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Introduction

A Living Colonialism, or Simply, the Aesthetic Life of Ricanness

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a mean-
ing in things, my spirit filled with the desire to attain to the 
source of the world, and then I found that I was an object in 
the midst of other objects.
— Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks

Puerto Rico is the most important place in the world.
— Laura Briggs, Reproducing Empire

It’s the sense of denial of self- determination  .  .  . that feeling 
you get from not being in control of your own life . . . not hav-
ing a voice, feeling impotent inside of your own condition.
— ADÁL, interviewed by Jhoni Jackson

If “Puerto Rico is the most important place in the world,” that is, the 
perfect site to detangle the threads of modern globalization and the 
incessant desires of colonialism, how do we critically reorganize the sig-
nificance of the Rican being in a larger analysis of existence?1 At the 
apex of the Rican colonizer/colonized dialectic exists a subject that is 
continually hunted and unwanted, and is equal parts needed and ines-
sential. This book, then, tells the story of the most important people in 
the world through a series of aesthetic sites, disclosing this ambivalent 
interplay between being dispensable and demanding to be wanted.

Almost fifteen years after Briggs’s bold claim, Puerto Rico continues 
to reveal how imperial methods sustain nations and dismantle bodies. 
September 2017’s Hurricane Maria is a chief instance of how the Rican 
body, in particular, continuously enacts permanent endurance practices 
to cultivate an existence under colonial time.2 Ricans, then, not just the 
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2 | Introduction

island, are the infinite example of that perennial subject of the world, 
always already working against their own life at the cost of perpetual 
death, while simultaneously revealing how practices of Empire surpass 
the annexation of land. The colonial figures into every corporeal, perfor-
mative, and psychical contour of the subject, at the pinnacle of their es-
sence, regardless of where they build ground. In this book, the aesthetic 
directs our understanding of politics and Ricanness, leading us through 
the most painful but promising inquiries of subjugation at the scene of 
the enduring body.

The history of Ricanness embodies colonialism’s global desires— an 
everlasting conquest of land, resources, cultural and social practices, 
and native peoples themselves— that began even before it started in 
1492.3 The Rican body— always indigenous, African, by consequence 
European— is marked by a common ongoing endurance and death that 
infiltrates the center of the subject’s call to life, whether on or off the 
island. In colonialism’s abiding assault against the present, then, we are 
forced to contend with its future at the very limit of its historical past. 
As we wait for colonialism’s eternal death, its enterprise is invigorated 
by the violent friction both sustaining and destroying subjects; its vio-
lence is the most common thread in and constant pulse of the human. 
Of such violent acts, anticolonial theorist, philosopher, and psychoana-
lyst Frantz Fanon shares, “National liberation, national renaissance, the 
restoration of nationhood to the people, commonwealth: whatever may 
be the headings used or the new formulas introduced, decolonization 
is always a violent phenomenon.”4 Regardless of prefix, there is no get-
away plan that erases the historical intensity and discursive practices of 
colonialism’s aggressive force. Such force is also a psychological illness 
that manifests itself in material life— the material, here, is the physical 
body, the national body, the body of discourse, and the legal body. In the 
case of Ricans, we can randomly turn to any US/PR historical moment 
and notice the perpetual interplay of too much time and timelessness 
as an internal Rican phenomenon. For instance, during the Spanish- 
American War of 1898, one colonizer’s demise became another coloniz-
er’s surplus through different laws, policies, and procedures. From Spain 
to the United States, Puerto Rico became a recurrent colony in different 
manifestations— from the Foraker Act of 1900 to the Jones Act of 1917,5 
from the sterilization policies of the 1930s to the pre- 1947 English- only 
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instruction policies,6 from the gag laws of 1948 to the revised colonial 
project of the Commonwealth, or US territory, or Estado Libre Aso-
ciado, of the 1950s.7 In our turn to new decolonial language to meet the 
demands of an emerging historical moment, the colonial refuses its own 
disappearance. It remains a living enterprise.

Following the largest migration of Puerto Ricans to the United States 
in the late 1940s, political tensions between the island and mainland 
reignited, and the 1950s rehearsed opposing nationalisms from both the 
colony and the colonizer.8 As Puerto Rican freedom fighters staged an 
attack on President Truman’s life in 1950, organized vigorously against 
imperialism, and were imprisoned and tortured for these actions, the 
United States responded with the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, and a 
larger call against global insurgency.9 Since 1952, this has been one ver-
sion of the political, cultural, and economic interarticulation between 
the us/them dialectic through the Estado Libre Asociado. However, a 
Free Associated State, or a Commonwealth, as a national designation 
is filled with biting irony: for whom is the wealth common, or whose 
common wealth is implicitly denied in economic exchanges? The cur-
rent debt crisis on the island points us in the direction of surplus labor 
and dead time— both in which Ricans are always unpaid in their end-
less fight for existence. It is difficult to ignore how the colonial history 
of Puerto Rico and the United States is always beginning again— it’s an 
infinite project that forces one to contend with the future, even in spaces 
of present and foreseeable violence. It is also a project in temporal loop-
ing whereby actions to redress the past lead us into the future and back 
again to something prior; this is the affective consequence of colonial-
ism— an active state in the here and now, looping forward and back into 
itself as if time never started or stopped ticking.

This eternal looping exposes what is done to the material, national, and 
discursive body in the name of historical expansionism. Puerto Rico is 
that colony that sustains the global and refuses to surrender local indigna-
tions. It’s the Empire’s response to the violence of its very own modernity, 
in which the people learn repeatedly how to disperse new ways of being 
and becoming in their acts of survival. But what does a historical tale 
about colonialism impart on the aesthetic life of Ricanness? How does the 
story of this book, in which the aesthetic reshifts the political contours of 
existence, get us closer to the temporal demands of Ricanness?
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Ricanness under Water/Los Ahogados: The Aesthetic’s Refusal 
of Submersion

ADÁL, Puerto Rican photographer and seminal figure of the Rican 
avant- garde, takes up these very questions in his 2016 photographic 
series, Puerto Ricans Underwater/Los ahogados.10 In conversation with 
the current economic crisis in Puerto Rico— specifically the impact 
of the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, and Economic Stability 
Act and the imposition of a federal Fiscal Control Board, which goes 
hand in hand with the massive migration of almost five hundred thou-
sand Puerto Ricans to states across the United States, like Florida, in 
the last ten years alone— ADÁL reveals how Puerto Rican subjectivity, 
Ricanness, is the ultimate testament to this colonial nondeparture.11 
He maps out those spaces of negation, imbuing death and dread, dan-
gerous migration, and national debt at the site of the drowning Rican 
body. Hitting against narratives of progress and economic development, 
ADÁL illustrates how the Rican situation is always already postcolonial, 
neocolonial, decolonial, settler colonial— none able to outrun their own 
temporal designation or destination, for the colonial alone harbors the 
ontological sustenance of Ricanness. In staging a dramatically painful 
encounter between colonialism and the island’s debt crisis, ADÁL cre-
ates a series of one hundred photographs of Puerto Ricans, some friends 
of the artist and others strangers, from different professions and back-
grounds. Individually submerged under water with objects/props of 
their choice and profession, each subject lays resolutely still in the bath-
tub, as the photographer captures what appears to be that last moment 
of tireless breath.

Each model contributes to their individual portrait through different 
performative acts that relate to their profession or personal likes and 
habits. Through the fine art of posing under water, detailed costuming, 
and deliberate use of props like play money, pill bottles, books, cigarette 
holders, instruments, and sometimes plátanos and papayas, all models 
reveal a sense of themselves in quotidian life, against the current of por-
tending death. Whether as a Rican novelist, musician, chef, educator, 
poet, or dancer, each subject performs their vocation against their own 
mortality, through these acts of everyday labor, while also holding their 
breath underwater. The artist re- creates the deadly scene between the 

Ruiz_i_229.indd   4 4/18/19   10:59 AM



Introduction | 5

United States and Puerto Rico in which labor and economic exploita-
tion sit at the center of existence and national insolvency. Shot after shot, 
ADÁL’s bathtub serves as that relational object between the territory and 
sovereign, in which the water flowing to its top is the metaphorical re-
ality. Although a foreshadowing of impending disaster, it is the “very 
big ocean,”12 symbolized in ADÁL’s natatory bathtub, that remains a 
fixture of Ricanness— in between cultures, nations, and a colony and 
colonizer, water persists as a weapon, a situation of warfare, and an all- 
encompassing deathtrap between worlds.

