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PREFACE 

Like the. other Latin American republics, Panama has 

its own corps of intellectuals. The names of Eusebio A. 

Morales and Jose D. Moscote may mean little to the rest of 

the world, but to Panamanians they are well known. The 

intellectual is an important person in Panama. His writings 

are widely read, and his role in society is respected. 

Consequently, intellectuals have played an important part in 

the development of the Republic of Panama. They have 

criticized the nation's faults, recommended changes, and 

sought reforms. While their ideas were not always original, 

these men were, nonetheless, responsible for a fundamental 

change in the nation's political philosophy. 

Partly due to Panama's unique geographical charac

teristics, the role of Panamanian intellectuals in the 

country's development has been neglected. Any mention of 

Panama nearly always conjures up comments on the canal and 

United States involvement there. The canal and Panama are 

synonymous to many people, and there are even those who 

believe the isthmian republic to be a possession of the 

United States. Such misconceptions may be attributed partly 

to the long United States dominance of what is known as the 

zona del transito. but a portion of the blame must also fall 

upon Latin Americanists who have favored research on the 

iv 
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canal .question over the othei- aspects of the republic's 

history. 

With a few important exceptions, the majority of 

English language studies on Panama fall into the categories 

of travel literature or canal diplomacy. Panamanians have 

done little better. At the time of this writing, no 

definitive history of the republic has been published in 

Spanish. With an occasional exception, the majority of 

Panamanian authors have limited themselves either to the 

canal question or to pamphlet-length discussions on specific 

topics. Unquestionably, the canal is an important asset to 

Panama. But the importance of this one facet of Panama's 

history has created a void in studies treating the remainder 

of the nation's development. It is hoped that this disser

tation, which emphasizes intellectual aspects of twentieth-

century Panama, will help to end the neglect of non-canal 

topics. 

Because of the overlapping of different themes, it 

is impossible to treat the ideas of individual intellectuals 

separately in this study. Therefore, the various men and 

their ideas have been grouped into general categories and 

rough chronological periods in an effort to establish 

continuity, and to emphasize the progression of the concept 

of social justice. The account of this process does not 

include a year-by-year description of the political 

struggles involved. Instead, it is a study of the 
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intellectual process by which a whole series of reform 

concepts were accepted by the political system and, 

ultimately, incorporated into the nation's constitution. 

It should also be noted that this dissertation deals only 

with the acceptance of the concept of social reforms, not 

the implantation of them. To determine whether or not 

Panama has achieved any degree of social equality would 

necessitate another study. Consequently, this investigation 

is limited to the intellectual themes involved in the 

acceptance of social reform as a desirable socio-political 

end. Hopefully, it will contribute to a better under

standing of Panama's quest for a more equitable society. 

The research for this dissertation was made finan

cially possible by a grant from the Organization of 

American States. I would like to thank the parent organiza

tion in Washington, D. C. for approving the project and for 

providing the necessary funds. Thanks are also due to the 

staff of the Panama OAS office for their courteous coopera

tion during my stay in Panama. Special thanks are also due 

to Dr. George A. Brubaker of The University of Arizona who 

initiated my interest in this topic and provided many 

valuable suggestions for the final draft. 

While in Panama, I had the opportunity to confer 

with Dr. Carlos M. Gasteazoro, Professor Rodrigo Miro, and 

Dr. Ricuarte Soler, three of Panama's leading historians. 

My thanks to each of them for their interest in my topic, 



vii 

and for the suggestions they gave me regarding the location 

of source materials. Their suggestions saved considerable 

time in the initial stages of my research. The staff members 

of the Canal Zone Library, the National Library of Panama, 

the National Archives of Panama, and the University of 

Panama Library were also most courteous and helpful. I 

would like to thank all of them for the privilege of using 

their facilities. Without their cooperation this study 

would not have been possible. Finally, I must thank my 

wife Beverly for her encouragement and for her assistance 

in preparing the manuscript. Because of her inquisitive 

interest in Latin America, and in this study in particular, 

she was able to provide many astute criticisms in the early 

stages of writing. 
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ABSTRACT 

The dates delimiting this study encompass the period 

from which Panama achieved its independence from Colombia in 

1903 to the 1946 revision of the Panamanian constitution. 

Considerable social and political unrest marked this period 

and it was during these forty-three years that a sense of 

social concern developed. Prior to 1903 laissez-faire 

liberalism dominated the political, social, and economic 

affairs of the nation. By drawing on their colonial 

heritage, Panamanians believed that the Isthmus was destined 

to become a great nation through its potential as a trade 

center. 

The canal projects initiated in the latter part of 

the nineteenth century increased this nationalistic concept 

of a privileged geographical position, and eventually led to 

separation from Colombia. Panama, however, underestimated 

the influence of the United States, and the canal project 

did not produce the national prosperity expected. The 

resulting national frustration, coupled with an influx of 

new social ideas, brought about a gradual disintegration of 

laissez-faire liberalism which was replaced by a more 

socialistic concept of government. 

Panamanian intellectuals closely examined the ideas 

that flowed out of western Europe and incorporated many of 

ix 
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them into their own brand of liberalism. Rejecting the 

rigid tenets of communism, they sought to arrive at a formula 

that would permit the intervention of the state in society 

in order to defend the individual against the abuses of a 

capitalistic society without resorting to totalitarian 

methods. 

The shift away from laissez-faire liberalism began 

shortly after Panama declared its independence from Colombia 

in 1903. For the first two decades of the twentieth century 

Panama's new liberalism limited itself to government 

supported public works programs which were to improve the 

material aspects of life. However, after the end of World 

War I, the nation's intellectuals began to support ideas 

that would also reshape the nation's political morality as 

well. Many of Panama's intellectuals were also the country's 

leading educators. These men reasoned that correcting 

economic and material disadvantages was but half of the 

battle in achieving social justice. They knew that the 

majority of Panamanians were outside the sphere of govern

mental influence and did not understand their rights and 

responsibilities as citizens of a democratic state. By 

restructuring the country's educational system, and by 

making it more democratic and more useful to society, the 

intellectuals hoped to create a base of popular support for 

the new socialistic concepts of government. Such an effort 
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was responsible for a major pedagogical movement which 

occupied the decade of the 1920's. 

In the 1930's, however, the world-wide depression 

intensified the inequalities of Panamanian society and the 

nation could not afford to await the slow gains sought by a 

revised educational system. Communist and socialist parties 

sprang up during the 1930's and appealed for the support of 

the masses. But Panama's Liberal intellectuals were able to 

out-maneuver the radicals by absorbing many of the leftists' 

arguments into the programs of the traditional Liberal 

parties. 

Jose Moscote was the leading figure in the formula

tion of Liberal political thought during the 1930's. He was 

able to modify socialistic concepts sufficiently to make 

them acceptable to Panama's capitalistic oligarchy, and, at 

the same time, move the political structure toward what he 

called an interventionist state. Moscote also made one other 

major contribution during the decade of the 1930's. He 

recognized that the enforcement of social legislation was 

highly unlikely through the traditional channels of 

Panamanian government. Instead he sought to circumvent the 

political system by incorporating social reform measures 

into Panama's constitution. His successful campaign to 

bring about constitutional reform led directly to the re

writing of Panama's constitution in 1941 and again in 1946. 

Moscote's efforts were also instrumental in retarding the 
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growth and general appeal of the radical leftist parties on 

the Isthmus. As a result, Panama was able to pursue the 

goal of social reform within the framework of its tradi

tional political structure. 



CHAPTER I 

LIBERALISM AND THE RISE OF THE COMMERCIAL OLIGARCHY IN 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY PANAMA 

Panama's dependence upon its geographical position 

as a source of national prosperity has not been a result of 

the canal. On the contrary, the canal was the result of 

this dependence, and represented the culmination of the 

political and socioeconomic aspirations of Panama's ruling 

groups. One author who has studied the history of Panama 

has arrived at the conclusion that twelve events have 

greatly affected the development of the country. All but 

one were directly related to the strategic geographical 

position of the Isthmus."'" 

The history of nineteenth-century Panama, then, be 

it economic, social, political, or intellectual, has one 

common denominator, the striving to capitalize on the 

geographical location of the Isthmus. With such a constant 

factor in a nation's historiography it is easy to grasp 

Carlos Gasteazoro's implication that the closing of the 

1. Hernan Porras, "Papel historico de los grupos 
humanos de Panama," in Panama, cincuenta anos de republica. 
ed. Junta nacional del cincuentenario (Panama: Imprenta 
Nacional, 1953), pp. 75-76. 

1 
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Portobelo fairs in 1739 was in many ways a greater revolu-

2 
tion than Panama's break with Spain in 1821. 

The Caribbean seaport town of Portobelo had long 

been a center of Spanish trade in the new world. It was in 

Portobelo that the famous fairs of Panama were held, and it 

was there that the yearly flotas unloaded their cargoes, and 

where the merchants of South America assembled to make their 

yearly purchases. The flotas and fairs of Portobelo were 

the mainstays of Panama's economy. The mines of Darien 

produced some gold, but most Panamanians devoted themselves 

to, or were dependent upon, the business of storage or 

transshipment of goods. Some employed themselves in service 

occupations such as hostelries, restaurants, and the retail

ing of hardware and dry goods, while a few also acted as 

commission agents for larger business houses in Spain and 

Peru.^ 

With such a dependence on outside sources for trade 

and money, the cessation of the Portobelo fairs caused a 

severe and abrupt economic depression that lasted for nearly 

4 one hundred and ten years. The Isthmus had developed 

2. Carlos M. Gasteazoro, Interpretacion sincera del 
28 de noviembre de 1821 (Panama: Editora El Pais, 1953), 
p. 8. 

3. Richard F. Behrendt, "Aspectos sociales y 
economicos del Istmo de Panama durante la epoca del trafico 
interoceanico primitivo 1519-1848," Revista mexicana de 
socioloqia. 5 (1943), 54-57. 

4. Ibid., 60-61. 
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neither industry nor agriculture, and commerce was com

pletely stagnated. During the year of 1790, for example, 

less than fifteen ships called at Panama's ports. In the 

same year money was so scarce the city of Panama was hardly 

5 
able to pay the salaries of its municipal officers. 

In addition to the economic depression, the closing 

of Portobelo caused a profound change in the social struc

ture of Panama. As the economic importance of Panama 

declined, large numbers of peninsulares residing on the 

Isthmus either moved to the more prosperous colonies or 

returned to Spain. This exodus had the effect of creating 

a stable population and provided a truer ambiente criollo. 

The creole society that subsequently developed during the 

latter half of the eighteenth century was also slightly 

different from its counterpart in other Latin American 

colonies. Panamanian society was generally poorer because 

of its dependence on commerce. This genteel poverty and 

bourgeois orientation made the social structure somewhat 

less rigid than in other parts of Latin America. Also 

missing in Panama was the semi-feudal economic system based 

5. "Noticias relativas a la provincia y ciudad de 
Panama. Ano de 1790," an anonymous report in Asuntos 
panamenos folletos. compiled by Ernesto Jesus Castillero 
Reyes, 27, 14-17. Asuntos panamenos folletos is a collec
tion of pamphlets dealing with Panamanian subjects and 
privately bound by the Panamanian historian E. J. Castillero 
Reyes. The collection is held by The University of Arizona 
library and any further reference to it will be indicated by 
volume number followed by the phrase Castillero Collection. 
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on lairge land holdings. The net effect of these charac

teristics was a predisposition to the liberalism of the late 

g 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Running parallel to the advance of liberalism was 

the industrialization of the western world with its oppor

tunities for trade. This combination of rising industrialism 

and liberalism gave Panama's commercially oriented oligarchy 

an opportunity to foresee a resumption of Panama's historic 

7 
role as a trade center. 

The freer trade policies initiated by the Spanish 

Bourbons during the 1760's and 1770's did little to allevi

ate the economic distress of the Isthmus as most Panamanians 

lacked the necessary capital to compete with the merchants 

of Spain and Peru. However, the outbreak of the Independence 

movement in 1810 once again forced Spanish shipping to the 

Isthmus as nationalist privateers threatened the Cape Horn 

8 
sea lanes and closed the ports of Argentina and Chile. 

During the years 1810-1819, Panama enjoyed both a thriving 

contraband trade and a short resumption of the peninsular 

trade. The revival of prosperity helped to keep the Isthmus 

6. Alfredo Castillero C., "Luchas sociales del 
Istmo a principios del decimonio," Thesis University of 
Panama 1961, pp. 27-31, and Ricaurte Soler, Formas 
ideoloqicas de la nacion panamena, 2nd ed. (Panama: 
Ediciones Tareas, 1963), pp. 13-19, 28. 

