
Luis Rafael Sanchez and Norman Ma i Ler : 
Puerto Rico and the United States as Heard on the Radio 

With the development of television in the late 1940s and ear l y 
1950s, radio narratives lost the dominance over radio programming 
that they had enjoyed during the previous decades. Radio then 
turned to music broadcasting as the focus of its ente rt a i nment. 
offerings. The emerging -broadcast fomat, although not narra­(l 

tive struct.ure, offers an. organizational structure that has had 
considerable impact on.recent literary product i on~ The music 
fonnat of radio broadcasting t.hat has predomin<t ed s i nce the lat e 
fifties is one st.ructured around the disc jockey . an anchor fi gure 
who provides light chatter and information het ween mU5"ca l sel ec ­
tions. D. j.s. as they are known. have often been de. cribcd as 
"the ones who tie it all together, ,; t.hei r funct i on oeirig that of 
providing a linking text". This t ext i s characteri zed by the fast­
paced and aggressive use - of a language that expres s~ s the energy 
and movement embodied .i n'mode rn popula r mus i c and i n the young 
audi ences for whom these broadcasts are intended. Thi s l anguage 
has a quality of assault that conveys force and persona l i t y 
through mocking and irreverent monologues. 

The literary possibilities of the d.j. 3S a media figure 
capable of creating a text which links different realities have 
been explored in two' 'recent nove Is: Norman Nai er I s W1lLj.re J~~ 
in Vietnam? (1967) and .Lui s Rafael Sanchez I 5 L~C1raC1i a del 
Macho Camacho (1976; Macho Camacho's Beat) ,lworks tT1~-t parodY-t he 
music torma-t'of radiobroadCasti ng in order to anal yze the di a­
1ectical tensions existing between var i ous Inte rac t ing soc i al 
elements. In Mailer's work, the anal yt i cal process is aided by 
the anti-establishment, anti-war messa ~ '" of d.j.s and the mus i c 
of the 19605. Sanchez , in tum, use s his perception of Puerto 
Rican society as one totally absorbed by t.he media as the means 
of creating a text which forces t.he r r ~der to conf ront this meJ i ~ ­

dependency and its impact. 
Why Are We in Vietnam? is structured like a program put Out 

by a self-styled disc jockey. The "I nt ro -Beep" chapters, 
nflrrated by a Harlem hippie nClmed D. J. , i:l re used to introdUCE 
and comment on the narrative chapters with which they alternat 
These chapters tell the ' story of a hunting trip undertaken by a 
Texas teenager (also named D. J.), his f riend Tex, his father 
Rusty, and some of the latter's business associates . La guar a ~ha 
del Macho Camacho follows an almost identica l s t ructure . As i n 
Ifuiler's work, the voice of the d. j. serves as a link bet\vcen 
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chapters. The l ong-winded introduction to Camacho's song alter­
nates with the voi ces of characters caught in a traffic j am. The 
st ruct ur al and themat ic l ink between these characters i s the voice 
of t he d. j . Not onl y are the structures of bot h works similar, 
but the conceptual frameworks of both novels (the hunting trip in 
~~iler , t he t raf f i c j am in Sanchez) are meant to work as symbol s 
of t he i l l s that plague t hei r respective soci eties. 