These images foreshadow a colony soon to be indisputably underwa-
ter. In illustrating the elliptical and looping nature of the colonial cir-
cuits of Ricanness, the artist’s images expose every social and psychical 
dynamic of daily life, even in the narrow space of a tub, doubling as a 
symbolic ocean. In the aftermath of Hurricane Maria, one notices how 
ADÁL prefigures Rican endurance, each subject breathing against the 
national current of death, disease, and debt. These photographs leave the 
viewer in a state of suspension: in seeing this breathless subject, we, too, 
are left without breath. In capturing the quotidian life of Ricans strug-
gling to stay afloat under imperial rule, the artist unveils the perceived 
“debris” of those unwanted lives given scant attention in dominant vi-
sual narratives. ADÁL grants us lasting breath— even if belabored— in 
shots of engulfed portraiture. As historiography neatly conceals certain 
lives while vividly displaying others, ADÁL compels us to confront the 
unwanted by committing them to print, in water, against the brink of 
mortality, at the edge of communal breath. Let us remember that breath-
ing is a shared endeavor. We intimately breathe together, feeling— even 
if unconsciously— the plural right to life. Perhaps ADÁL moves us to 
respire communally against the colonial current, for how else might we 
sense the inhale/exhale of an always drowning subjectivity?13

As a major innovator shaping the Rican experimental scene, ADÁL 
has regularly turned to visual culture and performance to reorganize 
singular constructions of subjectivity. For the past forty years, the art-
ist has offered variant answers to the question of Rican identification 
through the scope of the aesthetic. For instance, with good friend Rever-
end Pedro Pietri, he collaborated on El Puerto Rican Embassy, “an imagi-
nary world” that had its own passport and national anthem.14 He also 
cocreated the performance piece Mondo Mambo: A Mambo Rap Sodi 
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with Pietri, Tito Puente, and Eddie Torre. Other works include musi-
cals (La Mambopera, Coconauts in Space), a novel (Mambo Madness), 
a salsa opera (Delito Cha Cha Cha), and a film (Nuyorican Zombies Ate 
My Baby), as well as a poetry, music, and visual art festival in Vieques 
(“Viequethon 2002: Poetry and Concert for Peace”). But ADÁL is largely 
known for his ironic and evocative self- portraits, photo novellas, and 
portraiture of famous Puerto Rican figures.15 Of his photographic trav-
els with identity, ADÁL himself conveys, “From the beginning of my 
career as an artist and photographer my work has been informed by the 
impossibility of ever achieving a definitive picture of one’s self. By this 
I mean that our identity is fluid and constantly evolving.” Originally, 

Figure I.1. Underwater Puerto Rican, ADÁL, 
2016. Jeannette Betancourt. From series 
Puerto Ricans Underwater/Los ahogados. 
Strange Cargo Press, San Juan, PR, 2017. 
Courtesy of the artist.

Figure I.2. Underwater Puerto Rican, ADÁL, 
2016. Nelson Rivera. From series Puerto 
Ricans Underwater/Los ahogados. Strange 
Cargo Press, San Juan, PR, 2017. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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as ADÁL explains, he created “self- portraits in order to work through 
existential worries of being and not being and unhealthy feelings of 
displacement.”16

Moved to document a “collective identity,” he “began a series of por-
traits of prominent Puerto Rican figures who transcended their circum-
stances.”17 For the artist, Ricanness is shaped by a collective colonial 
condition, marred by debt, existential angst, displacement, and dispos-
session. A way out of such terror appears for the artist through aesthetic 
fortitude. In his own analysis of the series Puerto Ricans Underwater/Los 
ahogados, he explains the personal and political feelings of negation, or 
subject incompletion, lack, and loss under unsovereignty:

Figure I.3. Underwater Puerto Rican, ADÁL, 
2016. Bold Destrou. From series Puerto 
Ricans Underwater/Los ahogados. Strange 
Cargo Press, San Juan, PR, 2017. Courtesy of 
the artist.
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I think mainly and most importantly, it’s the sense of denial of self- 
determination by having the federal government sort of impose their 
agenda on you. That feeling that you get from not being in control of your 
own life. That will manifest differently depending on different people . . . 
but I would say that’s pretty much it; not having a voice, feeling impotent 
inside of your own condition.18

ADÁL’s images and analysis of his series critically capture the place of 
internal compression and negation: how does one rightfully release one-
self of existential strife while holding one’s breath under water? Even 
with the subject’s breath lines floating to the top of each image, the drop-
lets of air fail to negate the excess of silence and imminent death, all in 
the compact zone of a bathtub. Yet ADÁL finds that muted voice, not 
by creating conventional sound but by forcing us to listen to images. In 
these photographs, I see why idealist subjects are arguably the saddest, 
sometimes drowning in order to survive their own disparaging dejec-
tion. They are sad because they are tenaciously expectant of something 
better. They are unwaveringly hopeful because even a bathtub is big 
enough to hold, regard, and dispense life, even if one’s breath is held 
under water.

Roland Barthes argues that “because each photograph always con-
tains this imperious sign of my future death that each one, however at-
tached it seems to be to the excited world of the living, challenges each 
of us, one by one, outside of any generality (but not outside of any tran-
scendence).”19 Akin to Barthes’s testimony, these photographs brush up 
against mortality, insisting on a reframing of Rican historiography, and 
instigate a time lapse into both the past and future. In this case, a series 
made in 2016 extrapolates Ricans under water in the form of images, 
transporting the eternal with such force that it cycles into its own history 
and future, “not outside of any transcendence” but certainly beyond its 
frame. Aesthetic interventions such as this one speak against practices of 
oppression in historical time, whereby the always enduring Rican sub-
ject is left both unwanted and eminently needed, in which their servi-
tude is the imperative mechanism sustaining all life on constant loop.

In colonialism’s refusal to follow the light out of this world, then, 
ADÁL asks how temporality, and not history alone, unearths its eternal 
recurrences in sites of displeasure, negation, incompletion, deadness, in 
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which the wretched point us in the direction of the most promising of 
Rican domains. Seeping into every photograph is the vigorous force of 
subjugation in the subject’s call to existence, in the space of embodi-
ment, always near to death. Time shows us how to differently breathe 
in and out within these painful confines; and these anticolonial pho-
tographs bring to light the power of aesthetic transmission in ADÁL’s 
personal and provocative version of Ricanness.

Like ADÁL, I, too, am concerned with what happens when colonial-
ism is not ancillary to Ricanness, but rather its frame, shot— the mecha-
nism that sustains its duration. These renditions of Ricanness do not 
labor against an anticolonialist discourse in reference to the Puerto 
Rican condition.20 Reading such an existence through the lens of co-
lonialism is not a choice, it’s historical realism, asking us to feel and 
sense the “impotence” ADÁL experiences. In an immediate account of 
the deadly enterprise of colonialism, and akin to Briggs’s position of the 
island, Puerto Rican scholar Jorge Duany explains that “no country in 
recent history has undergone a more dramatic, prolonged, and massive 
displacement of its people.”21 In refiguring globalization and spatial pol-
itics, Duany conjoins cultural migration patterns and Rican existence 
itself under forms of unsovereignty, and adds, “Such dizzying nomad-
ism— a constant dislocation and relocation of peoples, practices, imagi-
naries, and identities— has been posited as one of the defining moments 
of a global, transnational, or postmodern age.”22 Here, one is forced to 
look into the intricate and internal mechanisms of a tiny colony to un-
derstand and relocate the course and currency of the global. Similarly, 
Frances Negrón- Muntaner argues that Puerto Ricans are “imagined 
as ‘territorial’ citizens whose citizenship standing and national worth 
significantly shifts according to location.”23 In acknowledging how dis-
placement, relocation, and dispossession shape Ricanness, she adds that 
endurance practices of Puerto Ricans stem from a “gradual exhaustion,” 
an act of suffering that is a result of the long- standing struggle for eco-
nomic and political self- sufficiency.24 To be Rican, then, means to ride 
out the inexhaustible constraints of one’s life under limited self- control 
in a nonstop state of economic and political impotence.

Like the work of these scholars of Ricanness, ADÁL’s work illumi-
nates how Rican subjectivity is recognizable beyond a geographical un-
derstanding of the United States and Puerto Rico, even in the transient, 
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isolated, metaphorical space of the tub. He exposes what embodies Ri-
canness, that is, from the mainland to the transoceanic, to the edges of 
shorelines, to those local social spaces on and in between worlds. In 
doing so, he also depicts the temporal distance of Ricanness, and how 
Ricanness is animated by acts of political and aesthetic endurance, those 
moments of staying power in the face of cultural, personal, and national 
subjection.