7. Soler, Formas. p. 20. 

8. Castillero C., "Luchas sociales," pp. 15-17. 
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loyal to Spain, but the legal trade privileges were soon 

revoked because of pressure in Spain by Cadiz merchants and 

an increased Spanish military presence made illegal ventures 

more difficult. As oppression increased and the wartime 

prosperity dropped off when the war of independence ground 

9 
to a halt, a serious independence movement began in Panama. 

In 1819, a society called El Club Independientista 

formed in Panama City and was composed of the city's liberal 

Creoles. Its purpose was to discuss and promote the ideas 

of independence and liberty. In March, 1821, the importa

tion of a printing press allowed the publication of a news

paper La miscelanea del Istmo. which aided in the dissemina

tion of liberal ideas. The leadership of the independence 

conspiracy fell to a group of Panama City's prominent 

citizens who later became the controlling oligarchy of 

Panama during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

Among the conspirators were Colonel Jose de Fabrega, 

a native of Panama and commander of the Spanish garrison in 

Panama City; Jose Maria Goytia, owner of the only printing 

press on the Isthmus; Manuel J. Hurtado, a wealthy refugee 

from Popayan; and, most important, the Arosemena brothers, 

9. Ibid.. pp. 18-23, 36-39, and Ernesto Jesus 
Castillero Reyes Historia de Panama. 6th ed. (Panama: 
Editora Panama America, 1959 ) , pp. 72-7 3. 

10. Rodrigo Miro, "La imprenta y el periodismo en 
Panama durante el periodo de la Gran Colombia 1821-1831," 
Loteria. February, 1963, p. 47. 
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Bias, .Gaspar, and Mariano, all three wealthy merchants and 

avid republicans.11 Out of this group, Mariano Arosemena 

emerged as the outstanding spokesman for Panamanian 

nationalism and it was under his leadership that Panama's 

national goals developed and spread to the point that they 

12 
became accepted as fact. With the money of the Arosemena 

family for bribes, combined with the complicity of the 

Spanish troop commander, Jose de Fabrega, the Panamanians 

were able to carry out a bloodless coup and gain their 

13 
independence on November 28, 1821. 

11. Rodolfo Aguilera, Istmenos ilustres de la 
emancipacion. bosquejos bioqraficos (Panama: ImprentaS. N. 
Ramos, 1898), pp. 22-24, 33. 

12. Soler, Formas, pp. 28-30, and Rodrigo Miro, 
Mariano Arosemena: El politico, el periodista. el historia-
dor (Panama: Ministerio de Educacion, 1960), pp. 7-10. 

13. Mariano Arosemena, Independencia del Istmo 
(Panama: Ministerio de Educacion, 1959), pp. 42-47. Mariano 
Arosemena rose to prominence during the first four decades 
of Panama's independence. He was active in the Isthmus' 
government, and was also a leading newspaper man and edi
torialist. In addition, he wrote two histories of Panama. 
The above citation was his first. It covered only the 
events leading up to, and surrounding, the 1821 Independence 
movement in Panama. However, he later expanded this history 
to include the period 1801-1840. This later work was conse
quently entitled Apuntamientos historicos 1801-1840. His 
Independencia del Istmo was originally published as an 
article but was later lost. It was not until 1957 that it 
was again rediscovered and subsequently republished. 
Arosemena1s longer study, Apuntamientos historicos. was also 
never published in its entirety until 1949. Both studies 
are based upon Arosemena's participation in the events of 
the period covered and are close to being personal memoires. 
Because Apuntamientos is the more complete of the two, it 
has been cited more frequently. 
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The successful independence movement left the 

fledgling nation in somewhat of a dilemma. Panama had 

neither the manpower nor the financial resources to 

guarantee its own sovereignty. To make matters worse, the 

strategic position of the Isthmus greatly increased the 

possibility of reprisals by the Spanish, and Panama had 

little hope of defending itself from any determined counter

attack. In the process of seeking assistance, Panamanians 

found it hard to resist the prestige of Simon Bolivar and 

the promising future of Gran Colombia. After much debate, 

the revolutionaries declined an offer to join the Central 

American Federation and decided to cast their lot with Gran 

14 Colombia. 

Panamanian historiography is divided upon the 1821 

revolutionaries' motives for joining Bolivar's Gran Colombia. 

The majority of the nineteenth and early twentieth-century 

15 
historians adhere to the need-for-security thesis. How

ever, the younger historians have recently suggested that 

economic motives were at the root of the decision. It is 

their contention that the revolutionary leaders of 1821 had 

14. Felipe J. Escobar, El leqado de los proceres: 
Ensayo historico-politico sobre la nacionalidad panamena 
(Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1928), pp. 21-22; Diogenes de la 
Rosa, Tamiz de noviembre (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1953), 
p. 12, and Isaias Garcia Aponte, Naturaleza y forma de lo 
panameno (Panama: Ministerio de Educacion, 1956), pp. 30-31. 

15. Ibid. 
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already developed a firm sense of their national goals and 

saw an allegiance to Gran Colombia as the best way to 

16 achieve them. Considering subsequent events of the 

nineteenth century the economic interpretations have a 

strong case. 

The declaration of independence itself indicated 

that Panamanians hoped to establish a local government that 

17 
would foster the trade potential of the Isthmus. In 

addition, a proclamation was issued in December of 1821 

which proclaimed that "los puertos de Panama, Chagre y 

Portobelo, quedan francos, y es libre la entrada de Buques 

amigos y neutrales con cualquiera especie de generos, frutos 

18 y caldos." As time passed, it became more obvious that 

the ruling class of Panama had pinned their hopes on a 

policy of free trade and exploitation of what they con

sidered the excellent potential of Panama as the crossroads 

of the world. 

It also became evident rather quickly that the 

reality of the situation did not equal Panamanian expecta

tions, as subsequent manifestos from the Isthmus began to 

16. Alfredo A. Castillero C., "Historia: El 
anexionismo de 1821," Loteria. June, 1961, p. 31, and Soler, 
Formas. pp. 44-45. 

17. Ernesto Jesus Castillero Reyes, ed., Documentos 
historicos sobre la independencia del Istmo de Panama 
(Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1930), p. 9. 

18. "Reglamento para el comercio del Istmo de 
Panama," reprinted in Loteria. June, 1966, p. 8. 
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show a disenchantment with the Colombian government in 

Bogota. In 1823, for example, the Panamanians sent a pro

posal to the Colombian congress pointing out "que las leyes 

mercantiles de la Republica no sean estensivas al Istmo, 

quien por su particular posicion, falta de industria, y 

atrazo en su agricultura, demanda un reglamento propio para 

19 
clasificar su comercio de consumo y de esportacion" 

This statement was significant as it contained all 

the arguments that Panama used in later years to state its 

case for complete independence. First, it affirmed that 

Panama was dependent upon commerce; second, it argued that 

Colombia did not understand Panama's needs or appreciate its 

special situation; third, and most important, it employed 

the reference to Panama's privileged geographic position. 

In this case, the statement "por su particular posicion," 

was extremely modest and the authors ranked it equally with 

the lack of agriculture and industry. But the Panamanians 

quickly learned to emphasize the positive aspects of their 

geographical location instead of dwelling upon the negative 

factors of their economy. Three years later, for instance, 

at the 1826 Congress of the Americas held on the Isthmus, 

the Panamanian delegation submitted a plan for the 

19. "Proyecto para la formacion de algunas leyes 
beneficiosas al Istmo, que eleva a la alta consideracion del 
supremo congreso de la republica un ciudadano natural de 
Panama," reprinted in Loteria. June, 1966, p. 14. 
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foundation of a trade center in Panama. This proposal 

boldly stated that "Panama sera en adelante un emporio 

universal de comercio, como lo ecsije naturalmente su 

* 20 
singular posicion en el centro del globo." By 1829, 

Panama had become "esta tierra privilegida de la naturaleza" 

* 21 and "el foco de observacion de las naciones." 

The men responsible for the above documents were 

also expounding the same ideas in the newspapers and 

intellectual societies of the Isthmus. As a consequence, it 

was around this group, or in opposition to it, that politi

cal parties began to form. Panama, in these early years, 

was a mirror of the Colombian political scene. The oligarchy 

of the Isthmus had divided to back either the champion of 

the Liberals, Francisco Paula de Santander, or the Con

servatives' hero, Simon Bolivar. The Liberal faction of 

Panama's oligarchy, however, was the more articulate. In 

1827, Mariano Arosemena, Jose de Obaldia, and Jose Agustin 

Arango formed El Gran Circulo Istmeno and published a news

paper by the same name. This club, with Arosemena as 

20. "Proyecto curioso de bases para la formacion de 
un establecimiento jeneral de comercio en el Istmo de 
Panama, redactado por un granadino natural de esta provincia, 
con el objeto de someterlo a la sabia deliberacion de la 
gran asamblea americana," reprinted in Loteria. June, 1966, 
p. 19. 

21. "Los padres de familia, comerciantes y vecinos 
de Panama, representan al Libertador sobre reformas en el 
sistema y gobierno de Colombia," reprinted in Loteria. June, 
1966, pp. 23-25. 



11 

president, preached the tenets of liberalism and opposed the 

22 
dictatorship of Bolivar. 

During the 1830 political crisis in Gran Colombia, 

El Gran Circulo became a rallying point for Isthmian 

Liberals. In speaking out against dictatorship, the club 

soon found itself at odds with General Jose Domingo Espinar, 

Panama's military commander. Espinar, while a native of the 

Isthmus, was a devoted follower of Bolivar and readily 

accused the Gran Circulo members of treasonous activity. He 

called the Liberals a "partido aristocratico" and said that 

23 
the members of the club belonged to a closed society. 

Bolivar's resignation from government in April, 

1830, heightened an already tense situation, and General 

Espinar did not approve of Joaquin Mosquera, Bolivar's 

successor to the presidency of Colombia. On September 26, 

1830, an uprising of Panama City's lower classes took place. 

Espinar capitalized on the riot by claiming it was a prelude 

to an English invasion from Jamaica, proclaimed himself 

24 
dictator, and forced the first separation of Panama. 

22. Miro, "La imprenta 1821-1831," pp. 52-56. 

23. Jose D. Espinar, Resumen historico que hace el 
jeneral Jose Domingo Espinar de los acontecimientos politicos 
ocuridos en Panama en el ano de 1830 apellidados ahora 
revolucion de castas por el qobernador senor Jose de Obaldfa, 
2nd ed. (Panama: Imprenta del Estado, 1864), p. 7. 

24. Mariano Arosemena, Apuntamientos historicos 
1801-1840 (Panama: Ministerio de Educacion, 1949), pp. 200-
203. 
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Espinar's revolt of 1830 has at times been inter

preted as Panama's first of five bids for political inde

pendence from Colombia. Such an interpretation was based on 

a portion of the preamble to the 1830 Declaration of Inde

pendence which referred to the difficulty of maintaining 

commercial relations with the rest of Colombia. References 

to Panama's commercial problems were typical of all the 

independence movements since 1821, but in this case the 

remarks were not representative of the whole declaration. 

The articles stipulating the conditions of secession more 

• 25 clearly reflected Espinar's devotion to Bolivar. 

Four out of the twelve articles referred specifi

cally to Simon Bolivar. One requested that he again assume 

the presidency of Colombia. Another suggested that he come 

to Panama to set up his government, while article three 

said that Panama would rejoin Colombia as soon as Bolivar 

again became president. By December 11, 1830, Colombia was 

able to restore order in Panama, but a related series of 

events provided the opportunity for yet another revolt six 

2 6 
months later in July, 1831. 

Jose de Fabrega, governor of Panama's Veraguas 

province, had refused to place himself and his territory 

under the command of General Espinar. In order to force 

25. Castillero Reyes, Documentos historicos. p. 10. 

26. Ibid. 
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Fabrega's allegiance, Espinar led a force of troops into 

Veraguas and, while so doing, turned over the command of 

Panama to one of his subordinates, Colonel Juan Eligio 

Alzuru. Then, on July 9, 1831, Alzuru also proclaimed the 

27 
independence of the Isthmus. In this case, Alzuru had the 

backing of the Isthmian Liberals, whose thought was most 

evident in the 1831 Declaration of Independence. Article 

five summed up the tone of the declaration by saying that 

"desde la transformacion del gobierno el Istmo ha espresado 

en todos los actos publicos sus deseos de entrar en rela-

ciones francas con todas las naciones de la tierra, 

+ 28  
convidandolas al giro comercial. ..." 

