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ABSTRACT
MASTER'S THESIS
THE CHANGING RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN NATIONALISH
AND RADICALISM IN PANAMA SINCE 1945

The Republic of Panama has always had a strategic impor-
tance in world affairs, not because of its size or power
but its unique location. The nation has been particularly
linked to the United States®' Canal Zone in its territory.

The canal has been both beneficial and detrimental to
Panama. The oligarchy has been able to thoroughly entrench
itself with the help of the wealth derived from the canal
and from the direct assistance and rent payments of the
United States.,

For years the oligarchy has done little to benefit the
people or to establish a truly representative and effective
government. There has always been discontent among the
common people in regard to this political and economic
inequality, but the oligarchy has always placed the blame
on the United States. .-

Until recently the popul8C8 was satisfied with this
explanation. Traditionally, political parties and politicianms
sought popularity by promising to get concessions from the
Americans. In response to this pressure the United States
has done increasingly more for the country. However, the
people have begun to realize that their troubles can not
be solved by Americans alone.

The nationalist fervor is increasing and with a much
more distinct leftist overtone. The movement, especially
since the Castro revolution, is out of the hands of the
oligarchy. The leftist leaders are talking of a true social
revolution. There are some encouraging signs that the oligar-
chy is finally beginning to consider substantial: reforms.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The typical American history textbook contains a small
section on the Panama Canal Zone as part of a general study
of American expansionism. The Zone is usually classified in
the text as an American possession and then forgotten. Most
Americans have always held the same idea--the Zone is our
possession. They have been confident with the thought that
since it is administered and protected by Americans it would
always be a dependable and safe link in our shipping lanes
in peace and war.

The fact that there is more to the Canal situation was
made clear to Americans in 1959 and 1964. Both years were
marked by dangerous, destructive anti-American demonstrations
in Panama. Though now more Americans realize that the Panama
Canal‘entails more than their textbooks indicated, few have
displayed any greater interest than they did before 1959.
This lack of concern is not limited to the general public;
the academic community has also ignored it. This is clearly
indicated in the bibliography of this paper. The 1959 and
1964 demonstrations excited some brief activity in both the
journalistic and academic circles, but there has been very
little produced beyond the superficial level on the Panamanian
history, politics, or society.

This paper is not intended to be a definitive study of
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Panama, nor even of one particular phase. It is a questioning
examination of one developing phenomenon of Panamanian life.

Since the war most of the world, including Panama, has
been swept by an increasing desire for change. The once
docile, silently-suffering masses of Panama are no longer
content with things as they are. These masses have been
charged with a desire for change and the firm conviction
that any change will be an improvement. For two generations
of independent Panamanians it was enough to be told by their
ruling oligarchy that the source and cure of their misery lay
in the United States. But now a new generation wants more
than explanations. They want changes, and they know that
mass-action prodding is the way to get it.

At first this prodding was directed against the United
States, and it achieved results. The United States has
granted sweeping benefits to Panama which have improved many
evils. The phenomenon of Panama results from the fact that
these masses have been becoming more sophisticated and better
educated in recent years. They are realizing that the real
solution to their problems lies more within their own country
than anywhere else. They probably realize that their own
ruling oligarchy has exploited them as much as the United
States may have done. The 1959 and 1964 demonstrations

were not led by the traditional rulers; the demands voiced
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3.

then went far beyond what the oligarchy wanted, and in fact
the demonstrations and resultant changes were detrimental
to the o0ld elite oligarchy.

Especially since the 1959 Castro revolution, the prodding
for change has taken on a more universal character. The masses
now desire a true social revolution. The first phenomenon of
Panama is that the people have begun to look within their own
country for solutions. The second phenomenon will be when the
oligarchy finally gives up its attempts to use the United States
as a scapegoat and, also, looks inward to make changes.