Traveling through Puerto Rican subjectivity this way, as ADÁL also 
confirms, will not solve the colonial problem; alas, it will also not drive 
us past the inconclusive debate on the status of the island and its debt 
crisis. Yet political work does not always need to be set to the speed of 
emergency, or to historical time.25 Believing in the potential of different 
political velocities may help us press pause on linearity, the horological 
event, consecutive narrative structures, historiography, and chronology. 
At times, political work looks like a hushed subject submerged under 
water in a cramped bathtub; still and patient, this human learns to wait 
or wade against the political current. At other times, this human rises 
from the bathtub, stands erect outside its depth— tall, firm, and clean— 
and then courageously goes under again. This is all to say that I am in-
terested in what the aesthetic teaches us about bearable ways of “doing 
time” with our own bodies under subjugation. Throughout this book, I 
search for alternative ways of being and becoming in time: for the pause 
in tight spaces, in all those wretched domains that lend us something by 
way of Ricanness, death, and even humanity.

Even though postcolonialism contends that turning to historiogra-
phy supplies both the answer and redress to all temporal problems, I 
argue that the only way to “authentically” access Ricanness is through 
various nonlinear and insurgent breaks in time— a disruption of history 
that accounts for time’s looping nature against postcolonial promises. 
In Ricanness, I reshift our normative assumptions about linear time, 
and by consequence existence, through spaces of negation, incomple-
tion, exhaustion, violence, and impending death, alongside those mo-
ments of pleasure, desire, redemption, and love. These moments exist 
in a series of sites, from theater and experimental video to activism and 
durational performance art, in which the social and psychic merge at 
the site of aesthetics, uncovering what’s really at stake politically for the 
enduring body.
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Enduring Durational Aesthetics within the Contours of 
Performance and Rican Life

My investment in Ricanness, guided by performance practice, is tied 
not only to conventional markers of revolution, protest, and resistance 
(as the following chapters will disclose), but also to the experimental 
as a powerful aesthetic force against the burden of liveness and racial/
sexual transparency for minoritarian subjects, specifically those in colo-
nial destitution. In engaging politics at varying velocities, at the site of 
colonial violence, I rely on endurance and durational art for direction. 
That is to say that I turn to how these particular aesthetic traditions, 
beginning in the 1970s (shortly after the insurgencies of the 1960s), 
develop and extend two important conceptual and performative turns: 
the body as an aesthetic site in corporeal suffering, pain, violence, debil-
ity, and anguish; and how to counter the demands of “capital time,” or 
in my case, colonial time, through variations of time itself.26 Durational 
art, while not always defined by bodily pain, is concerned with how “to 
disturb or suspend narrative resolutions and consolidated identities.”27 
Particularly, durational art is attentive to “the notion of persistence, or 
remaining through time, and is inseparable but shadowed by the term 
endurance, which is often associated with sufferance” and body art.28 
In order to mobilize the temporal and bodily dimensions of Ricanness, 
I turn to how both these performance art practices might inform an 
understanding of the colonial body suffering through time. At times the 
connection to endurance and durational art is specific in these chapters 
and one notices the silent cameos of famous endurance artists like Chris 
Burden, Marina Abramović, Vito Acconci, Tehching Hsieh, Bruce Nau-
man, Zhang Huan, and Linda Montana,29 but mostly I am interested in 
how these aesthetic concerns advance our assessment of temporality and 
the colonial subject, outside of and alongside these well- known artists. 
Or, who is let into this dominant archive of endurance art at the expense 
of those forced to endure outside of it?

While each chapter of this book illuminates a Rican event in historical 
time, the event itself is not the endurance act in the traditional sense of 
the term. For example, I am not investigating individual performances 
that extend over twelve hours, twenty days, or a year, other than the act 
of colonialism itself, which is indeed never- ending. Even though endur-
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ance is often seen as labor sustained over linear time, in these chapters, 
the intensity of the acts stretches the brief time of the event into a cycli-
cal, looping eternity, which models the eternal recurrence of colonial 
practice. In all these moments of sufferance, performance transgresses 
the boundary between nonlinear time and affectation, as the spectator 
learns to assume the bodily effects of each artist and activist. The events 
of this book, whether a political assault against the state in under twenty 
minutes, a dramatic durational text of an hour, a one- minute avant- 
garde video, or a highly intensified performance art piece of ten minutes, 
capture the effects of Rican colonialism— a practice composed of both 
timelessness and too much time at the expense of the negated body. In 
doing so, I reorganize our recognition of endurance, and our automatic 
assumptions and responses to duration. In consequence, violence and 
the body are also brought into the spotlight under different determining 
factors, meaning that I ask readers to rethink their supposition of vio-
lence altogether. Might violence, if viewed outside its often debilitating 
optic, drive us to transcend our own repulsions, our abject relations with 
others? I place semi- short durational acts, not necessarily long- term ac-
tions, in direct confrontation with the everlasting effects of colonial time 
and history in very aggressive scenes.

Endurance, as I have translated it to fit Ricanness, is about laboring to 
eventually stare past the horizon with apprehension, longing, pain, and 
pleasure— no feeling invalidated by another in the long pursuit of libera-
tion and continual existence. This is the crucial component guiding my 
figuration of Ricanness, for if one is to speak fairly in matters of onto-
logical inquiry, endurance must sit at the center of such conversations. 
Another way of saying this is that to be delimited in the world, from the 
onset of birth, means to always already be running vigorously behind 
the hands of the clock, and when that colonial clock stops ticking, either 
for repair, disciplinary reform, or capitalistic gain, the unwanted con-
tinue laboring: above water or below ground, stumbling, falling, even in 
the event of no mechanical time at all.

This material exhaustion is indisputable in ADÁL’s photographs: the 
subaquatic Rican body steadily controls itself against suffocation; spas-
modic breath after breath, this subject works against the break point. 
The image, however, appropriates the abject feeling of drowning as an 
interminable sensation, one analogous to the draining awareness of sub-
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jection, regardless of one’s short mechanical time submerged. ADÁL’s 
images grant us an emergent performative practice in a space of duress: 
the choreographic glare of stillness, a perceived corporeal deadness at 
the hands of a snapshot. Holding one’s breath here is about surrendering 
any and all grip to historiography and plunging in dynamic nonlinear 
time in order to declare something about the living while prefiguring 
the dying. Against all odds and between all currents, his “drowning” 
subjects are examples of the capacity of endurance within the aesthetic 
domain.

The endurance mode throughout the book extends from, into, and 
beyond the privileged domain of durational aesthetics reserved for cer-
tain visual and performance art canons. This trope is also a temporal 
intervention in how we may begin to imagine different forms of an-
tioppressive, anticolonial performance. Taking a direct cue from my 
training in performance studies, I travel the course of aesthetics and 
politics enduringly. In this interdisciplinary exploration of the concept 
of Ricanness, I disclose an ontology of Rican anticolonial aesthetics. This 
ontology, this theory of being, is grounded in a sustained dislocation of 
a colonial hierarchy of the senses and bodily habitus within oftentimes 
brutal encounters. These violent encounters are not always as motionless 
as ADÁL’s photographs; at times, they disintegrate the subject, forcing 
the colonial subject to disappear and then reappear as another being in 
the world.

That is to say that if colonialism remains a thriving enterprise, we 
cannot follow its execution linearly.30 We must form new temporal alli-
ances in spaces of the event to unearth the deadly effects of oppressive 
time. I am deeply invested, here, in how Ricanness expresses the duality 
between excess time and no time, between history and the past under 
restrictions of colonialism and coloniality, at the site of performance. If 
Ricanness is always already colonial, sexualized, racialized, native, debt- 
ridden, at its base dangerously queer, enduring, and in constant existen-
tial crisis, my archive reflects this ontological inquiry. I move through 
anticolonial and postcolonial theory, Continental philosophy, psycho-
analysis, feminist and queer theory, Puerto Rican and Latinx studies, 
under the liberating guidance of performance studies.

Performance studies is the critical mechanism by which these fields 
distinctly come together throughout these pages. As a theoretical para-
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digm, mode of analysis, and heuristic to read aesthetics, culture, and 
sociality, performance studies works between multiple ways of meaning 
making, from the intellectual corpus to the materiality of the physical 
body. At the apogee of performance exists the manifestation of the sub-
ject/object, a subject’s way of being, doing, and redoing that breathes 
new worlds, oftentimes untenable under the regulating conditions of 
heteronormativity. Performance is also “a restoration of behavior” in 
which human actions are the results of an aggregate of past behaviors 
that are reorganized and remade according to an infinite number of pos-
sibilities— a temporal condition that parallels but also reshifts masculin-
ist, linear temporality.31 Restored behavior, then, provides a framework 
by which to understand how we do culture and also learn to revitalize 
it against impending odds. I imagine this field as a para-  or even meta- 
discipline, in which it is both alongside and beyond itself, extending the 
limits of its own chronology and linearity, while simultaneously being 
aware of performing such acts. As an almost meta- futural “discipline,” 
performance studies has regularly gained its aesthetic and political force 
by critically traversing systems of knowing, being, and doing, repurpos-
ing objects alternatively appearing lifeless in the overhaul of liveness. 
Strictly speaking, performance is always outside itself, in the world; as 
such, it simultaneously replays the social constructions it hopes to both 
demystify and engage. And, it has always left the door wide open for this 
tension, revealing that at its core lies a fertile aberration against norma-
tive rules of conduct and composure.