Accompanying the declaration was a speech by Alzuru 

that also projected the sentiments of the oligarchy. Alzuru 

proclaimed the revolt a great, noble and heroic step for 

Panama and said: "Istmenos: debemos estar ufanos con un 

porvenir que no puede enganarnos. Haciendose faciles y 

utiles las relaciones de comercio con todos los pueblos del 

universo, el Istmo vendra a ser el emporio de la America. 

29 
Que halaguena perspectiva." 

27. Castillero Reyes, Historia de Panama, pp. 84-85. 

28. Quoted in Mariano Arosemena, Apuntamientos. 
p. 216. 

29. Ibid., p. 221. This statement was attributed 
to Alzuru by Arosemena but Arosemena, in all probability, 
was instrumental in drafting the original. Compare this 
statement, for example, with the quotation of footnote 
thirty-four below. 
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Despite Alzuru's enthusiastic words, he soon began 

to show the same dictatorial inclination as had Espinar. 

His Liberal backers deserted him and joined the forces of 

Colonel Tomas Herrera who had been dispatched by Colombia to 

put down the revolt. Herrera succeeded in ousting Alzuru 

and, after one month and ten days of independence, Panama 

joined what was soon to become the Republic of Nueva 

Granada. ̂  

Mariano Arosemena and his companions of El Gran 

Circulo Istmeno were reasonably satisfied with the new 

government in Bogota and, in his history of the Isthmus, 

Arosemena remarked that 1832 was the year that Panama 

31 
returned to normalcy. To Arosemena, however, the greater 

part of normalcy consisted in spreading the gospel of free 

trade and it was to such a task that he devoted much of his 

time. Between the years 1831 and 1841, Mariano Arosemena 

rose to the height of his influence. It was he, along with 

Jose de Obaldia and Tomas Herrera, who founded several news

papers such as El Comercio Libre. El Vj-jia. and Los Amiqos 

del Pais. which put forth a continuous exposition on the 

30. Ibid., pp. 222-29. After the death of Bolivar, 
the entity known as Gran Colombia broke apart. Ecuador, 
Venezuela, and Panama seceded and tried to go their separate 
ways. Ecuador and Venezuela succeeded, but Panama was 
forced back into the fold. The new political entity of 
Colombia and Panama thus became the Republic of Nueva 
Granada. 

31. Mariano Arosemena, Apuntamientos. p. 231. 



15 

merits of free trade and drew attention to the commercial 

32 
role of the Isthmus. 

Arosemena, Obaldia, and Tomas Herrera were also the 

founders of another club called Los Amigos del Pais which 

• 33 
was patterned after El Gran Cxrculo of 1827. Los Amigos 

del Pais was founded as a civic society to promote the 

general welfare of the country and, on occasion, it pub

lished reports that commented on the progress of Panama. 

One such pamphlet, entitled Memoria sobre comercio. detailed 

the history of commerce on the Isthmus and speculated on 

Panama's future. It gave a clear portrait of how the elite 

group of Los Amigos del Pais viewed their country. 

Historically, Los Amigos saw Panama as the former 

"almacen de las riquezas" of the Americas. For years the 

Isthmus had been "el centro de las relaciones mercantiles 

entre Europa i America." Then Spain had abandoned the 

Isthmus and, after independence in 1821, Colombia had 

neglected it. If Colombia would but throw aside all trade 

restrictions and grant a concession for a road across the 

Isthmus then "no seran ilusorias las esperanzas, que hemos 

fundado en el comercio; lo tendremos directo con la Europa i 

32. Rodrigo Miro, "El periodismo en Panama durante 
la decada 1831-1841. Los Amigos del Pais y el aflorar de la 
conciencia nacional," Loteria. January, 1966, pp. 22-47. 

33. Los Amigos del Pais was the name of the club 
formed as well as the newspaper published by the club. 
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el Asia; i el Istmo vendra a ser grande, opulento, i feliz, 

como lo escije su singular posicion jeografica."^ 

The authors of the article were well aware of 

Panama's historical past and were quite convinced of the 

course it should follow. They also believed that the only 

obstacle to the achievement of their goals was Colombia's 

inability to understand their situation. Hopes had risen 

briefly during the 1830's when the Colombian congress 

granted several concessions for a railroad and a canal 

across the Isthmus. But disillusionment spread through the 

Isthmus when the projects did not materialize. To make 

matters worse, General Jose Maria Obando led the Colombian 

state of Cauca in rebellion against the Bogota government in 

1840, and threw the whole country into a state of civil war. 

The revolt inspired little sympathy in the Isthmus and, once 

again, separatist sentiments rose in the oligarchy of 

Panama. On November 18, 1840, the Isthmus once more de-

35 
clared its independence. 

This time the Isthmus emerged with the name Estado 

Libre e Independiente de Panama and had Tomas Herrera as its 

34. Mariano Arosemena, Luis Lewis, and Damian 
Remon, Memoria sobre comercio (Panama: Imprenta de Jayme 
Bousquet, 1834), p. 7. While bearing two other names on 
the title page, this is another case where it is believed 
that Arosemena was responsible for the text. 

35. Mariano Arosemena, Apuntamientos. pp. 282-85, 
and Ricardo J. Alfaro, Vida del general Tomas Herrera, 
edicion conmemorativa (Panama: Universidad de Panama, 1960), 
p. 139. 
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president. The revolutionaries of 1840 were not as explicit 

in listing their special reasons for separation as they had 

been in the previous independence movements. The 1840 

declaration mentioned only one specific reason, the dis

solution of the central government. Also absent were the 

3 6 
economic references to the role of Panama's trade. But 

this lack of reference to the free trade concept did not 

mean that it was not an integral part of their motives for 

secession. To see the part that commercial goals played in 

the 1840 revolt it is only necessary to examine Tomas 

Herrera's open letter to the Colombian congress. 

Herrera claimed that Colombia had never known or 

properly understood Panama's special situation. He further 

implied that this separation was not strictly for selfish 

goals or for Panama's benefit alone. "El Istmo," he said, 

"debe al movimiento mercantil del mundo civilizado los 

servicios para que lo ha destinado el Ser Supremo, acercando 

entre si los oceanos y abatiendo en el la alta Cordillera de 

37 
los Andes." Such a speech was primarily intended for 

consumption outside of Panama, but he also said essentially 

the same thing to the istmenos: 

Privilegiado por la Divina Providencia, El Istmo 
contiene en si un germen de engrandecimiento negado 
a todos los demas puntos del globo, el cual consiste 

36. Castillero Reyes, Documentos historicos. pp. 
16-19. 

37. Quoted in Alfaro, p. 141. 
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en estar llamado a ser el emporio del comercio uni
versal por medio de una comunicacion intermarina 
... . El Istmo debe un dia venturoso recibir tributo 
de todas las naciones de las cinco partes de la 
tierra, y todas las naciones tienen derecho a que se 
les facilite por esta via el cambio de sus diversos 
productos. Pero es seguro que tal acontecimiento no 
tendra lugar nunca, mientras que el Istmo haciendo 
parte de la Nueva Granada, haya de recibir de ella 
sus leyes. Nuestras necesidades son peculiarisimas 
y exigen peculiarisimas disposiciones. 

The speeches by Herrera were the most complete 

expressions of Panama's national goals that appeared during 

the first half of the nineteenth century. They contained 

all of the previously used phrases designed to exalt 

Panama's privileged position, they expressed clearly and 

positively the belief that Colombia could never legislate 

for the Isthmus and they demonstrated the height to which 

Panama's ambitions had risen. The Panamanians had expanded 

their self-importance to such a point that they believed the 

Isthmus essential to the progress of the world. They had in 

effect, accepted fully what Ricuarte Soler called the myth 

39 
of the Isthmus. 

The 1840 independence movement had left little doubt 

as to what course Panamanians thought they should take. 

But, just as in 1821, they could not successfully resist an 

armed invasion. Once the civil war that had triggered the 

38. Ibid. , p. 359. 

39. Ricuarte Soler, Pensamiento panameno y concep-
cion de la nacionalidad durante el siqlo XIX (Panama: 
Imprenta Nacional, 1954) , pp. 100, 103-04, and Castillero 
C., "Luchas sociales," pp. 26-27. 
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revolt drew to a close, Colombia threatened to force the 

Isthmus back into the union. Panama again capitulated, this 

40 
time after thirteen months of independence. 

While the 1840 revolutionaries had put the most 

emphasis on independence, they also indicated that they were 

41 willing to accept a federal system as an alternative. 

Such a concession marked the Estado Libre e Independiente de 

Panama of 1840-1841 as a transition point for nineteenth-

century. political aspirations. The obvious reason for such 

a proposal in 1841 was the inability for Panama to maintain 

its sovereignty. Three unsuccessful revolts in a twenty-

year period demonstrated the unfeasibility of the inde

pendence approach. 

As the decade of the 1840's passed, two events 

occurred which made the benefits of federalism appear even 

more attractive. One was the signing of the Mallerino-

Bidlack treaty in 1846 and the other was the discovery of 

42 gold in California. The Mallarino-Bidlack treaty gave the 

United States transportation rights across the Isthmus, but 

40. Pablo Arosemena, Escritos (Panama: Imprenta 
Nacional, 1930), II, 167, and Castillero Reyes, Historia de 
Panama. pp. 89-90. 

41. Castillero Reyes, Documentos historicos. p. 17. 

42. Rodrigo Miro, Fundamento y legitimidad del 3 de 
noviembre (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1957), pp. 11-12, and 
Catalino Arrocha Graell, Historia de la independencia de 
Panama; sus antecedentes y sus causas 1821-1903 (Panama: 
Star & I-Ierald, 1933), pp. 100-09. 
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in return the United States recognized and guaranteed 

Colombia's sovereignty over Panama. Such a guarantee 

appeared, at the time, as a very serious obstacle to any 

43 
future independence plans for Panama. The California gold 

rush of 1849 brought hoards of people to the Isthmus seeking 

the fastest route to the gold fields. The increased traffic 

brought with it a huge influx of money and Panama's bars, 

hotels, restaurants, clothiers, and other merchants did a 

tremendous business with profits of 100 per cent not 

44 
unusual. The duration of the prosperity seemed assured 

as more money poured in when work on the long sought trans-

45 
Isthmian railroad began m May, 1850. 

Accompanying the prosperity of the 1850's was con

siderable lawlessness and an increased North American 

presence on the Isthmus. As the Panamanians watched the 

policy of Manifest Destiny unfold, they began to fear that 

46 
the United States also had designs for the Isthmus. As a 

result, Panamanians once again were faced with a dilemma. 

They desired political autonomy and economic prosperity, 

and, historically, they believed that the former was 

43. Ibid. 

44. Robert Tomes, Panama in 1855 (New York: Harper 
& Brothers, 1855), p. 60. 

45. Ernesto Jesus Castillero Reyes, El ferrocarril 
de Panama y su historia (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1932) , 
p. 9. 

46. Pablo Arosemena, I, 245-46, and II, 32. 
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necessary to sustain the latter. But past events had also 

proven they were unable to withstand the threat of armed 

invasion even from a comparatively weak nation as Colombia. 

The prospect of resisting a United States threat was even 

less. The compromise solution which developed was 

federalism. Under a federal system Panama could enjoy a 

considerable political autonomy yet still retain a certain 

amount of protection from the larger political entity of 

Colombia. It was toward such a goal that Panama worked. 

The achievement of the Federal State of Panama in 1855 was 

the country's greatest political triumph of the nineteenth 

century. 

The credit for the creation of the Estado Federal de 

Panama went to Justo Arosemena. It was he who introduced 

the proposal into the Colombian congress and wrote a book 

explaining Panama's historical past and its uniqueness in 

47 
sociological and geographical terms. For his efforts he 

became the leading spokesman for nineteenth-century 

Panamanian Liberals, and he earned a permanent place in 

Panamanian historiography. Carlos Gasteazoro hailed the 

creation of the federal state as "el mejor revelador de la 

conciencia nacional," while Ricaurte Soler saw it as a 

47. Justo Arosemena, El estado federal de Panama, 
edicion de la biblioteca de autores panamenos (Panama: 
Editora Panamena, 1965), 95 pp. 
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solidification of Panama's social, economic, and political 

interests. 

After the creation of the Estado Federal, Pana

manians were reasonably content with their form of govern

ment. Officially, the Estado Federal lasted until 1863, 

when the Colombian constitution of Rio Negro gave Panama 

even more autonomy. The Isthmus then became known as El 

Estado Soberano de Panama, a description which lasted until 

1886. While Panamanian politics were still quite tumultuous 

between the years 1855-1886, only one separatist movement 

developed and it did not have the full support of all the 

. ~ 49 
istmenos. 

