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The oxymoron 
of sexual sovereignty:

Some Puerto Rican 
literary reflections

ARNALDO CRUZ-MALAVÉ

What is the relationship of sexuality, especially “queer”
sexuality, to sovereignty in a colonial setting such as Puerto
Rico’s? This essay revisits sexuality as a troubling, and often
oxymoronic, trope for the formation of a geographically
bounded sense of community or nation in modern Puerto
Rican texts. What is the relationship of this sexual trope to
Puerto Rico’s political status as defined by the U.S. Supreme
Court in its also notoriously oxymoronic Insular Cases? Does
the excessive sexual trope to which Puerto Rican literary
texts insistently return point to an area of agency or self-
determination still worth pursuing or advocating? Through an
examination of the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s
recent meditations on sovereignty and on its implications for
political action in what he calls our contemporary, globalized
“state of exception” this essay explores those timely
questions. And it does so, especially, by returning to the work
that inspired Agamben’s meditations, the work of the
German Jewish philosopher and critic, Walter Benjamin.
[Keywords: Sexuality, Sovereignty, Queer Studies, U.S.
Constitutional Law, Colonialism, Agency]

ABSTRACT

Cain/Cain en la Calle Luna, 2005, by David Antonio Cruz. Oil on canvas with wood frame and doors, 72" x 72"
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A literature adrift
Much of Puerto Rican literature has tried to construct the state of territorial
sovereignty we Puerto Ricans lack through writing. And the privileged trope for
this construction, as well as its systematic undoing, has been sex. Like other
literatures of the Caribbean area, Puerto Rican writing has identified the Island’s
coast, its ocean-swept ports and cities, with foreign invasion, penetration,
prostitution, plagues—in sum, with colonialism. And it has consistently set its
sight on that other utopian space where sex and geography would mesh to form a
productive, tightly bound, cohesive community—that tropical forest, historically
home to runaway slaves, indigenous deities, and African orishas, that served
during a large part of the 18th and 19th centuries as both the imaginary and
factual limit to the slave-owning plantation—el monte.

Consider, for instance, what is one of the national romances of the Caribbean,
the Dominican novel Doris Sommer has called one of Latin America’s “foundational
fictions,” Manuel de Jesús Galván’s 1882 historical novel, Enriquillo. While most
Latin American national romances set out to elicit, as Sommer has analyzed, the
reader’s desire for a consolidated community, or nation, by following the passionate
trials and tribulations of a mixed-race couple of lovers, Enriquillo, on the contrary,
seems to evacuate all desire with its slow, morose, legalistic prose. Its heroine, the
mestizo princess Mencía appears throughout the text cold and impassive to the
advances of the novel’s hero, the Indian slave Enriquillo. And it is only toward the
last three pages of the novel when Enriquillo revolts, defeating the Spanish usurper
Valenzuela and installing himself as sovereign of the kingdom of the mountains of
Bahoruco, appearing thus, according to the text, “great, truly free,” and invested
“with the august halo of heroic valor and recovered dignity” (Galván 277), that
Mencía, one could say, finally loses her poise. Her heart starts to beat then, and her
excitement is such that she can hardly manage to react with one single, coherent
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“Then we shall clearly realize that it is our task
to bring about a real state of exception.”

—Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”
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emotion: she throws herself in the arms of Enriquillo, who is “still covered by the
dust of combat” (277), like all heroes, and she kisses him and cries while she
whispers words of love in which passion is mixed with no small amount of pride,
and rage: “Grande, libre, vengado...; ¡así te quiero!” [Great, free, avenged...
—¡that’s how I want/will love you!] (277).

How could Mencía, a princess, have loved a slave in slave territory? But here in 
el monte, in Bahoruco, in clearly delimited sacred ground, she falls in his arms as if
possessed by all the contained emotion that she had repressed throughout the 
novel’s 300-odd pages. Strikingly, unlike most Latin American foundational fictions, 
in Enriquillo, it’s only once geography is secured that desire begins. It’s not the 
pull and take of desire that propels the story’s heroes and us forward, dialectically
constructing thus out of our shared desire the community or the nation. No, 
desire does not construct here, in this most extreme case of the relations between
geography and eros in Caribbean fiction, the nation. Rather, desire is so eviscerated
here that when it finally makes its appearance in the novel’s last three chapters it
gives the impression of being born uncontaminated, pure and chaste, from the
bowels of the newly constituted territory, or state. No concessions have been made
by the novel’s author, Galván, to the usefulness of grounding his narrative in actual
historically specific desire in his overwhelmingly black and mulatto country, desire
which could then be channeled or transformed. Instead, Galván simply refused to
notice, or as Sommer has quipped, he preferred to “squint” at dark Dominicans 
“to create an optical illusion of racial simplicity” (251). And because sexuality and 
race are not merely related in colonial contexts but are mutually constitutive, 
or intersectional, as scholars of colonialism and race have advanced, to cleanse sex 
of all its colonial relations, of its deeply tangled history, is also to erase actual,
historically specific race, as indeed happens here in this Dominican foundational
romance where even the indigenous characters are culturally and phenotypically
indistinguishable from whites and blacks and mulattoes merit only a passing reference. 

I call Enriquillo an extreme case in Caribbean fiction, though not an
unrepresentative one. Puerto Rican literature, to my knowledge, does not include
such a pure case of unrepentant forgetfulness. Notably, the Puerto Rican nineteenth-
century novel that sets out to constitute a sovereign state, a Caribbean confederation
composed by the islands of Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba, on the
model of a romance, Eugenio María de Hostos’s La peregrinación de Bayoán, is not only
a failed romance but one which transpires mostly at sea, where its main character
seems doomed, perhaps endlessly, to peregrination.2 A literature characterized by
guilt, or rather, as Rubén Ríos Avila and Frances Negrón-Muntaner have claimed, 
by “trauma” and shame,3 Puerto Rican writing must of necessity locate itself and its
characters not on the sacred monte but on the porous coast, in the peripheries, 
in the slums of La Perla or El Fanguito, or in exile in New York. And yet there
remains in that exile the trace of that other space where sexuality and geography
would mesh, where both community and sexuality would finally begin.

Such is the case even for the twentieth-century modern Puerto Rican writer, 
René Marqués, a writer whose authority, I have argued elsewhere,4 derives from a
perverse sort of inversion, from turning impotence and failure into a national rallying
call. And yet in his 1958 classic, the suggestively titled bildungsroman, La víspera del
hombre, whose probable translation into English, “The Eve of Man,” I have also
considered (1995 143), seems unintentionally insightful (as it bespeaks of the sort of
gender dislocations that Marqués associates with the Island’s “colonial modernity”
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and that haunt his prose),5 that utopian space of el monte as a privileged metonymy
for an erotic state prior to colonialism makes a certain, if brief, appearance. As the
novel opens, its protagonist Pirulo, a young country boy, or jíbaro, from the
symbolically charged mountains of Lares, home to the Island’s 19th-century revolt
against Spanish rule, watches the sea for the first time. And as he watches the sea 
and its open, jaggedly “unprotected” coastline (9), he feels naked and ashamed as
before the gaze of God (9–10), and the modern colonial world of displacement,
fragmentation, lack of (legal) recognition, dislocated gender and sexual identity,
orphanage, and exile that awaits him, and where his development as a “man” must
take place, is foreshadowed. But significantly before he turns to face this modern
colonial world the protagonist takes one last look back at the mountains from
whence he came, and the narrative self-consciously flashes back to the protagonist’s
childhood to reconstruct not only the privileged patriarchal world of the coffee
plantation where he had been raised, as Juan Gelpí has proposed (81–2), but a 
much older world, hidden amidst the plantation, the native Indian world of el monte
where, according to legend, the Indian princess Anaiboa and her lover Manicato
unsuccessfully sought refuge from the invading Spanish hordes.