Chasing Philosophy, Following Fanon: The Corporeal- 
Performative Politics of Colonial Endurance

The material life of Ricanness is best gleaned when the psychic and 
the social touch, and when endurance and its deliberate effects restage 
survivalist scenes in nonlinear time. In turning to performance sites 
as practices of philosophy, I read for sustaining bodies at the limits of 
humanity. Just as ADÁL’s overtly still subjects provide an existential 
snapshot into the drowning life of Ricanness, Fanon, through his body, 
extends an alternative corporeal gesture in time— as both an act against 
unwantedness and a directive for life.
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From 1952, with the birth of Black Skin, White Masks, until The 
Wretched of the Earth in 1961 (the same year of his sudden death at 
thirty- six years old), Fanon produced some of the most comprehensive 
and provocative scholarship on the psychic and social constructions of 
colonialism at the site of his own enduring body.32 Influenced by psy-
choanalysis, political philosophy, existentialism, phenomenology, and 
Negritude theory, Fanon demonstrates his fullest contribution to those 
universal debates concerning existence, the human, freedom, and au-
thenticity. Through the personal and political exploration of Blackness, 
he deploys a new humanism, a revised metaphysics— not by beginning 
with the universal subject, often depleted of race, sexuality, and gender, 
but by starting from the subject in descent. At the horizon of death and 
forced rebirth, Fanon specifically describes the close encounter between 
the social and psychic, as he returns to his own act of bodily endurance 
in “The Fact of Blackness.”33 Staging a conversation between Continental 
philosophy and his marked body, Fanon evolves into a phenomenologist 
consciously aware of his psychic life. Allowing for the aesthetic moment 
to enter the space of politics, he describes what the choreography of ev-
eryday life might look and feel like for a colonized subject of Blackness.

In demonstrating again how performance is cultivated from scenes 
of redoing, I want to reproduce Fanon’s existential performance piece 
below as a performative, bodily, existential act. After being hailed into 
the world by a child, as either a “‘Dirty nigger!’ Or simply, ‘Look, a 
Negro!,’” Fanon demonstrates the metaphysical link joining the conjunc-
tion above.34 “Or” is used not simply to link alternatives, but to signal 
similarity. What, if any, does the world see as the difference between 
these two designations? It is Fanon’s act of endurance that supplies a re-
sponse to conventional, majoritarian understandings of Being. He states,

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, 
my spirit filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world, and 
then I found that I was an object in the midst of other objects. Sealed into 
this crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their attention 
was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into nonbeing, 
endowing me once more with an agility that I had thought lost, and by 
taking me out of the world, restoring me to it. But just as I reached the 
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other side, I stumbled, and the movements, the attitudes, the glances of 
the other fixed me there, in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed 
by a dye. I was indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. 
I burst apart. Now the fragments have been put together again by another 
self.35

Even if eventually bursting into pieces, Fanon’s desire to exist in the 
world, to be allowed the space to be existential, lives beside his singular 
facticity. In comparing himself to “objects in the midst of other objects,” 
he encounters his objecthood and, in the process, stumbles into “nonbe-
ing,” moving toward “an explanation” of another type of subjectivity. But 
the explanation is never attained because his being “bursts apart” and 
“the fragments” are put “together again by another self,” another ver-
sion of Fanon built from the Other. In this collapse and crumble of self, 
through both language and body, he elucidates how a standing and still 
body is ripped apart and decomposed, leaving little ontological alterna-
tive for colonized subjects. These fragments unveil a past self that can 
never be detached from his now- present composition, making one ques-
tion his entry into the future. What can Fanon’s bodily decomposition 
teach us about being human in the space of unwantedness?

Fanon’s multiple disembodied selves are made possible through dif-
ferent choreographic movements: stumbling, breaking, fragmenting, 
and bursting work in relation to being an object, rather than a whole 
subject, or what Fanon calls a being in triple consciousness. They un-
derscore the numerous choreographies of oppression and incompletion 
for the colonized other: one may stumble, fall, implode, explode, but one 
continues to sustain the act of human endurance, even if “by another 
self ” within the narrow space of negation. Incompletion here works as 
the incentive to keep on keeping on, rather than the source that impairs 
the subject. Fanon’s words above operate as a physical score of existential 
right, a recitation in bodily gesture propelled by the psychic life of an 
alienated subject. He illuminates what it viscerally feels like to wear co-
lonialism on the body and within the spirit, revealing the boundaries of 
both existence and ontology, while summoning the desire to be wanted, 
valuable beyond (but with) one’s facticity.

In that space Fanon calls “a zone of nonbeing,” he is in deliberate 
conversation with philosophical narratives of subjectivity. Throughout 

Ruiz_i_229.indd   16 4/18/19   10:59 AM



Introduction | 17

his writing, he stages openings between his “zone of nonbeing” and Hei-
degger’s Da- sein,36 Nietzsche’s construction of human tragedy, Hegel’s 
“being for others,” Sartre’s subject at the space of Nausea and nothing-
ness, Lacan’s barred subject laboring under the state, and Merleau- 
Ponty’s charge against a being without bodily intellect.37 In Fanon, like 
in Merleau- Ponty (whose lectures Fanon attended while in France),38 
the bodily schema is the main site to understand the subject’s interiority. 
It is Fanon, however, who institutes the hard labor of interrogating race, 
both psychoanalytically and philosophically, even when the call to the 
human is situated universally. Consequently, I cannot turn away from 
his work, even when I feel most estranged by his homophobia.39 His 
corporeal plea for being, and the desire to be wanted in a world that does 
not want him is a reminiscent sound, and this sound seeps into the pages 
of this book, guiding the interconnection of colonialism and Ricanness. 
In this take on Ricanness, the tight spaces of negation, dread, violence, 
despair, incompletion, combustion, and disintegration— informed by 
colonial practice and residue— help one find the time to breathe within 
the closed quarters of depletion and alienation. In following a Fanonian 
compass, this exploration of Ricanness turns to the philosophical, social, 
and psychic, as they meet at the site of the enduring body within the 
aesthetic domain.

I understand the risk I run of conflating identifications and construc-
tions of Being throughout this book, but I deliberately turn to Blackness 
as a philosophical framework to read existence writ large, against and 
with other figurations of Being. In saying so, I want us to consider what 
Blackness unearths about life and death that other analytics might not 
ever understand about existence. Or, what can Fanon teach us about 
Ricanness? What can Ricanness teach us about Fanon, and all of these 
philosophical zones of being and nonbeing alike?

Fanon— like Heidegger, Bergson, and Merleau- Ponty (as I will show 
later)40— provides ample mileage to read for Ricanness within Being. 
When Continental philosophy refused the commitment to race, Fanon 
lent his spirit, allowing one to enter these metaphysical debates through 
the utility of one’s own viscerality. I’d be hard- pressed as a scholar if I 
tossed his work, or any flawed text, into the dustbin. Fanon, like the fig-
ures of these chapters, is productively complicated, incomplete, wanting 
in his unwantedness. I have learned, through performance studies, to 
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recycle and co- opt dominant narratives that attempt to both define and 
erase me. How else might I see myself, the supposed problem within the 
human, in philosophy’s performative contemplations of existence?

Similar to this philosophical preoccupation, the aesthetic is the other 
constant variable of this book. An investment in Puerto Rican subjectiv-
ity, through aesthetic interventions in time by artists and revolutionaries 
who essentially espouse their own philosophical truths in their work, 
directs these pages. This book concerns the openings and boundaries 
of philosophy, which the subjects of these chapters explicitly invite the 
reader to travel. ADÁL, Dolores “Lolita” Lebrón Sotomayor, Papo Colo, 
Pedro Pietri, and Ryan Rivera live at the horizon of existence; and it is 
through performance that their existential desires and phenomenologi-
cal affinities are revealed.