In 1860, the revolt of General Tomas Cipriano 

Mosquera in Colombia caused a brief flurry of separatist 

activity in Panama. In March of 1861, two separatist groups 

in the cities of Santiago de Veraguas and David issued 

proclamations that advocated independence to avoid partici

pation in the civil war generated by Mosquera. The 

Convenio de Colon, however, signed by Mosquera's representa

tive and Panama's governor, checked the independence movement 

48. Carlos M. Gasteazoro, El 3 de noviembre de 1903 
y nosotros (Panama: Editora El Pais, 1952), p. 14, and Soler, 
Formas. p. 50. 

49. Castillero Reyes, Historia de Panama, pp. 99-
110. 

50. Alberto Osorio, Jr., "En el primer centenario 
de las actas de Santiago y David 1861-1961," Loteria. March, 
1961, pp. 15-19. 



23 

by guaranteeing Panama's neutrality. In return, Panama 

promised to join the new Federal Republic that emerged from 

51 
the civil war in Colombia. 

The content of the proclamations of David and 

Santiago de Veraguas were much the same as the earlier 

documents of the 1840-1841 period. The manifesto from 

David was the stronger of the two and was credited to Jose 

de Obaldia. It emphasized the privileged position of the 

Isthmus., complained that civil war paralyzed commerce, and 

requested that Panama place itself under the protection of 

a foreign power. However, the significance of these 

declarations was not their content but their origin. They 

indicated that the rural Conservative areas of the interior 

of Panama had also espoused the myth of the Isthmus and 

considered the principle of free trade as essential to their 

well being.^ 

After 1861, Panama continued with its federal 

status until August, 1886, when the Conservative regime of 

Rafael Nunez succeeded in implanting a new centralist 

constitution for Colombia. Under the new constitution of 

1886, Panama lost its local autonomy and was demoted to a 

51. "Convenio celebrado entre el gobernador del 
estado i el sr. Manuel Murillo, comisionado del gobierno de 
los Estado Unidos de Nueva Granada," reprinted in Loteria. 
September, 1961, pp. 54-56. 

52. Osorio Jr., pp. 16-17, and Castillero C., 
"Luchas sociales," pp. 32-33. 
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53 
special departmental status. Such a turn of events did 

not auger well with the Liberals of the Isthmus, but they 

were powerless to change the situation. In addition, the 

French Canal project which had begun six years earlier had 

inspired great hopes for Panama and did much to lessen 

political reactions against the defeat of the federal 

54 
system. 

However, after the collapse of the canal project, 

Panama again suffered from economic depression. Increasing 

the disenchantment on the Isthmus were the oppressive 

measures of Nunez's "Regeneration." In the 1890's, Liberals 

began to speak out against the Conservative domination. One 

Liberal leader referred to the "Regeneration" as an 

"enfermedad cuya rapida curacion requiere las mas graves y 

55 
peligrosas amputaciones." He compared Nunez to the 

Russian Czar and declared that it was the Liberals' duty to 

build a new fatherland and begin anew. 

Specific complaints were centered around fiscal 

irresponsibility in government. The constitution of 1886 

53. Arrocha Graell, pp. 173-76. 

54. Castillero Reyes, Historia de Panama, pp. 111-
12, 116-18. For an account of the optimism generated by the 
canal project see Eliseo Sanchez y Basadre, Una visita a las 
obras del canal de Panama (Madrid: Imprenta de E. Maroto y 
hermano, 1886). 

55. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso pronunciado en un 
banquete al Dr. Pablo Arosemena el 24 de septiembre de 
1886," Ensayos . d.ocumentos y discursos (Panama: Editora La 
Moderna, 1928), I, 3. 
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had improved Colombia's tax structure, but corruption in 

public office and the maintenance of a large army so drained 

the treasury that the nation was constantly running a 

deficit. Public salaries, for example, in Panama were up to 

two years behind in payment. Uncontrolled emissions of 

paper currency usually covered such deficits and, by 1902, 

the Colombian peso was valued at two cents to the dollar and 

5 6 
expected to sink lower. Most irritating to Liberals of 

the period was the almost total exclusion from participation 

in the national government. The Liberals claimed that they 

were the majority party in Colombia, but were constantly 

defrauded at the polls and thus not allowed to send repre

sentatives to congress. During the seventeen years of the 

"Regeneration," Panama had but two natives of the Isthmus as 

57 
governors. 

In October, 1899, the Liberals of Colombia finally 

rose in armed revolt and again plunged the country into what 

was the bloodiest civil war of the century. This time, 

instead of seceeding or attempting to abstain from the 

fighting, Panamanians also joined the fight by landing a 

Liberal invasion force from Nicaragua into the northwest 

56. Ibid.. 4-5, and "Situacion polxtica y economica 
de Colombia," Ensayos. I, 8-9, 23-28. 

57. Eusebio A. Morales, "Situacion politica y 
economica de Colombia," Ensayos. I, 10-12, and Dalva C. 
Figueroa and Lisandro H. Barahona, "Breve historia de las 
luchas politicas en Panama durante el periodo de union a 
Colombia 1821-1903," Thesis University of Panama, 1963, pp. 
83-85. 
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58 
sector, of Panama. For three years the Liberals success

fully fought the Conservatives throughout the interior of 

Panama. The conflict, known as the War of a Thousand Days, 

ended in a stalemate once the Liberal forces collapsed in 

Colombia proper. The Panamanian Liberals were the undis

puted masters of the interior of the Isthmus. They were 

only prevented from capturing the vital areas of Panama City 

and Colon by United States troops who threatened to inter

vene if the American owned railroad service was disrupted. 

The situation finally forced the government in Bogota to 

meet with the Liberals and to grant them amnesty as the 

Conservative government could not permit the existence of a 

large Liberal army in the interior of Panama. On the other 

59 
hand it was unable to force its surrender. 

From a political standpoint, the Liberals had gained 

little. At the time of the armistice the Conservatives were 

still in control and, considering the loss of life and 

property, the cost to Panama had been staggering. The 

interior of the Isthmus was completely devastated. Agricul

ture was ruined as the war had drawn off labor, and ranches 

had been abandoned. Livestock had been expropiated and 

58. Ruben D. Carles, Victoriano Lorenzo el 
querrillero de la tierra de los cholos. 2nd ed. (Panama: 
Editorial Litografia, 1966), pp. 12-22. 

59. Hernan Porras, p. 103, and Franklin Raymores 
Sotillo, "La guerra de los mil dias," Thesis University of 
Panama, 1960, pp. 83-85. 
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towns depopulated as residents fled the war zones for the 

safety of Colon and Panama City.^ 

It was not possible to view the war as a prelude to 

1903, for there was no indication that the Liberals sought 

independence. The Liberals of the era had an almost moral 

indignation toward their political opponents and apparently 

believed that it was their duty to overthrow the Conserva

tives. Carlos A. Mendoza, one of the Panamanian Liberal 

leaders, remarked that the object of the revolt was to 

restore "el imperio de las instituciones republicanas." 

Also indicative of such an attitude was the Liberal manifesto 

issued by the first Panamanian invasion force in 1900. That 

document complained not of Colombia's treatment of Panama 

but of the Conservative treatment of Colombia of which 

Panama was but a part.^ 

The significance, then, of the War of a Thousand 

Days lies in a change that occurred within the Liberal 

party. The Liberal leaders who emerged from the war were 

not members of the old rriprcjantile oligarchy. The war was 

primarily one of the Panamanian masses against the Colombian 

army. The capitalists of the commerce zones were, in this 

case, bystanders who were protected by both the Colombian 

60. Raymores Sotillo, pp. 86-93. 

61. Belisario Porras, Memorias de las campanas del 
Istmo 1900 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1922), pp. iii, 97-
99. 
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and the United States armies. As Hernan Porras said, the 

War of a Thousand Days was the first coordinated national 

62 effort of the masses against constituted authority. 

While Porras' claim carries validity, it should not 

be construed to mean that the Panamanian masses were 

suddenly radicalized. The Liberal rank and file were easily 

recruited, but had no firm political ideologies. In fact, 

a major problem of Liberal field commanders was the pre

venting of troops from returning to their homes after each 

6 3 
battle. The significance of the war was the participation 

of the masses and the emergence of the Liberal Party as 

their leaders. The Liberals, in effect, had begun to move 

from their old role as protectors of the merchant oligarchy 

to that of champions of the masses. 

As Panama faced the task of recovery from the war 

that finally came to an end in November, 1902, one bright 

spot stood out on the horizon. The United States was 

definitely interested in building the long sought canal. 

The Hay-Herran treaty had been negotiated and ratified by 

the United States Senate, but it had to be approved by 

Colombia. Once again hopes ran high because "para los 

62. Hernan Porras, p. 103, and Figueroa and Bara-
hona, pp. 88-89. 

63. Belisario Porras, Memorials, pp. 150-151, and 
Figueroa and Barahona, pp. 92-93. 
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panamenos, de todas las clases, el canal seria la panacea 

que pondrxa fin a los males que nos afligian. 

The newspapers of the Isthmus began an aggressive 

campaign to promote the acceptance of the treaty but, as 

1903 progressed, it steadily became apparent that Colombia 

did not favor the treaty. When the news of the Colombian 

Senate's rejection of the treaty reached Panama on August 

18, 1903, it was expected, but still it created a great wave 

of despair and disappointment. The Panamanians were sure 

that once the treaty had been rejected the canal would go 

to Nicaragua. For a nation that had since colonial times 

based its very existence on the zona del transito. the loss 

of the canal spelled complete ruin.^ 

A modern historian ranked the rejection of the 

treaty equal to the cessation of the Portobelo fairs while 

a contemporary of 1903 wrote that "fue un desafio insensato 

* 66 
a la civilizacion y al progreso del orbe." To a small 

group of Panamanians the only recourse which might save 

Panama from economic ruin was to break away from Colombia. 

64. Figueroa and Barahona, p. 21. 

65. The Panama Star and Herald. Panama: June 27, 
1903, 3:1, 5:1; and La estrella de Panama. Panama: August 
18, 1903, 1:1. 

66. Hernan Porras, p. 84; and Ramon Valdes, La 
independencia del Istmo de Panama, sus causas y su justifi-
cacion (Panama: Imprenta Star & Herald 1903), p. 19. 
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Then, as an independent nation, Panama could negotiate 

6 7 
another treaty with the United States. 

Not all of Panama's leaders preferred separation from 

Colombia. Belisario Porras and Pablo Arosemena, two very 

68 
prestigious Liberals, were against it. Still the majority 

of the commercial class located in the zone of transit 

approved and the November 3, 1903, revolt was subsequently 

carried out with United States compliance. That it was a 

revolt .carried out by a very small group was not in doubt. 

In some ways it was very similar to the 1821 independence 

coup. Both incidents were, for instance, the work of the 

commercial oligarchy and both were successful due to the 

contrivance of the mother country's troop commanders on the 

Isthmus. One major difference, however, that again 

reflected the shifting political ideologies of the two major 

parties was the fact that the initiators of the 190 3 coup 

69 
were Conservatives, not Liberals. Liberals were, of 

course, invited to join the conspiracy and, since they had 

67. Carlos C. Arosemena and Nicanor A. de Obarrio, 
Datos historicos (Panama: Imprenta de la Academia, 19 37), 
p. 5. 

68. Pablo Arosemena, II, 147, and Belisario Porras, 
"Reflexiones canaleras o la venta del Istmo," Tareas. Ano I 
(August-December, 1961), p. 8. 

69. Euclides M. Cerrud A., Gustavo A. Haskins A., 
and Enrique Noel hijo, "Particularidades de los partidos 
politicos nacionales," Thesis University of Panama 1968, 
pp. 30-31, and Julio B. Sosa, Jose Aqusqin Aranqo , su vida 
y su obra (Panama: Ferguson & Ferguson, 1948), pp. 50-51. 
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such wide support on the Isthmus, were sorely needed for any 

measure of success. The union of the two parties was, as 

* 70 
Diogenes de la Rosa said, a marriage of convenience. 

The success of such an alliance appeared slim for 

two traditional enemies who had just recently fought each 

other to a stalemate. But surprisingly enough, the coali

tion functioned quite smoothly until 1912. The necessity 

mentioned above is one reason but not the whole explanation. 

What must also be taken into account is the narrow ideologi

cal difference that then existed between the two parties. 