“It was the time of the first invasion,” reads the text, already presaging that this
will be one of many subsequent invasions, signaling thus, of course, the American
invasion of 1898, but also more generally the repetitive nature of invasions, 
how invasions beget invasions, how invasions produce a trauma whose most visible
sign is its continued reproduction in the lives of those who have been “conquered.”
The Great Cacique or Taino chieftain of Boriquén, the Land of the Proud Lord,
Puerto Rico’s ostensible Indian name, had made a truce with the Spanish captain
Don Rodrigo, which stipulated that his daughter, Princess Anaiboa, would marry
him. But Anaiboa did not love don Rodrigo, of course. Instead she worshipped
Manicato, one of her father’s warriors. And the night she was to be handed over to
the Spaniard as booty of war, she and Manicato escaped to a faraway mountain in
the “heart of the Island” (41). There under the watchful eye of sacred ausubo trees
and the “eternal song” (41) of that mellifluous little frog we Puerto Ricans call
affectionately the coquí, they built a protected and clearly delimited and fertile
community of two. One night, however, the sound of the conch shell would warn
them of the presence of strangers, and spurred by the imminence of another
possible attack, another invasion, they did—what we Puerto Ricans do under 
those circumstances—they made frantic love: “It was frenetic caresses, pleasures
heightened by the tension of [imminent] danger, desperate attempts to extend joy
an eternity. It was successive paroxysms to a savage beat. It was moans, guttural
groans, contained laughter that hushed the voice of the coquí and kept away the
siege of the fireflies,” reads the text. And then as if springing from their lovemaking,
as if engendered by it, stunningly a holistically harmonious vision of an Indian
community prior to the Spanish conquest, idealized, to be sure, pristine, 
free of any trace of invasion or foreign influence, appears right before our eyes: 

In the quiet of the pool of still water the air was filled with dreams: areyto
singing and dancing before the Indian chief’s caney, batu games amidst
contented cheers, the cohoba smoking ceremony before the sacred cemís;
Indian women knitting their naguas, grating cassava, toasting cassava
bread; warriors carving their axes before the imminence of a great
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guasábara ritual war; Naboria Indians making canoes, fishing in the river,
hunting in the forest. Faraway dreams of the Indian community, the
yucayeque...before the arrival of the Spanish man (43; Author’s translation).

As in Enriquillo sexuality and geography perfectly mesh here to produce a
sovereign, albeit threatened community, even if at the remove of a legend self-
consciously recreated from the vantage point of the coast’s colonial modernity, 
that is, from irretrievable loss.

But in other contemporaneous texts, such as En una ciudad llamada San Juan 
[In a City Named San Juan], Marqués’s narrative is located fully on the coast, well
inside the time following invasion, in colonial modernity, with all of its concomitant
gender and sexual dislocations. En una ciudad llamada San Juan is a collection of
stories set in the rapidly modernizing San Juan of the ‘50s, whose decaying
infrastructure and marginal neighborhoods seem to belie the then current
optimistic rhetoric of the Commonwealth’s economic development project,
“Operation Bootstrap,” as well as its obverse, its cultural counterpart, the
significantly named “Operación Serenidad,”6 which would eventually turn-in part-
ruin into retro chic, San Juan into a quaint, old tourist destination, “Old San Juan.”
Caught between this optimistically modernizing San Juan and older devalued
histories and times, the book’s characters wander about neither optimistic nor
serene, but melancholy and spectral, gesturing, like the city itself, toward a meaning
they cannot articulate. And it is this inability to articulate a meaning that Marqués,
like an avenging angel or a Biblical prophet of sorts,7 wants to confront his
characters with, forcing on them a revelation which would make them assume 
(and take responsibility for) the particular histories of their locality—often through
a Fanonian-like liberating violence—in order to “save” their city and themselves.
What is then in the name of “a city named San Juan”? Ultimately, that final personal
act of conscious violence with which the stories’ characters substitute the city’s
melancholy meaninglessness with the cipher of their body, of their very lives. 

In the book’s title story, the main character is a Puerto Rican exile (most probably
from New York) who keeps returning to Puerto Rico as a tourist to vacation in his
native San Juan. Something keeps bringing him back to San Juan, but it’s not
meaning; it’s rather meaninglessness: “Why did San Juan laugh without meaning 
to, why did it show such a gaping hole in the midst of its hustle and bustle, why was
there in [his city] a basic flaw that didn’t allow it to be a city, truly a city? And these
questions kept bouncing back from San Juan to him” (202). Then one night, during
one of those returns, those empty “pilgrimages” to the city of his birth (202), 
an event occurs which would change his life. He had been dancing at the Palladium
in Puerta de Tierra in San Juan and was heading to a bus stop to prepare for his trip
back to the states, when he ran into a U.S. marine who was impatiently waiting for
the bus. Under a lamp post and with an unlit cigarette in his mouth, the marine asks,
“Got a match?” (203). Solicitous, the protagonist lights a match, and as the light
reveals the marine’s face, he recognizes the marine as the man who had been trying
to “steal” his dance partner earlier that evening, and that memory makes him tremble
(203). “Nervous, spic?” is the marine’s response. And caught off guard, shocked, by
this out-of-context slur, the protagonist turns to wonder: Could it be he said “stick”?
“Slip”? “Nick”? “Dick”? No, it couldn’t be “dick” (203). And as he tries to think away
the insult, he becomes more and more immobile and hyperconscious, as in the classic
symptom for shame. And while he minutely concentrates on his location, ironically
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as a form of avoidance or escape, he encounters a sign that reads in English 
“U.S. Federal Property,” and suddenly he understands: 

The lawn was federal property. So was the beach in back of him. 
The sidewalk, however, was island property. He thought...in geographic
terms. [And] he imagined, as in an aerial view, the islet of San Juan. 
And for the first time he understood something that had eluded him 
all along. It was like the spark of a revelation. His city was besieged: 
the arsenal at La Puntilla, the Isla Grande airport, the Customs House, 
the Casa Blanca Fortress, the Morro Castle, Fort San Cristóbal... 
And [all around him], that coast where the waves crashed and died...:
Federal Property (205—author’s translation). 

And at this very point the protagonist reaches his momentous geographic
realization, in which he finally grasps the meaning of his city and his place in it, 
he hears the grotesque, yet unmistakable, sound of someone pissing. Standing on the
federal side of the lawn but facing the insular side, monstrously occupying thus both
federal and insular spaces, the marine is in fact pissing on the sidewalk. A “minimal
act,” the text concedes, but now, combined with the protagonist’s geographic
realization, this discrete, isolated, even banal act threatens to transform for the
protagonist into “something monstrous, cataclysmic [even], as if an overpowering
force had invaded the city and was trying to ravage everything, everything” (206):
“The jet was a torrent charging down the cement sidewalk, threatening his feet. 
The women from the Palladium were approaching. And he could hear the loud,
irritating current: ...growing and advancing toward him, closer, closer” (206).

And yet it’s not this final indignity which propels the protagonist into action in
order to save his city and himself, but something much more innocuous and
disturbing. Not a “blow, however light,” “not even a slight scratch,” the text confirms,
but a simple “manoseo,” a “feel without apparent pressure, as if the [marine’s] impure
fingers had rubbed on the [protagonist’s] skin, almost softly, a nonexistent ointment”
(206). Gesticulating, the marine had brushed the protagonist’s face, lingering slightly
as in a caress, and the protagonist, feeling “frightfully torn,” “as if all of a sudden a
terrible being had taken away of all his human attributes” (206), rebuffs the marine
and shoots him dead.

A grand moment of self-conscious violence the text labors to translate into an
anticolonial allegory, “En una ciudad llamada San Juan” is not only a tale about the
final recognition and reinstatement of the “proper”—both in the sense of
‘fundamentally belonging to’ and of being clean—boundaries through which the
colonial subject finds its communal meaning, achieves a self-conscious identity, 
and becomes humanized. It is also—if more shadily, more encodedly, more
conflictedly—in the hands of its (problematically) homosexual writer, René Marqués,
a “perverse love story,” as Ríos Ávila has said of another text of clearly Marquesian
echoes, “1898” by Edgardo Sanabria Santaliz (17–22). For “En una ciudad llamada San
Juan” is also the tale of the way such “proper” distinctions and boundaries are undone
through the continual irruption of a sex that, unlike sex in Enriquillo or La víspera del
hombre’s Taino legend, can neither be excised nor cleansed of its colonial inheritance.
As Marqués underscores in an epigraph from the Buddhist Sermon on Fire, “Todo está
en llamas” [Everything is in flames] (15), En una ciudad llamada San Juan is a furiously
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purificatory text. And yet as the story ends, both the protagonist and the dead
marine lie, in effect, monstrously between worlds, the federal imperial world of 
the coast and the insular colonial world of the street, defeated, as it were, by the
unbearable closeness of a brush, a simple “manoseo,” a feel, a caress that suddenly
irrupts into his text.

