
¡PRESENTE! 
THE POLITICS

OF PRESENCE
DIANA TAYLOR



¡PRESENTE!

https://www.dukeupress.edu/information-activism?utm_campaign=pdf-intros-june20&utm_medium=title%20page&utm_source=intro


DISSIDENT ACTS a series edited by  

Diana Taylor and Macarena Gómez- Barris



THE POLITICS  
OF PRESENCE

¡PRESENTE!
DIANA TAYLOR

DUKE UNIVERSITY PRESS DURHAM AND LONDON 2020



  © 2020 Duke University Press
All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of Amer i ca on acid- free paper ∞
Designed by Aimee C. Harrison
Typeset in Minion Pro and Le Murmure  
by Westchester Publishing Ser vices

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: Taylor, Diana, [date] author.
Title: ¡Presente! : the politics of presence / Diana Taylor.
Other titles: Dissident acts.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2020. | Series: Dissident acts | Includes 
bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2019054634 (print)
lccn 2019054635 (ebook)
isbn 9781478008552 (hardcover) 
isbn 9781478009443 (paperback)
isbn 9781478008897 (ebook)
Subjects: lcsh: Presence (Philosophy)—Political aspects. | Performative (Philosophy)— 
Political aspects. | Performance art—Political aspects. | Hispanic Americans in the  
performing arts. | Performing arts—Political aspects—United States. | Knowledge,  
Theory of. | Social epistemology. | Eurocentrism. | Decolonization—Latin America. |  
Hispanic Americans—Race identity.
Classification: lcc bd355 .t39 2020 (print) | lcc bd355 (ebook) | ddc 320.01—dc23
lc record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019054634
lc ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019054635

Cover art: Frames from Francis Alÿs, “The Multiplication of Sheep,” in Cuentos 
patrióticos (Patriotic tales), in collaboration with Rafael Ortega, 1997. Single- channel video 
projection, 14:40 minutes. Image courtesy of the artist.



To my  family, who have accompanied me always:  
Eric, Alexei, Marina, Gladys Lowe, Jonathan Schuller

And to my grandchildren,  
Mateo Taylor Lowe, Zoe Taylor Lowe,  
Shoshana Schuller, and Liora Schuller

Walking hand in hand with you, into new times.



CONTENTS

ix Prologue Jumping the Fence

1 One ¡Presente!
45 Two Enacting Refusal: Po liti cal Animatives
67 Three Camino Largo:  The Zapatistas’ Long Road  toward Autonomy
105 Four Making Presence
127 Five Traumatic Memes
153 Six We Have Always Been Queer
175 Seven  Tortuous Routes: Four Walks through Villa Grimaldi
203 Eight Dead Capital
226 Nine  The Decision Dilemma

245 Epilogue

251 Notes
299 Bibliography
321 Index



ix

Prologue
Jumping the Fence

An undisciplined student, impatient with my high school classes at the Brit-
ish high school in Mexico City, I used to jump over the fence a few times a 
week  after roll call and walk home. The pounds, shillings, and pence of my 
math class gave way to the pesos I’d spend on jicama with lime and chile to 
eat on the way. I’d throw off the outward signs of colonial discipline— the tie, 
blazer, knee- high socks, Oxford shoes— that I’d been forced to wear since I 
was a nine- year- old in the Canadian boarding school and now back home 
in Mexico. I set about to learn in my own haphazard fashion. I loved Shake-
speare, Marlowe, and the Rus sian novelists, but also the Mexican comic and 
phi los o pher Cantinflas, who taught me, “Ah!  There’s the catch: it’s neither this 
nor that, but completely the opposite.”1 In my life,  every day was opposite day. 
If I graduated from high school it was  because Díos es grande (God is  great), 
as  people say in Mexico, and prob ably more impor tant,  because students in 
the British system had to pass the General Certificate of Education adminis-
tered out of the University of London. The exams  were devised and graded 
in London, where no one cared if I had jumped over the fence to escape 
school in Mexico. I passed. Five Ordinary levels and two Advanced levels 
in lit er a ture and history. Not brilliant, but not bad for someone who refused 
school. And it got me into college, another haphazard adventure beyond the 
purviews of this prologue. Yet the irony is not lost to me that it was the “neu-
tral” and “institutional” positioning of the authorized reader in London who 
got me through, outweighing the years of experience my local teachers had 
endured with the unruly child they deemed unfit for further study.

I have spent much of my professional life finding ways to work beyond 
the fence. I have never  really belonged to (or in) any one field or academic 



x Prologue

 department, so I tried to create other spaces for thinking and interacting with 
 others. In my  earlier years at Dartmouth, historian Annelise Orleck, journalist 
Alexis Jetter, and I started the Institute for  Women and Social Change, bring-
ing female artists, activists, and scholars from throughout the world. What, 
we wondered, did  people do to sustain themselves and their communities ex-
posed to dehumanizing and oppressive conditions when it seemed that very 
 little could be done? We invited thinkers such as Wangari Maathai, Winona 
LaDuke, Dorothy Allison, and Cherríe Moraga to Hanover, New Hampshire, 
to imagine more life- sustaining ways of making worlds, making politics. Soon 
 after, I started the Institute of Per for mance and Politics with my friend and 
colleague Doris Sommer at Harvard to create spaces of per for mance interac-
tion and activism that exceeded departmental and even university limits. We 
launched the Mexican po liti cal masked performer SuperBarrio for president 
in 1996, and in early 1997 worked with Bread and Puppet to fill the Rocke-
fel ler Center at Dartmouth with images and cardboard figures we made of 
 people from ethnic groups from throughout the Amer i cas who would never 
be asked to enter that building.  After moving to nyu in 1997, I worked with 
two of my doctoral students— Zeca Ligiéro, a professor from uni- rio in 
Brazil, and Javier Serna, a professor in the Autonomous University of Nuevo 
León in Mexico—to begin the Hemispheric Institute of Per for mance and 
Politics in 1998. Hemi was conceived back then as a cultural corridor through-
out the Amer i cas, creating physical, digital, and archival spaces of interaction 
where scholars, artists, and activists could collaborate on performance- based 
transdisciplinary, transborder proj ects and topics. At our first Encuentro in 
Rio de Janeiro, entitled Per for mance (as we tried to socialize the word as a 
theory as well as praxis), it was hard to convince  people that we had anything 
to talk about. What, some artists asked, did they have to say to scholars? Activ-
ists, maybe. Not sure. But scholars? I noted that many focused their work on 
“the body”: The body as front and center in per for mance art. The body on the 
line in activism. Who, I asked, problematized thinking about the body as gen-
dered, raced, sexed, aged, with diff er ent kinds of aptitudes and abilities? Okay, 
okay, you can stay. Money from the U.S.? The empire? This must be another 
form of cultural and artistic extractivism.  Every conversation was like that, 
negotiating how  people who lived in diff er ent countries, communities, condi-
tions, languages, and so on could talk in spite of the brutal economic, social, 
and po liti cal divides that separate us. Now, twenty years  later, with some sixty 
academic and cultural organ izations as institutional members, the conversa-
tions have changed.  They’re certainly no easier or less painful (as chapter 6 
makes clear), but the debates and points of conflict continually shift.
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This book, an amoxohtoca or “journey of the book” in Nahuatl, traces my 
meandering journey through the Amer i cas, around, back, and back again as 
I’ve engaged in an unsettled and undisciplined approach to scholarship that 
prioritizes relational and embodied forms of knowledge production and 
transmission that take us beyond the colonizing and restrictive epistemic 
grids that some of our Eurocentric disciplines and practices impose on us. 
Yet transgressing  those grids also invites all sorts of tensions and misun-
derstandings, some more productive than  others. One of the most genera-
tive for me came in a conversation with Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, who was 
explaining an Aymara concept of inter- relatedness. I understood her to say 
that jaqxam sar meant “to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others.” To 
be me, someone  else has to name me, acknowledge me.  These words guided 
much of my thinking as I reexamined colonialist and decolonial notions of 
subjectivity. When a year or so  later I checked back with her to make sure I 
had used jaqxam sar appropriately, she did not remember our conversation 
and, more disorienting, said that jaqxam sar actually meant something  else 
altogether. The concept “to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others” made 
sense, she said, but not the term. So I claim both the misunderstanding and 
the concept, with the epistemic and po liti cal demand it makes on us, as I 
negotiate my way through  these spaces and chapters.

To be me, I’ve learned along the way, I have to talk and walk with  others. 
The artists, activists, and scholars who have walked and talked beside me 
on this journey have taught and sustained me in ways I cannot properly credit. 
This book is an attempt to continue some of the conversations  we’ve started.

My conversations with Juan López Intzin (or Xuno López) added “en-
hearting” to the walking and talking. The Mayan, specifically Tzeltal, world-
view situates the heart at the center of knowing and being with  others. He 
calls this “epistemologies of the heart.” Sometimes, like Stefano Harney, I’ve 
come to think of myself as an “idea thief.” What might pass as a conversation 
beyond the fence still falls  under the codes governing owner ship in Aca-
demia. For years, I’ve lived with the regret of not starting The Archive and 
the Repertoire by acknowledging that one of the initial thoughts I had about 
repertoires as systems contiguous but in de pen dent from archives came dur-
ing a conversation with Rebecca Schneider in a gas station in Wales on the 
way from PSi to London. On the  table, she mapped out how the archive 
or library had always been physically separate from the theatre in ancient 
Greek and Roman cities. She was interested in what falls out of the archival, 
the remains, and cited my example of the missing fin ger from Evita’s corpse in 
Disappearing Acts. For years, I had worried about the “other” of the archival, 
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what I fi nally came to call the “repertoire” of embodied practices that sur-
vived the erasure wrought by the colonial archive. My interests came not 
from ancient Greece but out of recognition of the colonial dispossession 
created by the privileging of archival knowledge. So who owns what? I’d 
rather think of it as owing instead of owning. I owe Rebecca. I owe Xuno. I 
owe Silvia, I owe many  people many  things, even, as Moten and Harney put 
it, every thing. I am deeply in debt. Encumbered. It makes me happy to know 
it and acknowledge it.

Some  people, like Jesusa Rodríguez, have participated directly in much 
of my meandering. She is a companion and protagonist in much of this 
amoxohtoca. Lorie Novak, as many photo graphs in this volume attest, has 
often been a cotraveler, extending vision to places where my eyes could not see. 
Marianne Hirsch, Richard Schechner, Fred Moten, Marcial Godoy-Anativia, 
Toby Volkman, Juan López Intzin, Rebecca Schneider, Faye Ginsburg, Leda 
Martins, and Jacques Servin have been essential to my way of thinking 
and acting in the world. David Brooks of La Jornada, Diana Raznovich, 
Catherine Lord, Kim Tomsen, Julio Pantoja, Ricardo Dominguez, Benjamin 
Arditi, Peter Kulchyski, Reverend Billy, and Savitri D. have accompanied 
and inspired me, each in their own way. Some thinkers, such as Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui, Judith Butler, and Greg Grandin, come up again and again in my 
travels. Thanks to Manuel R. Cuellar and David Jesus Arreola Gutiérrez for 
their help with Nahuatl! And to Alexei Taylor, who can draw what I can only 
imagine. I have learned a considerable amount from Grace McLaughlin and 
Anthony Sansonetti, the two best research assistants imaginable. I thank you 
all. The voices of many of my colleagues, students, and Hemi collaborators 
and co-conspirators accompany me wherever I go. ¡Presentes! ¡Gracias! 

Thanks to the Institut D’Etudes Avancée de Paris, which offered me a 
research fellowship in spring 2017, allowing me to find time to start putting 
this book together.

Thanks always to Ken Wissoker of Duke University Press, who has stew-
arded almost all my books, to Liz Smith, the senior project editor who 
worked on this book, and Macarena Gómez-Barris, coeditor of our series 
Dissident Acts.

As always, Susanne Zantop, I wish I could walk and talk with you.
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 There can be no discourse of decolonization, no theory of decolonization, without 
a decolonizing practice.— silvia rivera cusicanqui, “Ch’ixinakax utxiwa”

Not long ago, I received a mass email from Juan Carlos Ruiz, then codirector 
of the New Sanctuary Movement in New York, asking us to be ¡Presente!, 
to show up and stand up to U.S. policies of deportation that are currently 
tearing families apart. I’ve known and admired Ruiz since we met in 2014, 
and he invited me to serve as a judge on the Permanent  People’s Tribunal 
(ppt), a nonbinding court of opinion that hears and responds to the plight 
of persecuted  peoples whose claims  will never be taken up by a court of law. 
That was the third hearing, this one held in New York City, that accused the 
Mexican and U.S. governments of crimes against humanity.1 Several emi-
nent  human rights advocates  were part of that tribunal— Rául Vera, bishop 
of Saltillo;  Father Alejandro Solalinde, nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize 
for his defense of mi grants; and other luminaries deeply committed to the 
defense of  human rights.