The purpose of this paper is to examine this postwar
period and to trace the increasing desire for change concur-
rently with the continuing failure of the oligarchy to deal

effectively with this new generation.
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II. INDEPENDENCE AND THE CANAL

The Republic of Panama because of its location has
historically been more important than its modest wvital
statistics would indicate. As the natural causeway of
Atlantic-Pacific transportation it is known to all com-
mercial countries. Since 1903, the year of its independence
as well as its obligation to the United States, the nation
has increasingly become a political concern of many nations.

Panama is small. The total area is only 28,576 square
miles. Its population is approximately one and a half million.
The two largest cities total only 400,000 people with the
smaller of the two having only 60,000. The racial mixture
is that which is characteristic of most of Latin America;
seventy-five percent are a combination of Indian, Negro, and
European. The population also includes West Indian Negroes
brought in by the Americans to help build the Canal and
Orientals who were attracted by Panama's commercial oppor-

tunities.

The existence of Panama as a nation is the result of a
revolt against Colombia. A separatist movement in Panama
had been active since 1825. As early as 1856, and some few
times afterwards, American troops had landed in the Panama
area to keep open the trans-isthmian railroad. The final

4.






break with Colombia was engineered by Panamanian businessmen
who were afraid that the Colombian hesitation about granting
the United States rights for a canal might permanently kill
the canal project.

President Roosevelt's role in this revolution has been
the source of controversy. It is certain that he and Pana-
manian business leaders were seeking mutual advantage. But
controversy between the two nations soon developed. The most
vital point in the controversy was to hinge on what right
Philip Bunau-Varilla had to negotiate the treaty for Panama.
Bunau-Varilla, a Frenchman, was in Panama representing the
then bankrupt French Canal Company. He represented Panama
because he had been instrumental in arranging the quick re-
cognition of the new nation.

The United States soon made clear the policy it would
assume on Panamanian internal politics. William Taft became
Secretary of war in February, 1904. 1In this post he was
responsible for the canal project. 1In his first year Taft
was confronted with a possible Panamanian internal revolt
led by a General Huertas representing the Liberal Party.
Taft made the decision that the United States interest would
be best served if the Conservative Party were kept in power.
He was afraid that the Liberal elements would appeal to the

Negro electorate and conceivably produce a Negro government.
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6.

In 1908, in Panama's second presidential election,
Secretary Taft was to realize that in Panama even one party
control could have dangerous consequences. The Conservative
Party was in the midst of a power struggle between President
Amador's candidate Ricardo Arias and José'Domingo de Obald{;.
Taft did not care who won, but he did want free elections so
there could be no basis for post-election revolution. The
Se¢retary of War used pressure to insure this and convinced
Roosevelt that it would have to be a regular American function.l

Much of the trouble between the two nations was created
during the ten years of canal building. The British West
Indies appeared to be a perfect solution to the United States®
need for cheap, English-~speaking labor. Thousands of these
British colonials were brought to the Canal Zone. Because
these laborers were Negro the segregation practices of the United
States were adopted. Workers were classed as either "gold®
or "silver® roll employees and each roll had its own pay scale.
At first it referred to the actual form of payment. Later
when this no longer had significance it was blatantly ap-
parent that silver roll workers (non—United State citizens
and all Negroes) were singled out for work, pay, and social

discrimination. Unfortunately, all Panamanian nationals were

Ralph E. Minger, "Panama, the Canal Zone, and Titular
Sovereignty," “Western Political Quarterly, XIV (June, 1961),

553.
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thus "silver™ workers and subject to the discrimination
practices common to the Southern United States.

The American treatment of these West Indians was not
commendable. The West Indians were originally promised re-
patriation, but most remained to serve as labor for the con-
tinual job of keeping the canal clear. However, their exis-
tence in the Canal Zone was dependent upon their work ability.
Once at the age of retirement or disabled they were forced to
leave the Zone. The American credo is best summed up by
Goethals who said he "did not care to see a population of
Panamanians or West Indian negroes'tgidj occupying the land,
for these are non-productive, thriftless, and indolent."2
Forced from the Zone these West Indians became a smoldering
element of discontent. Their pensions were inadequate so
they became wards and slum-fillers of Panama. It was another
blow to the United States-Panama relations. These people were

to become victims as well as causes of rising Panamanian

nationalism.