In Why Are We in Vietnam? the hunting t r i p and t he observat i ons 
of animal rel ations t hat i t prompts can very well be seen as a 
parallel t o t he war in Vietnam. The hunt i t sel f, being f i rmly 
based on t he t echnol ogical superiority of t he hunters, offer s 
opport uni ties for such a compar i son . The effect of t his technol ­
ogy on t he animal s (t heir conduct no longer in keeping with 
natur al laws ) creat es a climate of guerri l l a warfare s imilar to 
t he one encountered by American for ces in Vi et nam. The pr edato ry 
cruelty of t he eagle and t he bear, nati onal symbol s of the United 
St at es and t he Sovi et Union , coul d also point t o t his connection. 
But , however valid, t he drawing of t hese parallels mechanizes 
rather than enlight ens t he view of Amer ica offered by Mailer , and 
the hunt r emains t he more ef f ect ive ~etapho r of t he moral ill ness 
that led t o Viet nam. The aut hor impli es t hat t he same for ces which 
motivate t hese hunter s t o kill are r esponsible for t he count ry ' s 
aggressiveness overseas. It i s in t hi s context t hat t he hunt as 
arneans of advancing wit hin t he corporate structur e (as i t is for 
Rusty and hi s associates) becomes relevant. I't serves t o 
questi on both t he sour ce and nature of power in Amer i ca. Rust y 
and company emerge as ~ravest ies of .cr eative energy . Caught as 
t hey are in t he world of corporate compet i t iveness , t hey have no 
outlet for their aggress iveness other t han murder. TIlUS i t becomes 
essent ial for Rusty t o kill a bear because f ai l ur e could spel l 
di saster for hi s corporate status. 

As t he hunt in Mai l er becomes e~bl e:mat ic of military· aggres , 
siyeness , so t he traf~ic .j ~ in San~he z s n?yel bec~mes a~eta~hor 
for t he effect s of co'lorria'l i.sm on Puerto Rican socrety, A$ the 
oft ~quoted passages stat e, . 

aqui en Puer t o Rico, col onia suces iva de 
dos irnperios e i sla del archipi el ago .de l as 
Antillas [13] ... mi ercol es hoy, t arde de 
miercol es hoy , cinco pasado mer i di ano de mier­
coles hoy . . ~ el senador Vi cent e Reinosa ,[14] 
. .. esta at r apado, apr esado, agar rado POl' un 
t ap6n f enomenal coino l a vida made . iIi .Puer t o Rico, 
mues t ra agi l el tap6n de la capaci dad cr iolla 
par a el ato l l adero [27]. . . 
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(here :in Puerto Rico, the successive colony 
of two empires and an island in the archi­
pel ago of the Antilles [5] . . . today 
Wednesday five post mer i dian . . . . Senat or 
Vicent e Reinosa [6] . . . is tied up, hel d up, 
caught up in a traf f ic jam as phenomenal as 
lif e , Made in Puerto Rico, t he tie-up is an 
active sampl e of the Latin American capacity 
for obstruction [17] •. .. ) 

The entrapment Sanchez suggests i s emphasized by t he ent rapment i n 
time of t he character s of t he novel. . If it i s true that t hey ar e 
trapped in a t r affic j am, it i s al so t rue t hat they ar e t rapped 
wi t hin the d.j . ts monologue - -caught in t he minut es that el apse 
between t he d. j . ' s announcement of t he guaracha and i t s pl ayi ng 
t ime. The par al ys i s impl i ed by t he t raff i c j am i s r einforced by 
t he paral ysis in t ime , by t he char act er s' and t he plot ' s inability 
t o move beyond f ive 0' cl ock on a Wednesday afternoon . . 

The eff ectiveness of t he conceptual ;met aphor r ests on the 
voi ce of t he narrat or. Tn ~m i ler\s work , t his voi ce can conj ure 
al l t he ,availabl e speech l evel s of America, f r om t he voices of 
the Deep Sout h t o t he pedant i c ranguage of intel lect uals t o the 
obscenities and char act.er i stic syntax of Harlem slang. John W. 
Aldri dge has i dentifi ed some of t he voi ces as belonging t o a 
Ilell 1s Angel , a Harlem hippi e , . a smal l -t own sout hern deput y 
sher iff , a drunken r evivalist pr eacher , and a filthy-minded top 
ser geant in t he Army .2 Thei r combined voi ces cr eat e a voi ce of 
assault, aggr essive and mocking, with a hidden , unknowabl e 
i dent i t y behind it~ -a voi ce whi ch arbi t rar i ly i dent ifi es i t sel f 
as t hat of D. J . , a rich White Texan adol escent , 0 1' D. J . , a 
crippl ed Har l em Bl ack dreaming t hat he is a r i ch Texan. Its 
i dent i fying charact er i stic i s indeed its not being i dent i f i abl e . 
The na.r r at or is no one and everyone because, al t hough he lacks 
an i dent ity of hi s own , he has int ernal i zed t he hidden compul s ions 
and power obsessions of American society. On hearing D. J . ' s 
nar r ative "one has t he dist urbing sensat i on of t uning into many 
wavel engt hs at once , 113 