Such affinity is also visible in the twenty years I’ve spent chasing phi-
losophy, determined to see racialized, colonized, sexualized, queer, mi-
noritarian beings at the center of conversations about existence, time, 
essence, selfhood, authenticity, and freedom. It is unsurprising, then, 
that I would take such flights into the philosophical alongside these con-
cerns and these Rican cultural figures. Throughout this long run, Fanon 
has been both the compass and compact armor against this refusing 
world, guiding me through the white maze of philosophy and psycho-
analysis at the performative spot of both social and psychic debates that 
have maintained Western metaphysical thought. This is all to say that 
I am interested in what an ontological excavation of Ricanness (what 
is this thing’s essence?) reveals about existence and subjectivity in the 
very life of the aesthetic. Philosophy may not want me, but its perpetual 
obsession with death proves that the field cannot survive without us at 
the limit of existence. Even when we are not written into print, we are 
on the pages, silently waiting to be wanted alongside the unproblematic 
universal subject. This book turns to the Rican subject in anticolonial 
performance to tell life stories at the perimeter of mortality.

Importantly, I must also explain my connection to certain disconcert-
ing philosophers: I pull from Heidegger’s ideas about the transformation 
of the subject enduring through time, because by rethinking temporality 
and its linear authority, one reshifts the human condition. I am aware 
of the discomfort that will arise from my use of Heidegger in conversa-
tion with colonized subjects, considering his deplorable and inexcus-
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able affiliations with the Nazi Party. Yet, my engagement with Heidegger 
is specific: I need to understand the ontological relationship between 
temporality, existence, intersubjectivity, and death in a way that both 
uses and departs from his rendition of Being within the philosophical 
tradition, but also provides an escape hatch for alternative continual 
becomings. He will never be able to offer an ontological corrective for 
Ricanness, but through his work on time, I can extend Ricanness into 
the domain of temporality. Heidegger, like the expanse of Western meta-
physical thought, is not critically concerned with the racialized other, 
but I read Ricanness into philosophy. If Ricanness is always already 
dead, or near to death, I must turn to philosophy’s obsession with death 
for a fuller understanding of existence writ large.

In Heidegger’s understanding, the subject must always reckon with 
“the temporalization of temporality,” since time equals not a final depar-
ture, but rather a subject enduring in time.41 There is no way to sepa-
rate being from temporality: they exist as counterparts in one’s search 
for conscious awareness and freedom. Da- sein is interpreted in various 
ways as the meaning of existence, the essence of what it means to be 
human;42 being- thereness;43 and presence itself.44 Heidegger himself 
explains the term as “the site of the understanding of being”45 or “that 
entity which is characterized as being- in- the- world . . . being- with- one- 
another.”46 For Heidegger, Da- sein does not live within one isolated 
agency of time, such as the past, present, or future, but joins together 
these three states. He sees temporality as “ecstatic,”47 as relating to the 
interconnected experience of these states of time— with the futural hold-
ing the most promise. In other words, “This ecstasy makes it possible for 
Da- sein to be able to take over resolutely the being that it already is” and 
what it might become.48 But Da- sein, lest we forget, is not equivalent to 
a human being; even in its many layers and translations, it rather signals 
what it means to be a being within time.

Heidegger’s construction of Da- sein is generally viewed as linear— the 
living subject confronts their inevitable death, while also never able to 
experience the individual death of another. In this situation, the finality 
of death marks the end of the subject. But this death- bound subjectivity, 
or the anticipation imbedded in one’s future as “being- toward- death,” 
merely offers the perception of linearity.49 The reality of the subject’s 
transformation, for Heidegger, is not a temporally collapsing one, but 
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one in dimensioned time, which moves beyond a series of points and 
into the complex properties of the subject enduring through time 
instead.

In and of itself, Heidegger recognizes that the linear notion of time is 
“vulgar,”50 limiting one’s access to an “authentic” life through the prime 
example of the mechanistic clock. In an endeavor to expose us to the 
durational moments of a clock ticking us into existence, he shares, “If we 
approach an event with a clock, then the clock makes the event explicit, 
but more with respect to its unfolding in the now than with respect to 
the how- much of its duration.”51 In expanding this idea, he adds, “What 
primarily the clock does in each case is not to indicate the how- long or 
how- much of time in its present flowing, but to determine the specific 
fixing of the now.”52 Still unsatisfied with temporal linearity, he asks the 
following questions: “What is the now?”; “Am I myself the now and my 
existence time?”; and “Or is it ultimately time itself that procures for 
itself the clock in us?”53 These questions mark the internal depths and 
arbitrariness located within time, and Heidegger’s desire to change lin-
ear time— not defend it; knowing all too well that linearity will never 
be able to reveal the exquisite and complex qualities of the futural and 
authentic freedom of the subject.

Therefore, I understand Heidegger’s idea of Da- sein to be not a linear 
one, even if the clock is the most linear of objects and Da- sein ceases 
to be when it “has reached the end.”54 Not knowing what this end is, or 
how one releases oneself from a constant state of endurance, I question 
whether one can actually end or die, or if all of meaning and existence is 
just one big run toward something else, maybe something already dead. 
In a poignant moment of temporal clarity, Heidegger defines the mean-
ing of Da- sein in time and death, characterizing it as a “running ahead 
to its past.”55 He expresses this condition in several choreographic ways, 
wherein running clarifies the nonlinearity of human existence and time 
itself: “running ahead to the past is Dasein’s running up against its most 
extreme possibility”;56 “this running ahead is nothing other than the au-
thentic and singular future of one’s own Dasein”;57 “maintaining myself 
alongside my past in running ahead I have time.”58 And importantly, 
“Running ahead seizes the past as the authentic possibility of every mo-
ment of insight, as what is now certain. Being futural . . . gives time, 
because it is time itself.”59 In the above descriptions of time, there are no 
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sequential markers in these running scenes. In fact, in these activated 
scenarios, time is not a measuring system used to sequence events; it is 
also not locatable within a Newtonian theory of absolute reality, moving 
chronologically on a straight line. Although the linear presentation of a 
past, present, and future announces a type of protracted movement in 
time, time’s ontological speed is faster than its duration.

In further clarifying his commitment to different movements in time, 
Heidegger shares the paradoxical, but looping nature of Da- sein. He 
states that it “is not itself historical. Dasein, however, is in itself histori-
cal in so far as it is its possibility. In being futural Dasein is its past . . . the 
past— experienced as authentic historicity— is anything but what is past. 
It is something to which I can return again and again.”60 In this loop-
ing rendition of time, Heidegger challenges historical presuppositions 
and linear presumptions— both used to “time” the subject into spaces 
of infinite stasis, in which death is the only thing that can define, start, 
and end a being.

If “Dasein is the whole of time,”61 then time has no real end. Time is 
the future.62 And since we haven’t landed on that future just yet, time is 
but a beginning and a perception of an ending, not the ending itself. Ac-
cording to the philosopher, we never experience or know our own death; 
thus, we may never accurately experience finitude. He offers a promising 
rendition of finality, however: there is no real end in time, that is, when 
its “ecstasies” are on the horizon. The crucial matter, for Heidegger, as 
it is for me in this book, is that we recognize “time as the underlying 
structure of being”;63 without this idea of an enduring subject in time, 
there are no planes by which to understand a being in the full sense of 
Da- sein. If we are essentially how we live, I am interested in discover-
ing the Rican subject’s life course within colonial temporality; or the 
potential of the Rican subject’s freedom, both fraught with no time and 
extra time, wherein their surplus, and lack thereof, produce and advance 
temporal looping. In saying so, I am also asking us to reconsider how 
Ricanness begins enduring in time, in this act of a looping subjectivity 
that reorients our linear understanding of the human.

In a similar political expenditure of my own, Chicana feminist phi-
losopher Mariana Ortega spells out what’s at stake for women of color 
doing and enacting philosophy, especially when engaging with Hei-
degger.64 On writing with, for, and against the discipline, she says, “Feel-
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ing comfortable in the world of philosophy has not been easy for me”;65 
she adds that this writing is her attempt “at finding a sense of belonging 
and ease within a discipline that forgets the contributions of those re-
garded as ‘others.’”66 Pulling from both the personal and the political, 
Ortega locates those lived experiences, delineated by race and gender, at 
the apex of metaphysical thought. Of her use of Heideggerian existen-
tial phenomenology in particular, she states, “My view of multiplicitous 
selfhood does not constitute an endorsement of his political or personal 
views but rather an engagement with valuable phenomenological in-
sights from his description of the self as Da- sein.”67 She also declares 
her fantasy against him, too, which is similar to my own: “I wish to shat-
ter Heidegger’s account of Da- sein— to see all the different directions in 
which Heidegger’s view can be taken rather than staying confined” by 
the parameters he sets up for existence.68 In wishing to shatter his ac-
count of existence, she defies disciplinary borders, moving from Latinx 
feminist thought, existential phenomenology, and critical race theory 
to stage a conversation with Heidegger that challenges heteronorma-
tive constructions of being- in- the- world. Through a close exploration of 
social spaces like the borderlands, specific cultural localities, notions of 
home, the place of mestizaje, and world traveling, Ortega reforms iden-
tity, selfhood, and belonging. Social spaces afford her the capacity to 
read for those “othered” and still becoming subjectivities. In doing so, 
she translates Continental philosophy, and so I follow her lead in this 
book, but also provide another escape hatch. From start to finish, space 
and spatial politics conjoin her ideas; in this way, Ortega speaks to the 
cultural lexicon that tightly sustains Latinx studies. It’s a cultural logic 
I have been struggling to find my way through, and in doing so, I have 
turned to how time reorients spatiality and Latinx studies, too.