2George W. Goethals, Government of the Canal Zone
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1915), p.64.
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IIT. PANAMANIAN SOCIETY

A. Government

The formal government structure of Panama is based
on a constitution adopted in 1946. This is the third
Panamanian constitution. Earlier ones had been adopted
in 1904 and 1941. The present compact provides for a
president, the National Assembly, and a national judiciary.
There is some measure of local autonomy with the major
cities and the provinces electing local officials. Until
1954, the nation was without an army. The nation has always
had a national police force. This police force, now numbering
more than 3000, was elevated to the rank of an army by Presi-
dent Remdn in 1954. This elevation was not politically mo-
tivated, but intended to allow it to participate in inter-
national military conferences.3

The National Assembly presently contains 38 members each
of whom represents over 15,000 citizens. The Assembly does
have great potential power, but thus far it has not conscien-
tiously been exercised. The National Assembly is usually a

rubber-stamp body, often meeting without a quorum.

3"Panama," Hispanic American Report (HAR), VII (February,
1954), 16.
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9.

The politics and power structure are much more intricate
than is apparent in its formal appearance. The dominating
reality in its politics is the role of the United States.

Since 1903, the United States has acted both as a stabilizing
influence and also as the major source of revenue. This
guaranteed income, provided without burdening taxes, has
stifled the initiative of the government. One critic points
out that *=the characteristic function of Panamanian politics
is to distribute among the powerholders and their followers

a supply of goods and services rather than to expand this
SuPP1Y-"4

Power and control in the country is usually exercised
by the president. Formal checks are provided, but seldom
exercised. More often his policies are controlled by sporadic,
often violent outbursts of public opinion which may be ex-
pressed through the National Assembly, the National University,
or mob demonstrations.

Since 1931, the National Guard has been expanding its
role in politics. This trend was best exemplified during
the Remdn era from 1946 to 1956. The Guard is filling a

gradually increasing power vacuum created by a disintegrating

4
John Biesanz and Luke M. Smith, "Panamanian Politics,"
The Journal of Politics, XIV (August, 1952), 386
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10.

oligarchy and an unorganized middle class.5

Political parties are extremely fluid and undisciplined.
Political differences usually have the characteristics of an
intra-party, intra-class factional dispute rather than a basic
political difference. Leadership is based on personal authority.
This authority rests on patronage, public image, wealth, and
adherence to the norms of the Panamanian political philosophy.
The leaders are normally from a small group of families whose
wealth derives from agricultural pursuits and commerce. The
mark of distinction is membership in the aristocratic Union
Club. Success in business is often dependent on political
connections and political standing. These political leaders
are often in a dichotomous position. They want more American
aid for commercial reasons; and yet, they are forced to con-
demn American imperialism to maintain their political position.

The influence of business in the politics of Panama is
keenly illustrated by the case of the United Fruit Company
subsidiary in Panama: The railroads of Panama are government
owned, yet this company has the right to build railroad lines
as they please and their banana wagons have the right-of-way

6

over all trains. Also illustrative is the fact that luxuries,

5. .
Ibid., 397

6Ricardo Vargas Lopez, "Trade Unionism in Panama's Banana
Plantations," Inter-American Labor Bulletin, VII (April,1956),5.
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to be sold to tourists, are imported tax free by the
businessmen.’
B. Economy

Panama displays many of the economic characteristics
which are commonly attributed to Latin American countries.
Its rate of population growth is approximately 3 percent each
year. The economically active part of the population supports
more dependents than in the more developed countries; more
than forty percent of all Panamanians are under fifteen years

of age.8

The economically active in the population number over
300,000. About 53 percent of these people are employed in
agriculture. Salaries vary between $70.00 and $160.00 per
month for non-agricultural workers.? Despite the small number
in non-agricultural work, the unemployment rate averages around

20 percent of the work force.10

The unemployment problem is
compounded by the United States as the largest single employer

in the country. Many Panamanians do not work except when they

7John Biesanz, The People of Panama (New York; Columbia
University Press, 1956),p.101.

erid., IIT

9'Report on Panama,™ Latin-American Report, IV (September,
1961), 14.