During  those three days, we listened to mi grants tell us of murders, 
forced disappearances, rapes, kidnappings, and robberies they faced as they 
headed north to the U.S. through Mexico. We heard from Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals students whose families  were threatened with de-
portation, not knowing then that they too would soon be at risk. Undocu-
mented domestic workers spoke of the violent and degrading conditions in 
the un regu la ted  labor market. Afro Garifuna  women from Honduras said 
 they’d been tricked with rumors that they could safely cross into the U.S. if 
they came alone with their small  children. Instead they  were shackled and 
released to relatives. They had to sit near an outlet during our hearings to 
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keep their ankle monitors charged— a modern instantiation of black Latinx 
 women in chains. For a moment, the ongoing, state- sponsored or sanc-
tioned brutality made itself painfully vis i ble. I knew of  these dehumanizing 
politics, of course, but seldom so directly and intimately. As each person 
confided in us, looking us in the eye, she or he trusted us to do something 
about the cruel injustice. Courts adjudicate,  after all.  There are supposed to 
be consequences for criminal acts. While the jury declared the governments 
guilty of crimes against humanity, as charged, the tribunal’s main contribu-
tion was more symbolic and informative than juridical. It was, in a sense, 
“just” a per for mance, an enacted aspiration for justice. Although the ppt 
has major standing in  human rights circles, we knew that nothing concrete 
would come of it.  These stories too would sink back into invisibility, part of 
the normalized cruelty in which we carry on our everyday lives. Never have 
I felt more powerless and responsible to and for  people I did not know.

What can we do when apparently nothing can be done, and  doing noth-
ing is not an option?

For many involved in the tribunal, however, the per for mance of listen-
ing and fighting for justice was morally and ethically binding. We had to 
be ¡presentes! Every one on the jury had a history of sustained, at times life- 
threatening, activism. Solalinde’s early work creating shelters for mi grants 
was inspirational. He would accompany them on occasion as they traveled 
deadly routes, arguing that his priest’s collar offered a modicum of protec-
tion. Juan Carlos Ruiz helps or ga nize a sanctuary movement to shield mi-
grants from deportation, often getting arrested in the pro cess. Someone  else 
on the jury was a  lawyer who worked tirelessly for mi grant rights. I am an 
academic, a per for mance studies Latin Americanist—so I de cided to do 
what I do best: research and document and transmit— link my knowing to a 
 doing, to thoughtful and sustained action.

With several colleagues at the Hemispheric Institute (Hemi), we agreed 
to spend a good deal of time on the road through Central Amer i ca,  Mexico, 
and the Mexico- U.S. border region interviewing and working with  mi grants 
and  those who care and advocate for them.2 This was an act of  acuerpamiento, 
learning of a situation by living it in the flesh. We had to walk the walk. We 
also needed to hermanarnos (become brothers/sisters) to build trust, to lis-
ten, and to care. We could then create a rec ord of the testimonies of  those 
we encountered in our path. We moved through Honduras, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, crossed the Suchate (the border river between Mexico and Gua-
temala), followed the mi grant trails on and off, back and forth, for months 
that became years. We spoke with mi grants and their defenders in shelters, 
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the volunteers who provided care for amputees who had lost limbs on the 
train (La Bestia), sought out the unmarked graves of  those who died on the 
way, and met with families of  those who have dis appeared.3 At times, the 
local military kept us in their scopes, threatening anyone who spoke with us. 
The activists in the region shrugged the  hazard off— the government already 
knew who they  were and would eliminate them as they saw fit. The murder 
of environmental activist Berta Cáceres in Honduras just before we arrived 
proved that.  Things  were terrible  under Obama, but now  under the Trump 
administration every one we spoke to knew it would get much worse. How’s 
this  going to end? we’d all ask each other.

Marcial Godoy- Anativia, the managing director of Hemi, and I got so 
tired and heartsick at times on  those routes that we noted we  were losing our 
capacity to speak, to form coherent sentences in  either Spanish or En glish. 
We traced the hemi sphere’s “vertical border,” joined activists and scholars 
on the border in Arizona and  later in New York City to protest against 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ice) and call for the release of 
 those detained. We have participated as international observers on  human 
rights missions and brought dozens of gradu ate students from through-
out the Amer i cas to walk the trail with us.4 At one shelter, the students 
and mi grants— some roughly the same age and a few even from the same 
countries— started dancing together. It was hard to distinguish between 
them. At the end of the after noon, we got back on our air- conditioned bus 
and they  were left to fend for themselves on their dangerous trek north. If 
they  were to  ride with us, they would be immediately jailed and deported 
by the federal and local agents who  stopped our bus multiple times a day. 
We all felt sickened by the wild disparities in terms not just of privilege but 
of life expectancy. Acuerpamiento only goes so far. Why would they even 
talk to us? What could they conceivably get out of the exchange? One mi-
grant articulated a power ful stipulation— I  will talk to you all, he said, but 
you promise me you  will do something about this. We all agreed, and many 
of us have worked in vari ous ways to make good on that promise. One 
of the trans students started working with trans mi grants on that journey 
and never  stopped.  Others are now  lawyers and rights activists. Some de-
vised artistic interventions. At Hemi, we created Ecologies of Mi grant Care 
(https:// migration . hemi . press / ), a bilingual digital repository of more than 
one hundred accounts/testimonials by mi grants and  those who care for 
them. The videos, allow them to tell their own stories, in their own words. 
Our proj ect shares the vision articulated by Fray Tomás, who started and 
runs the “72,” the shelter for mi grants in Tenosique, Mexico: “We  aren’t the 
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voice of anyone. They have their own voice;  they’re subjects in their own 
right. They are very brave  people.”5 A “ human library,” as Óscar Martínez, 
author of The Beast called it.6 We continue to add more interviews, artistic 
interventions, and teaching resources to extend access to the materials now 
and into perpetuity (in library terms) in collaboration with nyu Libraries. 
This, we hope, is one way of protecting the stories from sinking into per-
manent invisibility. Someone  will find them. Some  will care.

Being  here/there, physically on the route, talking and walking with  others 
makes physical, po liti cal, and ethical demands on us. It was painfully clear 
that we do not know what they know, or experience or share their strug gles 
and fate, but  these interactions offered us another power ful way of knowing 
and acting on what we knew. Since 2014, I have participated as an activist, 
a professor, and a researcher in a series of interventions concerning the mi-
grant crisis.7 It’s hard to know that we can only do what we can do; harder 
still to accept that we must to do what we can do. Despair and cynicism are 
not options.

This study revisits and reperforms the history of state vio lence born of 
conquest, colonial histories, imperialist interventions, and neoliberal extrac-
tivist practice, reborn continually with new unfolding proj ects of vio lence 
and disappearance. My question: How do we live and respond ethically to 
this systemic brutality, knowing full well that many of us are embedded in 
it and benefit from the economic inequalities it produces? While the migra-
tion catastrophe is only part of the prob lem I examine, Ruiz’s email asking 
us/me to be ¡presente! precipitated a po liti cal as well as personal reflection— 
what does it mean to be presente to  others and to oneself?

¡Presente!, with and without exclamation marks, depends on context. As 
much an act, a word, and an attitude, ¡presente! can be understood as a war 
cry in the face of nullification; an act of solidarity as in responding, show-
ing up, and standing with; a commitment to witnessing; a joyous accom-
paniment; pre sent among, with, and to, walking and talking with  others; an 
ontological and epistemic reflection on presence and subjectivity as pro cess; 
an ongoing becoming as opposed to a static being, as participatory and rela-
tional, founded on mutual recognition; a showing or display before  others; 
a militant attitude, gesture, or declaration of presence; the “ethical impera-
tive,” as Gayatri Spivak calls it, to stand up to and speak against injustice.8 
¡Presente! always engages more than one. Sometimes it expresses po liti cal 
movement, sometimes a being together, walking down the street or celebrat-
ing and enacting our response, position, and attitude in our encounter with 
 others, even when the other has been dis appeared, or hides its face.
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While  these examples focus on presente as interactive and po liti cal, it also 
has a more self- reflexive dimension— how pre sent am I in my own body, in 
the dailiness of my own life? Jesusa Rodríguez, one of Mexico’s major artists, 
activists, and now senators, and I have led an exercise in per for mance peda-
gogy (which I discuss at length in chapter 3) that makes one critical point: 
The way you do this is the way you do every thing. It  doesn’t  matter what the 
this is. The way I decide to meet up with a friend, advocate for justice, look 
away when I see a homeless person, make a meal, or teach a class is how I do 
every thing. Am I in a hurry? Multitasking? Thoughtful? Thinking of some-
thing  else? A perfectionist? Good enough is good enough, and almost good 
enough, I reassure myself, is sometimes fine too? Ruiz’s call to be presente 
suddenly made me reflect on the ways in which I am/not presente in every-
thing I do. Presente to whom? Where? Why? What does it mean ethically 
and po liti cally? In scholarly and pedagogical terms? Presence, as ¡presente!, 
as embodied engagement, as po liti cal attitude, asks us to reexamine what we 
(think) we know, how we know, and the obligations and responsibilities that 
accompany such knowledge.

¡Presente! as an organ izing concept informs my proj ect in several key 
ways: epistemically, po liti cally, artistically, and pedagogically. ¡Presente! per-
forms the methodology (walking), the attitude, and the existential urgency 
of the argument. It is the argument. We need to be ¡presentes!

 These vari ous aspects of ¡presente! mutually reinforce each other to pro-
vide the pathways through the chapters, connected through my personal 
experience in ever- extending networks of activist commitment. No word in 
En glish captures the force or the multivalence of this term. The gesture of 
the raised fist enacts the militancy. The declaration “ We’re  here,  we’re queer, 
get used to it” reflects the solidarity and defiance. Shared moments of si-
lence allow us to accompany  others. “Say her name” conveys its recuperative 
gesture. Singing and dancing in a rally capture its joyful, animating quality. 
Yet it’s impor tant to cluster  these many meanings in a name and think them 
through together in this word/act. ¡Presente! allows for that; the chapters 
 here remind us that no one aspect is enough; refusal is not enough, defiance 
is not enough, critique is not enough, joy— alas—is not enough.9 Po liti cal 
interventions require a complex play of dispositions, moves, and gestures.

¡Presente!, moreover, immediately conjures up the bilinguality of this 
proj ect that I have thought through concurrently in Spanish and En glish. 
The En glish lies nested in the Spanish, just one e short. The Spanish exceeds 
the En glish, especially with the emphatic exclamation marks that reflects at-
titude and, more often, commitment and determination. If the study moves 
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between pre sent and presente, it’s  because I do. As I was born to Canadian 
parents who relocated to Mexico  after living in Cuba, my pro cess of be-
coming moves between languages. I realize that certain ideas and attitudes 
take shape in one language or the other, but rarely in both in the same way. 
Thinking, feeling, gesturing, or acting on them in the (momentarily) “other” 
language requires an act of embodied, linguistic, epistemic, and emotional 
translation, estrangement, approximation, or accommodation. Neither 
language is enough, and even both together fall short. To be clear:  there is 
nothing inherently illuminating or liberating about bi-  or multilinguality. 
We all live si mul ta neously within vari ous linguistic codes—be they regional 
linguistic variations, slang, jargon, or other group- specific forms of commu-
nication. But becoming between languages, living between  here and  there, 
has helped me to understand between- ness, beside- ness, entanglement, and 
negotiation as integral components of thought and presence itself, not simply 
instantiations of geo graph i cal or methodological located- ness.

Mexican Spanish, for example, has indigenous languages living along-
side and within it, pushing the frames of intelligibility to allow native world-
views to express themselves. In Mexico, for example, I live in Tepoztlán, 
a small indigenous town in the Tepozteco range of sacred mountains and 
home to Tepoztecatl, the lord of the mountains and the wind. My  house 
is on Cuauhtemotzin, a street named  after the last Aztec ruler (“one who 
has descended like an ea gle”), executed by the Spanish conqueror Hernán 
Cortés. My  house too retains its Aztec name, Cuatzonco, meaning “head of 
the barrio”— and a long, turbulent history. Without speaking Nahuatl, I say 
 these words  every day. That constant invocation reanimates a history of con-
quest and settler colonialism of which I am a part. The same  thing happens 
in English— Spanglish and Black En glish remind us of the multiple cultures, 
epistemes, and attitudes that flourish within supposed monolinguality. Ay te 
watcho. Mucho be careful. Ailóbit.10 The unsettled, constant back and forth 
of code- switching, for example, conjures a sense of proximity.  Certain words 
and homonyms bridge languages, allow them to touch (at times infelici-
tously), and open up multiple interpretations. A well- known example from 
my youth: Ford Motor Com pany could not understand why its popu lar Nova 
model did not sell in Mexico  until someone pointed out that “no va” means 
“ doesn’t go” in Spanish. The points of proximity and rupture, the iterations 
and multilayeredness of language, form part of the  dis-  re-  mis- placements 
and movement that I mark throughout this study. The constant traversing 
of historical, national, temporal, and linguistic frames is a  thinking/touching / 
becoming in motion that cannot be thought of as  translation proper; it does 
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not try to reproduce or represent stated ideas faithfully. Translation, in this 
sense, seems more like an evolving dialogic, citational, and performatic 
movement that builds on meanings and gestures, highlights the slippages 
and gaps, and exhausts the potentialities of silences and the unspoken to 
understand why some concepts, possibilities, and realities come into or fall 
out of awareness.

My bilinguality and biculturality, moreover, underline another aspect 
of presente. Traveling back and forth from Mexico to Canada to  boarding 
school (“to learna di inglish”) from ages nine to fourteen and then much 
 later to the U.S. for my PhD and now for work, I began to think of myself 
as a cultural broker, a trafficker in ideas with the privilege, access, and 
betrayal that implies.11 Some concepts traveled;  others  were left  behind. 
Much of what I bring into the discussion is not mine to tell, but the  people 
who should be in the room have been denied entry. The theoretical contri-
butions from indigenous scholars in Latin America often find themselves 
filtered, not to say pilfered, by Latin Americanists trained and working in 
the U.S. who use  those ideas for their/our own ends. Indigenous scholars 
have often accused U.S.- based academics of extractivist practices, produc-
ing unengaged and ungrounded work that does not reflect their context.12 
But too often I have been the only person in a room to ask, “What about 
Latin Amer i ca?” When I speak, I do so as a Latin Americanist trained 
in Mexico and the United States, not as a Latin American. How can I 
represent the systemically absented? Or speak for  others? I cannot par-
ticipate in the colonialist gesture of assuming a field absent other voices 
and perspectives— hence the continuing po liti cal urgency of insisting on 
presence.

