
EXORBITANT DUST 
Manuel Ramos Otero’s Queer and Colonial Matters

Christina A. León

Pero yo soy un animal de tentación y en la ribera de la vida hay  

algo, alguna voz que me seduce y me traduce, que me oraculiza con 

enigmas que buscan ser descifrados.

But I am an animal of temptation and in the shore of life there’s 

something, some voice that seduces me and translates me, that  

oraclizes me with enigmas that yearn to be deciphered.

 — Manuel Ramos Otero, “Ficción e historia:  

Texto y pretexto de la autobiografía”

After the Matter; or, A Dusty RSVP

At the shore of life, Manuel Ramos Otero’s writing career indulged in the trope 

of dust (polvo) as both a matter and a metaphor for the marginal, porous edges 

that crumble between life and death, between lovers’ bodies, between fiction and 

history. This commitment to thinking endings as particulate and plural renders 

Ramos Otero’s literary work less available to overt and stable identifications of 

neoliberal subjectivity because his chosen and privileged matter-metaphor of dust 

disaggregates. Though his work does not shy away from positionality, it is through 

the trope of dust that we find the force and charge of his poetics. He wrote defiantly 

and openly about his queerness, his status as a Puerto Rican subject, and his fas-

cination with the margins. Later, in Invitación al polvo, he writes as sidoso: a term 

he coins to describe a person replete with SIDA (the Spanish acronym for AIDS). 

What strikes me as particularly uncanny or haunting about tracing dust across his 

writerly career is that it presages death far before he could even know that his own 

would be the result of the genocidal and ruinous encounter with HIV/AIDS. What 
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remains eerily familiar, though, is that a Puerto Rican writer like Ramos Otero 

shows us that Puerto Rico has always been on the brink of exhaustion, has always 

been precarious in colonial status. This condition of slow, exhaustive precarity is 

featured in the work of thinkers like Sandra Ruíz, who theorizes what she calls 

“Ricanness” as a form of exhaustion, an exercise in endurance, and a perpetual 

waiting.1 Almost two years past Hurricane María, I revisit the dusty atmosphere of 

Puerto Rico with Ramos Otero’s thinking of polvo, taking up his invitation to dust. 

Dust’s force and fragility poetically register the dispossession that compels many 

Puerto Ricans to invest in the cruel optimism of waiting for relief — knowing that 

the colonizer is no savior, knowing that the Jones Act makes oceanic borders rig-

idly withholding, knowing that survival lingers in the quotidian acts that become 

dusty in the wake of a storm that is less a hurricane and more an apotheosis of five 

hundred years of colonization. Attention to dust in Ramos Otero’s work entangles 

larger questions of material need and recursive crisis.

In what follows, I read the swerving bits of dust between two genocidal 

events — HIV/AIDS and Hurricane María — as they enmesh bodies, matter, and pol-

icy and invite us to think through the prescient figuration of polvo in Ramos Otero’s 

oeuvre: a figure that places us in the entanglements of coloniality, racialization, 

and queerness; one that sullies, rather than clarifies, our understanding of these 

categories as either separate or predictable. To think these crises as resonant and 

recursive, though, is not to analogize HIV/AIDS and Hurricane María but rather to 

see how attention to the matter of dust as both literal and figurative allows one to 

consider questions of porosity, homeostasis, and precarity. The small matter of dust 

is the conglomerate, nonidentifiable remains of intimacy, violence, and relationality. 

To read dust as both material and tropological brings one to the work of matter-

metaphors, showing how matter figures our poetic vision and how poetic vision may 

impact our material pursuits. In the ethico-political landscape of Ramos Otero’s lit-

erary works, dust acts as a guiding matter-metaphor that draws our attention to how 

finitude is materially felt particularly at the crossroads of queerness and coloniality. 

The cross-contamination of matter and metaphor allows us to consider this enduring 

precarity at the level of the aesthetics, which is to say the senses and the body.

Tracing the figure of dust over diverse textual moments, I elucidate how 

concentrating on this matter poetically disaggregates narrative conventions that 

consider life as sovereign, transparent, and homogenous. In the first section, I con-

centrate on how dusty poetics allow Ramos Otero to consider autobiography and 

translation as intertwined processes of mediation and transmogrification. In order 

to elucidate this theorization, I then closely read Ramos Otero’s final collection of 

poetry, elucidating the stakes of an invitation to dust as a forceful vigil and rag-

Downloaded from http://read.dukeupress.edu/glq/article-pdf/27/3/357/924719/357leon.pdf
by PRINCETON UNIVERSITY LIBRARY user
on 09 September 2021



 	 EXORBITANT DUST	 359

ing detritus as he approaches his own life’s end with ferocity. Moving from Ramos 

Otero’s writing to larger ecologies that also demand attention to dust, I end with a 

tracing of dusty diasporas that move across the Atlantic to Puerto Rico. Ecologies 

of dust in the Caribbean function as aggregate, swerving matter that entangles the 

globe with Puerto Rico and vice versa. Polvo invites us to shift our focus from the 

individual to the structural and from effects on subjectivity to material constric-

tions that affect many. Dust is a minor matter of grave importance.

Dusty Translations; or, A Poetics of Transmogrification

Dust finds its way into the material messiness between fiction and history in Ramos 

Otero’s (1990) theorization of autobiography. “Ficción e historia: Texto y pretexto 

de autobiografía” (“Fiction and History: Autobiographical Text and Pretext”) 

appeared posthumously in an homage to Ramos Otero in the San Juan newspaper 

El Mundo on October 14, 1990, precisely one week after his death on October 7. 