10
p.9

"New Riots in Panama,™ The New Republic, November 28, 1964,
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12.

can be employed at the Canal Zone which pays relatively high
wages.

Also, as in much of Latin America, Panama's agricultural
sector is beset with problems. In 1941, before the war and
post-war development programs began, the agricultural sector

11 this had

provided only 11.3 percent of the national income.
increased to 33 percent in 1956, but the problems are far from
solution. In 1953, the country reached a new landmark; it was
the first year that no rice, a basic food commodity, was im-
ported.12 By 1960, rice growers were even beginning to ex-
port rice to the Canal Zone. Despite this singular achieve-
ment and increasing agricultural production, the Republic was
still forced to import 12 percent of its total food needs for
1963.13 At preseﬁt, the greatest need is for adequate roads
for marketing crops. Some areas are still so isolated that
the residents know only vaguely of the Canal Zone. Areas

such as these are connected to the urban areas by roads which

are impassable eight months of each year.14

1Biesanz, People of Panama, 99.

12"Panama," HAR., VI (September, 1953), 16.

13U.S., Congress, House, Committee on Foreign Affairs,
Special Study Mission to Latin America: Peru, Ecuador, Colombia,
Panama, Costa Rica, 88th Cong., 1lst Sess., 1963, p.32.

14

U.S., Congress, House, Special Study Mission..., p.33.
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13.

Like many countries of Latin America, Panama has one
percent of its population owning over fifty percent of the
private land. Most small farms are worked by squatters with
no claim to the land. It has been estimated that only one-fifth
of the privately owned land is cultivated. Furthermore, on this
land only 13.2 percent of the farms are owner-operated.15

The Panamanian business community has concentrated on capi-
talizing on its strategic location rather than developing its
natural resources. The attempts to capitalize on natural wealth
have usually coincided with slow times in trans-isthmian trade.
This commercial sector has been dominated by foreigners. 1In
1940, 45 percent of the businessmen were foreigners. This
situation prompted, in part, President Arnulfo Arias in his
1941 Constitution to "nationalize" Panamanian business. The
much more moderate 1946 Constitution maintained the principle
of the nationalization. This constitution, along with certain
statutes, provides that 51 percent of a corporation's stock
must be owned by Panamanians, and 75 percent of employees and

16 However, these laws are not

payroll must go to Panamanians.
usually enforced.

The presence of the United States and of the Canal is

15Biesanz, People of Panama, 123.

16 pia., 103.
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14.

extremely important to the economy.17 Some brief notes are
indicative. 1In the 1956 fiscal year the Panamanians imported
$83 million in goods; their total exports equaled only §17
million. This huge deficit was alleviated by a $65 million
income from the Canal Zone Company.18

Besides providing such a large share of the national
income, the Canal Zone Company is also the largest single
employer. In the year 1950, the Zone employed more people
than the manufacturing, electricity, gas, and water sectors
combined.19

Low labor productivity has also been an important factor
in Panama's weak economy. Four factors can be cited as pos-
sible reasons for this productivity level: 1. poor health,
2. poor training, 3. age structure of population, 4. poor

20 qhis attitude is indi-

attitudes toward work and savings.
cated in the fact that a large lumber source goes untapped

because of a labor shortage in the midst of an unemployment

17See Appendix A.

18James L. Busey, "Conflict in Panama, "New Leader,
February 15, 1960, p. 17.

9United Nations, Economic and Social Council, Economic
Commission for Latin America, Analysis and Projection of
Economic Development, VII (E/CN.12/494, April 15, 1959)
(Panama City), p. 304.

20Biesanz, People of Panama, III.
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15.

crisis.21 Panama has few skilled laborers, and few who are
eager to learn.