They might have differed on such matters as the roles of 

church and state, education, crime, and punishment, but they 

were united on the concept that the individual should be 

free of all artificial restrictions to pursue his liveli

hood. Conservatives and Liberals had, said Victor Goytia, 

in the need for national, political, and economic autonomy, 

a firm base for convergence. Consequently, they were able 

to politically fraternize with each other on what would 

71 
normally be diverse ideals and principles. 

The independence of 1903 was, then, a final triumph 

of the nineteenth-century liberalism that had begun with the 

proceres of 1821. It was as Carlos Gasteazoro said, "la 

70. Diogenes de la Rosa, "Ideas politicas y los 
partidos de la republica," Loteria. July, 1960, p. 19. 

71. Victor F. Goytia, Mil novecientos tres; 
bioqrafia de una republica (Panama: Ediciones del 
cincuentenario, 1953), pp. 29-30. 
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* 7 *2, 
cristalizacion efectiva de la nacionalidad." The 1904 

constitution gave the new republic a laissez-faire govern

ment that guaranteed free trade principles, provided protec

tion to property, and permitted the individual free play to 

develop his talent and abilities without interference from 

the state. Added to the apparently ideal situation was the 

73 
assurance of a canal across the Isthmus. 

While Panama's future once again looked bright, 

signs of unrest soon appeared. The political alliance of 

1903 would last for only nine years and as new ideas from 

Europe and the United States began to filter into the 

Isthmus the traditional parties began to drift further 

apart ideologically. From a twentieth-century standpoint 

the Conservatives of Panama were already Conservatives by 

1903. The Liberals, however, had only begun to change their 

philosophies. As the War of a Thousand Days indicated, they 

had become interested in the masses and this new interest 

was a beginning that led them to what may be called the rise 

of social concern. 

72. Gasteazoro, El 3 de noviembre. p. 6. 

73. Soler, Formas. p. 58. 



CHAPTER II 

EUSEBIO A. MORALES AND THE NEW LIBERALISM 

The most striking failure of Panama's ruling 

oligarchy to appear in the decade following independence was 

the failure to estimate United States influence. The- canal 

project did not produce the degree of prosperity the Pana

manians expected. Business opportunities were monopolized 

by the United States, and English speaking foreigners were 

imported for the labor positions. As a result, the upper 

class began to lose some of the prestige and the power it 

had so recently gained. As Ricaurte Soler has said, "se 

estaban sentando, por primera vez, las bases objetivas de la 

degeneracion de una clase, frustrada en lo internacional y 

cada vez mas en la nacional. 

Not so apparent, but nonetheless accompanying and 

affecting the disintegration of the ruling class, was a new 

line of political thought in Panama that brought about the 

gradual transition from laissez-faire individualism to a 

more socialistic concept of government. The leftward shift 

of political thought was the product of Panama's intellec

tuals. Occupying a period of about forty years, it was a 

1. Ricaurte Soler, Formas ideologicas de la nacion 
panamena (Panama: Ediciones Tareas, 1963), p. 59. 
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process that began shortly after 1903, but accelerated 

rapidly during the 1930's. More than any other, the man 

responsible for the trend toward social reform was Eusebio 

A. Morales. 

Morales was not a native of the Isthmus. He was 

born in Sincelejo, Colombia in 1865, and studied for a law 

degree at the University of Cartagena. The civil war of 

Colombia in the early 1880's interrupted his studies and 

Morales decided to move to the relatively more peaceful 

province of Panama. He had a relative in Colon and thus, 

that city was his destination when he first travelled to the 

2 
Isthmus in 1886. 

Colon of the 1880's was not an attractive city. 

Morales landed there during the height of the rainy season 

and the streets were quagmires filled with trash. These 

dismal conditions, made even worse by swarms of insects and 

assorted tropical diseases, so adversely affected Morales 

that he decided to return to Colombia on the first available 

boat. The only thing that prevented his doing so, he said, 

was the amiable society of the city. Colon was then a 

center for political outcasts of the period and, in 1886, 

was filled with Liberals who were excluded from Rafael 

2. Ernesto A. Morales, El Dr. Eusebio A. Morales 
ante la historia (Panama: Imprenta El Heraldo, 1929), pp. 9-
10, and Eusebio A. Morales, "Colon, su pasado y su 
porvenir," Ensayos . documentos y discursos (Panama: Editora 
la Moderna, 1928), II, 72-76. 
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Nunez's Conservative government. As he made his way through 

this society of the disenchanted, Morales found that he 

shared many of their views. He finally decided to stay on 

and began to practice law. He later became a municipal 

judge and, in the political field, a firm advocate of 

3 
Liberalism. 

To be a Liberal during the 1880's and 1890's, was 

not the most rapid road to political success because of the 

firm consolidation of Conservative power in Colombian govern

ment. To be a Panamanian Liberal was, perhaps, even worse. 

Still, Morales held to his principles and rose steadily in 

the hierarchy of the local Liberal party. But it was not 

until the outbreak of the War of a Thousand Days in 1899 

that he rose to regional prominence on the Panamanian 

4 scene. 

In 1899, Belisario Porras was the titular head of 

the Liberal party in Panama and was, at the time, in 

Nicaragua seeking aid for an invasion of Panama. Morales 

had first met Porras in 1888 and the two had found they both 

held similar ideas and aspirations. As a result, they 

became friends and political associates. Morales did not 

approve of the civil war of 1899, but, as did most of his 

friends, he joined the Liberal army. Because of his 

3. Ibid. 

4. Elida Broce de Tejada, "Estudio sobre el doctor 
Eusebio A. Morales," Thesis University of Panama, 1952, p. 6. 
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friendship with Porras, and his general prestige, the 

Liberal hierarchy sent Morales to Nicaragua to help prepare 

for the coming Liberal invasion of Panama. Once the inva

sion had taken place, and a revolutionary government 

installed in David, Panama, Porras named Morales Secretary 

5 
of Treasury. Morales took little part in the actual combat 

of the war, but did increase his prestige further by carry

ing out a mission to Ecuador where he successfully obtained 

aid from Elroy Alfaro. Morales was also among the Liberal 

0 
representatives who arranged the truce of 1902. 

In 190 3, Morales was one of the Liberals included in 

the independence plot and it was part of his task to gather 

7 support in the interior. He also wrote two basic documents 

of the 1903 revolution, El manifiesto de separacion de 

Panama and El mensaje de la junta de qobierno provisional. 

From 1903, until his death in 1929, Morales remained 

constantly in the mainstream of Isthmian politics. During 

the presidency of Manuel Amador Guerrero, 1904-1908, Morales 

accepted the post of Secretary of Government. He continued 

to serve in the cabinets of Belisario Porras as Secretary of 

5. Ibid.. pp. 13-16; Belisario Porras, Memorias de 
las campanas del Istmo 1900 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 
1922) , pp. 95, 174-75, 352, and Eusebio A. Morales, "Situa-
cion politica y economica de Colombia," Ensayos. I, 19-20. 

6. Belisario Porras, Memorias. pp. 230-31. 

7. Julio B. Sosa, Jose Aqustin Aranqo. su vida y 
su obra (Panama: Ferguson & Ferguson, 1948), pp. 55, 138-39. 



Treasury (1912-1914, 1920-1921), and also in the same 

capacity in the administrations of Rodolfo Chiari (1924-

1928), and Florencio H. Arosemena (1928-1929). He also was 

for a short time, Secretary of Public Instruction under 

president Jose Domingo de Obaldia (1908-1910), and repre

sented Panama as an enviado extraordinario to the United 

States (1914-1916). Morales' only major elective post was 

as an assemblyman to the National Assembly in which he 

* 8 
represented Colon for the 1916-1918 session. That Morales 

held only one elective post was primarily due to his skill 

and value as an administrator and planner and, in part, to 

his Colombian birth. While he was once considered a possible 

presidential candidate, a serious bid would have required a 

constitutional amendment. 

However, Morales was handicapped in yet another way, 

his personality. Despite his active participation in 

politics he was first and foremost an intellectual. A 

serious man, dedicated to his work, he lacked the charisma 

so essential to success in Latin America. He also experi

enced difficulty in communicating with people who were not 

of his intellectual level. Once at a labor union meeting he 

attempted to explain his position on the canal treaty 

negotiations. Morales spoke to the workers in his usual 

style which presumed far too much knowledge on the part of 

8. Broce de Tejada, pp. 7-11. 
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the audience. As a result, he was shouted down with cries 

that he had sold out Panama. Because of his aloofness and 

intellectual manner he gained a public reputation of being 

9 haughty, brusk, and unconcerned with the masses. Even one 

intellectual who knew Morales well and respected his work 

said that he was "seco con las multitudes por las cuales, si 

no estamos equivocados, no siente un gran carino. 

While his personality diminished his public image, 

his reputation as a pensador grew constantly. It was, 

perhaps, significant that he was equally accepted by the 

left and right wi"ngs of the Liberal party. To the Conserva

tives, Morales always appeared as a moderate middle of the 

road Liberal. On the other hand, the leftists considered 

him one of their own. Diogenes de la Rosa, one of Panama's 

most articulate Marxists, has proclaimed Morales as one of 

the most original and most profound leaders of the inde

pendence movement."''''' Another writer with leftist inclina

tions said that Morales "era mas socialista, sin cortejar 

las masas, que la multitud de charlatanes y demagogos que 

12 por todas partes y a toda hora proclamaban serlo." 

9. Ernesto A. Morales, pp. 20-21, 29-30. 

10. Jose D. Moscote, "Notas panamenas," Cuasimodo. 
June, 1919, p. 43. 

11. Diogenes de la Rosa, Ensayos Varios (Panama: 
Editora Istmena, n,d.), p. 47. 

12. Domingo H. Turner, "Origen y memoria de mi 
amistad con el doctor Eusebio A. Morales," Loteria. February, 
1965, p. 74. 
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That latter-day socialists and Marxists found some

thing admirable in Morales' work was indicative of the new 

line of political thought he introduced in Panama. Yet, any 

examination of his writing should make it obvious that he 

was never a socialist. To the contrary, Morales was some

what suspicious of socialism and considered it a rowdy 

fringe of liberalism. Ernesto Morales correctly assessed 

his father's stand toward the new doctrines of the left by 

saying,, "siempre sostenia el socialismo dentro de su tesis 

como una base cientifica, es decir equidistante entre la 

a 2.3 
evolucion efectuada y la que debera venir despues." 

Others who have studied Eusebio A. Morales' political 

thought have arrived at nearly the same conclusion. Alfredo 

Castillero C. described the philosophy of Morales as an 

14 * 
evolutionary-scientific type of Spencerianism. Isaias 

Garcia Aponte is essentially in agreement when he says that 

Morales' thought "esta impregnado de una orientacion clara-

mente positivista ... pero un positivismo mitigado." 

Garcia also believes that Morales clearly moved away from 

the strict individualism of Spencer. In so doing, he took 

a step to the left and "sin llegar a una concepcion 

socializante del Estado se adhiere resultamente a la idea 

13. Ernesto A. Morales, p. 32. 

14. Alfredo Castillero C., "Jose Dolores Moscote y 
la configuracion espiritual de la republica," Loteria. May, 
1959, p. 57. 
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de la necesidad de un creciente intervencionismo del Estado 

* 15 
en la vida social y economica." Morales' political 

thought, then, was not mired in the dogmatic brand of 

nineteenth-century liberalism. However, it was still quite 

moderate for the twentieth century. Consequently, he 

represented to a certain degree both the old and the new, 

and emerged as a transitional figure in twentieth-century 

Panamanian intellectual history. 

The exact point at which Morales began to espouse a 

more modern liberalism is difficult to isolate. However, he 

demonstrated in one of his earliest published writings that 

he was aware of, and approved of, England's social welfare 

legislation. In his 1898 "Ensayo sobre ciencia constitu-

cional," he said that the state "es omnipotente, es decir, 

* 16 
que nada le limita su esfera de accion." With such a 

statement as a point of departure he then denied that the 

only obligation of the state was to provide security for 

property and property owners. Government, he said: 

Interviene hoy con exito en la construccion del 
ferrocarriles, telegrafos y telefonos; en el es-
tablecimiento de lineas de vapores maritimos y 
fluviales; ha sido el creador de la higiene publica; 
y ha legislado sobre el trabajo para proteger al 
obrero que perece de hambre y de frio bajo el 

15. Isaias Garcia Aponte, "Proyeccion y vigencia 
del pensamiento del Dr. Eusebio A. Morales," Loteria. 
February, 1965, pp. 79, 81. 