Perhaps no better example of the impossibility of attaining a properly bounded
communal geography under colonial conditions through the trope of sex is Edgardo
Sanabria Santaliz’s “1898,” as recently analyzed by Ríos Ávila and Negrón-Muntaner.
A story of “dermabrasion,” or the erasure of a trace, in this case a colonial inheritance
which is branded on the flesh, “1898” makes only the most oblique reference to the
actual historical events surrounding 1898. Lying naked on his stomach on a leather
table at a tattoo parlor, the protagonist of this oblique tale of colonial
subjection/subjugation waits for a grotesque figure to remove a tattoo that had 
been forcibly inscribed on him as a child, on a most intimate part of his body by his
mother’s lover, a muscularly tattooed man named Bebe. And as he lies there naked
and on his stomach he recalls how his mother, who had abandoned him for the
states, returns to take care of him and how her lover Bebe, who returned with her
and would regularly displace him in her bed, had once taken him to a tattoo parlor
after seeing him mesmerized by his tattoos and asking him, “You like‘em?” (82). 
And now as the tattoo artist retraces the protagonist’s tattoo in an attempt to erase
it, the protagonist, rather than casting off the traumatic experience, relives it and
feels once again the same “nauseous sliding of a caress on his body,” the same
“rubbing of an electrifying and frozen eel” (84), and the same “unruly and almost
perverse tickling sensation” (74), which he had felt then and tried to repress. 
And suddenly the memory of that event comes flooding back to him: Bebe’s heavy
breathing as he held him down while another man stripped him and branded him.
And when the tattoo artist identifies this other man by recognizing the tattoo as the
work of Sailor, a master artist whose father, a U.S. marine, had settled in the Island in
1898, the tattoo artist’s image and that of Sailor and Bebe all fuse into one, and the
protagonist, finally able to externalize his pent-up anger, picks up a bottle, breaks it,
and slits the bewildered tattoo artist’s throat.

The protagonist’s final words, as he launches for the tattoo artist’s throat, are:
“Maricón...no van a quedarte más ganas” (85), and though they idiomatically 
translate as, “Faggot, I’m gonna show you,” literally rendered, they acquire a
different, retrospective meaning: “Faggot, you won’t have any more ganas
(that is, desire, appetite, longing, will...) left [after I’m through with you]” are the
protagonist’s literal words, and they more adequately apply to him than to the tattoo
artist. For “1898,” as the critic Rubén Ríos Ávila has reminded us in a lucid analysis, 
is not simply about the impossibility of erasing the tattoo of colonialism; it is also,
more fundamentally, about the impossibility of erasing something other, more
excessive, less articulatable, its very trace—the trace that the colonial subject’s
ganas or desire has impressed upon it.8

In reviewing these Puerto Rican stories one could conclude then that they
underscore the impossibility of founding, under colonial conditions, an autonomous,
geographically bound, coherent sovereign community or subject through the
privileged trope of sex. And one could subsequently argue thus for discarding the
sexual trope as counterproductive, ineffectual, indeed oxymoronic. But to do so
might perhaps be read not so much as a solution to the ineffectiveness of the sexual
trope but as yet another symptom of the very attempt to produce territorial
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sovereignty by excising sex, or to cleanse it of its colonial legacy. Similarly one could
suggest that, in failing to produce a sovereign community or subject, these stories
foreground the oxymoronic nature of sovereignty itself, how a colonial subject’s
incessant effort to produce an always deferred sovereignty is what ties him/her most
to empire, to colonial subjection/subjugation. And yet one might also propose that if
the project of sovereignty fails so insistently in these stories, so spectacularly in
them, it might also be because these stories seek to manifest, or even produce, 
some other inarticulatable excess, something other as unrelinquishable ground 
where productive agency might be born, precisely from sovereignty’s oxymoron. 

Such is the case of the most recent Puerto Rican writing, from Mayra Santos-
Febres’s best-selling first novel Sirena Selena vestida de pena to Aurea María
Sotomayor’s masterwork, Diseño del ala, a book of poems about the act of 
“writing the islands” from the vantage point of the Caribbean sea, whose intense
deterritorialization of reality and unyielding literariness might be said to find its only
precedents in the most rigorous reflections on poetry-making as a seafaring practice
in the works of Caribbean writers such as José Lezama Lima, Derek Walcott, Saint-
John Perse, and the Puerto Rican Luis Palés Matos.9 With these recent works, one

might say, Puerto Rican
literature has not only moved
to the coast but out to sea.10

Heir to the seafaring
tradition of Hostos and
Palés, these texts, however,

do not venture out to sea in order to construct there an allegory of Pan-Caribbean
unity as an alternative form of sovereignty to the territorial kind,11 as we have argued
for Hostos’s novel, La peregrinación de Bayoán, and might be equally claimed for Palés’s
Afro-Antillean poetry in his groundbreaking Tuntún de pasa y grifería.12 They do not
even seek to produce a more provisional and dynamic, more self-consciously
performative and parodic form of allegory, based on the popular arts of mocking and
punning known in Puerto Rico and the Hispanic Caribbean as relajo, as in Ana Lydia
Vega’s much celebrated “Encancaranublado” and Luis Rafael Sánchez’s now iconic
“La guagua aérea” [“The Air Bus”].13 Nor do they attempt to form out of the tangle 
of caños or channels that flow into San Juan Bay a more rhyzomatic, more tentative,
neo-baroque account of the founding of an alternative (maroon) community, not in 
el monte’s clearly delimited sacred ground but on the caños’ waters’ ebb and flow, 
as in Edgardo Rodríguez Juliá’s La noche oscura del niño Avilés. Closer to the radical
individualism of works by exile writers such as Julia de Burgos and Manuel Ramos
Otero, with their stress on irreducible difference—and yet also at a distance from
their respective projects of transgressing or subverting social gender and sexual
norms in order to found a ‘truer,’ more ‘liberated’ self14—these recent texts would
rather remain at sea, always adrift.

Published in 2000, Santos-Febres’s Sirena Selena vestida de pena [Trans. Sirena Selena;
literally, Siren Selena Dressed in/as Sorrow] is a novel about transvestism, recycling,
and grief that recapitulates many of the major debates of late-twentieth-century
gender/queer theory and activism—from a Puerto Rican island perspective. Its main
character, Sirena Selena, is a homeless boy who is forced to turn to hustling in the
streets of San Juan in order to survive after losing the only member of his family he
had left, his grandmother, herself a survivor of a working-class community of
immigrants from the countryside who dispersed after their inner-city neighborhood,
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the ambivalently named Campo Alegre (Happy or Loose-Living Field or
Countryside) turned into a prostitution district. Picking up discarded cans for
recycling and singing the mournful boleros his grandmother had taught him, as a way
of exorcizing melancholia,15 or his unending sense of grief, both by remembering loss
and by distancing himself from it through song (see especially pp. 92–3),16 as argued
by Freud for the effect of repetition on trauma,17 Sirena is discovered by drag queen
entrepreneur Martha Divine, who will turn him into a bolero-singing trans diva, 
star of the evocatively named drag queen dive, El Danubio Azul, or Blue Danube, 
a sort of refuge for thrownaway gay kids who have themselves survived family
evictions, police harassment, drugs, street violence, and the AIDS pandemic that 
has devastated the gay and transgender communities of San Juan—but not before
being raped by one of his rich pargos or johns and losing his second surrogate mother,
the legendary drag queen Valentina Frenesí, to a drug overdose. Out of these
multiple, and accumulated, losses, Sirena will build a sense of self as a siren of sorts
who turns the pain and violation of her shattered and discarded body into the very
grist of her songs. Vestida de pena, as the novel’s title reads, or dressed in her own
sorrow as both an alluring and defensive armor, she will seduce and shipwreck,
plunging her listeners into what the novel and her boleros or love ballads thematize
as a traumatic sea of remembrance and loss where identity boundaries blur in the
bolero’s insistently specular relations (see especially chapter XXXVII),18 and gaining
thus for herself a measure of distance, control, fame, and revenge.