The economy of Panama is filled with such contradictions.
Industrialists can be proud of the fact that production in-
creased 61.9 percent in the eleven years between 1945 and 1956.
Yet, a U. S. government study indicated that only 1.4 percent
of the nation's potential hydroelectric power is developed.23
However, a development program begun in 1953, has produced re-
sults: a hydroelectric plant on the Rid caldera River, a

24 But these

modern market in Panama City, and many new roads.
projects, along with others, have been so marked by land specu-
lation that the International Bank for Reconstruction and De-
velopment insisted that the government suspend all land sales
as a pre-condition for a loan for road development in 1960.

The government, controlled by the oligarchy, has failed to make
needed basic economic structure changes. Yet, the country does

use a graduated income tax which reaches a peak of 24 percent

on an income of $1,000,000 or more.

21 Lawrence O. Ealy, The Republic of Panama in World Affair

22

S,

1903--1950 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1951, p.9.

22

United Nations, Analysis and Projection . . ., 109.

23U. S. Congress, House, Special Study Mission . . ., 33.

24"Panam,a", HAR., VI fJune, 1953), 14.
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C. Social Structure

The social structure of Panama is that typical of an
underdeveloped country. The middle class is small and un-
disciplined as a political force. At best, most authorities
agree, the middle class does not exceed more than 25 percent
of the population. The middle class which does exist is not
largely located in the commercial sector--this area is con-
trolled by the aristocracy. The middle class subsists on
the government payroll. This provides a large measure of
security since the Canal Zone keeps up a steady, large govern-—
ment revenue. The occupational groups in this class besides
government workers are a few professional people and some
skilled laborers.

The living standard of this middle class is not luxurious.
Family incomes vary between $75.00 and $125.00 per month. 23
Most live in overcrowded and poorly-kept apartments. The
housing shortage in Panama was estimated to be 20,000 units
and increasing by 4000 units annually in 1962.26 To pay for
what is considered a middle class standard of living, many

families have the wife and unmarried children working as well

‘Azscarolyn S. Campbell and Ofelia Hooper, ™The Middle Class
of Panama,"™ La Clase Media En Panama, El Salvador, Honduras, Y
Nicaragua, ed. Theodore R. Crevanna (Washington: Union Pan-
americana, 1950), 54.

26

U. S. Congress, House, Special Study Mission . . ., 33.
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17.

as the husband working at two jobs. To this class, education
is the key to mobility. What political influence is manifested
by this class is usually through the children in their student
groups.

The other outstanding characteristic of the Panamanian
social structure is the role of the English-speaking West
Indian Negro. This group is the object of discrimination
which periodically reaches intense levels, usually in response
to recessive periods in the economy. This discrimination is
not racial in the usual sense. Historically, Negroes have not
suffered any discrimination. Two of the early presidents were
Negroes. It depends more onthe Panamanian-United States re-
lationship.

At the time these people were brought to Panama they were
not considered competitive labor, but soon after completion of
the canal they became a source of competition to the Panamanian.
The West Indians were encouraged to stay in the area both by the
lure of high United States wages and the influence of Panamanian
businessmen who saw them as a source of profit.

These new residents were soon to create problems. The West
Indian considered his English-oriented culture superior and made
no effort to mix with the Panamanians. Secondly, the United
States-introduced discrimination soon spread to the Panamanians

themselves. A combination of rising nationalism and fear of
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West Indian competition reached its peak in the now repealed
1941 Constitution which deprived all children born in Panama
to West Indian parents of citizenship. Though this racial
conflict is not presently as intense as in the past, it is
still intimately linked to the entire issue of Panamanian
nationalism and the presence of the United States.

The majority of Panamanians are grouped as lower class.
They are characterized by low education levels, poor living
conditions, and frequent unemployment. Politically, they are
a source of violent activity usually directed by demagogues.
The upper class which constitutes a very small minority will

be discussed in a later section.