By moments I’ve come to identify with Malinche, the multilingual indig-
enous  woman who was Cortez’s translator and lover. She is often depicted as 
a bridge figure in the chronicles. Mexicans have long hated her, accusing her 
of giving Eu ro pe ans entry to Aztec practices and ideologies, thus precipitat-
ing the destruction of their empire.13 If being presente demands an ethical 
engagement, it seems that the terms of my presentness— racially, through 
social status, disciplinary training, and institutional location— calls atten-
tion to its many complexities. I am si mul ta neously a Mexican in Canada 
and the U.S. and a guerita (light- skinned, epidermically white) in Mexico. 
I have a slight Spanish accent in En glish, which nonetheless has become 
my dominant language. I am a scholar at a major U.S. university inacces-
sible to all who cannot afford the high cost of tuition. My retirement funds 
are invested in the exploitative forces that I work against. I’m an activist of 
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 human rights, and a person of a privilege. Present/e, for me, means owning 
my mis- fit, mis- translations, and mis- appropriations in a series of interven-
tions and dialogues across disciplinary, linguistic, and cultural/national bor-
der crossings.

Mis- fitting has its advantages. Returning recently from Bolivia to Mexico, 
I forgot that I had a large bag of coca leaves in a jacket I had worn inside 
the Potosí silver mines— the economic engine that produced the Spanish 
empire in the sixteenth  century and positioned Eu rope at the center of the 
known universe, as I argue  later. Coca was an obligatory gift for the min-
ers and for the terrifying statue of the guardian figure, El Tio ( uncle), who 
protects the mine. Having offered copious quantities of coca leaves to all, I 
had slipped the bag of remaining leaves in my jacket pocket and forgotten 
about it. Claiming my suitcase in Mexico City, I remembered with alarm 
the jacket and the coca leaves. Passengers exiting customs  were divided into 
two lines— the X- ray machine for luggage, and the line that went past the 
customs officer and the sniffer dog. I got the dog, who immediately jumped 
on the suitcase holding my jacket and started barking enthusiastically. The 
customs officer was bewildered: a well- dressed white lady of a certain age 
was hardly his idea of a trafficker. The dog kept jumping on my bag. I stood 
frozen by images of spending the night in a jail or in custody someplace. 
The customs officer asked if I was carry ing food in the bag. No. He looked at 
me some more, then asked if I owned a dog. Yes. “That must be it,” he said, 
relieved. “Go ahead.” I could only imagine the dog’s reaction as it saw me 
wheel my bag out the exit. “Why do you train me if  you’re not  going to take 
my skills seriously?” I was the grateful beneficiary of the difficulty in over-
riding assumptions and ste reo types related to race, class, age, and privilege.

But my mis- fits also oblige me to use my scholarly training and access 
as well as my racial, class, and professional privilege to intervene in  every 
way that I can. We— scholars, artists, and activists— often coemerge from 
and inadvertently continue to coproduce  these colonial scenarios. It’s not 
just a decolonial theory about “it” (be it oppression, in equality, subalter-
nity, and so forth) addressed to “them,” it’s about a decolonial practice (as 
Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui says) that implicates me and the way I teach, re-
search, write— remembering that the way I do this is the way I do every-
thing. Part of my responsibility is to learn, unlearn, listen, engage, challenge, 
and if  pos si ble change the scenario.  Here, then, I venture out and bring 
back my personal, at times truncated and one- sided, reflections from  those 
interactions.
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This book is a product of many encounters that respond to one, under-
lying question: How to be pre sent ethically and po liti cally as a scholar, an 
activist, and a  human being— with/to/among the many  people struggling 
against a virulent brew of colonial- imperialist- capitalist- authoritarian- 
environmental- epistemic vio lence throughout the hemi sphere? What makes 
this a book rather than a collection of essays is that presencing works as a 
practice, a methodological as well as theoretical thread. I came to see this 
inquiry as a form of walking theory, thinking in and through the embodied 
and discursive acts of transfer. The ideas  were generated by the encounters, 
the predicaments, the physical motion, challenges, and expenditure that I 
describe. The personal entanglements that arise in each section elucidate 
diff er ent aspects of present/e, ways in which social actors intervene in the 
violent historical scenarios that constitute our hemispheric Amer i cas.

The chapters and pathways draw on conversations in per for mance studies, 
Latin American and hemispheric studies, Native studies, Latinx, Chicana/o 
studies, de-  and anticolonial studies, affect, memory, gender, queer, and trans 
studies, trauma studies, and other postdisciplines, the overlapping configu-
rations that emerge beyond the fence, to think through the embodied and 
po liti cal aspects of ¡presente! as protest, as witnessing, as solidarity, as the 
reciprocal pro cess of becoming in place and with  others. The presentness 
and embodied dimensions of presente enable a set of practices developed in 
per for mance studies that recognize scholars as coparticipants in the strug-
gles, scenarios, and encounters we engage in. Dwight Conquergood put it 
succinctly: “Proximity, not objectivity, becomes an epistemological point of 
departure and return.”14 What we know, in part, depends on our being  there, 
interacting with  others, unsettled from our assumptions and certainties, 
forging at times the conditions for mutual recognition, trust, and solidarity. 
It’s impossible to pretend to be objective or disembodied. The per for mance 
itself, as a framework and as a  doing, contributes to the meaning.

Instead of further cementing demarcated disciplines and institutions, this 
study brings together work by  people from diverse locations, backgrounds, 
and disciplines who contest colonialist theories and practices that produce 
isolated silos of knowledge. The chapters evolve from the point of view of the 
relational “I” that accompanies  others, participates, experiences, responds, 

 1.1  Alexei Taylor, Footprints, 2019.
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analyzes, and writes down the tentative lessons and conclusions drawn 
from  these interactions. “I” am pre sent to vari ous degrees in each one of the 
scenarios I lay before you. The “I,” however, is not autobiographical. I  don’t 
ask that you get to know “me.” Rather, it calls attention to the necessary situ-
atedness of knowledge that always emanates from the embodied practices 
of historically, socially, gendered, racially codified bodies. The located “I,” in 
dialogue with other “I”s, serves as a medium for transmission for the acts, 
ideas, strug gles, and possibilities outlined in the vari ous chapters. Nonethe-
less, to use Richard Schechner’s formulation, the “I” is not not autobiograph-
ical.15 My situatedness in both space and professional status, my physical 
appearance and abilities, my linguistic and experiential limitations pre sent 
me, affect how  others interact with me, and frame what I can and cannot 
see, can/cannot register, participate in, or transmit. The “I” is, as Michel de 
Certeau posited, “a locus in which an incoherent (and often contradictory) 
plurality of such relational determinations interact.”16 “I” embody and rep-
resent all sorts of social forces that exceed my capacity to grasp or control.

Present/e, si mul ta neously singular and plural in both languages, conveys 
the ontological condition that one is/we are never fully pre sent alone, and 
plurality always entails singularity. This “I” is part of a “we,” or vari ous “we”s, 
inextricable from them, yet remembering, again, as Jean- Luc Nancy makes 
clear, that we are with, yet separate.17 “We” exists in states of besideness and 
betweenness. We all appear to  others, and  others appear to us. Yet  there is 
nothing transparent about this pro cess of appearance. We do not just recog-
nize and acknowledge each other in a neutral “space of appearance.”18 The  
I/we entails complex rituals and politics of recognition. If, as Hannah  Arendt 
argues, “in acting and speaking, men [sic] show who they are, reveal ac-
tively their unique personal identities and thus make their appearance in the 
 human world,”19 we need to ask what happens to  those non- Enlightenment, 
nonliberal subjects— the slaves, the poor, the mi grants who  will always be 
a “what” rather than a “who” in certain spaces. Who gets to speak and re-
veal their “unique personal identities”? Who gets to speak for whom? Do “I” 
even recognize you as  human? As part of my “we”? Do you acknowledge me? 
How many “we”s do we all belong to? Who is being presented, presenced?

 These positions, always negotiated, at times transitory, are never given. 
Subcomandante Marcos, now known as Subcomandante Galeano, for exam-
ple, identifies with all strug gles and locates himself strategically: “Marcos is 
gay in San Francisco, Black in South Africa, Asian in Eu rope, Chicano in San 
Isidro.”20 In I AM, Guillermo Gómez- Peña says that the Sup reperformed 
his 1992 piece, “Spanglish Lesson” (“an Aztec in Nova Hispania/a Mexican 
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in San Diego/a Puertorrican in New York”) to  counter the Mexican govern-
ment’s taunts that Marcos was gay, thinking that might discredit him.21 Per-
for mances of identity are always reperformances— sometimes enactments 
handed down from above, sometimes oppositional forms of being articu-
lated from below. Who gets to set or redefine the terms? Marcos, always, is 
and is not Marcos.22  These per for mances function as repertoires transmit-
ting genealogies, gestures, acts that allow for multiple identifications, affini-
ties, allegiances, and saberes (both “ways of knowing” and “what is known”). 
I like Schechner’s formulation of the not/not. I am not Mexican, but I am 
not/not Mexican. I am not a Gringa but I am not/not a Gringa. I am not 
a traitor, but I am not/not a traitor. Mine too is always a reper for mance of 
negotiation and betrayal. I have chosen to live my Malinchismo as a gift, 
as a form of freedom from nationalisms and imperatives to self- identify in 
specific ways. I can affiliate, empathize, advocate, and accept responsibility, 
but I do not identify or belong in any one way. Who we are depends in part 
on our way of being presente.

Coming into Presence

We have to work  towards [a] po liti cal identity [for] mi grants as collective subjects 
and  bearers of rights capable of revolutionizing the world— wherever they come 
from, wherever they pass through, and wherever they are  going. A new economic 
identity for mi grants . . .  a new social identity from a social fabric that has been 
destroyed, overtaken by vio lence. They move from one country overtaken by cor-
ruption and impunity to another full of discrimination and humiliation. We must 
create this new identity by weaving together many cultures, many identities. . . .  
We describe this small proj ect called La 72 with some irony as a “liberated ter-
ritory.” We are part of a new collective with a power ful identity.— fray tomás, 
founder of the mi grant shelter in Tenosique, Mexico, La 72

By what means of subjectification do we come into presence?23 How does 
de- subjectification produce absence? How do men,  women, and  children 
become stateless “mi grants,”  people without rights, expendable, disposable? 
How do we come to be Mexican or black or Indian or female, straight, queer, 
trans, or what ever it is we are? ¡Presente! explores the violent implications 
of the Western notion of self- reflective subjectivity through a series of sce-
narios of conquest, colonization, extraction, imperialism, and ongoing state 
vio lence in the Amer i cas resonating from colonial histories. The conquest of 
the Amer i cas in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries inaugurated the global 
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proj ect of capitalism and, powered by the silver coming out of Potosí, estab-
lished Eu rope as the center of the modern world. The conquest, too, ushered 
in notions of subjectivity and race that objectified both Amerindian and 
the African slave populations. The major po liti cal and economic recenter-
ing that placed Eu ro pe ans as the power ful, defining, and conquering “I,” 
Enrique Dussel argues, was “essential to the constitution of the modern 
ego . . .  as subjectivity that takes itself to be the center or end of history.”24 
Dussel traces how Descartes’s 1636 “cogito” articulates and sustains the En-
lightenment view of subjectivity through Kant’s “culpable immaturity” of 
lazy  others, through Hegel’s dismissal of the New World as “immature and 
recently formed,” through to Habermas’s failure to understand the conquest 
as constitutive of modern subjectivity. Hegel’s contempt for inhabitants of 
the Amer i cas (“the inferiority of  these individuals in  every re spect is entirely 
evident”) and Africa (a “ human being in the rough”) are the other side of the 
same coin of the self- defined, self- referential “I.” The Eu ro pe ans alone are 
 bearers of “the Spirit,” the Hegelian notion of “the transcendental (interior 
or temporal) ‘I,’ ” as Denise Ferreira da Silva defines it, and enjoy “the abso-
lute right” over  others who have no rights.25

The non- “I” is constantly subjected to all forms of racist, sexist, homo-
phobic, and xenophobic assaults and microaggressions that become inter-
nalized and accumulate in bodies. We know now of the long- term effects of 
the ongoing pro cess of subjugation that manifest not only in issues related 
to self- esteem but also as physical illness. The exterminating “I,” however, 
needs its “not I” to define itself against, obfuscating the fact that the “other” 
is always also the “not not I” constitutive of the self- defining “I.”26 The “I” co-
emerges, becomes copresence with the “not I,” product of the same vio lence, 
embodying the self- blinding and brutality needed to make the “not I” into 
soulless brutes and “natu ral slaves.”27 Conqueror/conquered. Victimizer/
victim. Slave master/slave. Murderer/corpse.  These subjectivities are coex-
tensional. The enactment of current practices of vio lence, dispossession, and 
disappearance, I argue in chapter 4, stems from  these colonial and imperi-
alist self- definitions and proj ects that enrich the haves and nullify the have- 
nots, rationalized in the name of capitalism and modernity.