Ramos Otero articulates his ludic and insistent assertion that he has always been 

the protagonist of his writing. He then adds (23): “Yo creo que al fin y al cabo, lo 

único que siempre he hecho, desde que asumí la escritura, ha sido la traducción 

de la autobiografía.” (After all, I believe that the only thing I have done, since 

I started writing, has been the translation of autobiography.)2 If Ramos Otero is 

translating his life through aesthetic means, what does this translation process do 

to our notion of the referential status of Ramos Otero’s life? His queer translations 

of autobiography turn the conventional wisdom of autobiography on its head by 

refusing to a consolidate a life into words — giving us, instead, an exquisite sprin-

kling of dust, a life both undone and made possible by desire.

In Ramos Otero’s theorization, translation becomes a kind of chemical 

transmogrification of life and word. He claims that the genre of autobiography lies 

between fiction and history — hovering there and distilled through a hazy process 

of translation. He places himself (23) as a persona in his work to figure his stories, 

history, and self not as selfsame but rather dispersed and desirous, as the dust that 

both settles onto and sloughs off of skin:

Yo estoy entre mi ficción y la historia, no estoy fuera de ninguna de las 

dos sino entre ambas, y todo lo que he escrito, todo lo que escribo es un 

intento de atrapar, irónicamente, la voz de mi liberación, esa voz que al 

aprehender las otras voces de los otros cuenteros de la historia definirá 

mejor los bordes temporales de la lengua, ese órgano tan humano que lo 

mismo hace el amor con la piel polvorosa de otro cuerpo que con la piel 

polvorienta de la fábula.
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I am between my fiction and history, I am not outside of either of the two 

but between both, and all that I have written, all that I write is an attempt 

to trap, ironically, the voice of my liberation, this voice that in apprehend-

ing the other voices of other tellers of history will better define the temporal 

rims of the tongue, this organ, which is so human, that it makes love with 

the dusty skin of another body just as it does to the dusty skin of a story. 

Ramos Otero renders liberation as something to be trapped and caught — an 

ambivalent co-implication of liberation and entrapment such that they are flip 

sides of the same coin that holds them in productive tension.3 To trap the voice of 

liberation renders poetically the ruse that exposure, writing, and demarcation give 

us visibility that sheerly presents a life and that with that frankness comes free-

dom. Liberation must be trapped. Instead, dust writing evades such entrapment by 

indulging in the recursive cycles of finitude and meaning that commingle in the 

writing of a life that is always a translation, a mediation.

The politico-ethical stance of Ramos Otero’s work is neither nihilistic nor 

utopic — it is, rather, a mode of writing that conjures porosity and, hence, the plea-

sure and risk of relationality. Dust is not nothing, it is many somethings, but it is 

minor and non – self-identical. This plurality figures in Ramos Otero’s thinking as 

the crumbling matter at the edge or shore: a limit-matter. Ruminating on poetics, 

he writes (1991: 344):

Los hombres y las palabras son lo mismo. Solamente la poesía libera a las 

palabras y los hombres. . . . Por eso he sido Ulises, pero también Pené-

lope, en cada polvo he compredido el polvo y que la ribera de la muerte es 

la ribera de la vida. El poema es el medium, la puerta secreta, el espejo 

sacrílego y sagrado, el único ahora entre el antes el después, la sesión 

espiritista de la historia.

Men and words are the same. Only poetry liberates words and men. 

Because of this I’ve been Ulysses, but also Penelope, in each fuck I have 

understood dust and that the shore of death is the shore of life. The poem 

is the medium, the secret door, the sacrilegious and sacred mirror, the only 

now between before and after, the spiritualist session of history. 

Poetry and dust figure similarly here as that which undoes sedimented dualisms, 

gender binaries, and conceits of nonentanglement or nonrelation. Poetics trans-

forms, translates, and mediates, while dust functions as the detritus of such mate-

rial transformations. While Ramos Otero himself conceived of his writing in rela-
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tion to autobiography, he did so by deliberately refusing a hard distinction between 

his writing and his life. He achieved this aesthetic translation through a selection 

of writings that reverberate so frenetically between life and writing that the dis-

tinctions between the two begin to disintegrate, leaving us with a notion that nei-

ther can be rendered through simplistic referentiality. The dusty, frayed outlines 

and borders between these modes begin to blur.4

Yet Ramos Otero’s prose and poetry often did echo the facts of his life —  

one he rendered exorbitant through a prolific, storied, and theatrical writing 

career. Critical attention has pointed to the autobiographical tendencies, moments, 

and elements of his writing that perform seductive ruses — flirting with the exqui-

site edges where Ramos Otero’s life and fiction interact aesthetically.5 Lawrence 

La Fountain-Stokes (2009: 62) devotes a chapter, “Autobiographical Writing and 

Shifting Migrant Experience,” to Ramos Otero and asserts that “by highlighting a 

self-referential, autobiographical ‘mask’ or ‘persona’ in his fiction, nonfiction, and 

poetry, Ramos Otero constructs a highly stylized, particular, yet striking image of 

a displaced, exiled gay Puerto Rican man in New York.” This aesthetic interven-

tion into a pure notion of referentiality invokes the work of Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé 

(1993) and Jossiana Arroyo (2001), who have both characterized the autobio-

graphical impulses of Ramos as masks and personae rather than Ramos Otero as 

such. These critics show how autobiography functions as a complex poetics for 

Ramos Otero that exceeds individualistic writing. In concert with such critics, I 

consider a thinking together of autobiography and translation in Ramos Otero’s 

oeuvre through a theoretical exploration of these two phenomena. I trace the dust 

where Ramos Otero translates his own life through aesthetic form — rendering his 

autobiography opaquely resistant to a straightforward reading of his life. What we 

read, instead, is a dust-writing that reaches lusciously toward its own frayed edges.