Like the 1990s work of queer theorists Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick,19

among others, the questions that matter most in Santos-Febres’s novel are questions
of recycling, reusing, and resignifying abjection, trauma, violation, and shame in
order to create some measure of agency, or a viable self, questions most urgently
posed for queer activism and theory by the devastation of AIDS and the growing
violence against lgbt children, so powerfully, if problematically, captured by Jennie
Livingston’s 1991 film Paris Is Burning about thrown-away African American and
Latino, especially, Puerto Rican, children in New York City’s drag ball scene. 
And indeed, as Santos-Febres recalls in one of her presentations, to a great extent 
her novel was born out of her encounter with the Puerto Rican drag community of
El Danuvio (sic) Azul in San Juan’s grungy red-light district of Santurce’s Parada, or
Bus Stop, 15, during an Act-Up-Puerto Rico AIDS intervention that she participated
in, and sections of the novel, notably chapters V and XXIV, read like an AIDS
testimonio, reconstructing the history of the Island’s gay bar culture and drag
performance scene before (and during) the advent of AIDS from the mouth of a 
drag queen veteran, Martha Divine, as in classic testimonios, and are populated 
with actual historical figures, such as the legendary impersonator Antonio Pantoja
and drag performer extraordinaire Renny Williams, who died of AIDS. Can trauma
and violation be recycled or resignified into some sort of agency? What sort of
agency is formed thus from recycled damage and pain? These are the questions 
that Santos-Febres’s novel insistently invites us to contemplate.

But while Butler 1990s work addresses recycling and resignification in order to
understand the extent to which these practices are “subversive” of heterosexist,
racist, and patriarchal social norms, as her famous analysis of Paris Is Burning,
“Gender Is Burning: Questions of Appropriation and Subversion,” attests,20

Santos-Febres, from the perspective of Puerto Rico’s global peripheral (or modern
colonial) urban consumer culture, is more interested in survival than liberation,21

more concerned with dignity and respect than radical social transformation. In her
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well-known debate with African-American feminist theorist bell hooks, 
Butler proposes that drag performance does not merely reidealize conventional
misogynist and racist norms, as hooks contends in her review of Paris Is Burning; 
it is instead an “ambivalent” practice that both subverts (by denaturalizing) and
reidealizes the social norms that it appropriates (Butler 125). And indeed both of
these tendencies, toward denaturalization and reidealization, are present in Santos-
Febres’s novel in the form of Sirena’s flawlessly impossible simulacrum of
hyperfeminine beauty (so reminiscent of Venus Xtravanganza’s appearance in Paris 
Is Burning) and Martha Divine’s repeated dismantling of her feminine body image 
by flaunting its flaws, its artifice in her stand-up routines (“Ustedes me ven aquí, 
tan divina, con este cuerpo escultural, pero déjenme confesarles algo: la faja me está
matando” [You see me here, so fabulously divine, with this sculptural body, well, 
let me tell you something: my girdle is killing me.] 263). And yet neither performance
is more subversive of social norms; neither is more subordinated by them. Instead, 
in Santos-Febres’s novel, both these performances are weapons in a sort of tactical
war, whose object is not so much to transform society as to provisionally renegotiate
the relationship of subordinate characters with other more powerful forces and
persons: the johns, the promoters, the local upper/middle-class spectators, 
the “First World” gay tourists, the local and global drag circuits…

It is perhaps in this sense, and not in a utopian Pan-Caribbean (or Pan-American)
allegorical one, that Santos-Febres’s analogy about transvestite performance and
consumption in Latin American and Caribbean societies must be understood.22

For Santos-Febres’s characters live in a world in which they are not only obliged to
resignify their “pena” in order to reconstitute themselves, but to sell it as well. In a
world in which their trauma and abjection have already been commodified and
globally marketed, her characters strive not so much to create alternative utopian
circuits but to infiltrate, and reclaim, the existing ones in order to expand them.23

Unlike its Puerto Rican predecessors, Carlos Varo’s transexual characters in his 1987
neobaroque novel, Rosa Mystica, and Manuel Ramos Otero’s bolero-singing loca
[or drag queen] in his brilliantly subversive 1980 short story, “Loca la de la locura”
[trans. “Queen of Madness”],24 Santos-Febres’s transvestite characters do not seek
religious ecstasy or liberation through the aestheticization of their bodies as much 
as leverage—and a way of producing out of the ruins of their very lives actual,
provisional, momentary flights, or escapes.25

Constitutional identity as a double oxymoron
Like sexual sovereignty, the phrase that defines the status that we Puerto Ricans, 
U.S. Virgin Islanders, Guamanians, U.S. Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans,
share to different degrees before the law, “foreign in a domestic sense,” is also an
oxymoron. Originally coined by U.S. Supreme Court Justice Edward Douglass 
White in Downes v. Bidwell, the first of the so-called Insular Cases in which the Court
adjudicated, from 1901 to 1922, the fate of the island possessions acquired from Spain
at the close of the Spanish-American War of 1898, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the
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Philippines, this phrase was meant to decide the specific issue before the Court 
then: whether Puerto Rico, and by extension the other two recently acquired insular
territories, were part of the “United States” and, as such, subject to all the provisions
and protections of the Law. More broadly, however, it also set out to conclusively
resolve what many considered the “paramount issue” of the day, the issue that
decided the presidential election of 1900 in favor of the self-proclaimed
“imperialist,” McKinley: whether the United States could, or should, apply the
Constitution to the newly acquired territories, or in the language of the day, 
whether the Constitution “followed the flag” or not (Cabranes 42)—in essence,
whether a nation whose constitutional origins were anticolonial could
constitutionally “acquir[e], hold[...], and permanently govern[...] territor[ies],” 
or colonies, or not (quoted in Thomas 82). To some this was obvious (“The remark
attributed to a judge of the Supreme Court of the United States... that we have no
power to hold colonies except for the purpose of preparing them to come in as
States, has no judicial quality whatever,” argued James Bradley Thayer in the Harvard
Law Review of 1899. “It...rest[s] upon no ground of constitutional law” [quoted in
Thomas 82]), given the political mood of the day, but not to others, who saw in the
choice to retain the islands indefinitely as possessions a real departure from the spirit
of the Constitution and from the practice of territorial governance established by
the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, whereby territories “had evolved through various
stages of increasing self-government culminating in statehood” (Burnett and Marshall
12). And so the Court would have to decide. And when it did, it would do so by claiming
that Puerto Rico and the newly acquired territories occupied a status in between
foreign and domestic, or more properly, neither foreign nor domestic, a liminal,
oxymoronic space of non-applicability of the Law—sanctioned precisely by the Law. 

Drawing from distinctions proposed by Abbott Lawrence Lowell, then professor
of government at Harvard and soon to become its president, between “incorporated”
and “unincorporated” territories, between territories, that is, that were to be
considered on track to becoming full members of the Union, or incipient states, and
territories, such as the newly acquired ones, that were not, White would argue, in an
opinion that would later be adopted by the Court as its “doctrine of incorporation,”
and which holds to this day, that “whilst in an international sense Porto Rico [sic]
was not a foreign country, since it was owned by the United States, it was foreign to the
United States in a domestic sense, because the island had not been incorporated into the
United States, but was merely appurtenant thereof as a possession” (quoted in
Burnett and Marshall 13—emphasis added). As an “unincorporated” territory, 
Puerto Rico was then “foreign in a domestic sense,” or so far as the application of 
the Constitution was concerned; but it was also domestic (“not a foreign country”) 
in a foreign sense, that is, so far as international rights were concerned. Puerto Rico
was thus, in White’s technically duplicitous judicial opinion, a double oxymoron,
whose chiasmic structure, in the place where its identity, and its agency, ought to
have been, formed literally an X.