Iv. UNITED STATES AND PANAMA

The relationship between the Panamanians and their
tenant, the United States, has never been without difficulties.
Fortunately, relations are usually peaceful and cordial. The
most serious of the conflicts is in the economic area. Deep-
seated in the Panamanian thinking is the claim that they have
been deprived by the United States of their most valuable re-
source and never adequately reimbursed. This stolen resource
is the wealth the Panamanians had by monopolizing the over-1land
trans-isthimian trade before the canal. This charge is often
made by leading citizens such as once-presidential candidate
David Turne® Morales who claims that the canal is a parasite
which has caused increased smuggling, put good land to no use,
drained off the labor force, and established an unfavorable
balance of trade.27

Though there is some truth to these charges, the country
once exported cattle and fish and now imports both, most seem

unrealistic, misinformed, and contradictory.28

The most glaring
contradictions in the canal issues are usually among the Pana-
manians, for the canal is many things to many different people.

The Canal Company presently employs 11,000 Panamanians;

7Busey, =Conflict in Panama®", 17.

28
Peter Schmid, "Double Flags and Double Standards in
Panama®”, Reporter, September 30, 1952, p. 18.

19.
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still, there are 37,000 unemployed in Panama City alone.

Apparently there is not a labor shortage.29

Many of the
nationalistic elements—-students and middle class~-insist
the Canal Company should employ even more Panamanians.
Admittedly the actual rent payment to Panama is small, but
it does not represent the true value to Panama of the canal.
In addition to the investments and expenditures of private
American businessmen, who represent the major foreign in-
vestors, the Canal Zone Company reported total wealth poured
into Panama as $82.73 million in 1962. A breakdown of this
spending is below:

Millions

Net payments to non-U.S. citizens employed in the
canal Zone.................I...............‘......Q.O.. $33.0

Retirement annuity payments to residents of Panama.. 3.4

Direct purchases made in Panama by U.S. Government
agencies and private organizationS....c.c.ccccececceccecaan 16.2

Expenditures made in Panama by U. S. citizens re-
Siding in canal Zone......................‘......‘..0.. 19.2

Contractors' purchases in Panama of goods and ser-

vices for Canal ZONE....cccccecccescsscccscscsnsscncsscsscsscsnse 9.0
Canal Zone annNUity..ceccecececceccaccecccccecccccacecnce 1.93
30
TotaloO.........Q..Q.........'O....... ..... ® ® © ® @ ¢ & & o 82.73
29

Detroit Free Press, April 17, 1966, B, p.l.

30U. S. Congress, House, Special Study Mission. . ., 38.
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Many other contradictions exist. The United States
still must deal with the charge that Panamanians are paid
less than Americans for the same work. The Americans defend
themselves with the claim that Panamanians average 20 to 180
percent more in wages than they could get in Panamanian jobs.
Yet others claim that the high American wages are damaging to
Panama. In 1933, President Harmodio Arias told President-elect
Roosevelt that the high United States wages were ruining Pana-
manian agriculture and later critics have repeated this charge.32

One of the most bitter and long-standing of the economic
grievances was over the American commissaries which offered
cut-rate products to all Zone employees. This was unfair com-
petition to the Panamanian businessmen who demanded their ter-
mination. The United States finally acquiesced in the 1955
treaty revisions with Panama. The agreement denied commissary
privileges to 17,000 Panamanians. The cut-back also resulted
in a loss of employment for 1,900 Panamanians. This hardly
satisfied the Panamanian employees who futilely demanded at
least a temporary suspension of this provision.

At present the two most distressing issues between the

United States and pPanama are the annuity amount and the question

1 o
"Baiting the U.S.: Now Panama Joins the Game,*™
U.S. News and World Report, December 14, 1959, p. 43.

32
Biesanz, People of Panama, 82.




| SE——L



22.

of sovereignty in the Canal Zone territory. The Panamanians
would like to receive a $40 million annual annuity, a figure
which represents about 50 percent of the gross income of the
Zone. The Zone Company contends that net profits are $2.6
million and Panama gets $1.93 million from this.

The sovereignty issue is the most difficult. The Pana-
manians have been extremely reluctant to lease any more ter-
ritory to the United States primarily because of this issue.
This was the stumbling block in the negotiations over whether
the United States could retain many of the defense bases
which had been designed during World War II. This same issue
bogged down the negotiations over land the United States
wanted to lease for Nike missile stations.

