was “taken” by armies of 
national liberation during the Cold War. You cannot decolonize knowledge if 
your do not question the very foundation of Western epistemology. And you 
cannot decolonize being if you do not question the very foundation of West-
ern ontology. How do you decolonize Western po liti cal economy if you do 
not question and change the epistemic assumptions from which the edifice of 
po liti cal economy has been built since Adam Smith? Etc., etc.

I do not see another praxis than changing the terms (assumptions, regu-
lations) of epistemic, ontological, and economic conversations. How do you 
decolonize the state and po liti cal theory if you do not open up your thinking 
to forms of governance beyond the nation- state? if you do not question the 
princi ples upon which Western po liti cal theory built its edifice and main-
tained it? In other words, the goal of decolonization of “taking hold” of the 
state did not prove to be sufficient, neither in the Soviet Union nor through 
decolonization in Asia and Africa during the Cold War. In all  these cases 
decoloniality of knowledge, of knowing and understanding, was not yet seen 
and therefore decolonization failed.

Let’s ask know, what is the praxis that leads to decolonizing knowledge 
and being? I do not see another way of responding to this question than by 
saying that the praxis has to be theoretical. Furthermore, in order to proceed 
in that direction, it is necessary to understand what coloniality of knowl-
edge means, for you can hardly decolonize something about which you do 
not know how it works. The goal of this chapter is to lay down the bases for 
understanding coloniality of knowledge and of being (I return to this in chap-
ter 7) and, therefore, for the  doings (praxis) of knowing and understanding.
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The Conceptual Triad / 137

For what are economy, politics, and history if not the enactments of cer-
tain types and spheres of knowledge that frame the praxis of living in which 
economy is embedded and that is not limited by the technicalities of  po liti cal 
economy? Economy, politics, and history (and we could add more to this list) 
become such only once a discourse that conceives of certain forms of  doing 
and living (manufacturing, cultivating, producing, exchanging, organ izing 
life among  people, and telling stories about the creation of the world and the 
origination of the  people, who in turn tell their own stories) gives meaning 
to a mix of interrelated activities within the praxis of living in conversation 
around taken-for-granted entities (economy, politics, art, religion,  etc). Thus, 
it is through conversations (discourses and narratives, oral or written) that 
the amorphous activities of a  people are distinguished, narrated, theorized, 
critiqued, and transformed into economics, politics, history, and so on.

All known organ izations of  people— civilizations, kingdoms, or cultures— 
create and transfer knowledge and understanding of their own praxis of 
living to the next generation. The more sophisticated the self- organization 
of a  people is, the more institutions are needed to nurture and educate the 
younger generation in all the areas that an organ ization of the  people (com-
munal, societal) needs for its survival. In this pro cess, institutions in one 
civilization could become the tool to manage and control knowing and un-
derstanding in other civilizations, which began to happened around 1500. 
The Aztecs, for example, had two central institutions: the Calmecac and the 
Telpochcalli. The first was for educating the  children of the nobility (pipi-
ltzin), while the second was for the education of  people (macehualtin). In 
the Andes, the territory of the Incas, Yachaywasi (house [wasi] of wisdom 
[yachay]) was a center similar to the Calmecac. Madrasa, in the Islamic world, 
past and pres ent, is a basic educational institution.1 Not to mention education 
in the multimillennium histories of China and India. Western expansion was 
not only economic and po liti cal but fundamentally epistemic.

If we go to the kingdom of Aksum in Northern Ethiopia or the kingdom of 
 Great Zimbabwe (two of the five or seven  great kingdoms in Africa, beyond 
Egypt), we find that the achievement of  these sophisticated organ izations 
cannot be understood without an understanding of their own ways of know-
ing and education embedded in their praxis of living. Even ancient Greece 
had its own concept of education (paideia), and a specific institution where 
education took place (gymnasium). Medieval Christendom created its own 
institution, the university, which was transformed but maintained during 
the Re nais sance. With the colonization of the New World, the university was 
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138 / Walter D. Mignolo

transplanted (as  today U.S. universities are transplanted) in what is  today the 
Dominican Republic, the Viceroyalty of New Spain, the Viceroyalty of Peru, 
and the Viceroyalty of Río de la Plata (National University of Córdoba in 
Argentina). Harvard was the first such transplant in British Amer i ca, in 1636.2 
Modernity/coloniaility means, in the sphere of knowledge, that Western 
institutions and philosophy encroached consistently over the wide and non- 
Western cultures and civilizations since 1500 whose praxis of living, know-
ing, and  doing  were mostly unrelated to Western civilization. And when they 
 were—like Islam—Latin and Christian theology managed through time to 
impose their disavowal over Arab and Persian Islamic theology.