Presente and pre sent share an etymological root from Latin: praestāre 
(to give, show, pre sent for approval) and praesēns (being  there).28 It en-
tails the display or pre sen ta tion of self and  others. In the fifteenth  century, 
this meant the coming into presence of indigenous and African  peoples as 
 things in preexisting Eu ro pean regulatory systems. Columbus took nine or 
ten misnamed Amerindians to Eu rope as a pre sent or gift to pre sent them 
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to the Spanish court in 1493 as proof that he had discovered the sea route 
to Asia.29 Did the captives’ being  there, pre sent in their humanity, misrep-
resented in terms of their origins, override the stunned won der of  those in 
court? Pre sent, yes, but pre sent as strange, inhuman, found objects. How 
many survived? Nobody knows.

So began centuries of turning presence into absence for indigenous and 
African  peoples in the Amer i cas, somebodies into nobodies in what Frantz 
Fanon calls “a zone of nonbeing.”30  Humans mutated into exploitable and 
disposable property.31 So began the hemispheric colonial history of being in 
transit, from the forced transportation of  these Amerindians to the Span-
ish court, to the brutal shipping of Africans through the circum- Atlantic, 
from the Trail of Tears endured by Native Americans, to the current forced 
migration of Central Americans escaping vio lence in their home countries, 
ravaged in the 1970s by U.S. Cold War practices.32

On display, then, from the inaugural scenario of conquest was a new and 
yet reiterative domain of New Spain, the geopo liti cal formation of the so- 
called Amer i cas populated by creatures rendered strange. “New” ushers in a 
linear, fractured temporality, a before- after, that separates  peoples and prac-
tices from themselves and allows invaders to conquer and destroy existing 
worlds, including their notions of time.33 This violent dis- encounter, rather 
than “encounter,” as scholars have long liked to call the age of conquest,34 
ushered in what Achille Mbembe calls “the ever- presence and phantom-
like world of race.”35 Racial categories such as “Indian,” “mulato,” “mestizo,” 
“creole,” and “criollo” came into the world. Racialization proved the “most 
efficient instrument of social domination in 500 years,” according to Aníbal 
Quijano.36 As a category of thought and policy, the concept of race emerged 
 earlier than previously recognized by Eu ro pean theorists with  little knowl-
edge of the Amer i cas. Even the brilliant Hannah Arendt erroneously argues 
that race became operationalized as “a princi ple of the body politic” on the 
“Dark Continent.”37 Anyone who maintains that “race was the Boers’ answer 
to the overwhelming monstrosity of Africa— a  whole continent populated 
and overpopulated by savages” has not read Columbus’s letters or looked at 
Theodor de Bry’s sixteenth- century engravings of Amer i ca.38

If, as Alexander G. Weheliye suggests, we need to think of “racializing 
assemblages . . .  as a set of sociopo liti cal pro cesses that discipline humanity 
into full  humans, not- quite- humans, and nonhumans” rather than race “as 
a biological or cultural classification,” then we need to think how  these as-
semblages  were developed in tandem at the time of the conquest.39 Dozens 
of Mesoamerican groups collapsed into “Indians.” Iberians, accompanied by 
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African soldiers and slaves, produced new racial categories  later codified as 
castas. As Amerindians perished at an extraordinary rate—95  percent of the 
population died in the first fifty years of contact— more than 110,000 Afri-
can slaves  were brought to Mexico between 1521 and 1624 to do the back-
breaking work that, according to Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, the indigen-
ous  peoples  were too weak to do.40 From the beginning, and some argue for 
the first time in  human history, racial difference was created, depicted, and 
naturalized as a biological fact and economic necessity.41

The indigenous and African populations  were conceived as necessary in 
providing the “ free”  labor for imperial cap i tal ist expansion but expendable 
in terms of all  else.  Because they vastly overwhelmed the Eu ro pe ans demo-
graphically, the colonizers mandated the absolute subjugation and manage-
ment of both groups.42 The newly imposed  legal structures cemented the so-
cial barriers between conquerors and conquered.43 Zoning laws along ethnic 
divides, the strict distribution of  labor, and castes kept  people separated even 
though the racializing assemblages created them as expendable  others.44 In-
stead of the hundreds of ethnic civilizations living in the Amer i cas at the 
time of the conquest, the indigenous  peoples  were identified as indios, mes-
tizos, castizos, cholos, and pardos depending on reproductive practices and 
social rank. The caste system similarly stripped Africans and their descen-
dants of their ethnic, linguistic, and regional backgrounds. Thirty- six cat-
egories of the castas denoted blacks as lobos (wolves), zambos (bowlegged), 
saltatrás (a step backward), tente en el aire (suspended in the air), and no 
te entiendo (I  don’t understand you).45  These words, along with the images 
that illustrated them, showed Africans and Afro- descendants conjured into 
presence as dark, brutal, backward, incomprehensible. While many of  these 
terms  were not in common use, words such as negros, morenos (dark), mu-
latos, and pardos  were used, the last two reserved for mixed- race  peoples.

While the intertwined histories of Amerindians, Africans, and their de-
scendants exceed my study, they came into presence as  things, property to 
be exploited. Colonists circumvented existing prohibitions against enslaving 
indigenous  peoples.46 In some cases, they argued that as pagans, indigenous 
 peoples  were not protected by existing laws.  Others, like Ginés de Sepúlveda, 
held the opinion that it was legitimate to enslave indigenous  people  because 
they  were by nature slaves of “inferior intelligence along with inhuman and 
barbarous customs. . . .  They have established their nation in such a way that 
no one possesses anything individually, neither a  house nor a field, which he 
can leave to his heirs in his  will.”47 Capitalism served as both an instrument 
and ideology of conquest.  Whether they  were designated as slaves or peons, 
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indigenous workers  were often placed in conditions of servitude that have 
continued into the pre sent.

This structural coming into presence of Afro and indigenous  peoples, 
not as subjects but as subjugated and expendable  labor, as racialized  things, 
then, needs to be thought together. Like Mbembe, I understand Foucault’s 
definition of racism as being “above all a technology aimed at permitting 
the exercise of biopower,” defined by Foucault as “the set of mechanisms 
through which the basic biological features of the  human species became the 
object of a po liti cal strategy.”48 We would do well, however, to push the date 
of the rise of capitalism and the vari ous manifestations of modernity linked 
to biopower back to the conquest, colonization, and slavery of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries rather than to the eigh teenth  century as Foucault 
posits. “The modern world- system was born in the sixteenth  century,” as 
Aníbal Quijano, Immanuel Wallerstein, Enrique Dussel, Ramón Grosfoguel, 
and  others have shown, with the geosocial construction of the “Amer i cas.”49 
The exercise of biopower to control and annihilate populations during this 
period remains linked to the rise of capitalism, as Foucault noted. But the 
rise of “global networks” and alliances, “Eu ro pean cap i tal ists,” “armed trade,” 
“a military- fiscal state,” “the invention of financial instruments,” “the expro-
priation of land,” slavery, and a  legal system defending  these practices  were 
all put in motion with Columbus’s arrival in the Amer i cas.50

We also need to extend the paradigm to consider the continuous (and 
changing) coming into presence of the “Indian” from the fifteenth  century 
throughout what is now Latin Amer i ca, and a  century or so  later  after the 
British and French colonists arrived in what is now the U.S. and Canada, to 
the pre sent.51 As Linda Tuhiwai Smith states, “Imperialism frames the Indi-
genous experience.”52 For all their differences, such as indigenous  peoples 
who had city- state polities (Aztec, Inca, Maya) versus the northern “Bush 
 people,” gatherers and hunters,53 many Native American nations and com-
munities (in the hemispheric sense) still share impor tant commonalities: 
from recognizing “the presence of energy and power [as] the starting point 
[and cornerstone] of their analyses and understanding of the world,”54 to an 
emphasis on communal and relational subjectivity; oneness with the land 
(or mapu for the Mapuche), the cosmos, and every thing in it; notions of 
mino bimaadiziwin or the “good life” for the Nishnaabeg that Leanne Be-
tasamosake Simpson writes about;55 to the fight for the dignidad rebelde (re-
bellious dignity) of the Zatapistas and the Sioux activists at Standing Rock. 
As colonizers and settlers imposed diff er ent languages, religions,  labor and 
living conditions, and practices and policies dispossessing native communi-
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ties of their land for over five hundred years, the nations and groups have 
found vari ous ways of coming into presence through “resurgence” that re-
asserts their names, languages, and traditions through protest and at times 
armed strug gle.56 This ongoing becoming is best thought through a hemi-
spheric and per for mance lens. As Simpson notes, “per for mance art” (and I 
would argue per for mance more broadly) proves invaluable to understand-
ing “Indigenous thought . . .  obtained through collective truths that are de-
rived from the experience of individuals, relationships and connections (to 
the non- human world, the land and each other) through action or ‘presenc-
ing,’ and through creative pro cess.”57

Afro- descendants have also been variously figured in and out of social 
existence—in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by the loss of their names 
and places of origin enabled by the castas system and again in the eigh-
teenth  century with its dismantling. In Mexico, with the largest number of 
 free blacks and the second largest of slaves in the seventeenth  century, the 
Afro and indigenous populations continued to mix. Ben Vinson III argues 
that Mexico’s attempts to eliminate the caste system upon achieving in de-
pen dence in 1821 led to the “ ‘historical forgetting’ of the black population” 
 until about 1940.58 They fell out of presence officially, if not literally. The vast 
majority of the population that included Afro- descendants and indigenous 
 peoples  were designated mestizos, their individual histories buried once 
again  under nomenclature. Who knew  until recently that  there even  were 
Afro- Mexicans? Nobody asked.59 The first time that Afro- descendants could 
identify as such in Mexico was on the 2015 Intercensus, where 64.9  percent 
also identified themselves as indigenous.60 An estimated 15   percent of the 
Mexican population is indigenous, though a far greater number is of indig-
enous descent. The names have changed, but the discriminatory logics re-
main the same. This example of race as a system of desubjectification shows 
the complex operations and interconnections of coming into and falling out 
of presence as part of a transpersonal, historical continuum.

Major theorizations of race in the Amer i cas also come in and out of pres-
ence in odd ways. Many key anticolonial scholars born in the Amer i cas, 
 people such as Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Stuart Hall, and  others who 
identify as Afro- descendants have mostly left the extermination and domi-
nation of indigenous  peoples out of their thinking about race. Césaire’s A 
Tempest, for example, depicts the submissive Ariel as a “mulatto slave” (Afro- 
European) and the rebellious Caliban as a “black slave.”61 The indigenous 
presence completely dis appears in this version of conquest and coloniality, 
just as the Taíno and Guanahatabey have almost been erased from the islands 
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now known as the Ca rib bean and Antilles. Even the memory of the era-
sure is erased. Caliban, Shakespeare’s “savage and deformed slave,” I always 
assumed, was indigenous. Columbus’s reports in his ‘First Letter” (1492) of 
an island named Carabis inhabited by  people who are “extremely fierce” 
and “eat  human flesh” inspired Montaigne’s essay, Of Cannibals (c. 1580), 
which scholars assume was the basis for Shakespeare’s Caliban.62 Colum-
bus in that letter specifically stated, “They are not Negroes, as in Guinea, 
and their hair is straight.” But then, Columbus thought he had reached Asia. 
Cuban theorist Roberto Fernández Retamar, in his Calibán, sees him as the 
symbol of mestizo (indigenous/Eu ro pean) Amer i ca.63 Theories of race in 
Latin Amer i ca and the Ca rib bean have developed in parallel linguistic and 
po liti cal tracks. Studies of race tend to focus on Afro- descendant popula-
tions, primarily in Brazil, while studies of indigenous and mestizo Amer i-
cas often ignore race.64 Each assigns diff er ent aspects of the same history to 
oblivion. Colonialism imposes its own geographies of knowledge.

While many reasons contribute to the disconnect,  here I  will simply point 
to four. First, colonial metropoles in Britain and France played central roles 
in training intellectuals from their former colonies and disseminating their 
findings. Spain played no such role. If anything, it turned its back on the new 
racial categories and  peoples that  were produced by its conquest and colo-
nialism of the Amer i cas. The words “mestizo” and mestizaje did not enter 
the official dictionary of the Real Academia  until 1992. Mestizar appears in 
the Diccionario del uso del español as “adulterating the purity of a race by its 
cross with  others.”65 Not a word about the centuries of Spanish mixing with 
the indigenous and African  peoples they named and dominated. Dictionar-
ies, like histories, perpetuate erasures.

Second, Spain was not a center of philosophical or scientific thought 
even before its sharp economic decline in the seventeenth  century. Secular 
universities in the late eigh teenth  century, as Ramón Grosfoguel points out, 
“used the Kantian anthropological idea that rationality was embodied by the 
White man north of the Pyrenees mountains.”66 In part, Spain’s lack of pres-
tige stemmed from Eu ro pean perception that the Spanish language, suited 
to emotions and literary expression, was inadequate to the task of rigorous 
rational inquiry, as Walter Mignolo argues.67

Third, colonial spheres of interest and ideology expanded along linguis-
tic, not geo graph i cal, lines. Fanon’s Martinique, for example, was part of 
France; Jamaica, where Hall was born and trained, part of Britain. Their po-
sitioning as Francophone and Anglophone (as opposed to American in its 
hemispheric sense) post-  and anticolonial scholars accounted for the ways 
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in which they thought about race and coloniality from the perspective of 
other, fundamentally diff er ent, instances of colonialism developed in rela-
tionship to India, Africa, and Algeria.