Like Ortega, Fanon helps me translate the time of Da- sein as he ex-
plicates the following position: “[The] challenge to the colonial world is 
not a rational confrontation of points of view. It is not a treatise on the 
universal, but the untidy affirmation of an original idea propounded as 
an absolute”69— and, I would add, composed of different temporal states. 
In rethinking Da- sein against its universal agenda, I am reminded of 
the following beautifully aphoristic moments in Fanon’s work, wherein 
he shifts our temporal understanding of Being altogether: “I am part of 
Being to the degree that I go beyond it”;70 “The body of history does not 
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determine a single one of my actions”; and “And it is by going beyond 
the historical . . . that I will initiate the cycle of my freedom.”71 These 
moments sufficiently emphasize what’s at stake for all colonized subjects: 
a reordering of time at the deliberate expense of linearity.

To explicitly expose the internal clock of colonized subjectivity, Fanon 
extends his own genealogical compass into a deeper analysis of W. E. B. 
Du Bois’s double consciousness with his version of a third- person con-
sciousness.72 In Fanon’s three psychic states one is always aware that one 
is being looked at; one is always having to see oneself as one is seen; and 
last, a legitimate idea of self and other is always mitigated by the inva-
sion of the psyche. By differentiating between “the third person” and 
“the triple person,” he shows how the latter consumes his own subjectiv-
ity.73 To exist in “triple person” is a psychic and bodily laboring that is 
filled with exhaustion, unquantifiable in mechanical, linear time. Just as 
Fanon’s consciousness (unconsciousness!) becomes a manifestation of 
endurance, the characters of this book express such sustainment, too.74

But how does this subject obtain ontological value under restrictive 
time? How does one “initiate the cycle of freedom” Fanon advances? 
One way to answer these questions is to directly address the concern 
of mortality, or death, which is the central preoccupation not only of 
philosophy, but of Ricanness (although Albert Camus would say phi-
losophy’s main concern is actually suicide).75 Although many argue that 
being- toward- death overshadows life, specifically for those subjects still 
living on the margins, this critique falls into a dangerous dialectical trap, 
refusing to exit the paradox of existence. Being unable to read for exis-
tence outside the poles of life and death in the here and now, the idea is 
that if the living are condemned to perpetually be with death in everyday 
life, how do they actually start existing? Surrounded by the dominant 
discourse of death, how do the most vulnerable, still living, actually live? 
Death appears to erase pleasure and desire for life and to cement the 
transparency of the subject, for who are we really if we live only as frag-
mented versions of ourselves? The incomplete moments of being human 
remain bearable, however, if we rethink the boundaries of life and death 
simultaneously. In Ricanness, death and life are not antithetical to one 
another: there’s a continuum of existence that abides between, before, 
and beyond them. Death is also not a hauntology or a symptom of racial 
melancholia; it’s more than its perceived end. It’s even more than the 
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end. In fact, it might be where we all begin, even if slightly deadened 
from the start.

Ricans, as I argue throughout, begin their call to life on unsteady 
ground several steps behind in time, in a position of descent— similar 
to those positions explored by both ADÁL and Fanon. This unsteadi-
ness, as a phenomenological read presumes, lingers in the present, but is 
also a wormhole for time travel into the future. Against a universalistic 
rendering of experience, I am not convinced that all subjects exist in 
the expansive realm of Being under oppressive time, or that all cho-
reographic acts of existence feel the same. Colonial subjects experience 
a different form of alienation from beings who do not descend in life 
first, sometimes dead, or dying a little before living, in their enduring 
pursuits for liberation and freedom. Being- toward- death, in these cases, 
is not a daunting manifestation; it’s an insurgent alternative to a limited 
existence.

Death has always been available, even “free,” to colonized subjects, 
so disbanding from its logic will not free us from it; we have always al-
ready been somewhat dead in our labor, sheer physical appearance, or 
want for recognition. Discussing death not necessarily as an act of bio-
politics and necropolitics but as something more futural and promising, 
might land us in search of ourselves, in our wanton liberations against 
our unwantedness. Exchanging glances with mortality is an event no 
one can escape, of course, but one I see as a different experience for 
Ricans, for all colonized subjects. This book is invested in how death, 
just like other exercises in movement and time— falling, collapsing, 
pausing, waiting, running, jumping, being still, physically and painfully 
enduring— becomes a bearable, auspicious, and insurgent act under re-
strictive temporalities. Or, how do the “dead” live?

Incomplete Subjects, Unwanted Beings: Deathly Methods in 
Puerto Rican and Latinx Studies

My version of Ricanness imagines past the horizon— not as a recapitula-
tion of the nationalist debate, or a sentimental reading of what could be 
in independence, but how each artist/activist learns to endure through 
performance in order to create their own dimension of bearable exis-
tence, even if in the space of imbued violence and pain. In saying this I 
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find myself again halted by the Puerto Rican studies Superego (of course, 
I have partially invented this figure). It perpetually advises me to push 
against the “nationalist/colonialist binary” that manages most debates 
about Ricanness. It compels me to work ethically against nostalgia, to 
think critically alongside lack and incompletion as viable pathways 
to subjectivity, and to remove myself from the romance of liberation, 
revolution, and communal longing. Earlier, however, ADÁL created the 
space to rehearse such deathly conversations; his work releases this very 
apprehension from Ricanness into the aesthetic domain. In this version 
of Ricanness, I am interested in how incompletion, negation, even at 
the level of oppressive perception and at the extent of death, foment 
bearable ways of being in the world, and invite not- so- pleasant, violent 
moments of being- together, being mutually transformed.

My argument is that Ricanness functions as a continual performance 
of bodily endurance against US colonialism, unfolding via aesthetic in-
terventions in time. The Puerto Rican situation exists simultaneously 
under too much time and timelessness: on the one hand time has ap-
peared to stand still for the island, basically unchanged in its quasi- 
national status since the annexation of Puerto Rico to the United States 
in 1898. The island’s lack of a “liberatory moment” makes it difficult to 
read through traditional constructions of time and subject comple-
tion, so I turn to temporal acts of excess and redeploy them as resis-
tance, inner strength, survival, transformation, and self- determination 
through scenes of endurance. Through performative interventions in the 
temporal, the cultural figures I highlight challenge the colonial legacy 
that has perceived such diasporic subjects as tragically incomplete, frac-
tured, lacking, ahistorical, and/or delayed. There’s a way to read with 
and through unwantedness, I suggest, that does not destroy the futural 
prospects of the subject under a looping colonialism. This book attempts 
to tell that story.

My understanding of Ricanness is highly indebted to Latinx studies 
scholar Antonio Viego’s intellectual labor. Somewhat of an outlier in the 
field, Viego boldly explains how critical race and ethnicity scholars often 
fall prey to the dominant discourses they hope to work against. In exam-
ining the Latinx subject, he turns to how Lacanian psychoanalysis might 
help us resist and reimagine racist discourse. In doing so, he subverts 
this discourse, building on the very foundation of negation and incom-
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pletion to read for subjectivity, even in spaces of death. The racialized 
hysteric, for Viego, is viewed as a subject who is actively resisting the 
Other through reinvention, or the creation of new symptoms. This re-
quires the master to constantly create new labels to continue to suppress 
the subject. For Viego, themes in social and ego psychology, framed by 
the desire of the whole and complete subject, actually strengthen violent 
discourse against racialized subjects. Incompletion, as a benchmark for 
subjectivity, is not a negation of a limited life, adversely encapsulating 
evaluations of the subject. A lack of wholeness, and racial and sexual 
transparency, does not delimit the prospects of being in the world. In 
fact, as Viego claims in a critique of critical race and ethnicity studies 
thinkers who rely so heavily on social and ego psychology schemas to 
read the Brown subject, the “repeated themes of wholeness, complete-
ness, and transparency with respect to ethnic- racialized subjectivity are 
what provide racist discourse with precisely the notion of subjectivity 
that it needs in order to function most effectively.”76 In an attempt to get 
out of this trap, this book continues this line of thinking in hope that 
negation may lead us to the spaces where the unwanted are essentially 
desirable on their own terms, and outside of pellucidity.