The Conceptual Triad and the Darker Side of History

Vio lence is not a privilege of revolutions; it spreads all over to counterrevo-
lutions. Vio lence is also enacted to prevent revolutions. When Marx chastised 
phi los o phers and told them that it is not enough to interpret the world, but it 
is necessary to transform it, it was a good advice. The prob lem was that sub-
sequent generations reading Marx did not pay attention to the fact that this 
was precisely what Chris tian ity and then secular liberalism were  doing: they 
theorize the world in the pro cess of changing it. Praxis is not a privilege of 
the Left. It is what the Right does too. Po liti cal and ideological positions 
identified since the French Revolution as Left and Right are second- order 
constructions based on experiences of  people’s self- organization and their 
preferences for transformation or preservation of their praxis of living.

Revolution needs vision. The implementation of vision when successful 
at some point would engender vio lence  because it would introduce a disrup-
tion and a crack into the calm  waters of “real ity”: that is, the commonsense 
created through coloniality of knowledge and of being (e.g., the world popu-
lated by object, laws, and living organisms). Nevertheless, before and  after 
vio lence,  there is much that can be accomplished if the vision is pursued 
with determination, open- mindedness, and resolution, as Frantz Fanon 
tells us in the conclusion of The Wretched of the Earth ([1961] 1968). Vision 
in this case is tantamount to theory, and theory is a fundamental component 
of revolutionary praxis.  There cannot be revolutionary praxis without theory. 
Praxis without theory is blind; theory without praxis is sequestered. Both 
join forces in that long- lasting horizon we can call vision and, in this case, 
decolonial visions.
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The Conceptual Triad / 139

With this provisos in mind, what is the place of decoloniality in a world 
order at the limit of nuclear catastrophe? To oppose and confront the modern/
colonial world order of  today,, it is not necessary to be decolonial, Marxist, or 
an adherent to the theology of liberation. It requires an ethical commitment 
of the  people who are not controlling and managing but are being managed 
and controlled. The rhe toric of modernity that aims to persuade you through 
promises of pro gress, growth, development, and newness of objects, composed 
of three interrelated domains: first, a field of repre sen ta tion, which grounds its 
power in the very idea that signs represent something existing, and, second, 
a set of rhetorical discourses aimed at persuading you that the world is as the 
field of repre sen ta tion tells you it is. The belief that signs represent something 
existing is based on the presupposition of universal naming. He who has the 
privilege of naming and implanting His naming is able to manage knowledge, 
understanding, and subjectivity. Accordingly, and in third place, the system 
of repre sen ta tion and the rhe toric conveying the promises of modernity support 
a set of global designs whose implementation would secure well- being and hap-
piness for every one on earth. If you  were to translate  these words into a dia-
gram, the three domains would fall  under the heading of Modernity. The three 
 domains constitute what we might call, following Siba Grovogui, the Instituted.3

Let’s approach the conceptual triad closely. Imagine yourself in front of a 
blackboard. You write the triad modernity/coloniality/decoloniality. The slash 
(/) between modernity and coloniality and between coloniality and decolonial-
ity means that the three terms are si mul ta neously, since the sixteenth  century, 
divided and united. They are indeed entangled: modernity/coloniality/deco-
loniality. The divisions and connections are constantly crossed by flows and 
energies that do not allow any one of  these terms to be isolated and immutable 
(as the following section  will explain in more detail). If  there is no modernity 
without coloniality, if coloniality is constitutive of modernity, if the “/” at once 
divides and connects, then decoloniality proposes the undoing of modernity. 
That is, decoloniality implies demodernity.4 At the same time, modernity/
coloniality engender decoloniality. So  there would be no decoloniality— and 
decoloniality would not be necessary—if modernity/ coloniality had not created 
the need to delink from the rhe toric of modernity and the logic of coloniality.

Modernity names a set of diverse but coherent narratives, since they belong 
to the same cosmology. That cosmology is the Western Christian version 
of humanity, complemented by secular de- Goding narratives of science, 
economic pro gress, po liti cal democracy, and lately globalization: Reason 
displaced God.5 That narrative originated during the Eu ro pean Re nais sance, 
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140 / Walter D. Mignolo

and manifested itself in two complementary trajectories. One trajectory nar-
rated the re- naissance of Eu rope, the colonization of time, and the invention 
of Antiquity and the  Middle Ages as the two previous periods upon which 
the rebirth was founded. This trajectory materialized the explicit cele bration 
of the inward history of Eu rope.