Simil ar ly , in La guaracha. del }mcho Camacho we have a re ~crea ~ 

t i on of Puerto Rico"5 social r ealit y t hrough its multipl i cit y of 
languages. Sanchez of f ers a wi de range of charact eri zations­
through t he int erweaving of t he narrator' s urbane and l i t er at e 
voi ce wi t h t he l inguistic pecul i ar ities of di f f er ent soci al 
cl as ses. He of f er s t he l anguage of t he d. j ., upbeat and non­
sensical, t he language of ad ;ert isement s, t he l anguage of t he 
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media-bes i eged s l um dwellers, t he language of radi o , t el evi s ion , 
f i l m, andcomic strips , the l anguage of conspicuous con s~ne r ism , 
t he l anguage of popul ar magazines , the language of the Amer icani zed 
bourgeoisie , and t he l anguage of politica l groups. The resu l t ing 
linguistic mel ange i s a force which appears to negat e t he paral ys is 
implicit in t he traffi c j am t hat frames t he novel. TI1i s par alysi s 
i s counterbal anced by a l anguage t hat i s seemingly vi brant , a 
language as upbeat as the rhet oric of the d . j . and the lyri cs of 
Camacho 's song : liLa vi da es una cosa f enomenal " (Li fe Is a Phenom­
enal Thing) . It i s a language f ull of rhythm , whose pul sa ting 
qualities match t he beat of t he guaracha : 

Lo di j o un hombre hecho y derecho: el pai s 
no funci ona , el pais no funciona , el pais no 
func i ona; r epet i do has t a l a pr ovocaci 6n , repe­
t i do como zejel de guaracha ; f r ent e a una luz 
roj a que era negra porque el s emafo ro no funcio ­
naba , i ndignado el hombr e hecho y derecho , el 
est6mago contrai do por l a indi gnaci6n , l as man­
dibul as r i gi das: el pais no funci ona. Los 
pasaj eros inscribieron dos par t i dos cont endien­
t es : uno minor i t ario de as int ient es tim idos y 
otro voc ifer~t e que proced i6 a entonar, con 
br i o reservado a los hiIDnos nacionales , l a 
irr eprimi bl e guaracha de Macho Camacho, "la 
vi da es una cosa f enomena l" . (21) 

(It was said by a proper man : the count ry 
doesn' t wor k , the country doesn' t work , t he 
count ry doesn ' t work: repeated t o the point 
of pr ovocation , r epeated l ike t he zejel at t he 
end of a guaracha: f aci ng a r ed l i ght that was 
black because the traf f ic signal wasn ' t working, 
t he proper man i ndi gnant, his stomach contracted 
with indi gnat ion , hi s mandi bl es r i gi d : t he 
count ry doesn' t work . The passengers signed up 
in two oppos ing parties : one a minori ty of 
t imid people in agreement and t he ot her a 
vociferous maj or i t y who proceed t o intone 
wit h a verve' r eserved fo r nat i onal anthems 
Macho Camacho's i rrepr es sibl e guaracha Life 
Is a Phenomenal Thing . ... ) (ll ) - ­
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Yet the vibrating quality comes not from the language of the 
characters but from the narrator's display of linguIstIc versatility. 
The l anguage of the char act er s , the object of the narrator' s i r onic 
text, is as empty and alienating as the models it copies. It i s a 
language full of cliches, molded on the rhythmic but repetitious 
messages of commercial jingles , popular songs , and magazines~~a 