Born in Manatí, Puerto Rico, in 1948, Manuel Ramos Otero moved to the 

capital city of San Juan at the age of seven as the island was undergoing massive 

modernization that promised many new life pathways. The governor, Luis Muñoz 

Marín, launched a modernization campaign on the island, bringing sweeping 

changes and industrialization and kicking up a lot of dust. During these years 

the United States “invested” in its colony through Manos a la Obra, or “Operation 

Bootstrap,” as an effort to secure more control in the Caribbean — partially against 

Cuba’s revolution — and radically shifted the island’s economy, sociality, and quo-

tidian life. Once the holdover of monoculture plantocracy, sugar mills turned into 

factories. This industrialization meant that former agricultural laborers, many of 

whom were Afro-descendant and jíbaros (rural peasants), moved from the country-

side to urban centers. The US intervention campaign brought highways and sub-
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urban neighborhood developments that started to connect the island, but it had a 

pernicious agenda pursued through “educational” campaigns that sought to dis-

cipline the new urban inhabitants into “proper” sexuality. These efforts resulted 

in the massive, nonconsensual sterilization of many Puerto Rican women. These 

years also inaugurated an era of Puerto Rico being a testing ground for US mar-

kets, which has resulted not in the reproduction of the benefits of modern infra-

structure but rather in profound neoliberal dispossession: poverty and debt. In 

Ramos Otero’s lifetime, Puerto Ricans were incentivized to look for work beyond 

the island, moving to far colder cities in the mainland United States. This history 

of modernity in Puerto Rico encases Ramos Otero’s biography and provides some 

material understandings of his migratory path back and forth from the island. With 

infrastructure comes cement, with industrialization comes construction — all of 

which creates an environment for dust precisely through trying to flatten and stabi-

lize dirt. Michael Marder (2017: 62) explains: “By disturbing and depleting topsoil 

through construction and intensive agriculture, we interfere with the stability of 

the earth, which is the substratum of our lives, forcing its upper layers, together 

with the molds and fungi they contain, into the air.” When we cannot abide a dirty 

foundation, we manufacture a precarious atmosphere. And atmosphere is precisely 

what drove Ramos Otero to leave Puerto Rico.

After completing a bachelor’s degree in Social Sciences from the Univer-

sity of Puerto Rico, Ramos Otero moved to New York in 1968 to continue study-

ing cinema and escape the feeling of persecution for his open sexuality in Puerto 

Rico. His migratory move was overdetermined and conditioned by many material 

desires, political tight-holds, and aesthetic drives:

Primero, era la alternativa para salir de mi casa. Segundo, no aguantaba la 

atmósfera de Puerto Rico. Me había dado cuenta que Nueva York era una 

ciudad donde podía vivir sin sentirme perseguido todo el tiempo. En Puerto 

Rico sentía muchísima persecución debido a la apertura de mi sexualidad. 

Pero no fue sólo eso. Quedé fascinado con la ciudad y con la posibilidad de 

independencia total que me ofrecía . . . Además, quería seguir estudiando 

y hacer cine. (quoted in Costa 1991: 59)

First, it was the alternative in order to leave my home. Second, I couldn’t 

stand the atmosphere in Puerto Rico. I had learned that New York was a 

city where I could live without feeling persecuted all of the time. In Puerto 

Rico, I felt a lot of persecution due to my open sexuality. But it wasn’t just 

that. I was fascinated with the city and the total independence it offered 

me. . . . In addition, I wanted to continue studying and to make movies.
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Ramos Otero left Puerto Rico because he could not stand the atmosphere of 

homophobia — but atmospheres are never singularly composed.6 Ramos Otero’s 

desire to flee homophobic persecution is compounded by the desire to pursue film. 

This desire for material resources writes a familiar script of a particularly Ameri-

can nightmare. His move to New York City placed him at the crossroads of queer 

desire, immigrant aspiration, and a homophobic, genocidal state that sanctioned so 

much death from HIV/AIDS.

In New York City, Ramos Otero began to study cinema. He quickly learned 

that the equipment would be too costly, and thus he left the School for Visual 

Arts to study theater with Lee Strasburg. This other island, Manhattan, granted 

Ramos Otero aesthetic resources and diasporic distance from Puerto Rico, a dis-

tance that he described relationally as archipelagic and one wherein he further 

strengthened his identification as Puerto Rican. With the exception of a brief move 

back to the island and the short amount of time leading up to his early death from 

AIDS-related complications, Ramos Otero spent the majority of his writing life 

in New York City, while most of his writing remained linguistically Spanish. His 

stories, poems, and novel moved between the island and the city, between themes 

of death and sexuality, between his life and his fantasy. Such constantly shifting 

work marked by an archipelagic relation makes it tricky to place in literary his-

tory, national literature, and identity politics.7 Recently, with increasing attention 

paid to the aesthetic contributions of minoritarian writers and specifically queer 

of color writers, Ramos Otero’s legacy is starting to become one.8 Yet he remains 

a misfit for heralding an exemplary subject of identity, since his works tend toward 

a dangerous disintegration through dust. The particulate assemblages show less 

the ontological contours of a person and more the atmospheric swerve of encounter 

where supposedly discrete forms become brittle, porous, and decayed. Through an 

opaque and fragmented assemblage, polvo pulverizes our preconceived notions of 

that which would feign to disentangle history from fiction and death from relation.

A Dusty Vigil at the Shore of Life

Ramos Otero’s literary signature becomes increasingly comingled with the dirt, 

the dust, the ashes of love, sex, and death in Invitación al polvo. The collection, 

posthumously published in 1991, contains three sections: “Polvo enamorado” 

(“Dust in Love”), “La víspera de polvo” (“Dust’s Eve”), and “La nada de nuestros 

nunca cuerpos” (“The Nothing of Our Never Bodies”). The poetry collection takes 

us on a journey from a love gained and lost, to the diagnosis of HIV/AIDS, to 

the eventual vigil that ominously, yet extravagantly, anticipates death. This poetic 
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assemblage invites us to see exorbitance in the face of certain death. Ramos 

Otero’s tropological commitment to dust is not merely a matter of metaphor but an 

energetic matter-metaphor that invites us to reread his works through a dusty filter. 