The other trajectory was the invention of the New World and the coloniza-
tion of space. In the first trajectory, the narratives of modernity are regenerated 
in a nonlinear appropriation of time that  today is manifested by the prefix 
post- . Colonization of space and time  were not military, financial, or state- 
politics activities: they  were conceptual, that is, epistemic. Immanuel Kant 
 couldn’t have theorized space and time as he did without the colonization of 
time and space during the Re nais sance.6 In the second trajectory, the narra-
tives of modernity are constantly regenerated through the celebrated idea of 
newness (and the keywords associated with it: revolution, innovation). New-
ness and post-  are the two pillars with which the my thol ogy of modernity 
captures the feelings and the imaginary of the population. I call this the rhe-
toric of modernity— rhe toric in the sense of discourse aimed at persuading an 
audience, as we all learned from Aristotle and Cicero. The rhe toric of moder-
nity in ven ted and regenerated the Instituted, the world as it presumably is.

Coloniality names the (un)intended consequences of the narratives of 
modernity— Anthony Giddens’s missing chapters. It is the darker and hid-
den side of modernity. Coloniality names the destitute and the logic and 
pro cesses of destitution. It is the task of decoloniality to unveil this logic and 
 these pro cesses. Coloniality is to decoloniality what the unconscious is to 
psychoanalysis, what surplus value is to Marxist po liti cal economy, and what 
biopolitics is to Foucauldian archaeology. The diference between colonial-
ity and surplus value or biopolitics is that the latter concepts belong to the 
inward trajectory of Eu ro pean history and culture and originated in Eu rope. 
Coloniality, by contrast, originated in the Third World and belongs to the out-
ward history of Eu rope. Coloniality is sensed in the trajectories of colonial 
histories, is inscribed in our bodies and sensibilities.

Coloniality is shorthand for coloniality of power. The expression suggests 
that what is imprinted in colonial cultures is the efect of the imperiality of 
power. And the imperiality of power in the modern/colonial world (i.e., not 
in the Roman Empire or in the Islamic Caliphate) is written not by guns and 
armies but by the words that justify the use of guns and armies, convincing 
you that it is for the good, the salvation, and the happiness of humanity. Such 
is the task of the rhe toric of modernity. What is at stake in the final analy sis 
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The Conceptual Triad / 141

is the power of imperiality/coloniality— that is, the logic that underlines the 
diferences, manifestations, and enactments of modern imperial/colonial 
formations (Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, French, British, German, United 
States) and all its dimensions: knowledge (epistemic), economic, po liti cal 
(military), aesthetic, ethical, subjective (race, sex), spiritual (religious).

 There is an implied complexity in the expression modernity/coloniality. 
On the one hand, this is  because it could be written imperiality/coloniality, 
assuming that modernity is the discourse of Western imperialisms since the 
sixteenth  century. On the other hand, if modernity is a narrative (or, better 
still, a set of narratives), coloniality is what the narratives hide or disguise, 
 because it cannot be said explic itly. To say it explic itly would be to run against 
the very promises of modernity. It cannot be said explic itly that slavery is the 
exploitation of  human beings for the benefit of other  human beings. It can-
not be said explic itly that the war in the  Middle East or West Asia is for the 
control of territory and natu ral resources and not for the liberation or well- 
being of  people. Slavery was justified via narratives that figured Africans as 
less than  human so they could be treated like animals.

The invasion of Iraq could not have been explained as the need to depose 
the Iraqi leader, Saddam Hussein, for not following the dictates of the United 
States (coloniality); therefore it was explained instead as due to Hussain being an 
undemo cratic leader “in possession” of weapons of mass destruction. Once weap-
ons  were fabricated to implement wars; the neoliberal inversion of the rhe toric 
of modernity consists in fabricating wars to implement and sell weapons. This 
inversion afects the entire sphere of life, from food to medicine (pharmacy and 
medical instruments). It was instigated by a minority at that time; now it is wide-
spread. It was a global lie that shows the consequences of coloniality disguised by 
narratives of modernity. But it was done, and more of the same are in the horizon 
in May 2017 when I am finishing this manuscript. Coloniality names a complex 
structure of management and control that is explained in what follows.