This was an unprecedented status. True, the Constitution had never fully applied
to any U.S. territory. Territories, as Christina Duffy Burnett and Burke Marshall 
argue in their review of the Insular Cases, had always been ruled by Congress, in virtue
of its “plenary powers” over territories under the Constitution’s Territorial Clause 
(Burnett and Marshall 11). But by separating “acquisition” and “incorporation” 
and making the latter, as Lowell had proposed (Burnett and Marshall 6), the sole
discretion of Congress the Court had effectively cancelled the long-standing
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assumption that territorial acquisition would always lead to incorporation as a state,
transforming thus what had until then been a transitional status within a larger
developmental national narrative, into a status in itself (Burnett and Marshall 12). 
A curious sort of status in itself, whose substance was to be a non-substance, 
a neither/nor, a mere limit, as it were, both to the foreign and the domestic. 
And Chief Justice Melville Weston Fuller, for one, understood, in his dissenting
opinion in Downes, the historical import of such a legal transformation: “[T]he con-
tention seems to be,” he affirmed, “that if an organized and settled province of
another sovereignty is acquired by the United States, Congress has the power to keep
it, like a disembodied shade, in an intermediate state of ambiguous existence for an
indefinite period...” (quoted in Burnett and Marshall 13). Indeed, for not only was the
newly crafted status liminal, it was also so in perpetuity, as the Congress was under
no constitutional obligation to grant, or even consider granting, the territories a final
political status. It could simply enforce the territories’ new permanently liminal
condition, as has been perceptively suggested by Burnett and Marshall (12–3), 
by deferring any final solution, by elegantly deciding, that is, not to decide, as it has in
fact done for the past over 100 years of U.S. colonial rule in Puerto Rico and Guam.26

E. Robert Statham Jr. has claimed that the Insular Cases confirmed what was a
major historical shift in the way the “United States” conceived, or sanctioned, itself
from a nation whose territorial acquisitions were part of a process of domestic
growth to a nation which had finally stopped growing as it encountered an
“intolerable,” unincorporable otherness, yet somehow needed/desired to expand. 
If the notion of “growth” had underwritten American expansion in the 18th and 
19th centuries, after 1898 expansion would be recast in terms of “power” (175).
Another way to restate Statham’s thesis is to suggest that after 1898 the United States
would constitute itself, set its boundaries and national identity, not by incorporating
the other, or even by excluding it as “intolerable” in the racially “degenerate” figures
of Puerto Rico, Guam, and especially the Philippines,27 but by including it as an
excluded other, that is, by including it as subject to American sovereignty while
simultaneously withholding it from the rule of Law. American imperial identity, 
one might say then, begins with this oxymoronic act—of including while excepting,
of holding the unincorporatable other subject to the force of Law while suspending
its applicability so far as he/she is concerned.

Surviving remnants
Giorgio Agamben, the Italian philosopher, in his recent reflections on politics in
our contemporary post-9/11 world, has called this state of suspension of the Law
within the Law a “state of exception,” and the originary, or founding, act by which
that state is “decided” on, or produced, “sovereignty.” Following the German legal
theorist Carl Schmitt’s paradoxical definition of sovereignty (“sovereign is he who
decides on the state of exception [from the Law]” [quoted in Agamben 2005 1]),
Agamben has posited that sovereignty (the sovereignty of nomos, or the Law, that
is) is founded on an original act of excepting or excluding someone or something
from the Law—in the last analysis, life, or sheer, biological “bare life,” as Agamben
calls it, drawing on Walter Benjamin—while simultaneously including it,
“capturing” it, or “taking” it “in” by making it stand as that ambiguous point zero
from which what is inside the Law as well as outside of it, or in the language of
Downes, what is “foreign” as well as “domestic” to it, derive their meaning. As
Agamben states, “the sovereign decision on the exception [the decision, that is, 
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to exclude by suspending the law] is the originary juridico-political structure on
the basis of which what is included in the juridical order and what is excluded from
it acquire their meaning” (1998 19). 

Excluded yet included as the very foundation of the “meaning” of the Law, this
“captured” excluded other, one might say, functions here as what Toni Morrison, 
in another context, has called a malleable, “serviceable” otherness (8): it supports, 
it buttresses, it props up, through its very difference, the norm. And if for Schmitt
the state of exception is the structurally necessary suspension through which the
Law founds, and ultimately reasserts, itself, for Agamben the Law and its exception
have become increasingly indistinguishable in our contemporary world. Today the
exception, Agamben claims, does not merely sustain its apparent opposite, the Law,
as Schmitt had apologetically proposed. Instead, it has fused with the Law. Today the
state of exception is the Law.

Agamben’s radical rewriting of Schmitt’s theory of sovereignty draws here from
one of Schmitt’s most critical readers: Benjamin, particularly from one of his 
“Theses on the Philosophy of History,” which I take to be deliciously ironic, or the
product at least of Benjamin’s self-consciously assumed (“allegorical,” he had called it)
double vision: “The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of
emergency’ (Schmitt’s ‘state of exception,’ that is) in which we live is not the
exception but the rule” (1969 257). Only someone whose tradition had always lived
through the norm in a state of perpetual exception could ironically perceive that the
exception was no hiatus but one of the norm’s other, more enduring names. And he
calls on revolutionary dialectical materialists to “arrive at a conception of history that
is in keeping with that” (Wir müssen zu einem Begriff der Geschichte kommen, der dem
entspricht [1977 254]), an ambiguous (yet commanding) relative pronoun (dem) 
which Harry Zohn, his translator, clarifies by adding insight (Benjamin 1969 257), 
and Agamben by supplementing fatto, or fact (2003 75). And indeed it would seem
that Agamben, overlooking Benjamin’s ironically situated perspective or double
consciousness here, has read his thesis more as a universally applicable “fact” 
than as a call to remark on the ironic “insight” of those other “exceptional”
“traditions of the oppressed.” 

But looked at from the “tradition of the oppressed,” as Benjamin urges us to do,
looked at, that is, from the perspective of those excepted by historically specific
“emergency states,” from the perspective, for instance, of the territorial,
“unincorporated” subjects of the United States, wouldn’t it be logical, and even
reasonable, to wonder whether the included excluded other is so totally “captured”
by the norm, so thoroughly and universally exhausted by its impasse-inducing
epithet, whether the double oxymoron intended to deprive them of agency by
producing that impasse, a literal X, is not also susceptible of other, perhaps less
circuitous, routes. Does the Law completely occupy the body, the “bare” body, then,
leaving no residue, no remnant, no trace? Improbably, none makes its appearance in
Agamben’s Benjamin-inspired critique of Schmitt, though Benjamin here would seem
to be, needless to say, Agamben’s worst ally in his universalizing thrust. For Benjamin’s
works, as Sommer has said of minoritarian texts, paraphrasing Morrison, make you
stop with intention, or rather their intention is to make you stop (x). “Thinking involves
not only the flow of thoughts,” he cautions, “but their arrests as well” (1969 262).
“Where thinking suddenly stops in a configuration pregnant with tensions, it gives
that configuration a shock...a Messianic cessation of happening, or, put differently, 
a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” (1969 262–3). 
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Made of fragments, aphorisms, quotations, parenthetical remarks, glosses on the most
arcane of subjects, translations, and commentaries on literature, technology, city streets,
and dreams, Benjamin’s writings would indeed seem to be calibrated then to make the
modern readerly flâneur stop, like the “angel of history” of his celebrated IXth Thesis, 
to consider not the established historical monuments but the ruins, the detritus, 
the “pile of debris” that the linear, homogeneously empty concept of time called
“progress” has left in its wake (1969 257–8). For ruins, as Benjamin would consistently
affirm from his analysis of baroque allegory in The Origin of German Tragic Drama to 
his posthumous “Theses,” are not merely inert material, or fact, but the very “surviving
remnants” of the cultural life forms of the vanquished, of the oppressed (1985 223), 
whose unsettling contact with the present can produce the “flash” of an “illumination,”
opening up the present and releasing its energies for political action (1969 255, 263). 