Dust’s co-implication of life and death, of rage and desire certainly corresponds 

overwhelmingly to AIDS in Invitación al polvo but, as glimpses at his earlier work 

would show, is not reducible to it.9 Dust precedes Invitación and appears as a key 

figure found across his many works — bits of dust suspended, not unlike the cos-

mos in Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself.”10

Lush intertextuality is Ramos Otero’s porously poetic terrain, as his many 

homages to Julia de Burgos show through a citational enfolding of her poetry into 

his own. Often, de Burgos is featured in his work explicitly as epigraph and cita-

tion. More implicitly, he weaves a shared tapestry of poetic figures like shorelines, 

death, and nothingness, which de Burgos stitched indelibly into Puerto Rican let-

ters. To these figures, Ramos Otero adds polvo. Invitación al polvo translates liter-

ally as “invitation to dust” — dust that perhaps most obviously also signals a recur-

sive, looping death cycle: from dust to dust. In this manner, dust signals a religious 

overtone that resonates with the Anglican Book of Common Prayer — a visceral 

reminder that Ramos Otero knew he would soon be ash. But in a more Hispano-

phone register, his true poetic interlocutor is Francisco de Quevedo, the Spanish 

Golden Age poet who wrote the poem “Amor constante mas allá de la muerte,” 

which ends with the line: “serán ceniça, mas tendrá sentido; polvo serán, mas 

polvo enamorado” (they will be ash but ash in feeling framed; they will be dust 

but will be dust in love).11 This figure of polvo moves from a religious comportment 

toward death to a romantic poetic vision of dust’s desire and becomes deliciously 

perverted and pulverized in the sacrilegious pen of Ramos Otero. Polvo moves 

from high literary canons to the calle with slang that would be spoken in Puerto 

Rico. “Echar un polvo” translates literally as “to throw dust,” but colloquially it 

means “to fuck.” Throwing dusty desire, rather than precious, life-making semen, 

figures a dispersal of desire, death, and diaspora. And while Ramos Otero’s writ-

ing indulges in the liminal edges of life, he does not invite a necessarily antisocial 

thesis. Rather, his dust writing is exorbitant — inviting us to trace the outlines of 

finitude and desire. We bear witness as we search for the material traces that reg-

ister catastrophe in the literary.12 Invitación al polvo, according to Rubén Ríos 

Ávila (1991: 81), “se trata de invitarnos a sentir, y sentimos, con él, la esperanza 

terrible de amor y el miedo, no ya a la muerte, sino a mi muerte” (deals with 

inviting us to feel, and we feel, with him, the terrible hope of love and fear, not to 

death, but to my death). Ramos Otero’s writing toward his own death asks us to 

think not only of his death or of death generally but of the fact of our own finitude. 
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This invitation reminds us that this particular death is not ours, but our end will 

come — and though it will not exactly be ours, it will be witnessed and traceable 

under the provenance of dust.

In the last poem of the second section of Invitación, Ramos Otero figures 

his coming death, one that he has anticipated poetically through the temporal fig-

ures of vigil and insomnia.13 Now death becomes passage and travel. “La rosa” 

figures this trip as one that has no apparent arrival, no teleological conclusion to 

this life that is fading away, and no end point to the desire except for desire itself. 

The poem inhabits a circular structure, a revolving consideration of death and 

desire wherein the ambivalence remains suspended without being resolved. The 

beginning and ending of the poem are an identical four lines:

El martes que viene voy de viaje.

No es necesario hablar de mal agüero.

Regreso al pan, al mar y al aguacero.

A humedecer con polvos mi homenaje. 

(64)

This coming Tuesday I am going on a trip.

It’s not necessary to speak of bad luck.

I return to bread, to the sea and to rainfall.

To dampen my memorial with dust.

Here, polvo functions as the final sprinkling over a memorial, as an homage, and 

also as a mist that lubricates a passageway to the next realm — or stubbornly clings 

to this one.

Within the poem, the lyrical voice indulges in a fetid desire:

¡Oh delicioso lodazal terrestre, cama prohibida

de los ángeles perversos, costra olorosas de quesos

genitales, manos labriegas surcando en entretelas

la libertad mortal que nadie entiende! 

(64)

Oh delicious muddy bog, prohibited bed

of perverse angels, fragrant scab of genital

cheeses, farmer hands ploughing in heartstrings

the mortal freedom that no one understands!
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The muddy bog of an ambivalent desire and death, of the risk of desire, becomes 

one to surrender to — to understand the pleasures that persist even in this quag-

mire that cannot be resolved, that cannot be understood, that belies the freedom 

found in finitude. Rather than an understanding, one has the tactility and scent of 

bodies, of worn hands, of intimate scabs — the places on the body where life has 

been lived, where work has been done, where illness has left its mark, and where 

desire has rubbed up against all of these experiences.

Qué más quieren de mí sino este libro abierto

que a todos asegura el clímax de sus penas,

este fúnebre ramo deshojado, este mapa de piel

que profetiza la órbita de otra cuarentena? 

(64)

What do they want from me but this open book

that assures all of the climax of their sorrows,

this leafless funeral bouquet, this map of skin

that prophesies the orbit of another quarantine?

Here, the poetic voice exposes the hermeneutic desires for others to read his open 

book. The last line heralds a trenchant critique of false empathy that actually 

desires abject experience to be swept away, out of sight, and quarantined. This line 

asks us to remember how sidosos, or people with HIV/AIDS, assumed the genea-

logical role of lepers.

