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and “Loisaida” reveal the kind of heteroglossic knowledge necessary to fully capture 
the cultural environment of the narrative. This section serves a functional purpose, 
allowing readers with diverse knowledge of queer and urban parlance, of the Spanish 
language, of New York City or of the popular culture of the eighties access to the 
text without interrupting Juanito’s narrative, or imposing more standard academic 
language practices onto the text. But the inclusion of these chapters within the book 
reveals much more; it valorizes the academic relevance of languages and practices that 
usually fall outside the sightlines of mainstream ethnographic representations.  

In the second of these chapters, Cruz-Malavé provides, in two short pages, one of 
the most eloquent meditations on the psychic and cultural meanings of Spanglish. 
Taking Spanglish passages from the interview with Juanito, he translates, decodes, 
and interprets simultaneously. In one example from this chapter, entitled “Spanglish 
Glosses,” Juanito’s text reads: “[T]hen you can catch’em later spooking you. Y	ellos	
te	viran	la	cara, like saying you caught me.” Cruz-Malavé’s gloss decodes the various 
linguistic and performative operations at work in the passage. He writes, 

Switch to the Spanish independent clause Y ellos te viran la cara (And they turn their 
face away) perhaps to capture and linguistically perform what the very topic of the 
passage describes: the intense game of power and wit of dissimulation and unveiling, 
avoidance and exposure, ‘catching’ and ‘turning away,’ which is the act of ‘spooking,’ 
or disclosing [or ‘blowing’] someone’s [heterosexual] cover in the middle of the 
street. (p. 185)

These glosses allow the author to linger in the suggestive recesses of linguistic 
speculation, to masterfully demonstrate his skills as one of the most imaginative 
interpretive readers of Puerto Rican literature, language, and culture.

Situated at the nexus of diverse scholarly disciplines—Puerto Rican studies, l 
iterary theory, ethnography, queer theory, and cultural criticism—Cruz-Malavé’s 
text exceeds the confines of each of these fields. It is bold and imaginative in its 
articulation of the political work possible through testimonio	without sacrificing 
precise attention to the interpretive possibilities of linguistic performances that 
have become a hallmark of Cruz-Malavé’s work. Along the way, we are allowed to live 
vicariously—always aware of both our distance and our proximity as readers—into the 
world of Juanito Xtravaganza; living large the hard tails/tales of life in New York City.

¡Que el pueblo decida!: La gobernación de Roberto Sánchez Vilella
By Ligia T. Domench Abreu 
San Juan: EMS Editores, 2007
572 pages, $29.99 [paper]
reviewer: Ángel Israel Rivera Ortiz, Universidad de Puerto Rico—Río Piedras

The work of a Puerto Rican intellectual and community leader born in the 
northwestern town of Isabela, ¡Que	el	pueblo	decida!:	La	gobernación	de	Roberto	Sánchez	
Vilella is an important contribution to Puerto Rican contemporary historiography. 
The book is supported by extensive research, both from documentary sources and 
significant interviews with aides, friends, collaborators, and supporters of Roberto 
Sánchez Vilella.

Throughout seven main chapters, Ligia T. Domench Abreu dissects in detail much 
more than just the gubernatorial period during which Sánchez Vilella came to be the 
second Puerto Rican governor elected by the people (1965–68). Going well beyond 
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the book’s subtitle, Domenech Abreu also deals with the history of the Popular 
Democratic Party (PDP) from 1940 to 1964, its main internal political structure, 
and the conflicts, intrigues, and political factions and divisions characterizing the 
transition between the years of full control of the government and the party by 
Luis Muñoz Marín (1944–64) and the new era initiated in 1965. In a sense, the book 
is as much about Muñoz Marín himself as it is about the political experiences and 
gubernatorial tenure of the man Muñoz selected in 1964 to succeed him.

One of the most interesting contributions of this historical account is the psychological 
drama of Muñoz, who attempted to abandon the governorship and the direction of the 
PDP while confronting his reluctance to let go of political power. This is not only based  
on testimonies of Muñoz’s collaborators, but also on direct quotes from Muñoz’s 
allocutions in the senate or from fragments from his private writings. In addition, 
without relinquishing the stance of the independent observer and historian, the author 
presents a dynamic, boisterous picture of the confrontations between Sánchez Vilella 
and the PDP’s old guard and of the gradual but sure crumbling of internal unity within 
the party that resulted in its defeat in the 1968 electoral competition. The reader obtains 
first-hand evidence from some of the key actors of this drama. Political prestidigitations 
by Muñoz Marín and by the party’s traditional political machinery, political gossip, and 
dirty tricks by representatives of the various PDP factions, as well as the mendacious 
maneuverings by blatantly deceitful newspaper columnists are excellently described. 
Within this context, the reader observes the parallel evanescence of thirty years of 
friendship and collaboration between Luis Muñoz Marín and Roberto Sánchez Vilella,  
the man who had been Muñoz’s most loyal companion in government.

The emotional and human side of this historical process is prominent, particularly 
when the author addresses Sánchez’s divorce and new marriage with his former aide, 
Jeanette Ramos. Domench Abreu shows how his being in love with an attractive, 
intelligent younger woman contributed to his transformation from a relatively shy 
public administrator to a proactive politician, with a refreshing new poise and an 
improved capacity for communication with the people.