The Colonial Matrix of Power: Domains,  
Levels, and Flows

Quijano’s groundbreaking concept of coloniality is shorthand for coloniality 
of power, and both are stand- ins for the colonial matrix of power, or the cmp. 
The use of one term or the other depends on how much detail we want to 
invoke with the expression.
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142 / Walter D. Mignolo

The colonial matrix of power (the cmp) is a complex structure of man-
agement and control composed of domains, levels, and flows. Like the uncon-
scious in Sigmund Freud or surplus value in Karl Marx, the cmp is a theoretical 
concept that helps to make vis i ble what is invisible to the naked (or rather 
the nontheoretical) eye. Unlike Freud’s unconscious or Marx’s surplus value, 
though, the cmp is a concept created in the Third World—in the South Ameri-
can Andes, specifically.7 It is not a concept created in Eu rope or in the U.S. 
acad emy. The concept was born out of theoretical- political strug gles in South 
Amer i ca, at the intersection between the academic and the public spheres. 
Driven by local criticism of development, the cmp bears the impulse of lib-
eration theology and emerged out of the limits of de pen dency theory in the 
1970s.  These, of course,  were also the years of the strug gle for decolonization 
in Asia and Africa.

By highlighting global coloniality, I am underscoring that global moder-
nity is only half of the story— the vis i ble half of the  whole. The other half 
(hidden) is global coloniality. Hence, again: modernity/coloniality. Surround-
ing the idea of modernity (in the period 1500 to 2000) is a discourse that 
promises happiness and salvation through conversion, pro gress, civilization, 
modernization, development, and market democracy. This discourse is tied 
up with the logic of coloniality, which circumscribes the progression of mo-
dernity within all the domains used to categorize and classify the modern 
world: po liti cal, economic, religious, epistemic, aesthetic, ethnic/racial, sexual/
gender subjective.

Part of the significance of the cmp as a theoretical construct lies in its un-
covering of the domains that the discourse of modernity produces in order to 
advance its overall proj ect, hiding, destroying, demonizing, and disavowing 
what ever gets in its way. The advance of civilization is the justification of free-
dom and well- being for all the manifested goals. The rhe toric of modernity, 
for example, locates the historical foundation of po liti cal theory in ancient 
Greece, though this foundation was revamped from Machiavelli onward. On 
the other hand,  there is no discourse on economy for the imaginary of mo-
dernity to find in Greece. Instead, this discourse emerged at the confluence 
of Eu ro pean local histories and its American colonies. This much is clear 
in the long section that Adam Smith devoted to colonialism in The Wealth 
of Nations (1776). Thus, decolonial tasks consist of undraping the positivity 
of po liti cal theory and po liti cal economy, and showing that the positivity of 
both is mounted on the negative consequences of their implementation.
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The Conceptual Triad / 143

But the question then becomes: What holds all the domains of the cmp 
together? To answer this question, we need to introduce the levels of the cmp. 
Within each domain are dif er ent levels of management and control. The 
rhe toric of modernity is heavi ly utilized within  these levels, in order to con-
vince the population that such- and- such a decision or public policy is for the 
betterment (i.e., the happiness and salvation) of every one. While theological 
princi ples and philosophical- scientific truths have historically sustained the 
domains of the cmp, the mainstream media  today plays an equally crucial 
role in disseminating the rhe toric of modernity and salvation in the face of 
ever- changing “enemies.”

The actors and institutions that create, pronounce, and transform the de-
signs that drive the idea of modernity are the same actors and institutions that 
(intentionally or not) keep all the domains interrelated and also keep  these 
interrelations invisible. It is within this context that we must understand the 
creation of the figure of the “expert,” who appears often in the mainstream 
media to explain this or that aspect of a news story and who knows a  great 
deal about one domain but is ignorant of the  others and of how all the do-
mains are connected.

Outside the domains and their levels of management and control is a 
broader level where the domains themselves are defined, their interrelations 
legislated and authorized. We might call the domains themselves the con-
tent of the conversation, or that which is enunciated. Conversely, the broader 
level, where the domains are defined and interrelated, relates to the terms 
of the conversation, or “enunciation” proper. It is here that the patriarchy is 
located.

This broader level is also the level of knowledge in the deep sense of the 
word. It is composed of actors, languages, and institutions. The institutions 
involved are mainly colleges, universities, museums, research centers (think 
tanks), institutes, foundations, and religious organ izations. At the same time, 
the enormous visibility of generous donors hides the detail that generosity is 
a fact of life for billions of  people in the world, practiced on a much larger 
scale than elite/institutionalized philanthropy and its actors.

The actors involved in the cmp’s domains are trained and experienced 
politicians, ceos of banks and corporations, university presidents, museums 
directors, and so on. The actors that rule  these institutions do not have a ho-
mogeneous view of the world and society, as we see  today in the United States, 
in the positions of Demo crats and Republics, or in Eu rope, where Poland 
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144 / Walter D. Mignolo

and Hungary are seeing Eu rope through their own right- wing eyes. What is 
common, across  these diferences, is the content of the conversation between 
the so- called Right (in dif er ent degrees) and the so- called Left (in dif er ent 
shades).