Fourth, the Amer i cas, including the complexities inherent in the produc-
tion of “race,” do not figure into the ways in which major Eu ro pean theorists 
such as Arendt and Foucault thought about race as the ideological driver 
of capitalism. Therefore, the Amer i cas drop out of most reflections on race, 
coloniality, and biopower when critical discussions of postcolonial theories 
do not neatly apply. Hannah Arendt excludes the Amer i cas and Australia 
from her thinking as “the two continents that, without a culture and history 
of their own, had fallen into the hands of Eu ro pe ans.”68

Generalized lack of understanding about the impact of colonialism on 
both Afro- descendants in Latin Amer i ca and Amerindians continues to be 
understood as a deficiency on the part of the ignored.69 Juan López Intzín 
(Xuno López), a Mayan Tzeltal speaker, whose work I engage throughout, 
recently pointed out that in the sixteenth  century the Spaniards  were argu-
ing about  whether Amerindians had souls. Now  people argue about  whether 
 they’re intelligent.70 My turn to necropolitics and other theories developed 
in relation to blackness and the slave trade attempts to place the colonial 
Eu ro pean paradigms in conversation with indigenous perspectives, when 
pos si ble, to call attention to the historical and theoretical lacuna in the study 
of ongoing coloniality in Latin Amer i ca.

Para- presente

What if we considered  these overlapping histories and theories of subjec-
tification together, as copresent, coemergent? While annihilating systems 
of power have systemically denied subjectivity to women and indigenous, 
black, trans, mi grant (and many other) communities for centuries,  these 
histories tend to splinter off into isolated, parallel events and instances. 
Linguistic and regional separations, spheres of influence, temporal divides, 
and other  factors make it difficult to see this vio lence as always, already, and 
everywhere connected. Western linear temporalities and spatial bound aries 
delimit our understanding.

While ¡presente!, as in pre sent tense, screams out the urgency of the now, 
its reiterative power points to its ongoing demands, the constant shuffle be-
tween the past, pre sent, and  future configured differently in diff er ent epis-
temes. In indigenous and African cultures, long considered anachronistic or 
backward by some commentators, time is plural, multilayered, and coexists 
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alongside other times— the times of the gods, the natu ral ele ments, the an-
cestors,  human time, and so on. Leda Martins writes of “spiral time” in the 
worldview of Yoruba and Congo descendants in Brazil, in which the “past” 
lies ahead, in view, and the  future sneaks up from  behind.71 Silvia Rivera 
Cusicanqui notes the simultaneity of past and futurity in the Aymara world-
view: “ There is no post or pre in this vision of history that is not linear or 
teleological but rather moves in cycles and spirals and sets out on a course 
without neglecting to return to the same point.”72 For the Aztecs, accord-
ing to James Maffie, “time’s passing . . .  consists of the successive comings 
and  goings— accompanying and abandoning—of qualitatively diff er ent 
kinds of tonally- energy burdens . . .  each kind if time has its own kind of 
energy, character, or personality.”73 The Zapatistas, according to Marcos aka 
Galeano, think of temporality as an hourglass, “through which one can see 
time  going by and try to understand that, but see the time that’s coming 
at the same time.”74 The par tic u lar mix of anachronism, futurity, and ex-
istential/po liti cal emergency invites us to think of para- times. “Para,” as a 
prefix, attaches itself to other words to denote proximity; para stands along 
with, by, besides.75 Paranormal exceeds scientific explanation but remains 
attached and defined by the normal. Paraphrase signals another way of say-
ing something— not the same words, but closely attached to their meaning. 
Paramilitary, as auxiliary or unofficial armed forces, might not be military, 
but  they’re not not military. Para- times encourage us to think of geologi-
cal time, historical time, environmental,  human, and animal time alongside, 
within, and with each other rather than as sequential. One time frame does 
not necessarily account for another. At times the vari ous moments appear 
together, a palimpsestic layering. At  others, they loop as a reiterative, seem-
ingly endless again- ness. Even in the  human experience of time, certain phe-
nomena can never be analyzed in and through their own moment. History, 
tradition, religion, trauma, for example, are not coterminous with the events 
that gave them rise,  whether it be the birth of a savior or a blow or a defining 
event. The effects and affects come  later. In other ways, too, we do not all live 
in the same moment, and this is not just  because we inhabit diff er ent time 
zones. The street vendor in Bogotá selling indigenous food lives in a para- 
time and space, alongside the one inhabited by her customer, the affluent 
corporate businessman who drives by in his new car.

Para- times strain the more expansive Western notions of temporality. 
Even queer and trans temporalities, which I explore in chapter 6, can fracture 
along racial and ethnic lines as the anachronistic or para- temporal nature of 
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native queer thought crashes into the exigencies of identitarian politics.76 
Coming into presence for queer Cree artist Tomson Highway means conjur-
ing up a vanis hing world of possibilities in front of our Western eyes.77 The 
now, for Cree speakers like him from northern Manitoba and the Northwest 
Territories, rehearses its own demise.

In Western cultures, capitalism has reduced the non- Western experiences 
of time into productive/nonproductive time, work time and time off. From 
a topological perspective, time is usually represented as linear, a line that 
ties past to pre sent, to  future, though at times the line might be depicted as 
thoroughly knotted. In addition to the existential condition of “time pre sent 
and time past . . .  both perhaps pre sent in time  future” of T. S. Eliot’s Four 
Quartets, we now have the temporalities of surveillance systems and po liti-
cal preemptive strategies where, quite literally, “What might have been and 
what has been / Point to one end, which is always pre sent.”78 Pre sent danger, 
unlocatable threat, but still linear.79 By the mid-2010s, preemption becomes 
the dominant tactical, existential, and ontological regime that Brian Mas-
sumi labels ontopower: “For a  future cause to have any palpable effect it must 
somehow be able to act on the pre sent.”80

The colonization of the  future hijacks the pre sent and obscures other 
epistemic conditions, other ontologies: the decimation of past and pre-
sent to preclude a  future. Preemptive strikes si mul ta neously perpetuate 
the racist, colonialist, imperialist, and extractivist vio lence of the past, 
ensuring that nothing  will grow  there but more vio lence.  These are the 
“ruins yet to come” that Ricardo Dominguez speaks of.81 In other words, 
empire has colonized the  future; cap i tal ists can defy limits by sending 
Teslas into space even as their border officials reinforce bound aries by 
building walls and placing mi grant  children in cages. The long-  and 
short- term health effects of traumatic loss ensure that the newly recolo-
nized  don’t have a  future.82 The Guaraní, Dussel tell us, “understood the 
end of the world in terms of the end of the forest and the elimination of 
any  future time.”83

Yet, in the expandable now and porous pre sent of per for mance, we might 
find fragments of other ways of being pre sent.84 Rebecca Schneider builds 
on historian Howard Zinn’s notion of “fugitive moments,” moments sal-
vaged from the past to “pre sent us with its own alternative  futures— futures 
we might choose to realize differently.” In per for mance, she argues, reenact-
ment and other forms of repeat show the potential for time to be “malleable 
po liti cal material.”85 Per for mance, as we  shall see, serves a vital role in 
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opening spaces to breathe and come into presence as a strategic “we” to rei-
magine other ways of acting and thinking in the world.

Presente, but where? Two enormous housing proj ects in the southern part of 
Mexico share the same name. The Siglo XXI Migratory Station, a large and 
forbidding detention and deportation center, “lodges” and “repatriates” (in 
the language of the Mexican government) about 250,000 Central American 
mi grants a year who escape the vio lence in their countries to seek refuge, 
safety, and work elsewhere.86 The U.S. has outsourced its militarized policies 
to keep mi grants away from its own southern border. Near that Siglo XXI, 
the familiar logo for the  Century 21 real estate agency reminds the better- off 
that they can live anywhere. “More Americans have been added to the popu-
lation of Mexico over the past few years than Mexicans have been added to 
the population of the United States, according to government data in both 
nations.”87 Many U.S. citizens in fact move to Mexico precisely not to work. 
They want to retire with a higher standard of living, cheaper ser vices, and a 
better climate than they would have back home.

The two projects/discourses exist in an interwoven relationship, and not 
just  because their names mirror each other. Each, representing a diff er ent 
migratory population, points to deep blind spots in our discussions about 
who gets to be where.  Century 21 ads feature images of open spaces and pris-
tine nature to encourage what it calls “relentless moves” to unexplored fron-
tiers.88 Relentless? As in “constant, continual, continuous, non- stop” expan-
sionism?89 Anything is pos si ble for their clients; it’s all about choice, comfort, 
safety, and a sense of adventure. Wealthier mi grants, part of what a recent 
New York Times piece called “millionaire migration,” might own multiple 
 houses around the world in case  things get tough back home or they need to 
park their money and avoid paying taxes.90 The same online dictionary spells 
out the second meaning for relentless: harsh, grim, fierce, cruel . . .  remorse-
less, merciless. Siglo XXI offers its inhabitants enclosure, walls, surveillance, 
abuse, and deportation back to the vio lence they have risked their lives to 
leave  behind. Mi grants have no choice. Every thing is impossible.

 Here we have it: the seeming contradiction of capitalism’s newest fron-
tiers coexisting with the U.S. as a walled state;91 mobility and immobility; 
access granted and denied—in short, the world of the liberal individual sub-
ject and the nobodies who can be used and discarded. Mirror images; each 
depends on the other for its existence.
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Instead of a contradictory embroilment, however, I would call it para- 
doxical. Para- , beside, but also “beyond, wrongfully, harmfully, unfavorably, 
and among.”92 We live in para- worlds, para- spaces, in which the Derridian 
lament of “crimes of hospitality” have turned a guest, a “person eating at 
another’s  table” into a “parasite” (the original meaning of parasite as guest), 
a criminal, an inmate at Siglo XXI.93 Even the biological understanding of 
parasites as only invasive and dangerous has under gone radical change in 
the last twenty- five or so years.  Humans have more bacteria than cells in 
their bodies—we need them to live— and both bacteria and parasites can be 
symbiotic and/or pathogenic. Mi grants and refugees, according to conser-
vatives, live off the wealth and goodness of all the hardworking Americans.94 
Conversely, the retirees and the wealthy mi grants, we might argue, live off 
the  labor of  others who help them amass their disposable incomes and who 
look  after them, their  children, and their  houses, food, and dirty laundry.

In our twenty- first  century, neo co lo nial patterns of settlement, occupa-
tion, tourism, and migration are once again being reshuffled, creating ever 
new para- spaces, times, and worlds nested in and alongside  others hidden 
from view. The getaway, the lockup. Mi grants and refugees have often been 
pushed off their lands as multinational corporations take them over for 
hydro, mining, agro, and tourist industries, often with the help of paramili-
tary soldiers. The “para,”  here, points to the privatization of vio lence, paid 
for by industry, needed to maintain both its relentless lateral expansion and 
its walled enclosures. The bodies of murdered mi grants end up in mass pits 
and unmarked graves.

The understanding of what present/e means unfolds as does the list of 
who can be pre sent where, when, and how. The material supports for the 
po liti cal space of appearance and, as impor tant, the space of disappearance 
are the often- ignored aspect of being (not) pre sent. The vari ous ele ments 
of presente can override and annihilate the  others now and for a very long 
time. Yet even within necropolitics, this politics of death, we find necro- 
resistance and necro- art, the politics of life fought in and from the space of 
death itself, affirming the continuing presence of all  those whom biopower 
has deemed expendable, the “resurgence” of cultural practices Leanne Be-
tasamosake Simpson writes of, long ago declared dead.95

Epistemicide

 Here, I advocate for an embodied form of engagement with  others that takes 
us beyond the disciplined and restrictive ways of knowing and acting that 
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our Eurocentric traditions offer us. I join fellow travelers working to undis-
cipline disciplines, to move from the university to the multiversity, as well as 
 those who search for alternative epistemic practices in their academic fields 
and elsewhere—in art, per for mance, and other forms of world-making. Per-
for mance itself, as Guillermo Gómez- Peña notes, offers “a conceptual ‘ter-
ritory’ with fluctuating weather and borders, a place where contradiction, 
ambiguity, and paradox are not only tolerated but encouraged. . . .  Our per-
for mance country is a temporary sanctuary for other rebel artists and theo-
rists expelled from monodisciplinary fields and separatist communities.”96 
This territory is full of fugitives, artists, scholars, and activists who resist 
colonialist limitations.

¡Presente! enacts not just an attitude and a defiant stance but also a way of 
knowing and being in the world that asks us to rethink and unlearn some of 
the limitations imposed by Western thought and education. Our epistemic, 
po liti cal, and economic institutions  were built on the backs of the conquered, 
the enslaved, the indebted, and the excluded, and not simply  because black 
slaves and indigenous peons built the universities in the Amer i cas that 
would deny them entrance. The colonialist proj ect coproduced systems of 
rational thought in which the isolated, individuated subject came into being 
as a product of his own self- recognition, turning all  else into an object of 
knowledge to be mastered and controlled.97 This epistemic move annuls rec-
iprocity and relationality. It facilitates the extermination and enslavement of 
 those  others, the “not I.” The repercussions on the subjugated  peoples not 
included in the defining “I” have been devastating. The coemergence has 
produced a class of the annihilating or killer “I”s.