The point of arriving at a new materialist conception of history that is in keeping
with the tradition of the oppressed and that teaches us that the state of exception is
the rule, Benjamin concludes, is to “clearly realize that our task [is] to bring about a
real [wirklich] state of emergency [or exception], and this will improve our position
in the struggle against Fascism” (1969 257). At a moment when Fascist ideology
appeared victorious as Nazi troops prepared to march on Paris, during the early months
of 1940, Benjamin would set about putting on paper what he considered the most
urgent political task—not the return to the Law, but the promotion of a different, “real”
state of exception. “One reason why Fascism has a chance,” he would insist, “is that in
the name of progress its opponents treat it as a historical norm” (1969 257). But what
would this other “real” state of exception be? I would suggest that the word “real” here,
wirklich, be read in the broader context of the theses and of Benjamin’s other works,
particularly The Origin of German Tragic Drama, as a state whose exceptionality is based
not on an apparent reprieve from the Law but on an actual (wirklich) resistance to
being reduced to the “ideal,” the transcendent, the “norm,” what Benjamin called there,
in The Origin of German Tragic Drama, the “resplendently” “false appearance of totality”
projected by German humanism’s privileged rhetorical figure, the symbol (1977 177—
emphasis added)—a state of exceptionality, that is, based on dialectics, dialogue, or a
double voice whose ultimate guarantor would be the residue, the ruin, the “messianic”
“flash” of the ever “surviving remnants” of history. 

Like Benjamin, Agamben’s ambition in exposing the operations of the Western
paradigm of sovereignty is also political—at a time no less conflictive and urgent,
our contemporary post-9/11 “emergency state,” Agamben seeks to restore politics
from its “decline” by “return[ing] thought to its practical calling,” the social, and
dissociating the “captured” exception, the body, the bare body, “bare life,” from the
rule of Law (1998 4–5; 2005 88). And yet, as Andreas Kalyvas and Andrew Norris have
argued (Kalyvas 113–4; Norris 264), his method here would seem to undermine his
goal. For his tracking of sovereignty’s conquering march through history is so
overreaching and thorough that by the time it is finished all possible spaces of
resistance and difference have been overwhelmed, leaving no room for any other
“real” exceptionality to emerge.28 There are no “forces, interests, struggles, movements,
strategies, actors,” alternative non-Western legal traditions or structures, “nothing in
[the body] or its economy of pleasure” here that would allow for grounding a politically
productive dissonance (Kalyvas 112–3)—only the incessant march of the Law
confirming itself through the establishment and conquering of an always already
included otherness. Where to turn, then? In the end, Agamben would seem to stand,
like a Pyrrhic epic figure in the middle of battle, all alone, as friend and foe alike all lie
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dead. A bit more reticence, as Benjamin practices and Sommer recommends 
(1998 1–30), would have been more judicious—and more politically generative.

Perhaps that (shall we call it queer?) desire that cannot be entirely cleansed of its
colonial legacy and that keeps returning to us in Puerto Rican texts, even despite

their authors’ intention, is that
other radically “real” exception
which interrupts and resists
sovereignty’s universalizing
thrust, preserving thus the very
possibilities of survival and
transformation of actual,
historically specific desiring sub-
jects. If sovereignty is an excess
to the law whose operative
rhetorical figure is an over-
whelmingly disabling (double)
oxymoron, whether in Agamben,
in Schmitt, or in U.S. constitut-
ional law, might we not call this
unexpungeable (queer) desire
that Puerto Rican literary texts

consistently reproduce an excess to sovereignty’s oxymoron? Caught between a double
oxymoron, neither foreign nor domestic, included nor excluded, Puerto Ricans have
found a share of agency in excessive readings, in feigning, for instance, ignorance of
Aristotle’s law of contradiction and claiming both, as Sommer has proposed as a
politically efficacious intervention in her call for hyphenated identities, “Choose and
Lose.” Or they have availed themselves of strategies that seek to gain some measure
of leverage by mobilizing the mutually exclusive terms of the oxymoron rather than
attempting to transcend them, strategies such as those recommended by Ramón
Grosfoguel, Frances Negrón-Muntaner, and Chloé S. Georas (1997), and Arcadio
Díaz Quiñones (2000) for transforming Puerto Rican society from a “post-
nationalist” frame. But this maneuvering between terms or willfully claiming both is,
I believe, predicated on that other excess toward which Puerto Rican literary texts
insistently gesture—an excess which, like the surviving remnant in Benjamin, 
by resisting all idealization, preserves the very possibility of maneuvering. In a recent
book on violence and mourning after 911, Precarious Life, Judith Butler has argued
that while racial, ethnic, gender, and sexual minorities need to continue to use a
language of communal identity in order to secure legal protections and rights, 
that language must be accompanied by a recognition and affirmation of one’s
implicatedness with others, of one’s (as well as other’s) precariousness (24–5).29