While the analysis of the four years of Sánchez Vilella’s governorship does not 
gloss over weaknesses of the protagonist, the author makes us aware that, from the 
outset, Sánchez was committed to promote new ideas, a new style of governing, 
and a more liberal and sophisticated concept of democracy with new avenues for 
citizen participation. The main aspects of Sánchez’s political, social, and economic 
proposals are discussed in detail, thus highlighting the visionary changes promoted 
during his governorship. For example, the author provides information about his 
goal of improving public administration, his promotion of measures to increase fiscal 
resources, his efforts to prevent income tax evasion, his vision of Puerto Rico as a site 
for an important transshipping port, and finally, his plan for pan-Caribbean economic 
development. The latter idea was actually carried out, a decade later, by Romero 
Barceló and Hernández Colón, using 936 corporations and their financial resources.

Many of Sánchez’s pro-change proposals were later included in the platform  
of the People’s Party (PP), founded by him when he abandoned the PDP because 
party structures denied him the opportunity of competing in a primary election 
with the other two aspirants to the governorship for the period 1969–72.  
Most important was the People’s Party programmatic commitment to a  
“New Compact of Association” that would transform the status of the island  
from that of a territorial Commonwealth into a free association based on 
international recognition of Puerto Rico as a sovereign nation.
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Two main weaknesses stand out in this otherwise excellent book. First, it lacks 
detailed information on the style of government established by Roberto Sánchez. 
Second perhaps as a consequence of the author’s inattention to how Sánchez 
related to political power, party structures, government aides, and the people is 
the misleading characterization of Sánchez as a “populist leader.” Indeed, readers 
familiar with theories on populism will probably be annoyed by the author’s strenuous 
attempt to demonstrate Sánchez’s “populism,” even though her descriptions of 
Sánchez and his political views clearly contradict this interpretation.

Although there were undoubtedly some remnants of populism in Puerto Rico’s 
PDP during Sánchez Vilella’s term, his governorship was not a populist one. 
Rather, Sánchez brought to government a change of priorities that may be labeled 
as “technocratic desarrollismo.” Sánchez was indeed a liberal reformist, but not a 
populist. After quoting Octavio Ianni’s definition of populism, the author insists in 
declaring that Sánchez was a “populist leader” even though on page 51, she quotes 
Emilio González Díaz who clearly concluded that populist elements “had disappeared 
from the PDP and its leadership” by the period 1948–52. Moreover, on page 98,  
the author quotes Sánchez himself as saying that his role in Puerto Rico’s history  
was “to free the country from its traditional dependence on the charismatic leader.” 
As is well established in the literature, populist movements in Latin America have 
been led by charismatic leaders, with their demagogic promises of “saving the 
people” from “the claws of the traditional oligarchy” and a real commitment, not to 
the masses they usually agitate, but to a new class of bourgeois industrial investors. 
Muñoz had referred to “the fangs of the propertied classes in Puerto Rico,” whom he 
labeled as the colmillús that had exploited the Puerto Rican peasant or jíbaro. But,  
as the author admits, and as is well known by those who participated, like myself, 
in the foundation of Sánchez’s People’s Party, Roberto Sánchez Vilella was a 
modernizing leader very much conscious of the fact that, by the mid-1960s,  
Puerto Rico had changed significantly and that political messages had to be addressed 
to the new urban classes rather than the disappearing jíbaros. Even in earlier years, 
when he was an aide to Muñoz, he had never been a traditional politician involved in 
the populist discourse and he never was part of the political machinery of the PDP. 
On the contrary, Sánchez was above all an efficient and tidy public administrator— 
no wonder Puerto Rico’s Graduate School of Public Administration is today named 
after him! He was indeed more interested in the modernization of governmental 
processes and in attaining increased effectiveness in dealing with economic issues  
and with the private sector, rather than with any populist appeal to the masses.

To a great extent, Sánchez Vilella’s governorship is comparable to Carlos Lleras 
Restrepo’s presidency in Colombia. Being an economist, Lleras Restrepo brought 
to the Colombian national government, also in the late 1960s, a group of talented 
young planners and technicians. He attempted to establish governmental priorities 
according to technical criteria related to economic development needs rather than 
paying privileged attention to politicians and regional Liberal Party bosses. Similarly, 
as an engineer and public administrator, Roberto Sánchez brought to the Puerto 
Rican government new priorities related to effectiveness and efficiency that the 
author of this book describes in some detail. In addition, Sánchez, like Lleras in 
Colombia, brought to his administration a team of young planners, technicians, 
and other professionals interested in administrative reforms and in maximizing 
priorities related to economic development. This put him at odds with traditional 
politicians of the PDP’s old guard. Like Lleras, who was succeeded by Misael Pastrana 
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Borrero, a president more inclined to establishing priorities according to traditional 
political processes and granting an upper hand to traditional politicians, Sánchez was 
succeeded by Luis A. Ferré, who did bring back to public administration some of the 
styles and strategies of populism and gave more power to political leaders of his New 
Progressive Party, than to experts, planners, and technicians.

Therefore, the main theoretical flaw of ¡Que	el	pueblo	decida! is the insistence of 
identifying Sánchez Vilella’s political legacy with a supposed “comeback to the 
roots of populism.” In fact, Domenech Abreu’s own description of Sánchez Vilella’s 
governorship and his founding of the People’s Party in 1968 as a splinter party 
from the PDP actually demonstrates how Sánchez represented a departure from 
traditional populism.

In spite of this lack of theoretical coherence, I highly recommend ¡Que	el	pueblo	
decida!:	La	gobernación	de	Roberto	Sánchez	Vilella as relevant historical reading that will 
be particularly revealing to new generations who did not live through the turbulent 
political processes of the 1960s in Puerto Rico.  