A few lines down, the lyrical voice wants to assure that things will be 

known, in the open:

Quiero que sepan que estoy desorbitado,

como siempre, que sigo enamorado de la orilla,

que sigo sentado en el balcón del sueño

tirándole saliva al dios de la pureza;

y digo quel fuego no tiene funerales

que no verán pasar jamás al enemigo

si no es en rojo vivo, en crepúsculo, en sangre,

si no fuera la vida de la misma manera. 

(64)

I want them to know that I am exorbitant,

as always, that I continue to be in love with the margin,

that I stay seated at the balcony of the dream
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spitting saliva at the god of purity;

and I say that fire does not have funerals

that they will never see the enemy pass by

if it is not red hot, in twilight, in blood,

if it was not life in the same shape.

In these lines that lead up to the repetition of the beginning lines that end the 

poem in a looped fashion, the lyrical voice marks persistence in his queerness and 

a love of the limen. Desire, figured as fire, does not have a death, does not have a 

way of being commemorated, but continues in a way that cannot even be detected 

by those who oppose it. On the edge of a dream and spitting saliva at the god of 

purity, of decency, the defiance that claims pleasure in the bed of perverse angels 

persists to arrive at its own memorial and homage.

While “La rosa” shows us the recursive tripwire of death, it also displays 

the amassing rage that Ramos Otero infuses into his writing as he advances toward 

his own turning to ash. The writing performs an energetic death drive that refuses 

the current order of the living, a grave melody that moves from the personal to the 

impersonal, according to Luis Othoniel Rosa.14 Ramos Otero used his waning time 

and material resources to produce this angry, fetid vigil of his own death. As his 

time on this earth came to its final act, he still performed readings — sometimes 

in his hospital bed. One of those poems read from his bed was “Nobleza de san-

gre,” or “Blood Nobility.” In this poem, as in the whole of his work, queerness and 

colonial status become fascinatingly entangled through genocide and through a 

further critique of sovereignty and of purity. “Nobleza de sangre” considers all of 

the particularities of blood and bloodline — framing us between two forms of blood 

that put queers and Puerto Ricans at the crossroads of biopolitics, necropolitics, 

and uneven precarity.

Late in Invitación al polvo, Ramos Otero uses apostrophe to address and 

undermine a sovereign, in the form of a prayer of thanks, infusing his words with 

palpable anger at the forces who deem themselves sovereign enough to let some 

live and some die. “Nobeleza de sangre” begins:

Gracias, Señor, por habernos enviado el SIDA.

Todos los tecatos y los maricones de New York,

San Francisco, Puerto Rico y Haití te estaremos

eternamente agradecidos por tu aplomo de Emperador del Todo y

de la Nada (y si no me equivoco, de Católicos Apostólicos Romanos). 

(62)
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Thank you, Lord, for having sent us AIDS.

All the junkies and faggots in New York,

San Francisco, Puerto Rico, and Haiti will be forever

grateful for your aplomb as Emperor of All Things and

The Void (and, if I’m not mistaken, of Apostolic Roman Catholics).15

The poetic voice infuses bitter vitriol with mocking irony, creating a coalitional, 

archipelagic relation among the places most notoriously affected by HIV/AIDS. 

But this poem, at this initial moment, glances across the Atlantic. This gesture 

toward the transatlantic defies its historical trajectory by co-implicating queerness 

with global raciality.

The lyrical defiance continues — morphing prayer into a scorn that puppets 

the hyperbolic imaginaries of the homophobic and racist attitudes that attached to 

the virus:

Los heterosexuales del centro de África, creo,

que son ingratos al no reconocer quel SIDA

les ha permitido entrar a la modernidad sin prejuicios,

aunque ya sí saben que la falta de lluvia y de alimentos

son tus justas artimañas de purificador y arquitecto de almas.

(62)

The heterosexuals of central Africa are, I think,

ungrateful not to recognize that AIDS

has allowed them entrance into modernity without any prejudice

though they already do know that the lack of rain and food

are just your stratagems as purifier and architect of souls.

Assuming a mockingly moralistic tone, the poetic voice betrays that such attitudes 

kill. They kill precisely by summoning the global South into modernity. Lack of 

rain and food serve as the genocidal desires of a wanton deity, an architect of souls, 

a biopolitical enforcer who purifies through torturous means. Moving from the two 

flagship cities of the outbreak to the affected Caribbean islands and then to central 

Africa (where the presumed sexuality is heterosexual yet always deviantly queer), 

Ramos Otero includes bisexuals in his community of sidosos:

Señor, perdona a los bisexuales por su confusión innata

de creer quen la variedad de cuerpos está el gusto,

y sobre todo perdona a la mayoría moral, intachable y serena
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que aún ignora la dulce cortadura de tu espada de carne. 

(62)

Lord, forgive bisexuals for their innate confusion,

for believing pleasures to be found in the variance of bodies,

and above all forgive the irreproachable and serene moral majority

that still knows not the sweet incision of your sword of flesh.

Pleasure in the variance of bodies, in this stanza, translates bisexuality out of 

binaristic thinking and into a multivalent terrain of bodies and pleasures. This 

barely concealed revision of Christian logic gains force when, in the next lines, 

the moral majority — those who would do most condemning through judgmental 

scripture and punishing lust for this plague — is the population most bereft of “the 

sweet incision of [the Lord’s] sword of flesh.” Positioned now as a sadist, a sadist 

who withholds his pleasurable cutting from his most devout followers, the discourse 

of God is what is innately confused.