The influence of the United States has been beneficial
for Panama in many ways. A Panamanian agrarian economist,
Dr. Gustavo R. Gonzgles, has admitted that Panama has benefited
by the training in skills and work habits some Panamanians
have received as Zone employees.33 Many attempts have been
made to utilize fully the potential of United States aid in

’
Panama. Notable among these were SICAP (Servicio Interamericano

de Cooperac{on Agricola de Panama) which is a joint program

under the United States' Point-4 Program and the Panamanian

33
Busey, "Conflict in Panama®™, 17.
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government.34

The Americans have provided roads, public
facilities, pure water, sanitation, and money to Panama
since 1903.

The years of World war II saw a spurt in Panamanian
prosperity and closer cooperation with the United States.
Increased employment of Panamanians in the Zone, more
American troops, and higher United States government ex-
penditures expanded the national income rapidly between 1941
and 1945. The Communists and the nationalistic elements
were quiet and absorbed in the Allied War effort. However,
immediately after the war, Panama was swept with the almost
universal tide of rising expectations and nationalism. 1In
Panama the years since 1945 have been marked by chaotic do-
mestic development and internal politics. In this atmos-
phere of change the United States, in its unique role, has
been integrally involved.

The fact that the relationship of the two countries
is becoming less tenable was clearly evidenced in the grim
riots of 1959 and 1964. The American response, voiced most
vociferously by a few Congressmen and the Americans living
in the Canal Zone, has increasingly been to blame the troubles

on Communists—-a charge hotly denied by Panamanians. Many

leaders in the United States are urgingthe building of a new

34Latin American Report, IV (Sept, 1961), p.15.
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canal--not only to meet future shipping needs, but also to
move to a less hostile country. Panamanians--some moved by
schemes for internationalization, others for nationalization—
insist on the withdrawal of the United States. One group of
Panamanian businessmen even proposed that a joint-stock
company be formed to build a more modern canal--conceivably

with the Russians as a major share holder.35

35upanama™, HAR., XV, (September, 1962), p.p. 602-603.



V. OLIGARCHY AND POLITICS

The politics of Panama are primarily the politics of

the Veinte Familias (Twenty Families) who are derisively

called Rabiblancos (white-tailed birds). These twenty

families, augmented by about twenty others who revolve

around the fringes, constitute the ruling oligarchy. They
number much less than one percent of the population, yet
they own or control more than 50 percent of the land, the
banks, the radio and television media, and the newspapers.
Despite the secure position of the group they are of rela-
tively recent origin and extremely fluid. Some authorities
attempt to divide this oligarchy into groups--those of old
Spanish stock, other Europeans, and those with some Negro
blood--but because of three generations of intermarriage

the distinctions are blurred. The fluidity and poor de-
lineation of this group is accounted for by its unique
capacity to absorb by marriage or outright adoption any
politicians or businessmen who are currently on the rise.
This accounts for the fact that the newer members are usually
the most powerful and richest. The wealth of this oligarchy
originated and still largely remains in real estate. For the
more enterprising members this wealth has been converted or
expanded into the business and finance areas to the point

25.
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where today they own all the major businesses and dominate
all areas of the economy.

The United States is extremely important to this oli-
garchy. It plays a twofold role. First, it was the United
States which supplied the original wealth of these families
by buying much of their then Valuable real estate. Since
supplying this original windfall, the United States has
continued to contribute to their wealth by expenditures in
their businesses and helping to attract money-spending
tourists into the area. 1In addition this oligarchy has en-
riched itself by graft and legitimate means from the heavy
American loans and aid projects in the country. Secondly,
the United States has always been the object of derision by
this group. The Yankee is a convenient scapegoat which the
elite can hold up to the people as the source of all their
troubles. The elite had been responsible for holding up
$30 million of the $48 million allocated to Panama under
the Alliance for Progress becaus<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>