As for the languages in which the content of the conversation has been 
established and maintained,  these have been and still are the six modern 
Eu ro pean imperial languages: Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese during the 
Re nais sance; German, En glish, and French since the Enlightenment. For 
Rus sia and China to enter the conversation, the conversation has to be in En-
glish, French, or German. The reverse does not hold: leaders of the core Eu ro-
pean Union (of which Poland and Hungary are not part) can maintain their 
French, En glish, or German without needing to learn Rus sian or Chinese.

We might call the domains themselves the content of the conversation, 
or that which is enunciated. The domains are defined and interrelated with 
the terms of the conversation, or enunciation proper. It is at the level of the 
enunciation that the rhe toric of modernity is enunciated, transformed, leg-
islated, and authorized. Consequently, decoloniality  shall focus on changing 
the terms of the conversation that would change the content. The reverse 
does not obtain: changing the content of the conversations  doesn’t call the 
enunciation (the terms) into question.

For this reason, the essential feature to take notice of within the cmp’s 
domains is the domain of knowledge. Knowledge has a privileged position: 
it occupies the level of the enunciated, where the content of the conversation 
is established, and it occupies the level of enunciation, which regulates the 
terms of the conversation. A pedagogical meta phor would help clarify the 
point I am making  here. Think of a puppeteer: you do not see the puppeteer 
(the enunciator); you only see the puppets (the enunciated). You are drawn 
by the puppets, by their movements and dialogues. What you see and hear is 
the content of the conversation. In order to “see” the terms of the conversa-
tion, you would have to disengage from the illusion and focus on the pup-
peteer  behind the scenes, who is regulating the terms of the conversation.

Knowledge in the cmp occupies two positions: knowledge is one of the 
puppets (one domain, and the domains are the content of the conversation, 
the enunciated), and knowledge also refers to the designs (the enunciation) 
that the puppeteer creates to enchant the audience. Coloniality of knowledge 
is enacted in that zone in which what you see and hear from the puppets that 
enchant you distracts you from the tricks and designs of the enunciator. De-
coloniality of knowledge demands changing the terms of the conversations 
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and making vis i ble the tricks and the designs of the puppeteer: it aims at 
altering the princi ples and assumptions of knowledge creation, transforma-
tion, and dissemination. Dewesternization, by contrast, disputes the content 
of the conversation. It aims to change the puppets and the content of their 
conversation, not the terms. It disputes the place of the puppeteer not to re-
place it but to coexist next to the existing puppeteer.

The apparent paradox is that the domains of the cmp seem to be isolated 
and in de pen dent of one another, and knowledge seems to be separated from 
politics and economy, for example, while decolonially speaking  there can-
not be economy and politics without knowledge. The privileged position of 
knowledge being at the same time content and terms of the conversation ex-
plains the needs of experts within a given domain.  These experts are unknow-
ing not simply about other domains but about the logic (the terms of the 
conversation) that keeps all the domains interlinked. Experts in one domain 
are literally ignorant of other domains and, above all, about the interconnec-
tions between the domains and between domains and levels. The decolonial 
analytic of cmp aims precisely to reveal  these interconnections that the rhe-
toric of modernity constantly hides.

Consequently, the cmp is held together by flows that emanate from the 
enunciation (from the terms of the conversation, the rhe toric of modernity). 
 These flows interconnect all the domains and connect the domains with 
the actors and institutions, in the major languages of the Eu ro pean idea 
of modernity. Inevitably, the question of subjectivity and subject formation 
emerges: the cmp is involved in the creation of par tic u lar persons/subjects 
and institutions, but the cmp also takes on a life of its own, shaping and con-
torting the subjectivity (the reasoning and emotioning) of the person manag-
ing it.  Because of coloniality, control of the terms of enunciation (i.e., control 
of knowledge) is necessary for controlling the domains, and controlling the 
domains means managing the  people whose lives are  shaped by the domains.

Decoloniality, Delinking, and Border Thinking

 There is no necessity for decoloniality without modernity/coloniality. Moder-
nity/coloniality engendered decoloniality. As far as the promises of modernity 
legitimize coloniality, that is, oppression, exploitation, and dispossession, de-
coloniality is the response of and from  people who do not want to be op-
pressed, exploited, and dispossessed. Decoloniality emerges out of the need to 
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delink from the narratives and promises of modernity— not to resist, but to 
re- exist. In this sense, decoloniality is both an analytic of modernity/coloni-
ality (its constitution, transformation) and a set of creative pro cesses leading 
to decolonial narratives legitimizing decolonial ways of  doing and living.