Confusing who names and who is named, the poem continues to say that 

the poetic voice knows many who think that because humans are supposedly made 

in God’s likeness, such likeness would mean that god would have endured “ese 

asco collectiva de Kaposi Sarcoma [the collective disgust of Karposi’s sarcoma and 

tuberculosis]” (63). The poetic voice does signal, in this litany of complaints, that 

an unending fatigue is making it difficult to walk or write poetry. And yet the writ-

ing proceeds and does so through the power of naming:

Señor, me voy a tomar la poca libertad que me queda, colonizado al fin,

y definir nuestra identidad: ¡Que nos llamen sidosos de una vez y todas! 

(63)

Lord, I’m going to take what little freedom I have left and, a colonial after  

  all,

define our identity: Let them call us the sidious once and for all!

This seemingly sovereign act of naming, addressed at a Catholic god, flies in the 

face of creation stories wherein naming was handed to Adam — but this naming is 

in the subjunctive. Freedom becomes an imperative, rather than a given, in this 

poetic syntax.

Though Invitación al polvo signals a privileged relation to death generally 

and HIV/AIDS in particular, the collection does not see death as a final telos that 

determines a foreclosure of desire and relation. In Ramos Otero’s writing, desire 
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persists — whether it be through memory, fantasy, or materiality — in the trope of 

dust. The ambivalence of polvo is dispersed throughout the collection and becomes 

a figure that, through its registers of finitude and persistence, transforms into a 

motif of danger, of that which illuminates the risk of relation. If dust had seemed 

particularly prescient about the HIV/AIDS pandemic, it now flashes as a figure 

that portends both the effects of coloniality and the raised stakes of thinking fin-

itude, relationality, and precarity after Hurricane María. It is in this entangled 

figure that I dwell, showing the echoes of Ramos Otero’s work and his luscious 

renderings of many kinds of undoings — those pleasurable and those damning.

Matters of Dust and Diaspora

Dust is dirty. Dust is always a minor matter that claims grand importance when 

matter is not assessed or valued on scales that always lie about how powerful or 

sovereign any self may be. Dust shows the scales of relation at the level of the 

globe but also at the level of the almost imperceptible bit of dust that makes its 

way into our always-porous bodies, our bodies that contribute to this business of 

dust without our consent and without option. It is everywhere making strange and 

fleeting assemblages of the movements of matter, of story, of bodies, of skin, of 

breath. Dust may settle slowly or quickly lift up, as fires blaze, as libraries gather 

mold, as sands blow across the Atlantic Ocean. Dust populates relation not simply 

as space but also temporally, in a swerving entanglement — the tiny bits that bear 

witness and register how inter- and intra-relation impinge upon us and expose our 

porosity through the particulate. This deeply ambivalent matter of dust resonates 

as something frustratingly material and recalcitrant to sovereign efforts to purify 

and to seal off the self from a broader world of the senses, haptically seductive and 

debilitatingly invasive. Ramos Otero’s dusty writing elucidates the vibrant dangers 

of desire — its salacious risk and aggregate relationality through a matter akin to 

what Deborah Vargas calls lo sucio.16 Polvo moves across the different genres and 

phases of Ramos Otero’s work as a matter that refuses to disentangle the material 

realities of queerness and coloniality. Making love and reading become dusty, dan-

gerous, and desirous in the words of Ramos Otero, inviting us to think beyond a 

sealed self, a sovereign life, and the supposed distinctions between fiction and his-

tory. Porosity can be erotic and can also quickly turn to precarity, as we have seen, 

and it is in this charge of relational risk that I think the perverse figure of polvo, or 

dust, holds for Ramos Otero and for us. As Ramos Otero became more and more 

ill as a sidoso, one of his dear friends took him home to Puerto Rico in order to die. 

And there he did die, a telos that undoes the directional prejudice behind the term 
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sexile. Instead, his ashes would be sprinkled at the sea in his hometown of Manatí, 

a final return to his shore of life. His exorbitant dust still rages on the page, an 

urgent reminder that finitude comes for us all, but with a crucial and cruel distinc-

tion: it does not come for all of us with even speed and force.

To follow Ramos Otero’s dusty afterlife, I now move to consider how dust 

works within the atmospherics of the Caribbean. Dust grants matter to a thinking 

of opacity and relation, inspired by the work of Éduoard Glissant. Opacity func-

tions as an ethical imperative that refuses to reduce or flatten an other in order to 

sustain relation itself. Dust is often thought of as insignificant remains, the dried 

remnants of what was once life. Consider, then, that Glissant begins Caribbean 

Discourse (1989: v) with an epigraph that betrays the colonial attitude toward the 

archipelago through a quote attributed to Charles de Gaulle: “Between Europe 

and America I see only specks of dust.” For Glissant, such specks of dust become 

a way to imagine relation itself, to think the irreducible opacity of matter, which 

keeps us in the pull, tension, and risk of relation.17 Dust is that which, in its small, 

fragmented opacity, has the haptic ability to texture relation that is often under-

thought, under-felt, and under the radar of the blatantly visible. Glissant (Glissant 

and Wing 2005: 185) writes: “Relation contaminates, sweetens, as a principle, or 

as flower dust.” Employing the material metaphor of flower dust, or pollen, Glissant 

offers a felicitous reminder that relation means the possibility of cross-pollination 

and cross-contamination. This tiny particulate matter matters in his work, almost 

in an inverse calculus to how it had been deplored by Charles de Gaulle. Clouding 

vision, dust may show that what seems sheerly transparent is not a void but rather 

a populated and material relation with the play of physics, of light, of so much 

chance. Dust sullies vision. It is seemingly inert but moves frustratingly easily — a 

swarm or flurry of particulate matter that rearranges itself up into the air. Tracing 

polvo throughout the oeuvre of Ramos Otero enmeshes one in the material and the 

tropological consideration of the multitude or swarm of dust that better matches 

both diaspora and its contrapuntal phenomenality, that better understands the 

excitations of desedimentation and dispersal. Polvo attends to the unevenness of 

modernization processes and cataclysmic events.18 Polvo provides a dusty lens to 

consider how Ramos Otero’s invitation opens up a space-time configuration that 

shuttles, ecstatically, between the HIV/AIDS outbreak in Manhattan and Hurri-

cane María in Puerto Rico. Polvo presages on the material grounds19 of what has 

already been felt — the difficulty and pleasure of being queer and (anti-) colonial.