language in the process of losing its ability to corrnmmicate 
IItruth" because of its alienation from reality . The empty energy 
of this language attempts to mask the weak foundations on which 
i t r ests in the same way as t he culture it represents rests on 
unsound values t aken f r om a media which offers t.V . ' s sex symbol 
Iris Chacon as a social model . Rhythm replaces meani ng in the 
novel , ftmctioning as a drug which obliterates reality. I'La vi da 
es una cosa fenomenal" (Life Is a Phenomenal ·Thing) becomes the 
nat i onal anthem of a popul at i on incapable of coming to grips wit h 
the fact that lithe count ry doesn't wor k . 1I 

In Why Are We in Vietnam? we have a similar use of l anguage 
as a weapon against paral ys i s ', It is against t he impulse towards 
stasis that D. J. 's outrageous TIletoric becomes a weapon . The 
voice of the Nort hern Ice , whi ch D, J . and Tex "hear " when they 
go to the edge of t he mountain , i s a voice wllich negat es life and 
seems to work through the higher order s of the animal kingdom t o 
promote the pr inciple of ent r opy by instilling in them dest ructive 
impulses . As in Sanchez's work, language becomes the ener get ic 
force in a worl d moving towards stas is, its ener gy coming for th 
as a bar r age of obscenities. Here the linguisti c as saul t i s a way 
of gett ing r id of the waste in the American consciousness , "a way 4 
of get t ing rid o£ blocked aggress i ons and spiritual constipat ions ll 

: 

Your body , D. J., will inform you, send out a 
call to al l cel l wat ers; gather here, ki ss t his 
crystal, di ssol ve its form. Unloose my stasis. 
Crystal washes down to glub, glub, glub. Urine 
is a pipe running the dissolution of all unheard 
messages. That's why peopl~ piss like hor ses 
at good parties and bad~~they are getting uncouth 
oceanic messages from all over the room: come 
here I want to fuck you; go there I want to kil l 
you. Whoo~ee! That bladder gets full of piss. 
Therefore, D. J. seeks to avoi d all frustration 
of impuls e in order t o test his hypotheses. For 
figure thee , Henry, i f D. J. makes i t through a 
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day without a single impulse held back, he 
shoul d not need to pi~ s a drop. That's 
sc ience, dear clients. (153) 

D. J. ' s compul sive obscenity his obsession with feces and disem­
bowelment , t he "lingual bowfl. movement" to whi ch the r eader i s 
subj ect ed , is pr ojected ,onto Amer i ca i t sel f . The message appears 
t o be that "America is power ful , f er t ile , and thriving, but only 
as a weed (or a cancer) i s powerful, gr owing on wast e , both 
product and proce~ ; di abol ical ."S The war in Vietnam is seen by 
Mailer as an ext ens~on of this waste . 

Mai ler f inds the f orces t hat l ed t he count ry into t he Vietnam 
War in t he world of cor porate America, where aggress ive competit ion 
goes out of cont r ol. D. J .' s satir ic monol ogues in t he "Irrt ro­
Beep" chapters reveal t he other s i de of t he Vietnam i ssue- ,.. the 
oppos i t i on t o t he war found outside corporat e structures . Thi s 
oppos i tion comes, according t o Mai l er, . from t he percept i on of t he 
wager s of t he war as ant i -Black, anti -poor , anti -women,and anti ­
J ew. Attitudes about t he war ar e polar ized accor ding t o class , 
sex, r ace, and religion with t he Whit e mal e , symbol of corporat e 
Ameri ca , as t he vi l l ain . 

It i s not surpr is ing , then , t hat Mai l er t urns D. J . (t he Texas 
adol escent) int o an agent of death . The novel ends , i ronically , 
'''i.th a cel ebr at i on of t he imminent depar t ure of Tex and D. J. tor 
Vi et nam (t hi s being th~ only direct r efer ence t o t he war in t he 
novel ) . D. J . , the rich \Vhi t e Texan, becomes part of t he war 
whi ch D. J . , t he Harlem nippie, r epudiat es . 