Seen as a complex structure of domains and levels, the cmp is spatial. 
However, Quijano has added the energies that keep the cmp in constant 
movement: domination/exploitation/conflict. And also temporality: formed 
in the sixteenth  century the CMP is well and alive  today. If the rhe toric of mo-
dernity (domination) legitimizes coloniality (exploitation), the latter engen-
ders conflict and conflict generates responses. However, Quijano has added 
the energies that keep the cmp in constant movement: domination/exploitation/
conflict. If the rhe toric of modernity (domination) legitimizes coloniality 
(exploitation), the latter engenders conflict and conflict generates responses. 
Dewesternization and decoloniality are two types of responses whose enact-
ment and contours are  shaped by local histories. The movements and mobility 
of the cmp through domination/exploitation/conflict put us in front of “his-
tory” being moved by the energy of this trialectic rather than by modern and 
postmodern dialectic. The movement of the conceptual triad is then trialectic 
rather than dialectic, and this conceptualization is always already decolonial, 
delinking from the good, the bad, and the ugly of modernity and postmoder-
nity. Dewesternization like decoloniality, is one manifestation of the trialec-
tic. However, as explained above, dewesternization disputes the control and 
magement of the CMP but  doesn’t question its very existence.

Decoloniality is first and foremost liberation of knowledge (for what I 
said above on the double location of knowledge, in the enunciation and the 
enunciated), of understanding and affirming subjectivities that have been de-
valued by narratives of modernity that are constitutive of the cmp. Its main 
goal is the transformation of colonial subjects and subjectivities into decolo-
nial subjects and subjectivities. The expectation is not to convert the actors 
 running the imf, the World Bank, and the United Nations, nor expect them 
to run  those institutions decolonially, which would in turn push  every single 
state existing on the planet  today to govern decolonially; nor is the expecta-
tion that the presidents and ceos of all the global banks and corporations 
 will run their finances and corporate designs decolonially.

The aim is to create rather than to be dependent on the creativity of the 
actors and institutions that produce and maintain the narratives of moder-
nity. Re- existing means using the imaginary of modernity rather than being 
used by it. Being used by modernity means that coloniality operates upon 
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you, controls you, forms your emotions, your subjectivity, your desires. 
 Delinking entails a shift  toward using instead of being used. It proposes to 
delink from the decolonial entanglement with modernity/coloniality.

The decolonial—in contradistinction to Chris tian ity, liberalism, Marxism, 
and neoliberalism—is not another option for global design led by States, 
economic, financial, technological, and military institutions, but it is an 
option to delink from all global designs promoting local resurgences and re-
emergences confronting and rejecting, unmasking their fundamentalism and 
pretense of “chosen”  people to arrogate themselves the right to run the world. 
Decoloniality names the vision and energy of delinking (disconnect) to re-
link (re- connect) with praxis of living, thinking,  doing that we, decolonially 
speaking, want to preserve. Thus, re- existence, reemergence and reconstitution, 
resurgence are already populating the vocabulary of numerous and diverse 
decolonial proj ects. Decoloniality as conceived  here therefore consists of 
two movements: one, its affirmation as an option among options (diverse and 
heterogeneous but grounded as any co- existing options, from Chris tian ity, to 
neoliberalism to Marxism, Islamism); and two, the conception and enactment 
of the decolonial option, as an option among options in conflict or collabora-
tion. The argument for decoloniality must at the same time work to wrestle 
decoloniality from the temptations of totalitarian totality. Decoloniality pro-
motes pluriversality as a universal option— which means that what “should 
be” universal is in fact pluriversal, and not a single totality.

If we  were to understand the configuration of the ancient Chinese or 
Aztec civilizations, as they mapped themselves and as they mapped the rest 
of the world in their own imaginary, we might not (or rather, we  wouldn’t) end 
up identifying the same domains specified  here, or the same levels, or the 
same flows between domains and between levels.  Today, however, we tend to 
look at ancient China and ancient Mesoamerica and ask questions about their 
knowledge, their being, their politics and their economy, their art and their re-
ligion, and their perception of ethnic groups and sexual distinction based on 
our own categories of knowledge and being,  because asking such questions 
and providing such answers is a consequence of being embedded and living 
in a Western imaginary enveloped in the pro cess of becoming itself.