Like Viego, Patricia Gherovici turns to Lacan for traction in The 
Puerto Rican Syndrome, in which she examines the origins of the titular 
disorder, created by US Army doctors in the 1950s. Doctors observed 
Puerto Rican Korean War veterans with afflictions such as “anxiety, rage, 
psychotic symptoms, and unpremeditated suicide attempts, followed by 
depression and often amnesia about the spectacular crises.”77 This syn-
drome, which is also known as ataque de nervios in the psychiatric com-
munity, is a hysteria in response to colonialism, as Gherovici argues. 
These symptoms actually reflect the Other’s (in this case the United 
States’) message of violence in order to demand liberation.78 Working 
against the master/slave dialectic, here, the author exposes, too, the psy-
chical residue of both war and racism, how it infiltrates Ricanness and 
becomes the impetus for its erasure.79

Frances R. Aparicio has similarly argued that Puerto Ricans in the 
United States “continue to be seen as Racial Others who need to be 
contained, supervised, and controlled by the state, and its institutions.” 
The designation of Puerto Ricans as an “ethnic group” serves not only 
as an entry into the system of institutional multiculturalism, but as a 
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method to subvert both racialized, subordinated views and radical, self- 
constructed views of Ricanness.80 Viego, Gherovici, and Aparicio offer 
us a way to read for psychical time in Ricanness, even in spaces of Brown 
obscurity, and provide a way out of this trap through the very language 
of incompletion, otherness, and fragmentation that is often subsumed 
by the burden of liveness and transparency.

But how do subjects really come to know one another through their 
negation in life? Do these fragmented subjects link bodily forces and 
build a signifying chain of perceived completion? Are they always as 
still as ADÁL’s subjects, or as combustible as Fanon’s? For José Esteban 
Muñoz, the temporal valences of Brownness register as a “mode of affec-
tive particularity that a subject feels in herself or recognizes in others.”81 
Subjects, in this sense, come to know one another through their nega-
tion. Muñoz argues that Brownness’s real sense of political and social 
power is found in how such identifying subjects come to know, feel, love, 
and exist with one another. This occurs through theatricality, speech 
acts, quotidian occurrences, and performance more generally— a way 
of acting and feeling both on-  and offstage, in the space of ephemerality 
and the documentation of any happening. Working from this tradition 
here, then, Brownness, like Ricanness, is about feeling, doing, emoting, 
and sensing— and also, as I contend, how we learn to wait with/for/on 
the other and the self in incompletion, even if one never fully exists. 
In this waiting, we learn to co- opt heteronormative velocity and use its 
tempo in our exchanges with one another. In particular, we access our 
own unrealized subjectivity through our intersubjective relationships on 
constant loop, rotating to the cadences of coalesced existences.

Muñoz, always Browning the queer archive and queering the Brown 
one, suggests that ontology itself is a process and product of the fu-
ture, something still unrealized. In suggesting that “queerness is not yet 
here”— a claim that is equally spatial and temporal— he also provides a 
slight adjustment: utopia is not always a place; at times it is a temporal con-
viction, an instantaneous want, an ephemeral act that alleviates the horror, 
terror, and apprehension in the now for queers and people of color.82 That 
is to say that Brownness is not only in this here and now, but always al-
ready oriented toward transformation— its essence is formed by the poten-
tial of utopia in a quite dystopic world. With and through Muñoz, I have 
come to search for moments that compose the nexus of queer, Brown, and 
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Rican temporality, whether in elongated or shortened temporal scenes. In 
a further theoretical leap, I want to suggest, then, that the Brown subject, 
always first by way of the Rican body, experiences an incompletion also by 
orienting itself to what lies beyond the beyond: a meta- futurity wherein 
the future always pushes up against its own future.

In Latinx studies, spatial concerns and historiography, not neces-
sarily these temporal charges, have dominated postcolonial discourse, 
Latinx feminisms, and critical race theory. Queer studies, in contrast, 
remains transfixed by temporality, adjusting the present to fit into the 
future by challenging the horizon to best glean the subject’s past. Queer 
theorists like Muñoz, Sara Ahmed, Jack Halberstam, Tavia Nyong’o, 
Roderick A. Ferguson, Dana Luciano, and Elizabeth Freeman, to name 
only a very few, have placed pressure on the heteronormativity of time 
by exploring new temporalities as crucial acts in the evolution of theory 
and practice.83 This gesture is also a political exercise in creating new 
alternatives to reproduction— alternatives that are not always linked to 
baby making and marriage as ultimate signifiers of valuable life, living, 
being- with, intrasubjectivity, and the transparency and completion of 
the minoritarian subject. For example, Freeman’s brilliant, Marxian- 
infused work stages aesthetic and political encounters in art, film, and 
literature through various temporal modes. Linking all of these phe-
nomena is her concept of chrononormativity: time that pushes and man-
ages the subject’s body to its maximal potential in the name of capitalist 
productivity and gain.84 Sara Ahmed, in a similar maneuver to that 
of Freeman, mobilizes phenomenology as a viable analytic for queer 
studies, an act I follow in Latinx and performance studies. In avant- 
garde articulation of corporeal endurance, Ahmed shows how human 
interactions unfurl under the graceful watch of space— not outside of 
time, but with space as the director of these exchanges. By turning to 
phenomenology’s investment in the body, a deliberate charge against 
the Cartesian mandate (only the mind, mind before body, mind with 
no body), she exposes how subjects, objects, and the “thing” itself are 
all emotionally and sensorially “oriented” in space and time, and how 
queer ways of being- in- the- world disorganize and reorient heteronor-
mative ways of existence.85 Time and its anxious residue sit at the very 
interior of queerness.
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Pulling from queer studies, phenomenology, political philosophy, 
and psychoanalysis, I turn to the ambivalences and negations found in 
aesthetic spaces to feel for the incomplete minoritarian subject moving 
toward the futural. In doing so, I continue to build on Muñoz’s work, 
placing pressure on the field of Latinx studies to move from a typically 
spatial obsession with border violence to encompass expansive queer 
temporalities. This intervention, at times, has been read as a dismissal 
of the present state of emergency, a disregard for the dangerous state 
of politics for people of color, but a closer look might unlock what’s re-
ally at stake, specifically for those of us committed to riding this train. 
Muñoz understands what’s missing in this world, in this here and now, 
precisely because he theorizes from the glum reality of the present in a 
hopeful stance toward something better.

Similarly, Ricanness is not a rejection of the here and now, but a “run-
ning ahead to the past”86 in order to land on something else we haven’t 
yet dreamed up. Or as Fanon reminds us of colonial life, “The real leap 
consists in introducing invention into existence.”87 In demanding space 
within the future, I also ask Latinx studies to continue remarking its 
spots, even if such markers land us on X.88 As a via negativa through 
the living death of colonialism, Ricanness is an intersubjective relational 
type of dreaming of an otherwise.

There’s no denying that the present is both a terrorizer and a site of ter-
ror for queer, Brown, minoritarian, colonized, Rican subjects, always six 
feet underground, or submerged under water, or engulfed by heteronor-
mative strategies run by colonization, racialization, and sexualization.89 
But since temporality is not prescriptive or linear, and is deciphered in our 
pleasures, displeasures, longings for one another at the site of death, ne-
gation, fragmentation, despair, and alienation, we might see these enact-
ments as gestures toward the illuminations of the horizon. In my futural, 
the unwanted find refuge in their imposed and communal maladies in the 
compressed places of violence, pain, and suffering, alongside love, gratifi-
cation, and resilient dreaming. In these spaces of negation and methexis, 
I work with— not against— fragmentation, ambivalence, and repulsion as 
vital sources of existence in both the psychic and social life of the unwanted 
being. Oftentimes these moments are internally transformative, wondrous, 
and exquisite— not necessarily pain- free, but certainly cathartic.
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The Logic of Nonlinearity in Ricanness

Ricanness is organized somewhat chronologically, tracing the threads 
of post– World War II Rican cultural history; but it simultaneously dis-
rupts that lineage, pressing against linear time in a looping nature. Each 
chapter focuses on a different measure of time as both an aesthetic and 
political medium: the artists and activists of this book either press pause 
on time, or wait with time, run us into exhaustion or drag us through 
dread and dying. They do so by staging scenes with death, running 
against time, and jumping into its confines, banging their heads against 
chronology to underscore the unique temporality of colonial residue. 
The following chapters spell out how each cultural figure of this text is 
actually ahead of their time, that is, if we reorganize our understanding 
of linearity. All of the cultural figures featured in this book stand against 
the heteronormative grain, either through a critique of übermasculin-
ity in racialized subjectivity, fighting against normative constructions of 
femmeness, advancing erotic energies that signal new ways of belong-
ing, and pushing past dominant stories that hold race, ethnicity, and the 
nation sacredly together in contempt of an impotent sexuality, and a 
transparent Rican and Brown subject.