A curious aspect of Puerto Rico’s climatology is polvo del Sahara, or Saha-

ran dust, a phenomenon that occurs most often during May to September, which 

overlaps significantly with hurricane season. The dust storms originate from the 
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Saharan desert in Northern Africa, where winds churn clouds of sandy dust up 

into the sky, over the Canary Islands, and then to the Caribbean, landing often in 

Puerto Rico and sometimes making it all the way to Mexico. These dust storms 

are ambivalent: they reduce visibility, leave a layer of dust over everything, and 

signal threat to bodies, particularly those with autoimmune disorders and asthma; 

yet Saharan dust also works as a desiccant, a drying agent that reduces the spread 

of fungal spores and dries the atmosphere in the Caribbean, thus halting the con-

stant churn of cyclones and stunting the growth of tropical storms. The particu-

late matter is often iron – rich, and studies have found that these particles reflect 

solar radiation, thus cooling the otherwise warming oceans, deterring the humid-

ity and heat that act as catalysts for hurricanes. Many have pondered over this 

migratory dust, which precedes the transatlantic slave trade, since the very same 

winds that bring tons of dust from the Saharan desert also blew wind behind sails 

of ships that brought massive social death and dispossession to the Antilles.20 

Edward Kamau Brathwaite (1974: 73) writes: “Even before the first slaves came —  

bringing, perhaps, pre-Columbian explorers — there was a wind: an implacable 

climatic, indeed, geological connection.” This historical reminder urges us to con-

sider who profits at suffering and what connections can be made across the globe.

In concert with Jasbir K. Puar, both in her critique of homonationalism 

or pinkwashing and in her call to consider the uneven spread of debility over the 

globe, I propose thinking with dust, or perverse polvo, as one way to consider queer 

diaspora against the idealization of atomized individuals moving northward from 

the global South to more white, queer metropoles.21 Thinking with dust means 

attending to its swerving movements, its flurry after being struck, its dance during 

descent, its settling into cracks, its movement in and out of lungs, land, and water. 

Such movement better corresponds to both the material exigencies behind dias-

pora and its multidirectional, contrapuntal flows. The particulate matter, here, is 

one of a sucia sociality — a dirty, resourceful mode that looks to waste as archive. 

In theorizing the necessity of the aesthetic for queer diaspora curatorial and archi-

val projects, Gayatri Gopinath (2018: 17) emphasizes that “these minor histories 

can be carefully extracted from informal archives made up of discarded or deval-

ued objects, in haptic journeys through dust, dirt, and detritus.” Porosity can be 

erotic and can also quickly turn to precarity, and it is in this ambivalent, relational 

charge that the perverse figure of polvo calls out to us.
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Polvo’s Postscript

With the strange time of dust, Ramos Otero summoned his darkest angelic ener-

gies to witness what he knew he could not, leaving us with a posthumous writing 

that knew it was always written in the tune of the inhuman. When I found myself 

in San Juan during the island-wide protests of July 2019, I could not help but feel 

that I was hearing Ramos Otero’s invitation anew. Puerto Ricans on the island 

rallied across class, race, gender, and sexuality to come together and demand 

respect for the dead through the ousting of Governor Ricardo Roselló. Many pro-

testers graffitied the colonial walls of Old San Juan and held signs with the number 

4,645 — which accounts for the governmentally unacknowledged, but confirmed, 

tally of Puerto Ricans who died in the aftermath of Hurricane María tallied by 

the Centro de Periodismo Investigativo. This death count uses a calculus between 

fast and slow death to show the astounding accrual of death in the aftermath of 

María. How does death recur in a colonial atmosphere, like so much dust caught 

in the throat? How can we think of the aching resonance between the supposedly 

indifferent effects of hurricanes and viruses and their overexposure onto queer and 

racialized populations?

I write this postscript, which will surely be rendered dusty soon, as crisis 

accelerates globally in a way that makes me unable to cap off this history of dust. 

Recent attention to both HIV/AIDS and Hurricane María reminds us urgently that 

these crises are not over but rather are redistributed and scattered,22 discursively 

cleaned up in the media, while the material reality remains quotidian for those 

who fall outside of the purview of attention to crisis that is myopic, amnesic, and, 

ultimately, the work of neoliberal dispossession that lets others imagine that they 

are safe from catastrophe elsewhere. It is now, at the time of this writing, sum-

mer 2020, when that conceit of safety and corporeal sovereignty has just been 

eroded for many in the global North who face with the Covid-19 pandemic what 

others across the globe have faced historically in horrifyingly predictable, recur-

sive loops. And yet the uneven distribution of death still takes its toll on Black and 

Brown bodies, calling us anew to respond. If we consider these quotidian deaths 

with dust, as that which we breathe and that which recurs, we may be able to cull 

an ethics of relation. Thinking with the minor matter of dust not only decenters 

individual human life, it also invites us to think beyond the reach of our life to 

the moment when we will not be able to keep vigil over our life nor over the lives 

of others, and thus it asks us to ask cruel, painful, but necessary questions. As a 

modest response in the face of so much death, Manuel Ramos Otero’s prescient fig-
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uration of polvo offers us a figure of material vigil. In dust’s quiet repose, we hapti-

cally encounter a poetics of life at the shore of death and death at the shore of life.