Not only  were the colonized  peoples excluded as subjects and producers 
of knowledge, but Western educational systems or ga nized knowledge into 
what Boaventura de Sousa Santos calls “monocultures.” He coined the term 
“epistemicide” to signal the damages to ways of knowing that fall outside 
neat divisions and classifications.98 Aníbal Quijano makes a similar point, as 
does Grosfoguel, who links the attack on indigenous systems of knowledge 
to the expulsion of Jewish and Muslim populations from Spain, the enslave-
ment of Africans, and the burning of  women as witches to establish “racial/
patriarchal power and epistemic structures at a world scale entangled with 
pro cesses of global cap i tal ist accumulation.”99 Written documents, begin-
ning with the Requerimiento, declared the invaders the rightful  owners of 
the lands.100 In God’s name, the pope bequeathed them to the Catholic king 
and queen of Spain. The archive, as I argued in The Archive and the Reper-
toire, became an instrument of conquest.
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Before the conquest, the indigenous empires (Aztec, Maya, Inca) valued 
education. The Aztecs, for example, had a formal educational system for 
both noble and common boys and girls. In the schools or calmécac, young 
nobles  were taught by the wise ones, the tlamatinime,  those of “the transmit-
ted knowledge” who “taught and followed the truth.”101 The youths  were ex-
pected to dedicate themselves to the priesthood, war, or the arts.102 The wise, 
in turn, transmitted the way/road through song and painting (writing in 
glyphs): “They  were in charge of painting all the sciences they knew and had 
achieved and of teaching by means of memory all the songs that conserved 
their sciences and histories.”103

Knowledge, as in painting, memorizing, learning, and practicing skills, is 
not a  thing out  there in the world, ready to be found or mea sured or ingested. 
Knowing, like memory, like identity, is relational. It’s a  doing, a learning, 
hard work that we do with  others, a passing on carried out in the pre sent. In 
Quechua, the word for learning, yachasun, exists only in pre sent progressive 
form  because learning always takes place in the pre sent.104 What counts as 
knowledge, and who participates in knowledge production, however, has 
almost always been defined by issues of class, gender, and other ideologi-
cal  factors. Colonization dismissed the noncanonical forms of knowledge of 
the conquered as well as the  people who practiced them as gente sin razón 
( those without reason). The Huarochirí Manuscript, written in Quechua at 
the end of the sixteenth  century by Francisco de Avila, announced, “If the 
ancestors of the  people called Indians had known writing in early times, 
then the lives they lived would not have faded from view.”105 That he could 
not see or understand their cultural productions did not mean they ceased 
to exist or to have lasting value. Many indigenous languages, rituals, fiestas, 
songs, architectures, embroideries, and culinary, medical, and agricultural 
practices remain vis i ble  today.

Epistemicide produces what Leanne Betasamosake Simpson calls “cogni-
tive imperialism that was aimed at convincing us we  were weak and  defeated 
 people.”106 The pain and costs of epistemicide continue, excluding many 
forms of knowledge and knowledge producers, wrecking  humans, animals, 
ecosystems, and cultural systems. Our disciplines often unwittingly sustain 
the very inequalities some of them purport to address  because they have 
been  shaped by that same system of compartmentalization and separation. 
How much do we need to unlearn so that we can learn again, differently? 
¡Presente! envisions knowledge as a relational act, an engaged and located 
knowing, as a pro cess of being with, literally walking and talking with 
 others with all the theoretical pitfalls and ethical and moral  complications 
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and contradictions in terms of access and power that entails. Not en-
gaging does not solve any of the existing difficulties; it simply avoids 
them. Being with, in motion, accepts knowledge as a practice developed 
in transit with  others, not knowing what lies around the bend, always de-
veloping, never arriving.

This study, in its own way, joins  others written in the last de cades that 
have attempted to challenge  these self- induced and self- serving blinders that 
now, many agree, threaten to exterminate us and all  else on earth. Knowledge 
(what it means, who makes it, for whom,  toward what end, and so on) in 
Western thought, it seems, is beginning to emerge from the epistemic lock-
down mode that narrows our understanding of subjectivity, agency, even 
life to every thing surrounding “us,” meaning not just  humans but rather 
some  humans. As Critical Art Ensemble declared in 2000, “ there is no para-
digm, model, or application that is not in some kind of critical trou ble.”107 
Foucault in 1975 had already noted a shift in theoretical thinking from “the 
all- encompassing and global theories” to “something resembling a sort of au-
tonomous and non- centralized theoretical production that does not need a 
visa from some common regime to establish its validity.”108 He recognizes the 
“insurrection of subjugated knowledges” that had previously been “masked” 
and “disqualified.”  These “knowledges from below” have always been in evi-
dence for the communities that produced and animated them.109 Although I 
would in princi ple prefer the use of the plural, knowledges, or saberes (ways of 
knowing), Foucault’s use of the plural  here inadvertently suggests that the all- 
encompassing, traditional Western knowledge (singular) is being challenged 
by all  these  little knowledges. This risks reaffirming the imperial “I”/subju-
gated “not I” binary that I critiqued  earlier, although now the “I” has come 
 under attack. My point  here is  simple: instead of using singular knowledge 
for the power ful and plural knowledges for the subjugated, recognize that we 
all produce knowledge, or knowledges. What’s becoming clearer to many of 
us, however, is that we (the  people I walk and talk with) are among  those who 
bear the vio lence of monocultural thinking.  These insurgent knowledges, as 
Foucault noted, are the product of strug gle. They/we form part of the under-
commons that Fred Moten and Stefano Harney describe.110 The recent nam-
ing and critiques of the Anthropocene reflect the heightened awareness of 
the many costs of this patriarchal, cap i tal ist, colonial- centeredness and push 
for more humane and environmentally sound policies. The new Copernican- 
esque revolution that situates  humans as part of (rather than at the center of) 
life, obliging us to  factor in the externalities of all our actions, requires us to 
decenter our inherited epistemic systems.
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Native studies, critical race theories, feminist, queer, and trans theories, 
and disability studies, among  others, envision knowledge as inseparable 
from strug gle, and they push to decenter the white, masculinist discourse 
that authorizes a specific type of knower and determines what counts as 
knowledge. Anti-  and decolonial strug gles have been all about challenging 
the centeredness of the West and the Western subject that has relegated all 
 else to the periphery.111 As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o has been arguing for de cades, 
decolonization includes revalorizing the autochthonous languages that allow 
us to know, think, communicate, and be outside the colonial framework.

Scholars and scientists from a broad spectrum of traditional disciplines 
have also joined the strug gle to expand what we consider knowledge and 
whom we deem animate beings. Many entities,  we’re learning, are alive and 
interact with every thing  else. Biological studies in quorum sensing discov-
ered that bacteria— among the oldest known life forms—do not function as a 
singular organism but communicate, coordinate, and adapt to their environ-
ment. The realization that animals, trees, the earth, and all  else have agency 
that exceeds  human comprehension has made it into popu lar culture— trade 
books, talk radio, tele vi sion shows, cartoons, podcasts, and blogs teem with 
findings. Some scholars object to what they see as the overly broad, vitalist 
form of materialism, objecting that it “is out to decenter the all- sovereign 
subject into the mesh of material forces that constitute it.”112 Well, yes, as I 
argue in chapter 8. Exactly.

Vari ous strategies of separation and containment continue. Some are 
obvious: we continue to separate knowledges into parts, divisions, fields, 
and subfields of specializations unintelligent to  those in contiguous areas, 
making it difficult if not impossible for  people to speak and think beyond 
 these divides.  Others less so: our emergent technologies and forms of trans-
mission, such as media culture and digital platforms, further tighten our 
epistemic grids. Programming and code, Tara McPherson argues, are 
“lenticular . . .  a structural device that makes si mul ta neously viewing the 
vari ous images . . .  nearly impossible.” The lenticular, she continues, “is a 
way of organ izing the world. It structures repre sen ta tions as well as epis-
temologies. It also serves to secure our understandings . . .  in very narrow 
registers, fixating on sameness or difference while forestalling connection 
and interrelation.”113 So while we may program inter-  and postdisciplinary 
courses and seminars, the ways in which we conceptualize, or ga nize, and 
learn knowledge further cements the bound aries.

Indigenous communities learned long ago that the positioning of the 
colonial patriarchal knowing, thinking subject (gente de razón— the  people 
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of reason) over them, the gente sin razón, has cost them not only their ter-
ritory, their livelihood, but also their capacity to self- identify, and even at 
times their lives. Gradually many  others on earth are feeling the impact of 
the rapacious policies that align self- refereniality and self- interest with con-
trol and profit. While I  will expand on this  later, ¡Presente! allows me to 
explore how some indigenous thought dovetails alongside (not against, or 
 under) current findings in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences, en-
abling a rearticulation and reanimation of a politics of presence that draws 
from vari ous epistemological systems but does not claim the knowledge of 
any one disciplinary base. The move  toward postdisciplinarity invites us to 
meet and have a conversation on the other side of disciplines, beyond the 
fence and the academic formations and divisions that have created many of 
the epistemic black boxes that make certain kinds of knowing pos si ble and 
 others impossible or difficult to apprehend.

 Here, then, I join Santos in the practice of a rearguard theory. “Our 
knowledge,” he writes, “flies at low altitude . . .  stuck to the body.” Rearguard 
theory, “based on the experiences of large, marginalized minorities and ma-
jorities that strug gle against unjustly imposed marginality and inferiority,” 
pertains to the pre-  and postdisciplinary realms.114 Many of us are strangers 
 here, having learned certain impor tant skills but forgotten  others. Younger 
physicians in the United States, for example, have been trained and social-
ized to use increasingly sophisticated diagnostic equipment. The reimburse-
ment incentives and liability environment further enable this trend. This 
results in a general degradation of history taking and the physical examin-
ation of patients. The cornerstones of the doctor- patient relationship, the 
 human interaction skills, are being forgotten. Many economic, social, and 
po liti cal forces across the board shape what we know, what we are taught 
not to know or value.

 Here, jumping the fence beyond our designated, disciplinary area,  we’ve 
left our expertise at the gate.  There are no clear paths or reading lists. Rear-
guard theory resonates with J. Halberstam’s “low theory,” a way to think and 
“locate all the in- between spaces” and negotiate and push through “the divi-
sions between life and art, practice and theory, thinking and  doing, and into 
a more chaotic realm of knowing and unknowing.”115 Not every one agrees on 
what  these alternative spaces should look like. For Harney and Moten, the 
undercommons offer a space where no one is correct or corrected. For them, 
it is a refuge, “ ‘no questions asked.’ It is unconditional— the door swings open 
for the refuge even though it may let in police agents.”116 The Zapatistas, whose 
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communities are  under constant threat of extermination, literally require that 
 people show passports or papers for entry to their territories. They fight to 
keep the police and military out, even as they forge a utopian, capacious, 
alternative world: “a world that holds many worlds.” For them, it’s all about 
the question— how to live in a dangerous world defined by lack of equality, 
re spect, and care. We all need to answer that in our own ways. So rearguard 
theory can never operate in the same way everywhere and always. None-
theless, it needs to include the broader ecosystem of which we are only one 
part. And in addition to Halberstam’s “unknowing,” it would demand an 
active unlearning of some of the training that  we’ve internalized about what 
 matters, and what constitutes acceptable objects of analy sis and forums for 
debate and dissemination.

Time to slow down.
Pause.
Stop in our tracks.
Acknowledge that it’s hard to unlearn.
Like learning, it takes practice, and constant repetition.

 1.3  Alexei Taylor, Footprints Standing, 2019.

Linking Knowing to Acting

Plato, Arendt reminds us, “was the first to introduce the division between 
 those who know and do not act and  those who act and do not know . . .  
so that knowing what to do and  doing it became two altogether diff er ent 
per for mances.”117

What might a per for mance that links knowing and acting look like? Tak-
ing a lead from per for mance theorists and artists, ¡Presente! enacts ways 
of learning and transmitting knowledge by moving through scenarios, 
 dialogues, long  table discussions, and vari ous exercises and pedagogies 
that stage research as per for mance as well as per for mance research. If, as I 
argue, knowledge production is a relational practice, involving action, then 
how do we perform and exercise  these acts of knowing? The separation of 
knowledge production (authorized educators) and consumption (students) 
in  today’s cap i tal ist culture builds on centuries of separating knowing from 



30 Chapter One

 doing. Knowledge production, as a cohesive per for mance, entails ele ments 
of interrelationality, of choice, of agency, reflection, and follow- through.

When I asked Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, a feminist sociologist and activist 
from Bolivia, how to say “I” and “me” in Ayamara, she looked perplexed. 
Aymara, like many other native languages, does not have a word for “me.” 
 There is no “I” but rather ch’ixi, a collective subject forged through the ne-
gotiation of the individual “I” and the collective “we.”118 To exist as me, I 
need someone  else to point to me, to recognize and acknowledge me. In 
other words, to be me, I have to walk and talk with  others. This is not the 
self- defining, self- reflexive “I” of the cogito. Indigenous groups, for their 
differences and specificities, share a sense of a communal subjectivity. The 
“I” or “me” is always relational, transitive, a being with. In the language of 
Pangnirtung, spoken in the Arctic, my colleague Peter Kulchyski says that 
“I” exists as “a suffix, - tunga or - junga (depending on  whether it follows 
a consonant or vowel). Quviasuktunga (I am happy). Uqalimajunga (I am 
reading).”119

The “I” that initiated the conversation is not the “I” that emerges. But we 
need to be in the conversation. As Rivera Cusicanqui makes clear,  there is 
no anticolonial discourse without an anticolonial practice.120 The way we do 
this is the way we do every thing.