For it is on that precariousness that the emergence of future concepts of the human
and the real depends (33, 49). And so, even as we Puerto Ricans engage in normalizing
our aberrant political status through statehood or independence or some other form
of association more consonant with our colonial migratory history and the depth 
of our contribution to the United States in order to attain rights, formal, constitu-
tionally protected rights,30 as well we should, we must keep in mind that it is that other,
radically “real” exception, born of colonialism and yet beyond it, which will continue
to safeguard the very possibility of our agency and the degree to which we can achieve
in our mutually tangled world that other oxymoron of determining ourselves.
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N O T E S
1 See Ann Laura Stoler’s discussion of race and sexuality in Foucault’s work in Race and
the Education of Desire. There she claims that, according to Foucault, modern nineteenth-
century racism, that is colonial racism, emerges out of the same technologies of sex that
were being devised at the time, what Foucault calls a new “biopolitical regime” (53). See also
Siobhan B. Somerville’s excellent analysis of the intersection of race and (queer) sexuality in
American late nineteenth- and twentieth-century discourses on sexuality and race in his
book, Queering the Color Line: Race and the Invention of Homosexuality in American Culture. 
2 For a reading of Hostos’s La peregrinación de Bayoán from the perspective of “failure,”
in this case as a failed bildungsroman that contains also a failed romance, see Teresa Peña-
Jordán’s illuminating dissertation, “Cuerpo político del deseo: Literatura, género e
imaginario geocultural en Cuba y Puerto Rico (1863–2000).” 
3 See Ríos Ávila’s scintillating essays in La raza cómica, where he deploys Lacanian
psychoanalysis to discuss the figure of “trauma” in Puerto Rican culture. For Ríos Ávila 
the figure of trauma, the privileged standing in or metonymy in Puerto Rican letters and
historiography for the U.S. invasion of Puerto Rico in 1898 and for American colonialism
more generally, is not merely a symptom of a social or historical condition but, as in Lacan
and Zižek’s work, the very condition of possibility (and impossibility) of the subject. 
An opposite reading from Ríos Ávila’s, Carlos Pabón’s Nación Postmortem: Ensayos sobre los
tiempos de insoportable ambigüedad focuses instead on the role of the figure of “trauma” as
politically expedient discourse. If Ríos Ávila and Pabón focus on trauma, Negrón-Muntaner
centers analogously on the way Puerto Ricans, especially in the United States, negotiate shame
as a defining condition of their status as both ethnic minorities and racialized colonial subjects.
4 “Toward an Art of Transvestism: Colonialism and Homosexuality in Puerto Rican
Literature,” 140.
5 For other important readings of the paradox of Marqués’s “colonial modernity” see
Arcadio Díaz Quiñones, “Los desastres de la guerra: Para leer a René Marqués,” and Agnes
Lugo Ortiz, “Nationalism, Male Anxiety, and the Lesbian Body in Puerto Rican Narrative.”
6 “Operación Serenidad” [Operation Serenity] was the cultural counterpart to the
economic development project of the Estado Libre Asociado, or Commonwealth,
“Operación Manos a la Obra,” or “Operation Bootstrap.” It was, according to its principal
proponent, Luis Muñoz Marín, then governor of Puerto Rico and architect of the Estado
Libre Asociado, in a speech delivered at Harvard in June of 1955, “the most difficult” of the
three operations promoted by his government, the other two being the economic
development of Puerto Rico, or “Operation Bootstrap,” and the resolution of its political
status, or “Operation Commonwealth.” As presented by Carmen Dolores Hernández in
her biography of Ricardo Alegría, Ricardo Alegría: Una vida, who would implement the
Commonwealth’s “Operación Serenidad” through the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña
[Institute for Puerto Rican Culture], the project was decidedly preservationist; it called 
for the preservation of traditional Puerto Rican cultural values in the face of the new
consumerism that would be brought on by its own “Operation Bootstrap” (154–9). 
7 In the stunningly beautiful essay that opens Sin Nombre’s tribute to Marqués on the
occasion of his death, “Las divinas palabras de René Marqués,” Luis Rafael Sánchez argues 
that Marqués’s relationship with his literary material, with his characters is that of a “semidiós”
[demigod] because he imposes on them “un lenguaje sonoro, bellísimamente artificioso” 
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[a sonorous, beautifully artificial language] and “les manipula el hondón emotivo” [manipulates
their emotional depths]. “Consigue así que las reacciones de los personajes y sus reflejos y sus
simpatías y sus rechazos concuerden con las suyas como persona” [He manages thus to make
his characters’ reactions, reflexes, likes, and dislikes agree with his own as a person] (14). 
8 Negrón-Muntaner’s analysis of this same text reads the protagonist’s homoerotic
desire or complicity with his victimization by Bebe as the shame of the Puerto Rican
nationalist elites for the U.S. invasion and occupation of 1898 (54–7). 
9 For an excellent review of Sotomayor’s book within the context of Puerto Rican 
and Caribbean literature, see Rubén Ríos Avila, “El Caribe en fuga.”
10 Two other Puerto Rican contemporary texts that locate themselves at sea or use
seafaring as a central metaphor are Mayra Santos-Febres’s moving book of poems 
about the bodies and lives of drowned or shipwrecked balseros or rafters, boat people, 
and Carmen Valle’s beautifully evocative Esta casa flotante y abierta. 
11 The reading of Santos-Febres’s Sirena Selena vestida de pena as a Pan-Caribbean allegory 
is one that runs through many of the essays in CENTRO: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican
Studies’s 2003 dossier on the novel, introduced and edited by Alberto Sandoval-Sánchez. 
It is specifically advanced by Efraín Barradas’s “Sirena Selena vestida de pena o el Caribe como
travestí,” José Delgado-Costa, “Fredi Veláscues le mete mano a Sirena Selena vestida de pena,”
and Kristian Van Haesendonck, “Sirena Selena vestida de pena de Mayra Santos-Febres:
¿trangresiones de espacio o espacio de transgresiones?” For Barradas, Sirena Selena continues
the tradition of Hostos’s Pan-Caribbeanism (the novel takes place in Puerto Rico and the
Dominican Republic, and there are allusions to Cuba in the figure of an exile Cuban drag
queen), albeit in a globalized world where tourism, including gay tourism, imposes the
simulacrum of foreign forms as a strategy of survival; for Delgado, Sirena Selena is similarly 
a Pan-Caribbean allegory about the Islands’ adoption of tourist-oriented forms in order to
economically empower themselves; for Haesendonck, the character Sirena Selena embodies
the politically ambiguous and conflictive status of Puerto Rico as a Estado Libre Asociado
or Commonwealth. In his introduction, Sandoval-Sánchez questions this Pan-Caribbean
allegorical approach, reminding the reader that “the novel lacks any notion of collectivity or
solidarity in the end” (16). A similar distance from any national allegorical readings is taken 
by Luis Felipe Díaz in “La narrativa de Mayra Santos y el travestismo cultural,” although by
insisting on Santos-Febres’s “transgressive” stance vis-á-vis the “patriarchal” canon of Puerto
Rican letters, one might argue, he himself advances another allegorical reading. A position
closer to the one advanced in this essay is expressed by Santos-Febres herself in an interview
with Teresa Peña-Jordán in the same issue of CENTRO Journal, “Romper la verja, meterse por
los poros, infectar: Una entrevista con Mayra Santos-Febres,” where she insists that Sirena
Selena is not a novel of liberation or transgression. Instead, “Sirena es un cuento de
negociaciones. ¿Qué se negocia? ¿Cómo se escapa de ser pobre, de ser poca cosa? ¿Cómo se
accede a la dignidad?” [Sirena is a story of negotiations. What is negotiated? How does one
escape from being poor, from being considered a worthless thing? How does one have access
to dignity?] (121). It is also informed by Santos-Febres’s repeated resistance to reducing the
body, especially the racialized and gendered body, to overarching ideological projects, 
even liberatory ones, as she eloquently states in her essay in the same issue of CENTRO Journal,
“Más mujer que nadie: Los retos de las mujeres en el nuevo milenio”: “El cuerpo no es para la
familia, ni para la Iglesia, ni para la Budweiser, ni para atrapar un buen marido o escalar las
esferas laborales. El cuerpo tampoco es para cumplir con ninguna ideología—ni siquiera 
con la de la liberación sexual” [The body is not for the family or the Church, or Budweiser,
or for catching a good husband or climbing the work scale. The body is not for fulfilling one’s
commitment to an ideology either—not even the ideology of sexual liberation”] (114). 
12 Multiple readings of Palés poetry in his groundbreaking 1937 book, Tuntún de pasa y
grifería, as a Pan-Caribbean allegory have been advanced. One of the most forceful and
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widespread is José Luis González’s. For González, Palés’s book is an allegory of Puerto Rico’s
discovery of its authentic identity (“raigal,” or rooted, he calls it) as an Afro-Caribbean
culture, and he opposes Palés’s work to his contemporary Antonio S. Pedreira’s 1934
Insularismo, which expresses for him the ambivalent, “contradictory” ambition of being both
self-governing and participating in American capitalism (“Literatura e identidad nacional en
Puerto Rico”). Rubén Ríos Ávila’s brilliant rereading (and deconstruction) of González’s
binarism in La raza cómica demonstrates how Palés’s allegory is not so “rooted” or stable 
(As a matter of fact, Tuntún’s central trope is, as he points out, a rootless tree). According to
Ríos Ávila, Palés does not reduce or translate Puerto Rican identity to a single unified,
authentic, racial or cultural signifier. Although Ríos Ávila rejects the term “allegory” by
suggesting that Palés transforms allegory’s “cárcel” or prison (140), one might also propose,
following his lead, a more dynamic sense of allegory, one in which Puerto Rico’s Pan-
Caribbeanism is not rooted on a stable, unified signifier but on shared practices, as indeed
Ríos Avila’s essays brilliantly demonstrate. What unites Palés’s Caribbean in overtly
allegorical poems such as “Majestad negra,” “Mulata-Antilla,” “Plena del menéalo,” and the
Filí-Melé poems, such as “Puerta al tiempo en tres voces,” are plural practices centered on the