Notes

1.	 Ruiz (2019: 33) writes: “I am most concerned with how these tight locations unveil 

something about Ricanness that is profoundly temporal and on loop in an act of eter-

nal recurrence.” 

2.	 All translations are mine unless otherwise indicated.

3.	 Ramos Otero notes the temporal rims of a dusty tongue with the adjective polvorosa —  

which I have chosen to translate as “dusty” instead of the clumsy but also more 

specific translation of “dust-ful.” In this quote, the page is embodied through skin 

signaled as dusty by the descriptor polvorienta — which, again, I have translated as 

“dusty.” But this form of dustiness is one that is actively becoming dust, decaying and 

crumbling at the edges.

4.	 What we mean by autobiography has important political and ethical dimensions, 

especially when assigning it to a marked, minoritarian writer who insists upon aes-

thetic innovation and dazzlingly theatrical writing. An unquestioned autobiographical 

reading practice focuses on individuals and has the danger of turning the assumed ref-

erential experience of the individual into either a token success story or an exemplar 

of oppression. And moreover, what I call the “biographical hermeneutic” is so often 

ascribed to minoritarian writers and artists. For many Latinx writers, this becomes 

the reigning mode of engaging writers’ work — often neglecting form, material history, 

and theoretical nuance that finds its force not in the writing itself but in the supposed 

transparent empiricism of the life of the author.

5.	 The first major critical reprise of Ramos Otero finds itself in Juan Gelpí’s Literatura y 

paternalismo en Puerto Rico (1993). There Gelpí shows how Ramos Otero breaks from 

paternalistic approaches to the literary canon of Puerto Rico through an emphasis on 

the transitory.

6.	 For more on atmospheric reading, see Taylor 2016.

7.	 Though the majority of Ramos Otero’s writing life was spent in the United States, he 

seldom gets integrated into the canon of US Latinx letters. He is a curious omission in 

the 2011 Norton Anthology of Latino Literature.

8.	 In 2011 the reprint of Manuel Ramos Otero’s only published novel, La novelabingo, 

appeared. Furthermore, his work is prominently featured in a 2007 anthology of queer 

Puerto Rican literature from the island and its diaspora, Los otros cuerpos: Antología 

de temática gay, lésbica y queer (Caleb Acevedo, Rosario, and Negrón 2007).

9.	 This article is excerpted from a longer chapter of my manuscript in progress, “Radiant 

Opacity: Textured Aesthetics of Queer Latinidad.” While the trope of polvo shifts in 

force, the exquisite sprinkling of dust is scattered among Ramos Otero’s entire oeuvre 

as a guiding figure and a sullied hermeneutic.
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10.	 For an excellent discussion of the use of polvo in Ramos Otero’s work as it relates to 

Federico García Lorca and Whitman, see Staebler 1994.

11.	 Translation by Willis Barnstone.

12.	 Cathy Caruth (2014: 92) writes: “To search for traces in the ash: this is the story of 

an impossible quest, not for what lies buried beneath the ashes, but for what may be 

impossibly, evanescently, inscribed upon them.” 

13.	 For a reading of the temporal dimensions of Invitacion al polvo, see Trigo 2008.

14.	 “There is a grave melody that marks the territory of the book and the island, and 

a tale melody that seems to put forth a precarious afterlife that escapes the grave 

melody. Ramos Otero’s melodies escape fossilized communitarian and individualistic 

melodies to offer an impersonal literature in the face of the disaster of history” (Rosa 

2011: 179).

15.	 All translations of “Nobleza de sangre” are the work of Roberto Márquez (2007: 

295 – 96).

16.	 For more on a queer thinking of suciedad, see Vargas 2014. 

17.	 In his memorial essay on Glissant, J. Michael Dash (2011: 673) writes: “In response 

to this dream of theoretical coherence or aesthetic order, Glissant insisted on the 

ungraspable specificity of a world in which all elementary particles were interrelated.”

18.	 Considering the ambivalent legacy of quantum field theory as both a deconstructive 

hauntological project and that which gave us the apocalyptic explosion of time and 

matter in the atomic bombs, Karen Barad (2017: 73) considers the strange spatiotem-

poral matter of past events: “The past is never finished and the future is not what will 

unfold, the world holds the memories of its iterative reconfigurings. All reconfigur-

ings, including atomic blasts, violent ruptures, and tears in the fabric of being — of 

spacetimemattering — are sedimented into the world and its iterative becoming and 

must be taken into account in an objective (that is, responsible and accountable) 

analysis.” Barad insists that temporality is not merely multiple but instead radically 

entangled. 

19.	 I imagine dust as a material metaphor that works in tandem and tension with Vanessa 

Agard-Jones’s work on sand and queer desire in the Caribbean. Her theorization of 

how sand works centers those who do not, whether by choice or circumstance, flee 

the Caribbean to emphasize their queerness in exile. For her (2012: 340), sand works 

as a kind of archive: “Rather than invoke ideas about absence and invisibility as the 

condition of same-sex desiring and gender-transgressing people, turning to sand as 

a metaphor for the repository of memory may help our analyses engage more fine-

grained and ephemeral presences than our usual archives would allow.” 

20.	 In this manner, too, dust becomes exorbitant beyond Ramos Otero’s writing, showing 

us the Africanist presence in the matter of dust. For more on how Blackness is exorbi-

tant to thought, see Chandler 2008.

21.	 Instead of thinking in terms of identity and agency, Puar (2017: xvii) considers force 

and assemblage in her latest book, The Right to Maim: “I therefore do not offer debil-
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ity as an identity; it is instead a form of massification.” Puar’s conceptualization of 

debility leads us away from neoliberal identity and more into the massification of dust.

22.	 See Cheng, Juhasz, and Shahani 2020; and Bonilla and Marisol 2019.
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