16. Eusebio A. Morales, "Ensayo sobre ciencia 
constitucional," Ensayos. I, 38. 
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latigo del empresario insaciable. Esa intervencion 
ha sido justa y ha sido civilizadora.17 

Morales saw that the school of pure individualism 

was steadily losing ground. He indicated that it was the 

government's obligation to provide capital and initiative 

where private capital was either hesitant or unable to 

accomplish what was necessary. Where monopolies existed, 

the state should intervene and provide a disinterested 

service for the good of all citizens. He admitted that the 

success of any state intervention often depended upon how 

wisely the government in question administered its 

authority, and at times any such intervention must entail 

the possibility of mistakes and poor judgment. Still, the 

possibility of error was not a sufficient argument against 

18 
state intervention. 

In the area of protective labor legislation, Morales 

strongly favored the worker and believed that the capitalist 

held an unfair advantage. To those who believed otherwise 

he said "bastaria preguntarles de que libertad goza el 

obrero que sufre hambre y frio, cuando acepta sin discusion 

el salario que le ofrece el capitalista. Hay libertad para 

17. Ibid., p. 40. 

18. Ibid., pp. 39-41. 
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contratar de parte del obero? No, hay sumision a la 

necesidad y nada mas. 

His earlier ideas left little doubt that by 1898, 

Morales had, at least, the beginnings of a social awareness 

in his political thought. Subsequent events such as the War 

of a Thousand Days, independence, and the ensuing political 

compromise undoubtedly retarded the development of his ideas 

for an interventionist state. But even Morales' writings of 

the 190.3-1904 period reflected a genuine desire for national 

improvement. The Manifiesto de separacion de Panama, for 

example, denied the purely economic gain and instead empha

sized Panama's lack of hope for material and spiritual 

20 
betterment while a part of Colombia. 

Also, in his essay entitled "El tratado del canal," 

in which he denied the right of the United States to estab

lish its own ports, customs, commissaries, and post offices 

in the Zone, he demonstrated what was almost a sense of 

betrayal as he complained that: 

La grandiosa idea de abrir esta via comercial para 
beneficio de todos los pueblos y naciones del orbe 
se ensombrece mas y mas cada dia, para ser reempla-
zada por una concepcion profundamente egoxsta y por 
metodos mas arbitrarios. La idea predominante ahora 

19. Ibid., p. 41. 

20. Eusebio A. Morales, "Manifiesto de separacion 
de Panama.".Ensayos. I, 45-47. 
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parece ser la de convertir la Zona del Canal en 
campo de negocios para empresas privadas.^l 

Whilt the above was directed toward the United 

States, he made almost the same statement to Panamanians at 

a banquet for Liberal leader Pablo Arosemena. Again he 

claimed that independence did not have as its object "la 

realizacion de un negocio ni el aumento de bienes temporales 

para los promotores." Rather it was a result of the desire 

for "renovacion y de mejoramiento politico y social," after 

a difficult and disorderly history of attachment to 

22 
Colombia. 

The main issue upon which Morales' thought centered 

at this point was renovacion. He sought to instill in 

Panama's government a course of political and social improve

ment designed to alleviate some of the chronic political 

instability of the Isthmus. At the same time he sought to 

provide for the material betterment of society. Continuing 

with this line of thought he proclaimed in a speech in 1908 

that, "los tiempos han cambiado y los signos de la nueva 

epoca revelan con elocuencia irresistible que el pais tiene 

necesidad de renovacion. Renovacion de hombres, de 

21. Eusebio A. Morales, "El tratado del canal," 
Ensayos . I, 89. 

22. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso pronunciado en un 
banquete ofrecido al Dr. Pablo Arosemena en su cumpleanos," 
Ensayos. I, 145. 
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practicas, de costumbres y de sistemas. RENOVACIC5N ... es 

la idea que corresponde al anhelo actual de pueblo 

23 
panameno." 

A significant item in the above quote is the idea 

that Morales asked for a renovation of men, practices, and 

customs as well as systems. While chapters three and four 

will deal with the subject in more detail, it must be men

tioned that Morales was one of the first to comment on what 

he felt was a basic need to change the collective morality 

of the country. When Morales made the dedication speech 

for the opening of the Instituto Nacional in 1909, he 

remarked that he hoped that the teachers graduated from it 

would help to bring about the renovation he sought. That 

his ideas for renovation also included a change in morality 

became more evident when he said that the first steps toward 

national renewal would have been taken "cuando el maestro de 

escuela sea el agente mas poderoso para la eliminacion del 

vicio y para la difusion del amar al trabajo; cuando la 

escuela sea el laboratorio donde se forman los industriales 

y los agricultores. 

23. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso pronunciado al 
tomar posesion el presidente don Jose Domingo de Obaldia," 
Ensayos. I, 140. 

24. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso pronunciado en la 
inauguracion del Instituto nacional," Ensayos. I, 152-53. 
The Instituto Nacional was, for many years, Panama's most 
important educational institution. It was essentially a 
secondary school equivalent to the high schools of the 
United States. 
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Morales' desire to restructure Panama's morality did 

not necessarily indicate that he believed Panamanians 

immoral in the usual sense of the word. Instead, it was his 

belief that the majority lacked the necessary motivation to 

provide a successful life for themselves. The source for 

such deficiencies came not from any innate qualities either 

possessed or lacking, but rather from the Hispanic tradi

tions that permeated their being. In an essay entitled "La 

poblacion del Istmo," Morales delved far into the past and 

came to the conclusion that the Isthmus suffered from the 

effects of the Spanish conquest and settlement. Spanish 

motives for coming to the new world, he claimed, did not 

produce a sense of permanence in the residents of Panama. 

With the exception of criminals fleeing the consequence of 

the law, "no es concebible que ningun espanol dejara su pais 

con animo de emigrante, es decir, con la resolucion defini-

* 25 
tiva de no volver a el." The Spanish came to make their 

fortune in the shortest possible time and then planned to 

return home to enjoy their gain. Such an attitude especially 

prevailed in Panama where there was neither good climate nor 

easy wealth. Those Spaniards who did stay carried an aire 

of resignation about them as if their stay in the new world 

were more forced than voluntary. Neither did the Spanish 

build anything of a permanent nature on the Isthmus. Even 

25. Euseb.io A. Morales, "La poblacion del Istmo," 
Ensayos. II, 5. 
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the houses had a temporary quality about them and only 

public buildings and churches were of sound construction. 

All of this, said Morales, was because of the state of mind 

of the inhabitants: 

Ellos no se consideraban vinculados al suelo; no 
tenian aqux atraccion espiritual; eran viajeros 
que hacian del Istmo una etapa en la via de la 
fortuna; su inspiracion y su amor estaban en 
Espana y hacia ella volvian los ojos entre la 
ansiedad y la esperanza. En los hogares no se 
vivia sino rindiendo culto a la patria ausente, 
y asx se mantenia y perpetuaba la idea de una 
permanencia transitoria, de algo como un destierro 
cuyo fin era el anhelo, la aspiracion constante e 
irresistible.^6 

The net result, said Morales, was that the population of the 

Isthmus became burdened with what he called "el estado 

* ~ 27 
psicologico de los espanoles." 

Another of Panama's problems closely related to the 

"psychological state of the Spanish" and to the existing 

morality, was what Morales characterized as a lack of 

national consciousness. In a speech at the 1916 inaugura

tion of Ramon M. Valdes as president of the republic, Morales 

emphasized this failing. 

Nuestro pais necesita ante todo y sobre todo el 
cultivo del sentimiento de la nacionalidad. Es 
preciso que formemos el designio colectivo inal
terable de ver al pais como una entidad moral su
perior a toda idea o concepto partidarista y muy 
por encima de la luchas de los hombres y de las 

26. Ibid., 8. 

27. Ibid. 
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agrupaciones politicas; es necesario educarnos y 
ensenarnos a refrenar nuestras pasiones hasta ac-
ostumbrarnos a resolver nuestros problemas inter-
nos bajo la influencia, la direccion y el fallo 2g 
de una opinion publica justa, serena e inexorable. 

Without this sentimiento de la nacionalidad. Panama 

could neither take its rightful place in the world, nor 

achieve any form of progress. National pride, Morales 

claimed, was the supreme creator of ideals and the source of 

all national greatness. It was the moral force that impelled 

men to greater efforts and "un pais sin ideales no es una 

nacion, no es un Estado, es un giron geografico sin 

personalidad moral, cuyo destino es desaparecer y extin-

,,29 
guirse para siempre. " 

Once the country had cultivated a spirit of nation

ality it would develop goals that would serve as guides to 

propel it forward. Then, Morales said, "el progreso viene 

30 
como un hecho necesario." Panama, nevertheless, was to 

have difficulty developing its nationality because the 

country was troubled with a pessimism that afflicted even 

its leaders. And he concluded that "es precisamente ese 

pesimismo lo que debilita nuestro caracter y nos arrastra a 

31 
perder lo que poseemos." 

28. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso de posesion del 
Presidente Valdes," Ensayos. I, 184-85. 

29. Ibid., 185. 

30. Ibid. 

31. Ibid., 185-86. 
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In order to prevent further declines in the nation's 

potential, Panama had to change the direction of her 

development. One of the first steps Morales believed 

necessary was a reorganization of government finances, both 

in the fields of expenditures and taxation. Without 

specific references he suggested a more rigorous collection 

of taxes and cost cutting in public administration. But he 

realized that such measures had their limitations. Morales 

believed that the Isthmus would never become a great indus

trial nation, but "la naturaleza" indicated that commerce, 

agriculture, and shipping were great assets and should be 

developed. Morales urged the government to assist in any 

32 
such development. While he hinted at the need for direct 

governmental intervention in the nation's economic affairs, 

he also indicated that any federal aid should be within the 

existing system of free enterprise. His idea in 1916 was 

simply to formulate "un plan concertado que le permita al 

pais la mayor expansion comercial e industrial sin trabas ni 

33 
restricciones artiflciales." 

Over a period of about six years from the time of 

his 1916 speech, Morales began to develop more fully his 

program for government assistance. It was certainly not the 

comprehensive intervention of the state in the private 

32. Ibid., 186-87. 

33. Ibid., 186. 
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sector that came about in the 1940's. Instead, what Morales 

advocated could better be described as an expanded public 

works program. While public works programs may not seem 

radical it should be noted that they were not universally 

accepted in Panama at the time. It is also apparent that 

Morales expected the public assistance programs to provide 

social progress as well as economic improvement. Conse

quently, his proposals were an important part of the rise of 

social concern in Panama. 

Morales had previously travelled to the Northwestern 

interior province of Chiriqui for a vacation. While there 

he conducted a brief study of the area's potential and con

cluded that this was a rich but unexploited agricultural 

34 
area. He attributed the lack of agricultural development 

to four interrelated factors. First, the province, and the 

whole interior of Panama, lacked people to work the land. 

Second, the few people who were there demonstrated a basic 

ignorance of agricultural methods such as soil care, crop 

potential, planting and harvesting methods, and business 

management. Third, there was almost a total lack of roads 

for transportation of saleable commodities. And fourth, the 

land itself was not properly surveyed and titles of owner

ship were not clear. 

34. Eusebio A. Morales, "Chiriqui (correspondencias 
al Diario de Panama)." Ensayos. I, 107-08. 

35. Ibid., 116-19. 



While Morales did not speculate as to the potential 

value of the property in the interior, he knew that it did 

not provide an adequate living to the majority of the popu

lation which, he said, lived in a miserable state of 

poverty. The reason the country was in such a condition, 

he claimed, was because its people "no produce, no crea, no 

capitaliza." The causes for the lack of production were 

attributed in turn to an animal-like existence based only 

upon subsistence and reproduction. Isolation and poor 

sanitary conditions sapped the people of their natural 

energy while acute alcoholism further destroyed the will to 

3 6 
work and increased insecurity in general. 

Morales, seriously disturbed by the backward condi

tions, said in 1918, "es esencial, es imperativo, disminuir 

la mortalidad del pais, darle proteccion eficaz y constante 

a la ninez y darles trabajos remuneradores a las gentes; es 

indispensable que la sanidad extienda su influencia a todos 

los rincones del pais para que la poblacion viva sana y 

37 
contenta y crezca normalmente." 

If, Morales said, government assistance was not 

extended to the people a large migration would take place 

from the interior to the two main port cities of Colon and 

Panama where a better standard of living existed. If that 

36. Eusebio A. Morales, "La poblacion del Istmo," 
Ensayos. II, 17-18. 

37. Ibid., 16. 
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were to happen the only result would be to transplant a 

problem from the countryside to the city. As long as such 

conditions existed, Morales saw little hope for progress. 