The narratives sustaining the imaginary of modernity make us believe 
that ontology is represented by epistemology:8 we know what simply is and 
exists. Decolonially speaking, it is the other way around: it is epistemology 
that institutes ontology, that prescribes the ontology of the world. To say that 
non- Western civilizations have dif er ent ontologies means to proj ect Western 
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categories to non- Western thinking. Most of culture and civilizations on the 
planet see relations while in the West we are taught to see entities,  things. Relations 
could not be called ontological. If the vocabulary wants to be preserved then 
one needs to talk about relationalogy (discourses on/about relationality of the 
living universe). What  there is depends on how we have been programmed to 
name what we know. Hence, the coloniality of knowledge implies the colonial-
ity of being; they move in two simultaneous directions. The coloniality of being 
is instituted by racism and sexism. However, if ontology is instituted by an epis-
temology that devalues certain  human beings in terms of race and sexuality, 
 there must be some force that sanctions the devaluation, since the devaluation 
is not itself ontological. The sanctioning comes from  human beings who place 
themselves above  those  human beings who are devalued and dehumanized.

Coloniality of being therefore entangles both the enunciator and the enun-
ciated.9 Decoloniality of knowledge and of being, therefore, aims at the liberation 
of both, for if  there is no enunciation instituting racial and sexual hierarchies 
(racism and sexism), then  there is no racism and sexism. The battlefield for 
overcoming racism and sexism is, then, at the level of the enunciation, divert-
ing the flows that hold together and sustain the four domains of the enun-
ciated. Liberation is through thinking and being other wise. Liberation is not 
something to be attained; it is a pro cess of letting something go, namely, the 
flows of energy that keep you attached to the colonial matrix of power,  whether 
you are in the camp of  those who sanction or the camp of  those sanctioned.

One outside evaluator of this manuscript wondered at this point, based 
on note 9, why María Lugones and Nelson Maldonado-Torres are mentioned, 
and not, for example, Enrique Dussel and Santiago Castro- Gómez. The reader 
thought it of interest to explain or account for dif er ent positionalities within 
the proj ect. I have done this already in another publication.10 The same reader 
also conjectured noting that Lugones, Maldonado- Torres, and Anzaldúa  were 
rather Latinx than Latin American. This introduction is about concepts and 
arguments, not about  people.

We could have added to the reader’s list of Native American decolonial 
thinkers Canadian peoples and said more about Mayan, Aymaras, Quech-
uas, Quichuas, Mapuches, and so forth. We could have also extended our 
analy sis to Australia and New Zealand, which I bring to the conversation 
in the conclusion. But, as we (Catherine and I) say in the introduction, we 
have not written an ethnography of who does decoloniality where and how, 
but a conceptual and po liti cal introduction derived from Quijano’s concept of 
coloniality. Consequently it is not about “Latin Amer i can (de)coloniality” or 
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“(decoloniality) in Latin Amer i ca.” It is just about—if aboutness is necessary 
to be explicit— modernity/coloniality/decoloniality in the praxis of living of 
the two of us who wrote the book: Catherine born and educated with En glish 
being her language of upbringing, Spanish a learned language; and Walter, who 
is the reverse, born and educated in Spanish, En glish being a learned language.

At this point I have arrived at a key juncture of the argument for under-
standing the relevance of the two levels (the level of the enunciated and the 
level of the enunciation) and the flows, on the one hand, between the domains 
and, on the other hand, between levels and domains: while the level of the 
instituted (the domains) consists of conceptual abstractions that posit an 
ontology in which  there is no emotion, the level of the enunciation is where 
emotioning and reasoning take place and flow to the domains of the enunciated/
instituted. The domains do not have their own emotions. Emotions lie within 
the actors of the enunciation who shape the enunciated: its domination, ex-
ploitation, conflicts. And it is the enunciation of  these actors that makes the 
conflict appear. Conflict is not a given: for it to be vis i ble, someone has to 
speak (with words or deeds) to mobilize the enunciation, be it by submit-
ting, adapting, or confronting. Decoloniality is one type of confrontation, or 
speaking to, that delinks from the dictates of imperial enunciations.

Uncovering the level of the enunciation within the colonial matrix of 
power is always already a decolonial task and a contribution to the deco-
loniality of knowledge and of being. The analytic of the enunciation is not 
in itself a decolonial concept; it was first brought to light by French linguist 
Émile Benveniste.11 But disclosing the level of the enunciation within the 
colonial matrix, hidden from the imaginary of modernity, is indeed a deco-
lonial move.12 The semiotic apparatus of enunciation (of any enunciation) 
has three components: actors, languages, and institutions. The question is, at 
what point has enunciation become the engine of modernity/coloniality? Or, 
better still, to what extent is modernity/coloniality the consequence of the 
formal apparatus of the enunciation becoming modern/colonial?13