unattainable body of the mulatta, which is most often figured as a dancer-island-ship in the
midst of the Caribbean sea. The mulatta’s dance, walk, rhythm, and constant movement in
the midst of the turbulent Caribbean sea is what makes her inapprehensible and therefore
“free,” or the source of an alternative form of (maritime) sovereignty. (For an analogous
reading that focuses on Palés’s work as an art of negotiation, or an art of bregar, see Arcadio
Díaz Quiñones’s paradigm-setting El arte de bregar.) Like Palés, Pedreira also figures Puerto
Rican cultural identity in Insularismo in terms of a seafaring voyage, but framing this voyage in
terms of development, as a bildunsgroman, he considers Puerto Rico’s seafaring condition as
negative or transitional, representing both the Island’s inability to attain full cultural maturity
and self-government, which would be symbolized by finally coming to port (133–4). For a
reading of Pedreira as a seafaring bildungsroman, see my “Toward an Art of Transvestism:
Colonialism and Homosexuality in Puerto Rican Literature.” 
13 Ana Lydia Vega states her Pan-Caribbean allegorical intention from the dedication 
of her book, Encancaranublado: “A la confederación caribeña del futuro para que llueva
pronto y escampe” [To the Caribbean confederation of the future, so that it may soon
rain and stop raining”]. 
14 For a discussion of “subversion” of the self and of hegemonic forms of subjectivity in
the work of Manuel Ramos Otero and its relationship to Julia de Burgos’s poetry, see my
“Para virar al macho: “La autobiografía como subversión en la cuentística de Manuel
Ramos Otero,” Revista Iberoamericana LIX, 162–163 (Jan.-June 1993): 239–63.
15 Melancholia is here understood as unfinished and unending grief, as proposed by
Freud in “Mourning and Melancholia.”
16 About the function of the bolero in her novel Santos-Febres has said: “Me parece que
existe una práctica común en todo el Caribe, es más en toda la América, que es el cantar
el dolor para reírse de él. Esa es la base filosófica del blues, de la plena, del bolero, del
feeling. Tú cantas tu dolor para reírte de él, para distanciarte críticamente de él, mirarlo y
superarlo. Esa es una manera de sobrellevar el trauma original [de la violencia que funda el
Caribe]…, ése que no se puede borrar” [I think that there is a practice that is common to
all of the Caribbean, even to all of the Americas, and that is singing one’s pain in order to
laugh at it. That is the philosophical basis of the blues, of [Puerto Rican] plena, of the
bolero, of feeling. You sing your pain to laugh at it, to distance yourself critically from it,
to be able to look at it and to transcend it. It’s a way of bearing with the original trauma
[that founds the Caribbean]…, the one that can never be erased.] (“Romper la verja,
meterse por los poros, infectar: Una entrevista con Mayra Santos-Febres,” 120).
17 In Beyond the Pleasure Pleasure, Freud proposes that repetition in children may be seen
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as a form of mastering an unpleasant or traumatic experience: 13–5, 42. 
18 In El Bolero: Historia de un amor, Iris Zavala proposes that the bolero is structured as
“diálogos entre un yo y un tú en cierto sentido intercambiables” [dialogues between an I and a
you [that are] in a sense interchangeable] (115). It is this specularity that structures the bolero
that makes possible the narcissistic relationship between the singer and the listener, the lover
and the beloved, the remembering subject and the lost love object of which the bolero sings, the
betrayed and the traitor, the victim and the victimizer. This shattering of the self through the
blurring of identity boundaries and identification with the victimizing other also characterizes
the experiences of trauma, melancholia, and shame. This is why the bolero provides Santos-
Febres such an effective structure for representing and working through her character’s trauma,
as well as for plunging the listening, more powerful other into trauma’s murky depths. This is no
more evident that in chapter XXXVII’s repeated allusions to specularity and doubleness. 
19 I am thinking here especially of Butler’s influential 1993 Bodies that Matter: On the
Discursive Limits of “Sex” and Sedgwick’s very productive 1993 “Queer Performativity:
Henry James’s The Art of the Novel.”
20 In Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex,” 121–40.
21 Butler’s more recent work, however, is centrally concerned with questions of violence
and survival in a world where nonnormative subjects are constructed as “unreal.” See her
Precarious Life and Undoing Gender. For a reading of Sirena Selena from this perspective, 
see Peña-Jordán, “Cuerpo político del deseo.”
22 In an interview in La Jornada, Santos-Febres comments on the use of transvestism in
her novel thus: “El concepto de transvestismo me ayuda a pensar en cómo está organizada
la sociedad en el Caribe y en América Latina: sus ciudades son travestís que se visten de Primer
Mundo, adoptan los usos y las maneras que no les corresponden a fin de ‘escapar’ de su realidad
y acercarse a lo que cada día se ve más lejos: el progreso y la civilización” [The concept of
transvestism helps me think about how Caribbean and Latin American societies are organized:
Their cities are transvestites who dress up as First World, adopt customs and manners that are
not proper to them in order to “escape” their reality and approach what is increasingly further
away: progress and civilization.] (quoted in Barradas, 57–8). I read this comment as an analogy
between Santos-Febres’s characters’ transvestite practices and consumption in contemporary
Caribbean and Latin American societies. For a different reading of her novel as a Pan-
Caribbean political allegory, based on this comment, see Barradas. 
23 In her interview with Peña-Jordán, Santos-Febres explains that she is not interested
in marginality as a separate autonomous space, or an “ideological trench,” but as a space
from which the existing locations of power can be extended: “A mí no me interesan
mucho las trincheras ideológicas. El margen como pelador de papa, como un instrumento
para abrir el poder, porque el poder es bien cerrado. Hay que abrirlo, desgajarlo, para que
más gente entre. Siempre he pensado que mi función en la ciudad letrada es romper la
verja. De igual modo, mi función en el tejido social público es abrir la costura, ensanchar
la colcha para que más gente se arrope” [I’m not much interested in ideological trenches.
[I am more interested in] the margin as a potato peeler, as an instrument that opens up
power, because power is very closed. One has to open it, to pull it apart, so that more
people can come in. I have always thought that my function in the “lettered city” is to
break the fence. Similarly, my function in the public social fabric is to open up the seams,
to widen the bedspread so that more people can be covered.] (Peña-Jordán 123). 
24 Ramos Otero’s “Loca la de la locura,” which is certainly one of Santos-Febres’s
models (Santos Febres who wrote her Ph.D. dissertation partly on Ramos Otero’s work,
“Translocal Papers,” has acknowledged this debt: “Ramos Otero está en mi novela…es
como mi ‘papi’ literario” [quoted in Sandoval-Sánchez 9], can be read as an attempt to
liberate male subjectivity from its homophobic, patriarchal moorings. At the end of the
story, the transvestite character, after having killed the macho that is Nene Lindo-and
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Ramos Otero himself, as this was, anecdotally, the nickname he was given as a young
man, proclaims: “Presentía que el mundo ya no sería el mismo. Ahora estoy sin máscaras.
Con un puñal de huesos para unirme a la revolución” [I felt the world would no longer be
the same. Now I am without masks. And armed with a dagger of bones to go join the
revolution] (240). See my “Toward an Art of Transvestism.” In Carlos Varo’s Rosa Mystica
transvestism, or rather transexualism, is figured as an aesthetic (and ascetic) discipline
through which abjection becomes a sort of miracle, the ecstatic, if fanciful (and even
campy) vision of the divine. For an insightful reading from this perspective, see Ríos
Ávila, “Camino de perversión, La raza cómica,” 237–44. 
25 Answering Peña-Jordán’s question about whether any character in the novel achieves
liberation, Santos-Febres insists that no character in her novel achieves the ultimate desired
body, which would represent his/her liberation. Sirena is instead a novel about “survival” and
“negotiations”: “Sirena es un cuento de negociaciones. ¿Qué se negocia? ¿Cómo se escapa de
ser pobre, de ser poca cosa? ¿Cómo se accede a la dignidad?” [Sirena is a story of negotiations.
What is negotiated? How does one escape from being poor, from being considered a
worthless thing? How does one have access to dignity?] (Peña-Jordán 121). 
26 “In the 1990s two federally recognized referendums [on Puerto Rico’s status] were
suspended by the U.S. Congress: one in 1991 under a Democrat-dominated Congress;
another in 1998 under a Republican-dominated Congress” (Grosfoguel 2003 5). For a
thoughtful analysis of the way the U.S. Congress has consistently refused to consider the
colonial implications of the doctrine of incorporation by persisting in using its language,
see Efrén Rivera Ramos’s essay, “Deconstructing Colonialism.” 
27 On the importance of the discourses on the racial degeneracy and inferiority of Puerto
Ricans and Filipinos for the creation of the doctrine of incorporation, see Mark S. Weiner,
“Teutonic Constitutionalism: The Role of Ethno-Juridical Discourse in the Spanish-American
War,” and Juan F. Perea, “Fulfilling Manifest Destiny: Conquest, Race, and the Insular Cases.”
28 Agamben’s operation here, his tracking of sovereignty’s march through history, seems
to contrast with his procedure in Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive, where
he explores precisely the significance of resistant remnants in the testimonies of the Holocaust. 
29 For a different position, one that critiques all communal identities and advocates for
subjectivities that are radically open unto others in the Puerto Rican context, see Juan
Duchesne Winter’s provocative book, Fugas incomunistas. 
30 For a discussion of other forms of political association between the United States
and Puerto Rico based on “shared sovereignty,” see José Trías Monge, “Injustice
According to Law: the Insular Cases and Other Oddities,” and Roberto P. Aponte Toro, 
“A Tale of Distorting Mirrors: One Hundred Years of Puerto Rico’s Sovereignty Imbroglio.” 
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