Panama must adopt a plan of alleviation and follow it care

fully. What must be done was: 

Crear necesidades que contribuyan a elevar moral 
y fisicamente las masas populares a efecto de que 
comprenden cual es el fin plausible y grato del 
trabajo humano; difundir los principios de sanidad 
y de higiene que hacen del hombre un ente sano, 
fuerte, alegre y dinamico; unir los pueblos del 
Istmo por medio de una via ferrea que les haga 
vecinos y conocidos y los ponga en contacto diario 
social, industrial y economico; atacar y desar-
raigar el vicio del alcoholismo.38 

Morales said that the required change in the interior 

must be brought about "por la accion del Estado" and if done 

it would change the way of life from "un destierro" into a 

life "eficiente, tranquila y feliz." But if nothing were 

accomplished then Panama would be converted into "un pais 

compuesto de dos ciudades importantes y de un numero mayor o 

menor de villorios casi tan despoblados y pobres como los 

39 que hoy existen. Ese es nuestro prospecto." 

By 1922, Morales had also developed specific ideas 

in the area of land reform. He believed that the privileged 

position of cattle ranching in Panama had an adverse effect 

on the nation's agricultural development. Ranching, he 

noted, was extremely wasteful of land. Each head of cattle 

38. 

39. 

Ibid., 18. 

Ibid., 20-21. 
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was pastured on one hectare of land and if the same land 

were used for a grain crop the production could be five 

40 
times as great. Moreover, the law protected the rancher 

and, in so doing, hurt the small farmer. Ranchers enjoyed 

a protective tariff on the importation of foreign meat into 

Panama. Morales claimed that such a duty only increased the 

price of meat to the consumer and closed the Canal Zone as a 

potential market. Yet another discriminatory act that 

favored the rancher was that the law provided no protection 

41 
against damage done to crops by roaming animals. 

In 1922, as the Secretary of Hacienda y Tesoro, 

Morales suggested to the national assembly a seven-point 

program which he claimed would develop agriculture on the 

Isthmus and aid the small farmer. Among his suggestions 

were the limiting of land sales to 200 hectares to those who 

did not intend to use the land for grazing or cultivation 

and the outright gift of ten hectares from the national 

domain to each head of family or qualified immigrant. He 

also recommended a law making ranchers responsible for 

damage to crops caused by wandering animals, as well as the 

establishment and maintenance of irrigation systems. To 

stimulate the production of rice, corn, beans, and other 

food crops he proposed that the government buy these 

40. Eusebio A. Morales, "Nuestras condiciones 
economicas," Ensayos. II, 152. 

41. Ibid., 153. 
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commodities and thus establish a fair price. He also 

recommended that import duties be established on the above 

crops and that an agricultural credit program be initiated 

and administered by the country's national bank. Along with 

these specific proposals he hoped that the continued build

ing of roads and sanitation projects for rural villages 

would bring an end to what he called the "pastoral life" of 

Panama.^ 

While Morales made the first steps toward a revision 

of the government's attitudes toward society, events outside 

Panama were also influencing political thought on the 

Isthmus. The years immediately following World War I had 

produced worldwide social change with the Russian Revolution 

serving as the prime example. In 1919, the magazine 

Cuasimodo appeared in Panama. Its objective was to pub

licize the rise of social concern in the world and it 

frequently published articles by leading socialists. Jose 

D. Moscote, educator, jurist, and one of Panama's leading 

intellectuals was one of the magazine's directors, and many 

of the country's prominent Liberals, including Morales, 

contributed articles. 

42. Panama, Secretario de hacienda y tesoro, Memoria 
que el Secretario de Estado en el despacho de hacienda y 
tesoro presenta a la asamblea nacional de 1922 (Panama: 
Imprenta Nacional, 1922), pp. 49-50; and Eusebio A. Morales, 
"Nuestras condiciones econo'micas," Ensayos. II, 154-56. 
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The articles in Cuasimodo were generally sympathetic 

to the various aspects of socialism with an occasional 

expression of caution. Morales wrote one of the cautionary 

notes which brought the issue of socialism and Panamanian 

political thought sharply into focus. In an article 

reviewing the changes resulting from the revolution in 

Russia, Morales made two very important observations that 

influenced the course of political thought in Panama for 

the next twenty years. The first recognized the proletarian 

movement and its potential strength in the world. The 

second warned of the dictatorship accompanying Russia's 

revolution. On the proletarian movement Morales said, "Ya 

no es cuestion de luchar en la prensa y en la tribuna por 

alcanzar el reconocimiento del mal del proletarismo y 

obtener reformas legislativas que tiendan a disminuir.ese 

mal y a hacerlo desaparecer; ya el proletarismo es quien 

legisla y gobierna en uno de los paises mas poblados de la 

tierra.43 

Morales, in effect, was admitting the need for a 

government that could provide social justice for all of the 

people. If Panama failed to achieve such a government, then 

it faced the possible rise of its own proletariat. It was 

a matter of either making concrete reforms or risking a 

revolution. He was not totally opposed to the radical moves 

43. Eusebio A. Morales, "Doctrinas maximilistas," 
Ensayos. II, 83. 
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made by the Russians to socialize their society, but he was 

hesitant to say that the same methods would serve for other 

nations. That he preferred reform over revolution, is 

evident in his comments about Russia's government: 

El regimen parece inspirarse en la hostilidad entre 
diversas clases sociales y tiende a la destruccion 
de los capitalistas por medio de la confiscacion y 
del predomino de los proletarios. Es la subversion 
de un orden tiranico para ser reemplazado por otra 
tirania. Si en vez de esa soberania se creara el 
regimen de la igualidad efectiva, el ensayo podria 
resultar en un triunfo definitivo del ideal social-
ista ... pero la guerra de clases no conduce ni 
conducira nunca al equilibrio entre las varias 
fuerzas que rigen las sociedades humanas, y no hara 
sino provocar reacciones violentas y peligrosas. 
Esa es la sombra que obscurece el c u a d r o .  ^  

Morales never became enamoured of the socialist 

cause and doubted that it would function well in Panama. 

Nine years later, for example, he spoke out against the 

creation of any new parties in Panama. Most new movements, 

he claimed, were backed by mediocre leaders with unjustified 

and premature ambitions. He cited as examples labor and 

agricultural groups in Panama "con tendencias a crear 

luchas de clases sociales con las rivalidades y animosidades 

que entre esas clases existen en los viejos paises indus-

45 
triales." Because of the lack of industry and workers, a 

labor party in Panama, he said "es algo verdaderamente 

44. Ibid., 93. 

45. Eusebio A. Morales, "Discurso escrito en 1916 
para ser pronunciado al regreso de una mision a la republica 
Argentina," Ensayos. II, 221. 
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absurdo." Equally ridiculous was an agricultural party in a 

46 country "donde nadie quiere ser agricultor." 

His lack of enthusiasm for leftist parties did not 

mean that Morales had become more conservative or that 

current political thought had advanced too quickly for him. 

Morales was an idealist on one hand and desired social 

change, yet he was never an Utopian who believed that pure 

democracy or class equality could be gained. Consequently, 

he believed strongly in the representative system and sought 

to increase its effectiveness. While denouncing the leftist 

parties he also said that "no queda mas recurso que continuar 

perfeccionando el sistema de la democracia representativa y 

darle prominencia y autoridad a los directores experimentado 

47 
y alturistas." 

Yet another reason for Morales' denunciation of the 

left was the rapid factionalization of Panama's traditional 

Conservative and Liberal parties. The political coalition 

of 1903 began to break up after the death of president Jose 

Domingo de Obaldia in 1912. The process accelerated in 

1916, and caused Morales to say "lo que tenemos hoy en 

Panama no es una lucha, no es una batalla po.litica, es una 

* ^ s 48 
exasperacion politica, es un delirio, un frenesi ... ." 

46. Ibid. 

47. Ibid.. 223. Italics are Morales'. 

48. Ibid., 214-16. 



He believed then that the cause for the factionalism was the 

lack of political maturity of the parties of the Isthmus. 

He saw that they lacked well-defined goals, impersonal 

dedication to a cause, and spiritual cohesion. They were 

instead transitory organizations which were founded on the 

49 
remains of their Colombian predecessors. 

By 1928, conditions had worsened even further and 

Morales pessimistically noted that social values had been 

debased and, as a result, the spiritual quality of life had 

also fallen greatly. Politics ceased to be an alturistic 

endeavor and instead became only an avenue for personal 

gain. Morales lamented the organization of new branches of 

the traditional parties and described them as being: 

Exclusivamente personalistas que ya no pretenden 
siquiera inspirarse en doctrinas o en ideas mas o 
menos nobles, sino que adoptan como norma de con-
ducta el servirle a un hombre, el obedecer a un 
hombre, el endiosar a un hombre sin reflexion, sin 
conviccion, sin resistencia y con una casi total 
ausencia de escrupulos, hasta que llega el momento 
de abandonarle para hacer lo mismo con o t r o . ^ O  

Morales' complaint was more than just a politician's 

superficial view of a tumultous political situation. He had 

noticed the tendency of his fellow Panamanians to disregard 

the higher ideals of life since his renovation speeches of 

1908. He had noticed a lack of natural spirit and a sense 

of futility in the people of the interior. One of his goals 

49. Ibid., 214. 

50. Ibid., 221. 
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had been to attempt to rectify this situation by trying to 

provide a better quality of life through government public 

works projects, but as the political situation in Panama 

continued to degenerate into personalistic squabbles it 

became apparent that material progress was not the only 

answer to Panama's difficulties. For as Morales pointed 

out in 1922, Panama had sufficient natural resources to 

prosper but "el factor deficiente no es ... la naturaleza, 

es el factor humano que no se mueve por falta de impulso, 

que no crea por causas fisiologicas o psicologicas 

inherentes a su propio ser. 

Others, too, began to notice the human factor in 

Panama's lack of progress, and began to call for an improve

ment in the collective morality of the country. This quest 

for new morality was in turn to provide a short interlude 

and, then, add impetus to the shift from laissez-faire 

liberalism to a government of social concern. 

51. Eusebio A. Morales, "Nuestras condiciones 
economicas," Ensayos. II, 151. 



CHAPTER III 

THE MORALITY CRISIS 

In 1952, two North American social scientists 

published an article in which they asserted that certain 

cultural aspects of Panamanian society have strongly affected 

the nation's political course."'" The authors noted, for 

example, that Panamanian society lacks a high degree of 

formalism and discipline. It is instead organized along 

lines of kinship and friendship rather than formal associa

tions. Occupational roles are poorly developed. The 

emphasis is on the individual in government office rather 

than on the office itself. Political parties are not overly 

concerned with platforms but are organized on a personalistic 

basis. Followers of a successful political group receive 

protection in their private affairs, government jobs, and 

other political favors from the winning leader. Biesanz and 

Smith were convinced that Panamanians believe in the ideals 

of honesty, efficiency, and fair dealing, "but the kinship-

friendship fragmentation of the society makes it difficult 

1. John Biesanz and Luke M. Smith, "Panamanian 
Politics," Journal of Politics, XIV (August, 1952), 386-402. 
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to find any group whose personal interests coincide with the 

2 
national interests and who can inforce the ideals." 

What made the above observations quite cogent was 

that Panamanian intellectuals noted the same characteristics 

during the early decades of the twentieth century. In as 

much as they were not trained in the social sciences, they 

were not able to express themselves in a behavioral frame of 

reference. They were certain that something was wrong with 

their society but lacked the technical knowledge and vocabu

lary to adequately describe the problem. The ultimate con

clusion they reached was that Panamanians lacked the 

"morality" necessary for progress and good government. But 

instead of creating an aura of self depreciation, such a 

conclusion helped to advance the country toward social 

3 
concern. 

The men who criticized Panama's "morality" were 

strikingly similar in background and station in life. All 

were in some form involved in the nation's educational 

system. Guillermo Andreve, Jeptha B. Duncan, Jose D. Crespo, 

and Octavio Mendez Pereira all eventually became ministers 

2. Ibid.. 388, 395, 401. 

3. Morality may mean different things to different 
people. Consequently, it would serve no purpose to give my 
definition of it. However, what Panamanian intellectuals 
meant by morality is important. Their definition was at 
times vague, but as the chapter progresses it should become 
clear that morality generally came to denote a lack of civic 
virtues and a disregard of alturistic motives. 
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of education. Jose D. Moscote did not attain the ministry 

of education but did serve as Inspector General of Education 

and Director of the Instituto Nacional. With the exception 

of Moscote, all had travelled extensively in Europe and the 

United States. None were from the wealthier families of the 

the Isthmus, but all were well educated, devoted to the world 

of letters, and spent their lives in intellectual pursuits. 