It is not enough to change the content of the conversation (the domains, 
the enunciated); on the contrary, it is of the essence to change the terms (regu-
lations, assumptions, princi ples managed at the level of the enunciation) of the 
conversation. Changing the terms of the conversation implies overcoming 
both disciplinary and  interdisciplinary (which depends on maintaining the 
disciplines) regulations and conflicts of interpretations. It implies setting up 
regulations of and for decolonial knowledge that implies border thinking; 
not “between” disciplines but past the disciplines. As long as controversies and 
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interpretations remain within the same rules of the game (the same terms of 
the conversation), the control of knowledge itself is never called into ques-
tion. And in order to call the modern/colonial foundation of the control of 
knowledge into question, it is necessary to focus on the knower rather than 
on the known. This means  going to the very assumptions that sustain our 
enunciations.

Concluding Remarks

To sum up: the domains of the colonial matrix of power support one another. 
For instance, the flows that run from the domain of po liti cal authority (e.g., 
the state) to the economy (capitalism) enforce racial and sexual classifications 
and rankings. But  those classifications and rankings are not inscribed in the do-
mains ontologically. The domains do not exist in de pen dently, with tags saying 
“I am knowledge,” “I am nature,” “I am Black,” “I am heterosexual,” “I am gay,” “I 
am politics,” “I am finances,” and so forth. All  these domains have been in ven-
ted by the rhe toric (the narratives) of modernity. They have come into existence 
through the vari ous flows of the enunciation (scientific and media discourses, 
education and pedagogy from kindergarten to the university,  etc.).

All domains are therefore interconnected by the logic of coloniality (the 
practical activations of state politics, economic organ ization, subjective so-
cial expectations, aesthetic regulated taste, and religious belief) while re-
maining hidden or disguised from and by the rhe toric of modernity (the 
imaginary discourse from institutions regulating social organ ization). You 
cannot grasp racial and sexual issues without grasping the under lying logic 
that activates the economy (e.g., slavery is a case in point yesterday and 
 today) or the state politics, whose actors and managers institute economic 
values and orient behavior via par tic u lar racial and sexual classifications and 
hierarchies. And, in all such cases, every thing goes back to knowledge, for it 
is through knowledge that the domains are instituted as worlds (ontologies) 
while the enunciation institutes itself as the renderings (description, explana-
tion, repre sen ta tion, interpretation) of existing worlds and by so  doing hides 
the fact that the worlds that the enunciation renders are not repre sen ta tions 
of existing worlds but instituted in and by the “ doing” of the enunciation. The 
enunciation is a praxis that institutes the domains, without distinguishing 
the levels and hiding the flows. Modern/colonial apparatus of enunciation 
confound description and explanations of worlds with the worlds described 
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and explained. For that reason, repre sen ta tion is a crucial concept of the rhe-
toric of modernity: makes us believe that  there is a world out  there that can 
be described in de pen dently of the enunciation that describes it. Removing the 
mask of the modern/colonial enunciation (the heart of the cmp) is a funda-
mental and basic task of delinking and decolonial thinking. That is, remov-
ing the mask can only be done by thinking, arguing,  doing in communal 
conversations wherever and whenever we can engage and help to create what 
the rhe toric of modernity and the logic of coloniality prevent us from  doing. 
Instituting management, which most of the time  doesn’t “feel” like we are 
managed, takes place at the very moment of enunciating the configuration of 
the domains— and of deinstituting what ever  doesn’t fit the model and the ex-
pectation of  people’s feeling,  doing, and thinking. Dissenting within the cmp 
is one  thing (e.g., Eurocentric critique of Eurocentrism) but what decolonial-
ity means is to delink from both Eurocentric regulations and dissent within 
Eurocentrism. The rhe toric of modernity builds fields of repre sen ta tion to 
legitimize the instituted and justify the global designs that bulldoze (by di-
plomacy, debt, or war) what ever impedes their march, which is the march 
of coloniality. Domination presupposes exploitation, and both generate con-
flicts. The three spheres of influence operate in two dimensions: within Eu-
ro pe an imperial states and in the Eu ro pean colonies. Therefore, the tasks of 
undoing and departing from Eurocentrism cannot be reduced to Eurocentric 
critic of Eurocentrism (e.g., demodernity), which is necessary but highly 
insufficient. What is essential at this point is the non- Eurocentric critic of 
Eurocentrism; which is decoloniality in its planetary diversity of local histo-
ries that have been disrupted by North Atlantic global expansions.

I  will return to  these issues in chapter 9. The next chapter is devoted to 
the Eurocentered image of the world resulting from the constitution, trans-
formation, and management of the cmp.
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