For me, that means  going to meet  people in their own spaces, on their 
own terms, not to study or observe them but to listen and learn from their 
actions, words, and epistemic systems. This is a stretch for me intellectu-
ally and physically, but also affectively, ethically, and po liti cally. The con-
tradictions and ambiguities abound. It is impossible, I agree with my friend 
Jacques Servin of The Yes Men (chapter 9), to  really lead an ethical life. I fly 
in a plane that burns fuel and enter Mexico with a passport to meet with mi-
grants who hide from the deportation police, their feet blistered from walk-
ing. I keenly feel the contradictions and discuss them with the  people I en-
counter. Why, we ask ourselves, do we even want to talk and walk together? 
What are the stakes? The relative advantages? The answer is not obvious, or 
a given I can take for granted.

What I/we means, what it can and cannot know, is necessarily linked to 
 those  others with whom we walk and talk. Colonial and neoliberal condi-
tions (including of course language, skin tone, educational systems, migra-
tory status, income inequalities, and cultural practices) continue to delimit 
many of  those exchanges. “Ch’ixi” and “Quviasuktunga” can only ever exist 
in quotations for me. I  haven’t learned to pronounce  these words—my vocal 
cords, tongue, lips, brain, and even heart would have to undergo training. 
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If I sense their existential, epistemic, and ontological dimensions and po-
tentiality, it’s only  because Rivera Cusicanqui and Kulchyski took the time 
to explain the concepts to me. The forms of rationality  these words con-
jure might, in the final analy sis, sound like Nancy’s being with, but their 
genealogy differs profoundly. It has nothing to do with the Hegelian notion 
of “I” as a “pure self- contained unity,” as “the philosophical subject” that 
grounds Western thought and that Nancy parts from, and parts with.121 This 
“I” does not “presuppose [. . .  the] self- contained Ego” based on differentia-
tion from all other/s: “Relating itself to itself, it relegates the other to a self 
(or an absence of self) that is diff er ent.”122 This is not Heidegger’s something 
that comes from nothing, the self- conscious and self- referential being or 
Da- sein.123

What am “I” left with, and where to start, in the search for alternate epis-
temologies, understandings, genealogies, and practices of rationality, of 
hacer presencia?

Epistemologies of the Heart

1.4  Artist unknown, Zapatista Heart. Date unknown. Collection of Diana Taylor.
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The question for me, an academic trained in the Western tradition, is how 
even to imagine that “I” can begin to unlearn some of the concepts that 
blind me. How to think from another place that is not only the highly dif-
ferentiated and isolating “I” of Western thought, reflected in the Oxford En-
glish Dictionary’s definition of “pre sent”: “The state or fact of existing, oc-
curring, or being pre sent.” Being pre sent to what? To whom? To what end? 
I am counting on my bilinguality and biculturality to help me get started on 
this road.

The Mayan Tzeltal- speaking scholar Juan López Intzín, known to me 
by his indigenous name, Xuno, has also inspired me, embarked as he is on 
his own journey to try to think differently, from a diff er ent place, through 
diff er ent linguistic possibilities.124 Inevitably schooled in a colonial system, 
and given the colonial name Juan López, he turned to his native Tzeltal as a 
starting point to think other, decolonial ways of being in the world. Sacred 
texts such as Popol Wuj (or Vuh) offer alternative cosmologies from which 
he develops his theory of “epistemologies of the heart.”125 This creation story 
initiates with discussions among vari ous creators, not a singular god. In-
volved  were the Framer, Shaper, She Who Has Borne  Children, He Who 
Has Begotten Sons, Hunahpu Possum and Hunahpu Coyote,  Great White 
Peccary and Coati, Sovereign and Quetzal Serpent, Heart of Lake and Heart 
of Sea, Creator of the Green Earth and Creator of the Blue Sky.126

The multiplicity of gods reflecting cosmic, animal, and personified di-
mensions of existence avoids the concentration of power in a singular God 
the  Father. At the same time, however, the multiple forces create the deep 
under lying instability and precarity of the Mesoamerican experience of the 
cosmos as always on the verge of extinction. The Framers had experimented 
with  earlier worlds, other forms of life that they hoped would invoke their 
names and sing their praises. As each creation failed, the Framers destroyed 
their creatures, their world, and their universes. Four suns had already per-
ished amid environmental devastation (flood, fire, hurricane). Every one ex-
pects the fifth to meet a similar catastrophic end. López Inztín goes back to 
the section in the Popol Vuh, for example, in which the  people or effigies 
made of wood (the second of the Framers’ creations)  were found wanting 
and destroyed:

The small and the  great animals came in upon them. Their  faces [of the 
effigies]  were crushed by the trees and the stones. They  were spoken to by 
all their maize grinders and their cooking griddles, their plates and their 
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pots, their dogs and their grinding stones. However many  things they 
had, all of them crushed their  faces.

Their dogs and their turkeys said to them:
“Pain you have caused us. You ate us. Therefore it  will be you that we 

 will eat now.”127

The destruction of  these wooden  people resulted from their lack of 
ch’ulel, the life force that resides in every thing. The effigies’ inability to honor 
every thing around them— the animals, the trees and stones, their cooking 
utensils— prompts the uprising against them. They are destroyed by  those 
whom they abused.128 This is one of the many examples that López takes 
from the Popol Vuh to argue for the current vitality among con temporary 
Mayans of an epistemic system reflected in their ancient texts.

Even for him, using ancient texts to sustain his inquiry is a daunting 
undertaking. The conquest, he says, colonized and domesticated almost all 
the indigenous  peoples of the Amer i cas.129 How, five hundred years  later, can 
he de- domesticate himself and  others? He begins by unthinking (in- pensar) 
and feel- thinking (sentipensar) what “re spect” and the “good dignified life” 
or “life with dignity” (vida digna) might mean from an indigenous epistemic 
system. This system assumes the heart, not the head, as the starting point 
for reflection, knowledge, and understanding. Heart is a noun and a verb— 
much like the popu lar logo, x hearts y. The pro cess of decolonization entails 
“yo’taninel sbentayel snopel sp’ijil jolo’tan[il],” the walking and enhearting 
reflection  toward knowledge of the mind- heart, which bears resemblance to 
ch’ixi as “parallel co- existence.”130 López calls this the “stalel, ways of being- 
being- here, think- feel, act and know the world.”131 He credits his bilinguality, 
as does Rivera Cusicanqui in the Potosi Princi ple, with the expansive dialogic 
character I alluded to  earlier, allowing him to study and build on meanings 
and gestures to explore other epistemic potentialities.

While being and knowledge can be expressed in multiple ways, En glish 
regularly uses one verb each, “to be” and “to know,” to express a broad range 
of emotional, physical, and  mental states and identities. In En glish I/we can 
be alive, dead, happy, sad, depressed, straight, trans, black, white, brown, 
strong, weak, sick, slim, or just about anything. Not so in Spanish. Spanish 
differentiates both being and knowing into two main concepts. Ser (to be) 
transmits a sense of permanence. Certain traits— like gender, sexual orien-
tation, national status and racial identity, height, and religious affiliation— 
supposedly endure.  Others that refer to location (I am  here/estoy aquí), 
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mood (we are happy/estamos felices), and existential conditions such as alive 
or dead (estamos vivos o muertos), use estar (to be) to signal a transitory 
state. I would love to study some of  these designations. Nationality is per-
manent? So is gender and sexual orientation? I’d especially like to think of 
how death comes to be a transitory condition in this language, but that is a 
proj ect for another day.

Spanish also has two words for “to know.” Conocer, related to cognition, 
means to be familiar with someone or something, while saber is related to 
wisdom (sabiduría), facts, and taste (sabor). Saberes, plural, captures the mul-
tiplicity of knowledges, the many ways of knowing.  These differentiations 
also have far richer epistemic possibilities than I can explore  here, and the 
nuances between the words are endlessly frustrating for En glish speakers— 
who can simply be and know every thing. While this sounds flippant, this 
is an example of how the words and grammatical structures we have avail-
able to us shape our sense of being in the world. Yet both of  these colonial 
languages clearly fall short of the Maya- Tzeltal quoted above in which stalel 
suggests a broader understanding of the constellation “being- being- here, 
think- feel, act and know the world” that make knowing/acting/being/feel-
ing/inseparable. But even for Xuno López  these Mayan Tzeltal words only 
approximate the “original” words found in the Popol Vuh in the language 
of the Maya K’iche. No one, clearly, is exempt from the burden of learning 
and trying to work  things through. So instead of a search for origins, Xuno 
López seeks approximations, insights, and pathways into alternative ways of 
being in the world.

Two key ele ments of the epistemology of the heart, according to Xuno 
López, are the Tzeltal notions of the ch’ulel and ich’el ta muk. Ch’ulel, in play 
throughout this book, recognizes that every thing has a life— humans, ani-
mals, plants, mountains, and so forth— and thereby allows for intersubjectiv-
ity: “The ch’ulel is what turns every thing that exists into a subject, allowing 
us to interact as subject to subject.”132 The “ich’el ta muk is the recognition of 
the value, grandeur, and dignity of all that exists, including  humans, animals, 
and the ecosystem.” That concept interpolates all living beings as subjects— 
not the Althusserian state subject, not subjects reduced to commercial or 
inanimate objects as in my chapter 8, “Dead Capital.” The combination of 
the two ele ments opens several world- remaking possibilities— anticolonial, 
communal, and ecologically sustainable. “It is necessary,” Xuno López be-
lieves, “for us to deconstruct the vision of the world, the mentality, and the 
subjectivity that have been imposed upon us since the conquest, and instead 
look at the world from that situated heart that is at the center of our com-
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munities and collective pro cesses. This is what we call epistemologies of the 
heart. The heart is a key ele ment in our Indigenous thought.”133 Knowledge 
qualifies as organic, a product not just of our brains but of our entire body 
in relation to other living  things. As opposed to the thingification of  people, 
animals, and all  else in rapacious capitalism, López’s situated heart (he cred-
its Donna Haraway’s “situated knowledge”) enables the “humanization” of 
 things that animate our world.134 Sharing this epistemology would require a 
radical unlearning of much that Westerners know, including the notion of 
the differentiated I.

Under lying both Rivera Cusicanqui’s explanation of ch’ixi and Xuno 
López’s ch’ulel and ich’el ta muk rests the notion of mutual recognition, valo-
rization, and re spect among far greater numbers of animate beings or sub-
jects. Becoming itself requires this act of mutual recognition, this being pre-
sente, talking, walking, and enhearting with  others. The epistemic systems 
one can glean in  these words and practices might allow me/us to envision a 
more capacious understanding of “pre sent” as “presente,” as an ethical and 
po liti cal practice, a way that strengthens intersubjective generosity and mu-
tual recognition. We might end up talking to each other in the undercom-
mons. “We owe each other every thing,” Moten and Harney acknowledge. 
This reminds me of the Zapatista saying, “Para todos, todo. Para nosotros, 
nada.” (Every thing for every body. For us, nothing.) It’s not about “us” in 
a narrowly defined way anymore than the “I” is about me. Bruno Latour’s 
recent work expresses his conviction that Western epistemic tools are not 
up to the task of generative world-making: “To put it as starkly as pos si ble, 
I would claim that  those who intend to survive the coming cataclysms of 
climate on hope and faith, or who square off against it armed only with the 
results of externalized and universal knowledge are doomed.”135 It’s, as Jack 
Halberstam acknowledges in the preface to The Undercommons, another 
way of being together, a realization that “we must change  things or die. . . .  If 
 there is an undercommons, then we must all find our way to it.”

For Xuno López (and Rivera Cusicanqui in her way), the ontological 
exploration is practical and po liti cal as well as epistemic. The vari ous di-
mensions animate each other. The situated heart, nurtured in an expanded 
environment of recognition (that includes trees, rivers, and mountains that 
 others might consider inanimate objects), cannot tolerate domination, ex-
ploitation, and domestication. It becomes el corazón rebelde, the rebellious 
heart of the Zapatista movement. That movement, as I discuss in chapter 3, 
draws from ancient Mayan teachings and from con temporary research and 
practice. Scholars such as John Holloway, Noam Chomsky, and Donna Har-
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away inform con temporary Zapatista thought. “[Zapatistas] adapt, they say, 
‘para no dejar de ser’ (so as not to cease being) historical beings.”136 Xuno 
López, with the Zapatistas, does not subscribe to identity politics or to theo-
ries of authenticity. One  doesn’t have to be indigenous to be a Zapatista any 
more than one has to be a  woman to be a feminist. Nor does he sequester 
indigenous knowledge; he prioritizes ideas in dialogue and exchange. Tradi-
tions inspire, but they need to be revisited and updated by all sides. Xuno 
López, for example, is a feminist who advocates for greater rights for  women 
even in the Zapatista communities founded on the 1994  Women’s Revolu-
tionary Law. Communities adapt in order to survive.

While seemingly occupying a diff er ent epistemic universe altogether, 
N. Katherine Hayles offers a surprisingly congruent notion of an expanded 
understanding of cognition through cognitive biology. On the other side 
of disciplinary divides, diff er ent conversations become pos si ble. Without 
alluding to ch’ulel, cognitive biology understands that cognition is more 
generalized than what  we’re used to believing.137 Hayles, following Ladislav 
Kováč, agrees that “cognition is not  limited to  humans or organisms with 
consciousness; it extends to all life forms, including  those lacking central 
ner vous systems such as plants and microorganisms.”138 Hayles too divides 
knowing into two types, though her terms do not map onto the distinc-
tions between “saber” and “conocer.” Hayles distinguishes between think-
ing and cognition: “Thinking, as I use the term, refers to high- level  mental 
operations such as reasoning abstractly, creating and using verbal languages, 
constructing mathematical theorems, composing  music, and the like, opera-
tions associated with higher consciousness. Although Homo sapiens may 
not be unique in  these abilities,  humans possess them in greater degree and 
with more extensive development than other species.”