Vietnam is only a mar ginal i ssue i n Sanchez' s work , although 
not an unimpor t ant one in a novel t hat att empt s a port r ait of t he 
pol it ica~ cl ass , and soci al cont r adi ctions exi sting between. the 
Amer i canized upper classes and the medi a- bombarded lower cl asses . 
The class polari ' ation in the novel ref l ect s t he i r r econci l abl e 
f orces whi ch oper at e in a societ y wher e pol iti ca l colonization 
has l ed t o cultur al col oni zat ion . Support for t he Viet nam war ~ 

i n t his cont ext , becomes a symbol o~ coll usi on with t he colonial 
power. 

The cl ass polari zation i s matched in the novel by lingui st i c 
polar i zation : we are shown two soci al cl asses wi t h t hei r corres ­
ponding l anguages. The language of t he guaracha , t hat of t he 
have-not s , of whom t he Senat or ls l oyer i s r epr esentative , i s 
modOled on the of f erings of t he maSS medi a . These medi a al so mol d 
t heir aspi rations: 

l.Aprendi6 el dulce encanto del f ingimi ent o 
de 'los maner ismos r epercut idos del gr an­
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dioso teleculebron ''El hijo de Angela Maria" 
que convirtio en melaza el corazon islefio? 

~prendio que l a vida es una cosa fe­
nomenal de la mismisima guaracha de Macho 
Camacho? arrasadora consigna, incitadorA al 
permanente fiesteo, evangelica oda al conten­
to y al contentamiento . (23) 

(Did she learn the sweet charm of prerense 
from the mannerisms that reverberate out of 
the magnificent snake-long soap opera The 
Son of Angela Maria that had turned the--­
island's heart to honey? . . . Did she 
indeed learn that life is a phenomenal thing 
from Macho Camacho's guaracha? , a slogan 
that sweeps everything along, inciting to 
permanent .partying, an evangelical ode to 
happy happenstance .... ) (13) 

The upper classes reject the ,guaracha, thereby rejecting 
contact with a language (and its people) . . The Senator feels the 
guaracha on hiin like a taint: 

La guaracha del Macho Camacho, su furor 
vulgar, 10 ha maculado, contaminado, aso~ 

lado: altito 0 bajito, poquito 0 rnuchito, 
la guaracha: tiara de la ordinarez, pei ­
neta de la broza, estandarte de la iuza, 
se ha posado en sus labios. (151) 

~~cho Camacho's guaracha, its vulgar furor 
has tainted him, contaminated him, laid him 
waste: high o Low I a little or a lot, the 
guaracha: a tiara of vulgarity, a headdress 
of trash, a banner .of t:~ rabbl e, has 
alighted on his lips.) (1221 

This rejection is already evident in their language, which eschews 
vulgarity, strives to be exquisite, and re;flects an elegant reality 
bought on credit. It is also a Language full of anglicisms and 
modeled on a foreign society. Vicente's language reflects his 
colonized mentality and attitudes~ His frequent slips into English 



SARGASSO 27 

and hi s sexual exploit ation of lower-class women go hand in hand 
with hi s support of t he Viet nam War and his pro-Amer i can stand 
(he calls Washington, Lincoln, and J ef f erson "los padr es de l a 
patria") . The l ower classes , as Sanchez points out , suffer t he 
ef f ect s of t hi s politi cal st~ .d . . 