Chapter 1 begins in 1954 on the US congressional floor: the day Do-
lores “Lolita” Lebrón Sotomayor and fellow members of the Puerto 
Rican Nationalist Party (formed in the 1920s as a response to US co-
lonialism) staged an armed assault against the United States. I look to 
Lebrón’s actions in the Capitol as a way to discuss how the subject of-
fers death as a way to access subjectivity. In paying close attention to 
Lebrón’s bodily endurance as evidence of her desire to offer death for 
the independence of Puerto Rico, I assert that the only thing that she, 
as a colonial subject, rightfully owns upon entry into the world is her 
own death. An understanding of her death drive is linked to Lebrón’s 
presentation of self, challenging the traditional, androgynous view of 
a female revolutionary. The important aesthetic details of her perfor-
mance are not, in my argument, antithetical to other markers that claim 
and seek to trivialize her: former beauty queen, mother of the nation, 
femme fatale, beautiful convoy, and hysterical, suicidal depressive. Leb-
rón symbolizes the relationship between aesthetics, death, and gender. 
She walked into the Capitol building wearing the struggle and desire of 
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the prospect of dying as fervently and fearlessly as the glamorous attire, 
red lipstick, and gun that were her signature accessories. I suggest that 
Lebrón is more than a sacrificing mother, a pathological terrorist with 
red lips, or an accomplice to male leaders; she stages a site through 
which to dismantle Rican patriarchy and restage death, both imposed 
and re- created by colonialism.

While this was not the colony’s only attack of its kind, it was the first 
time a Rican female revolutionary led the revolt against the United 
States on mainland territory. This is symbolic for several reasons, which 
force a return to the 1930s to understand the magnitude of Lebrón’s ac-
tions in the 1950s. During the 1930s, sterilization policies were designed 
to control an ostensible overpopulation issue on the island. These pro-
cedures became widespread in Puerto Rico, and by 1965 it was reported 
that 35 percent of Puerto Rican women had been sterilized. Sterilization 
policies were officially in practice from the 1930s to the 1970s, and the re-
sultant massive extermination of a population left a stench of impending 
death that saturated the very essence of Ricanness.90 The female body, 
once a sight of life and reproduction, became a site of finitude. During 
the 1930s, Lebrón was in her teens, learning to survive her own extermi-
nation. And still she carries the stench of death onto the congressional 
floor in 1954 and stages a new political and philosophical conversation 
with death. In her, we see the resilience of the femme, female, feminist, 
mother of the nation who refuses the call to suicide, and instead offers 
us a recitation for Being.

Chapter 2 highlights multidisciplinary artist Papo Colo and his 1977 
performance piece Superman 51. In Superman 51, Colo runs down the 
West Side Highway in New York City with fifty- one wooden planks at-
tached to his back; he runs for ten minutes until he falls from exhaus-
tion. In the performance Jumping the Fences, Colo leaps over fifty- one 
fences in Puerto Rico, New York City, and other locations around the 
world. The number fifty- one symbolizes the possible future of Puerto 
Rico as the fifty- first state. This chapter, then, explores the conceptual 
artist’s mapping of temporality against an already imposed choreogra-
phy of Being through acts of collapse and the movements of running 
and jumping with the number fifty- one. I argue that Colo’s übermascu-
line public acts of endurance among the concrete, metal, and cement of 
the globe serve a revolutionary function for the Rican subject; he stages 
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time on the building materials of space itself, illustrating the temporally 
futile components of masculinity.

Although Colo’s acts can be considered revolutionary much in the 
same way we read the actions of Lebrón as a highly aestheticized per-
formance, revolutionaries such as Lebrón and conceptual artists such 
as Colo work in different contextual domains, awaiting different conse-
quences. Colo, while he runs at full speed down a highway, does not pull 
out a .38 Luger pistol and begin to fire in the actual place where policy 
is made legible. Yet, his performances of exhaustion highlight both the 
limits and potential of the Rican body bound by a geopolitical state of 
neither here nor there, now or then.

Chapter 3 transports us to a fancy French restaurant, or a Bronx hall-
way toilet, highlighting the work of Nuyorican icon Reverend Pedro 
Pietri with a particular focus on his experimental and existential one- 
act endurance play The Masses Are Asses. Pietri’s crude play takes place 
“sometime last week” with two characters, Lady and Gentleman.91 The 
play’s events occur in timed sequences that repeat and loop back on 
themselves, and become clear indicators of the colonial time of dread. 
While the play tackles socioeconomic issues such as poverty and im-
perialism, and the bourgeoisie’s control of mankind, it also highlights 
domestic violence and sexual abuse of women. As readers we travel a 
treacherous terrain: Gentleman beats, verbally abuses, and rapes Lady 
precisely when she desires to release herself from the quagmire of life’s 
despair that he has helped to create and sustain. Through this hardship, 
the reader is forced into the cramped space of colonial violence in the 
site of a bathroom, with no way out.

I suggest that the social spaces of this play invite us to read the text 
through the measuring stick of temporal dread. The characters descend 
in time in order to finally exist again. And descent, in this chapter, de-
marcates how downward movement is a revolutionary action that ulti-
mately serves to resist or ascend in the face of colonialism. In this piece, 
endurance is a hardening and precipitation of being— one animated by 
the ultimate intimacies of vulgarity.

In chapter 4, I share the archive of the late New York– based queer 
Rican avant- garde multimedia and performance artist Ryan Rivera by 
examining his experimental videos. In his 2002 videos, less than a min-
ute each, Rivera remains abstracted, drawing the spectator’s attention 
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to the psychical states of self- injury and suffering. Through close- ups, 
a manipulation of real time, splicing, and overexposure (all techniques 
that make seconds feel like hours), Rivera pushes the spectator to en-
dure a series of grotesque actions; he repeatedly bangs his head against 
plexiglass, places his fist down his throat, holds his breath, retches, and 
violently punches and slaps his face. If the senses are where being is con-
stituted, how do we, as spectators, learn to wait with this disembodied 
artist? This chapter explicates the political and aesthetic consequences 
of waiting in the seat of sensation with and for a bodiless Rican subject. 
Rivera compels us to wait in dissonance through the exploitation of the 
senses as a way to redeem our own materiality and engender a type of 
queer calling. Rivera urges us to sit with him as he beats his head against 
the never- quite- postcolonial, creating new forms of Brown and Rican 
intimacy. I showcase the narrow space of a video screen as Rivera, on 
loop, reformulates the Cartesian split and illuminates the Rican thinking 
mind without a body that must bang its queer postcolonial head against 
the fast- paced heteronormative world.

All of this book’s aesthetic sites are located on the East Coast, a geo-
graphical location that has been home to millions of Rican subjects 
(New York’s Puerto Rican population is the largest of any city in the 
world) for more than a hundred twenty years.92 While it seems, through 
my depictions of these places, that Ricanness is about the formation of 
subjectivity through social spaces, I am most concerned with how these 
tight locations unveil something about Ricanness that is profoundly 
temporal and on loop in an act of eternal recurrence.

All of these artists/activists teach us something about the racial-
ized overtones found in gender, sex, and sexuality at the site of colo-
nial practice. The reader will notice that I turn to concerns of gender 
and sexuality through the trope and trajectory of impotence: whether 
through an unrealized and exhausted hypermasculinity collapsing on 
the highway; the beaten- up and sweaty face without bodily organs; the 
constant execution of gender violence, rape, and abuse; or the death 
that is not taken in a final act of femme empowerment; the construc-
tion of “barrenness” situates the call to existence in this book. To “feel 
impotent inside of your own condition,” as ADÁL himself explains, is 
one of the deepest concerns of both endurance and Ricanness. This im-
potence, however, does not minimize life, but rather is used to propel 
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one forward through the mired maze of colonial existence.93 The colo-
nial enterprise is always already set to a certain sexualized tempo at the 
expense of the racialized subject bound to the nation.

Each chapter of Ricanness presents the artist or revolutionary as a 
harbinger of existential right; and I “reproduce” the existential work al-
ready explored and executed by all of these subjects of analysis. In each 
case, politics and philosophy merge to create a space for the aesthetic. 
But these cultural workers, too, do the hard labor of philosophy, ex-
pelling their own ontological reality on the breadth of Ricanness.94 Or 
rather, the philosophical and political quests of these artists produce an 
aesthetic event whereby existential concerns meet performative ways of 
being- different- in- the- world.
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