“Cognition,” for Hayles, “is a much broader faculty pre sent to some de-
gree in all biological life forms and many technical systems.”139 The distinc-
tion, for her, is the one she develops to “replace human/nonhuman: cogniz-
ers versus noncognizers. On one side are  humans and all other biological life 
forms, as well as many technical systems; on the other, material pro cesses 
and inanimate objects.”140 Cognizers, she goes on to explain, have choice; 
they are actors. The word “agents” she reserves “for material forces and ob-
jects” in recognition that “noncognizers may possess agential powers that 
dwarf anything  humans can produce; think of the awesome powers of an 
avalanche, tsunami, tornado, blizzard, sandstorm, hurricane” even though 
they do not exercise choice.141 The universe, then, is animated by actors and 
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agents rather than objects and  things, each trying to find ways to adapt and 
thrive. All life, Kováč argues, “incessantly, at all levels, by millions of spe-
cies, is ‘testing’ all the possibilities of how to advance ahead. . . .  At all levels, 
from the simplest to the most complex, the overall construction of the sub-
ject, the embodiment of the achieved knowledge, represents its epistemic 
complexity.”142

Hayles’s inclusion of “technical systems” within the realm of cognition 
might seem out of line with the indigenous epistemic systems I cited  earlier. 
But I think that technical systems form a vital part of indigenous cognitive 
universes. The Huichol or more correctly the Wixáritar  people of central 
Mexico make sacred paintings by pressing yarn, beads, or fine thread into 
wax as they take peyote. The art communicates the pathways, visions, and 
interactions with the gods and thus becomes a way of knowing, thinking 
with, and being with in motion, in transit. If, as Hayles suggests, “cognition 
is a pro cess that interprets information within contexts that connect it with 
meaning,” then the art might well unveil a truth unknown to the Wixári-
tar and inform other meaning- making practices.143 The sacred drums, in 
other communities, speak; they are actors in their contexts. My aim is not to 
push comparisons, but rather to think of connectivity across  these vari ous 
epistemic frames and beyond disciplinary divides where  people are grap-
pling with similar phenomena and asking similar questions. I can imagine 
a discussion between someone trained in cognitive biology and someone 
versed in indigenous epistemologies (among many  others) to develop strate-
gies for expanding our conversations. The languages may all be diff er ent— 
from computer code to Wixáritar wax paintings to theories of “participatory 
sense- making” and “distributive cognition”— but the impetus is a common 
one.144 All species continually test ways to survive and thrive, as Kováč puts 
it. The Zapatistas adapt, they say, “para no dejar de ser” (so as not to cease 
being) historical beings. Western academics like myself attempt to break out 
of our epistemic lockdown by envisioning other ways of being and becom-
ing in the world. The goals may vary— for me, I strive to know differently, 
not just to survive but to be less complicit in the colonialist production and 
practice of knowledge.
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Walking Theory

 1.5  Alexei Taylor, Walking, 2019.

Versions of the chapters in this book  were written over a period of ten or 
so years, and I noticed that I was developing a peripatetic strategy for sta-
ging the work. My observations and theorizations sprang from my walking 
and talking with  others. In some cases, this practice resembled Aristotle’s 
walking in circles around the outside edge of the grove as he spoke with his 
students, who literally followed him. The term “peripatetic,” from the an-
cient Greek word περιπατητικός (peripatêtikos), which means “of walking” 
or “given to walking about,” points to three distinct but related aspects of 
how I understand walking theory.145 The first, and most obvious, empha-
sizes the role of movement in learning as practice that I stress throughout. 
Second, as Aristotle was not a citizen of Athens and therefore could not 
own property  there, the Lyceum where he gathered with students was a 
more improvised, less institutional setting for scholarly discussions. And 
third, the discussions  were consequently more informal, though no less 
deep or challenging.  There’s an outside quality to this model that interests 
me and that (without making the connection) I have reproduced in my own 
itinerant practice— outside the formal bound aries of the Acad emy, physic-
ally outside in an improvised or mobile space, decentering the periphery of 
the grove, outside the nation- state or not wholly identifying or belonging 
to it, and beyond the lecture format  toward more informal yet challenging 
conversations.

Walking and talking, or the peripatetic method, underlines the notion 
of knowledge production as  doing— seeing, listening, reading, thinking, 
talking are all actions that we undertake together. We interact with  people 
and the world around us. Even reading alone, we are in the com pany of the 
author. Books, insights, songs, and much  else accompany us everywhere 
we go. But in this study, and in the practices I describe  here, we meander 
through vari ous places for short periods of time— Mexico City, Chiapas, 
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Guatemala, São Paulo, Santiago de Chile, back through Central Amer i ca 
to Chiapas, New York, Montreal. The questions link and cut through all 
 these spaces, including the politics of movement itself. Additionally, sev-
eral of  these pieces developed in dialogue with my students, and often I 
followed them. Sometimes they led me through fields and issues I  wasn’t 
familiar with. At  others, we literally moved in zigzag fashion through the 
south of Mexico, thinking with and through the  people and situations we 
experienced.

Some chapters, such as chapter 7, “Tortuous Routes: Four Walks through 
Villa Grimaldi,” think about walking through multiple acts. “I” walk 
through the former detention and torture center in Chile at vari ous times over 
a period of a de cade, with diff er ent survivors, colleagues, students, and some-
times alone with an audio tour. Each time I see/experience something diff er ent. 
My walks through the space have led me to question who it is for (survivors, 
visitors?) and what it does. Is the “peace park” a memorial for the thousands 
who  were tortured and hundreds who died  there, or has it morphed beyond 
recognition into a cultural center to draw and instruct the general population? 
The movement, then, is not necessarily or even usually linear, and even the 
same space changes over time. Chapter 3, focused on the Zapatistas, unfolds 
in a slow, spiraling motion. Life is a strug gle, as much for con temporary Me-
soamericans as for their ancestors. The mi grant trails from Central Amer i ca 
through Mexico on the way to the United States (chapter 5) are often cami-
nos de la muerte or roads of death. In chapter 8, I follow Teatro de Vertigem’s 
disjointed, inside/out per for mance route for 958 meters, through the under-
belly of São Paulo, immersed in an enactment of capitalism that I have long 
understood but never truly experienced. Some stops, as in chapter 9, exist at 
the intersection of many spatial practices. Chiapas, Mexico, becomes one more 
site where the Monsanto Corporation (legally a person) exists and pushes its 
genet ically modified corn even as it practices similar operations throughout 
the world. Monsanto is si mul ta neously  there and everywhere, a person and 
disembodied. The intervention we performed  there with Jacques Servin of 
The Yes Men and Jesusa Rodríguez aligned digital space with national ac-
tivist,  legal, and educational organ izations in Mexico and the United States. 
And so, through the movement and tempo that make up this book, the 
connections among several previously invisible spaces and practices sud-
denly light up.  After writing two or three of  these pieces, I began to think 
of them as walk- throughs, though I hope the term might be repurposed as 
a move- through. Along with my friends and colleagues with disabilities, I 
know that walking is no one  thing.
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My experience of walking, like all  else, is  shaped by who “I” am and have 
become: as a baby in northern Mexico, I contracted polio.  After years of 
braces and operations, I eventually assumed my status as the upright mam-
mal Bataille and  others take for granted.146 I continue to live and deal with 
the sequelae. So walking can never be an abstraction for me, a thinking and 
being that ignores bodily exertion and situatedness. I’m aware of almost 
 every step I take, even as I walk and talk with  others. I mea sure feasibility in 
meters and kilo meters. Thus, walking for me is not about freedom, leisure, 
or domination as for eighteenth- century En glish gentlemen, the embodi-
ment of the individual and differentiated Enlightenment subject: “I cannot 
see the wit of walking and talking at the same time. . . .  The soul of a journey 
is liberty, perfect liberty, to think, feel, do, just as one pleases.”147 Walking 
reminds me not only of my physical limitations and de pen dency at times 
on  those who walk with me, but on how small I am compared to every thing 
around me— the city, the Mayan highlands, the Sonoran Desert. In the des-
ert, with its weaponized nature, a rattlesnake can be more power ful than a 
mere  human.

Walking is a thinking/becoming in motion, a pedagogy and training 
(peripatetic). Walking is one of  those acts that form, rather than result 
from, thought.148 The act of walking produces its own way of thinking, un-
thinking, and thinking- feeling negotiating assuredness and vulnerability, 
motion along with uncertainty. It demands we pay attention to terrain, to 
time, to the conditions on and of the ground  under our feet, to the limits 
of our own physical bodies, to our balance and fear of falling, to the pol-
itics of access and characteristics of a specific location, to the direction of 
our movement, to distance and reduced visibility. What lies around that 
corner, or over that mountain? We need to face, negotiate, and resolve 
challenges. Decisions need to be made. Walking, for some, can enact pos-
session, a visual control and domination that suggest that every thing I see 
is mine. At times walking confirms and transcends distance, and even our 
own limitations.

Walking can lead to new insights: “A schizophrenic out for a walk is a 
better model than a neurotic lying on the analyst’s couch.”149 Deleuze and 
Guattari take us on a “stroll of a schizo,” beyond the repressive bound aries 
of “the self and the non- self, outside and inside, [that] no longer have any 
meaning whatsoever.”150

Walking is also a po liti cal practice. The way we do this is the way we do 
every thing.



1.6  Wall mural depicting Central American mi grants in Ciudad  Hidalgo, Mexico, on the 
border with Guatemala, 2015. Artist unknown.  photo: diana taylor.
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For Gandhi, coming from a non- Western epistemic system and an antico-
lonial strug gle, walking referred to a specific personal and po liti cal  practice. 
As opposed to the leisure and freedom assured by wealth, his walk was a 
poor practice, one identified with poverty insofar as the poor can afford no 
other means of transportation.151 A  simple practice (place “one foot in front 
of the other”) also enacted his philosophy of a  simple life, one that attempted 
not to exploit  others and their  labor.152 Gandhi’s walking entailed determin-
ation, endurance, and commitment, an understanding that enabled his po-
liti cal commitment to the slow and steady quality of the walks and marches 
in the pursuit of in de pen dence.153

 There are so many ways to think about walking, so many places that 
walking leads us.154

For Central American mi grants, scurrying and hiding in their attempts 
to cross the border into southern Mexico to reach its northern border into 
the United States, walking is a terrifying, lonely, and seemingly endless en-
terprise. Gaunt from dehydration and exhaustion, their feet blistered and 
bleeding, they tell of being caught by federal and local agents and shipped 
back to their home countries, only to depart again, on foot, in search of a 
safer life.155 Their  children, if they travel with them, refer to themselves as 
mi grants, beings in motion who come into presence with no location or na-
tional identity.156

“To walk” (nehnem(I) for the Mexica (Aztecs) shares a linguistic root 
with “to live” (nem(I).157 Neltiliztli, from nelhuáyotl (meaning cement or 
foundation) is related to “foot” (néhuatl). The concept of truth is based on 
standing, on having a foundation, on being well grounded.158 The glyph 
of the footprint for Mesoamericans represented movement, identity, loca-
tion, relationality, and history. Mexica maps and writings are dotted with 
footprints to indicate where  people  were coming from and where they  were 
headed. Four footprints in a circle signaled the marketplace.159 The long road 
signified historical pro cess and strug gle.

Tira de Peregrinación, one of the earliest migration documents we have 
in the Amer i cas, tells of the slow migration over two hundred years of the 
Chichimeca and the Mexica from Aztlán  toward Tenochtitlan, where they 
would establish the center of their emerging empire. The walkers carried 
their gods on their backs as they made their way south. The map, like other 
Mesoamerican maps, does not show the contours of the geo graph i cal ter-
ritory but rather the events, motion, and internal relations between and 
among beings: divine, natu ral,  human, animal. The footprints condition the 
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map: “an action permits one to see something,” the events and their tell-
ing.160 Presence structures space and the other way around. Practice on the 
ground creates the contours, from the body’s vantage point, as opposed to 
the bird’s- eye view of geographic formations in Eu ro pean maps of the same 
period. The walkers do not see the goal clearly ahead of them. They follow 
the promise that they  will recognize the place when they come to it. And, 
as the walkers’ bundles make clear, we never walk alone, even when soli-
tary. The Mexica carry their gods, ideologies, supplies, and weapons on their 
backs; they accompany them everywhere. Their bodies, like ours, transmit 
traces of familial, group, and territorial affinities, obligations, and belong-
ings. Their clothes signal gender and status; the signs attached to their heads 
are place markers. They, like us, carry their worlds with them even as they 
venture into the unknown. In short, walking, as one way of becoming in 

1.7  The Tira de Peregrinación, also known as Codex Boturini (sixteenth  century).
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motion, is utterly culturally coded. It’s never a  simple practice, never “one 
foot in front of the other.”

 Here I take up Juan Carlos Ruiz’s invitation to “join us: say ¡presente!” 
This writing is a journey, an amoxohtoca, a moving from one event and loca-
tion to another, a bringing into focus, a way of making sense. As I set forth, 
I hope you’ll talk and walk with me.
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