It is not surprising, t hen , t hat this politi cal att itude 
among t he upper cl asses prompts a predilection for fo r ei gn 
l iterature and a r ej ect i on of any literat ur e t hat r ef l ect s the 
r eal i t y of t he Puerto Ri can working classes : 

hace tiempo que qui er e met er l e el 
di ent e a al go de Enrique Laguer r e 0 al go 
de Rene Mar ques : t ambien l os del patio 
son hi jos de Dios; obj et i va, democrat i ca, 
bien maqui l l ada : s i los del pati o no fue­
r an pes imistas y dr amosos: dal e con el 
arrabal , dal e con l a independenci a de 
Puerto Rico, dale con l os personajes que 
sudan; t odo 10 que se escribe debe ser f i no 
y elevado, la l iteratura debe ser f ina y 
el evada (109) 

( . . . for some t ime she ' s wanted to s i nk 
her teeth int o something by Enrique 
Laguer r e or Rene Marques : people i n our own 
backyard are God ' s chil dren too : object ive , 
democratic, well put t ogether: if the 
backyar d people wer en ' t so pessi mis tic and 
t r agical : forget slums , forget Puert o Rican 
independence , f orget char act ers who sweat : 
everyt hing t hat's Wri t t en should be r ef ined 
and el evat ed , literature should be r ef ined 
and el evat ed . ) (86) 

Passages such as this ar e aimed at showing t he pol arized 
forces in Puerto Rican soc iety . TIle l i nguistic polarizat ion 
emphas izes t he economic and social polarization . It reflects 
patterns of exploitation that i n t he novel ar e linked t o sexual­
i ty . The Catholic , middle-class mor al i t y perceived by Manuel 
Puig in Boquitas pirtt adas (Paint ed Lips) as a social evil i s 
satirized here i n the asexual , puritanical attitudes of· Graciela 
Alcantara de 10ntefrio. For t he lower classes , howeve~, sexual i t y 
has become a marketabl e commodi t y on which t hey must rel y (how­
ever exploitat i ve) in order t o sat i sfy the desires creat ed by the 
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media and the prol iferat ion of life on credit. The Senator' 5 

lover sees her sexual services as a means to an end: the dinette 
set advertised by a local furniture store and t he vedette costume 
she will need to emulat.e Ir i s Chacon, The resulting sexual and 
economi c exploitation is another example of the bottled-up 
society Sanchez is portraying. 

It does not come as a surprise, then. that Sanchez 's llppcr­
class teenager- -Benny--wi ll , like D. J. and Tex in ~Ia i 1er ' 5 novel, 
become an agent of death. Benny!s efforts to extr ic ate himself 
and his Fer rari f rom t he colonial traffic jam r esults i n the deat h 
of dlina's son , one final indictment of the upper cl asses ' liter al 
and metaphorical "squashing" of the lower classes. 

One last point of affinity between these two works should be 
mentioned. Both novels underscore their assessment of their 
r espect ive soc ieties throu~l the sys tematic use of humor. Sanchez ' s 
]lumor stems from a rupture in the system of rational l inks provi ded 
by l anguage . The juxtaposition of the narrator's sophi sticated, 
debonai r language and the linguistic idiosyncracies of his charac­
t ers creates an incongruous text where styles and realities are 
mixed with comic results. Mailer's humor is predominantly perverse 
humor (of ten cal l ed black humor), r elying on scatological and 
sexual jokes, and on gruesome portraits of destruction. The novel 
displays Mailer's gift (which is also Sanchez' s gift) for extravagant 
off-color rhetoric , which comes forth in a "swift flow of puns, 
verbal play , ins inuation, and obscure allusion t o t he ar tif act s 
of contemporary life."6 

If we are to judge by t he works discussed above, t he use of 
t he music fonnat of radio leads to works whose pr imary goal i s the 
depiction of soc i ety through its languages. This may be explained 
by the fact that t he d.j., the central anchor figure us ed by bot h 
~mil er and Sanchez , is a media presence whose reality fo r the 
audience i s purely linguistic. It is also a figure t hat t i es 
realities together, serving as a link between voices t hat show t he 
linguis tic spectrum of soc iety. I t i s undeniable that the d . j . ' s 
ability t o link or connect i s his primary function in t hes e works: 
he becomes the voice that ties the narrative together in ~mil er 

and offers the unifying element in Sanchez. 
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