Andreve, Crespo, Duncan, and Mendez Pereira mixed actively 

in politics and were Liberals. Moscote was a liberal, but 

did not participate in partisan politics. As a group they 

represented Panama's intellectual elite and were also members 

of the small middle class.^ 

That these men worried about Panama's morality is 

much evidenced in their writings. Between 1914 and 19 31 

they made continual references to the subject and engaged in 

considerable speculation on how to overcome what they 

believed were moral deficiencies. Andreve, for example, 

said in 1917 that "el concepto moral, si bien no perdido 

entre nosotros, si esta relajado o mal comprendido en lo 

4. See the following studies for biographical 
information: Rosario E. Alvarez B., "La trayectoria del Dr. 
Jose Dolores Moscote en la cultura panamena," Thesis 
University of Panama, 1956; Gladys Esther Bermudez F., 
"Guillermo Andreve," Thesis University of Panama, 1952; 
Berta Alicia Carvallo S., "Jeptha B. Duncan en la vida 
publica panamena; el educador, el periodista y el politico," 
Thesis University of Panama, 1956; Matilde Real de Gonzalez, 
Octavio Mendez Pereira: una fiqura cumbre en la literatura 
panamena (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, I960), and Elda Maud 
de Leon J., "El pensamiento pedagogico de Jose Daniel 
Crespo," Thesis University of Panama, 1964. 
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5 
general." It was his belief that fear of open scandal was 

the only restraint on society, while the virtues of loyalty 

to country, constancy of purpose, development of character, 

and personal decorum were either totally lacking or dis

regarded. He also lamented that Panamanians made little 

effort to organize themselves into associations that might 

provide intellectual advancement. Instead they preferred 

the informal atmosphere of parks or bars where they formed 

g 
little but bad habits. 

Jose Crespo saw in Panama an affliction that was 

apparent throughout Latin America, the inability to agree 

peaceably. In Panama, he said, the lack of trust was plainly 

evident, while community spirit and cooperation were almost 

unknown. He blamed the situation on an extreme selfishness 

and said that "hemos llevado el individualismo al termino 

extremo del egoismo y procediendo asi egoisticamente nos 

odiamos y envidiamos reciprocamente hasta el punto de no 

poder vivir en paz y armonia." He noted that Panama lacked 

5. Guillermo Andreve, "Discursos pronunciados por el 
secretario de instruccion publica ... en los diversos 
planteles con motivos de los examenes del fin de curso del 
ano escolar de 1916 a 1917," La Revista Nueva. Tomo II 
(March, 1917), 204. 

6. Guillermo Andreve, Sobre el aqua (Madrid: 
Marianeda, 1925), pp. 56-57. 

7. Jose D. Crespo, "Conferencia dictada por ... 
a los maestros de la capital en el Salon de Actos del Con-
servatorio Nacional de Musica y Declamacion, el dia 9 de 
febrero de 1917, La Revista Nueva. Tomo II (March, 1917), 
177. 
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the schools which taught cooperation, patriotism, civic 

spirit, and the sense of fair play. Moreover no civic 

organizations worked for the collective betterment of the 

city and nation. At times, he said, it appeared that in 

Panama democracy meant that everyone commanded but no one 

obeyed.® 

Another to comment on the subject of morality was 

Jose D. Moscote. After Eusebio A. Morales, Moscote was 

probably the most original of Panama's intellectuals and it 

was he who provided the real impetus for reform in the 

1930's. As early as 1917, he began to question Panama's 

progress and to probe its psychological makeup. In doing 

so, he also came to the conclusion that the nation's lack of 

industry, the undeveloped state of agriculture, the love of 

public employment, the lack of understanding of governmental 

procedures, and the general pessimism of society were the 

products of a lack of morality. However, Moscote was also 

convinced that they were not dealing with what convention

ally was meant by morality. That is, Panamanians were not 

immoral but rather they were to a certain degree amoral. 

They did not have that specific type of morality which 

"significa posesion de animo, energfa para buscar el bien, 

8. Ibid., 178-79. 
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caracter, espiritu emprendedor, habito de trabajo y optim-

g 
ismo sano, virtudes que realizan y avaloran la vida." 

The description of morality by Moscote showed a 

considerable similarity to the middle class ethic of the 

western world. Good character accentuated by drive, 

optimism, an enterprising nature, and enthusiasm for work 

were, to him, necessary for a successful life. In a speech 

in Peononome in 1916, he urged Panamanians to work together 

in order to upgrade the nation's morality. In addition to 

the above characteristics he also urged that everyone be 

precise and puntual in anything that was one's responsibility 

and to attend diligently to one's duties. 

He also urged greater individual discipline on the 

part of citizens. Without discipline nothing was accom

plished and with it nothing was insurmountable. He continued 

by saying that he was not speaking of the slavish following 

of routine or another's dictates, but a discipline which 

presumed that a minimum of limitations on a person's natural 

liberty was necessary for the benefit of society on the 

whole. Moscote was in effect saying that the discipline 

that people should display would limit their actions only to 

the degree necessary to benefit others. It was, then, an 

~ 9. Jose D. Moscote, Paqinas idealistas (Panama: 
Tipografia Moderna, 1917), p. 148. 

10. Ibid., p. 150. 
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indirect plea against personalism and what Panamanians so 

often called eqoxsmo. 

In his earlier years Moscote was somewhat optimistic 

in his hopes that his particular brand of morality might be 

instilled in people. He was constantly trying to teach his 

students to search for an ideal outside of one's own 

interests. Ideals, said Moscote, provided an outlet for 

one's spiritual energies and at the same time a way to serve 

12 
others.- But his efforts to improve Panama's collective 

outlets provided few signs of encouragement and even his 

earlier writings had a touch of pessimism. For in the same 

year he exhorted all to work together for self improvement, 

he also lamented that "nadie cree en nada, toda preocupacion 

se agosta en las necesidades del vivir presente y hasta 

diriase que es deshonroso poner los ojos en el porvenir y 

13 
llevar en el pecho generosos ideales ... . " 

Guillermo Andreve also shared Moscote's opinion that 

14 
Panamanians did not look to the future. Andreve, though, 

11. Jose D. Moscote, Una experiencia (Panama: Bene-
detti Hermanos, n.d.), p. 104. 

12. Jose D. Moscote, Itinerario (Buenos Aires: 
Imprenta Lo'pez, 1942), p. 12, and Mirna Estela Manrique S. , 
"Filosofia educativa del Dr. Jose Dolores Moscote," Thesis, 
University of Panama, 1963, p. 14. 

13. Jose D. Moscote, "Instruccion publica y educa-
cion nacional," La Revista Nueva. Tomo I (August, 1916), 274. 

14. Guillermo Andreve, Cuestiones leqislativas 
(Leipzig: Koehler and Volckmar, 1924), p. 113. 
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was convinced that a lack of enthusiasm for work was behind 

such an outlook and, in his capacity as Minister of Educa

tion, he used every opportunity to exhort the acceptance of 

the work ethic. He also hoped that some young Panamanians 

would apply themselves to learning the manual arts in place 

of letters. He said that if such a change did not take 

place the future generations would be but "enternos 

aspirantes a empleos publicos, en parasitos que chupen la 

savia d.e la nacion, en elementos consumidores y no produc-

tores que causarian la ruina de la Republica. Andreve 

considered work, manual or intellectual, as the singular 

quality that dignified life. Work was essential to the 

progress of the country. 

Others also saw much the same picture as Moscote and 

Andreve. Octavio Mendez Pereira claimed that the majority 

of Panama's ills were due to the state of ignorance and 

poverty of the nation which, in turn, was a result of 

"nuestra natural tendencia a la holganza y pereza." Panama, 

he said, lived a fatalistic type of life that neglected all 

16 
efforts for individual and collective improvement. 

Even a president of the Republic, Belisario Porras, 

found occasion to comment on Panama's disregard of the work 

ethic. He said that if Panama were to prosper it would be 

15. Andreve, "Discursos pronunciados," 200. 

16. Octavio Mendez Pereira, En el surco (Panama: 
Editorial Minerva, n.d.), p. 75. 
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only through united effort. It was to the laboring class 

that he directed his message, and he even went so far as to 

* * * 17 say "despues de Dios pongamos nuestra fe en el trabajo." 

Porras had accepted Morales' ideas for developing agri

culture in Panama and had directed the government efforts 

along those lines. But he, too, began to show signs of 

discouragement. By 1916, he came to realize the futility of 

the project. Rather than devote themselves to a vocation 

such as. farming, Porras noted that Panamanians preferred to 

make their livings from commerce. The Porras administration 

had sent agricultural specialists into the interior with the 

intent of establishing educational courses for the inhabi

tants. These men were received so indifferently that they 

were forced to discontinue their efforts and return to 

Panama City. Also the government had established an agri

cultural school and provided thirty scholarships. Only 

fifteen applicants for the scholarships could be found. 

Porras was forced to conclude that "el pais parece que no 

quiere despertar a la necesidad de laborar el suelo para 

crearnos independencia economica. 

17. Belisario Porras, Discursos pronunciados por el 
Dr. Belisario Porras durante el periodo presidencial de 1912 
a 1916. eds. , Jeptha B. Duncan and Cristobal Rodriguez 
(Panama: Tipografia Diario de Panama, 1916), p. 41. 

18. Belisario Porras, Mensaje diriqido por el 
presidente de la republica de Panama a la asamblea nacional 
al inauqarar sus sesiones ordinarias el 1° de septiembre de 
1916 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1916) , p. 87. 
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What Porras labeled the "tendencia parasitaria" of 

Panama, Jose Crespo called a lack of initiative. It was, 

Crespo said, a problem so widely spread that it might be 

19 
considered "la idiosincracia nacional." But whether the 

main fault was a lack of initiative and work ethic, or a 

tendency to live only for the present, all recognized the 

problem to some degree and agreed that it was harmful to the 

nation. It was also this lack of morality, they believed, 

that caused the political backwardness of the country as 

well. 

At times Panamanian intellectuals seemed somewhat 

bewildered by Panama's inability to become a stable, pro

gressive country. Jeptha Duncan once commented, for 

instance, that Switzerland, Belgium, and Holland were small 

yet well governed and prosperous. The problem was, however, 

to make Panama the same way. What he believed necessary was 

to instill the country with a sense of responsibility toward 

20 
the nation's institutions. But again the question arose 

as to whether the morality of the Isthmus could be molded to 

accept such a responsibility. Duncan thought serious 

obstacles existed. The tendency toward caciquismo was one 

19. Ibid.. p. 98, and Crespo, "Conferencia," 179. 

20. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, La 
educacion publica en Panama; Memoria que el secretario de 
instruccion publica presenta a la asamblea nacional en sus 
sesiones de 1920 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1921), p. 342. 
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such problem about which Duncan said, "florece en la 

Republica, y las masas o bien dan el triste espectaculo de 

un indiferentismo completo en cuestiones politicas, o siguen 

21 
ciegamente y sin examen los rumbos que se les senalan." 

Guillermo Andreve also saw caciquismo as a serious 

stumbling block to good government in Panama. He noted 

corruption in the elections which were so completely con

trolled that "no salen electos sino el cacique A o el 

cacique B, o los que estos senores desean que vayan a la 

a 22 
camara." Andreve was firmly committed to the democratic 

process and did not blame universal suffrage for the 

problem, but still he claimed caciquismo had reduced the 

number of truly qualified men in the national assembly to a 

23 
mere handful. 

He also thought that government administration had 

steadily declined since 1903, due to favoritism and a lack 

of political honesty. This, in turn, created a decline in 

efficiency and in the sense of duty. Combined with the 

above faults was a confusion of authority, a lack of 

planning and "lo que llamamos la pereza e incuria oficial, 

que se traduce en las pocas ganas de cumplir celosamente sus 

21. Ibid. , p. 6. 

22. Guillermo Andreve, A la sombra del arco (Paris: 
Excelsior, 1925), p. 23. 

23. Andreve, Cuestiones leqislativas. pp. 34-35. 
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funciones de que dan muestras palmarias casi todos los 

empleados publicos."24 

Besides seeing moral deficiencies on the individual 

level, Jose Moscote also saw them on the political front, 

just as did Duncan and Andreve. Moscote said that in 

Panama political responsibility was a principle poorly 

25 
understood and badly practiced. What morality that did 

exist in public affairs he described as an ad_ hoc variety 

that permitted the rationalization of most anything. 

Specifically, he listed among the greatest transgressions 

the placing of people without qualifications in high public 

offices; insincerity of purpose in order to gain public 

office; lack of planning to improve the public welfare; and 

the confusion of patriotism and nationalism with xenophobia. 

The reasons were clear to Moscote when he said, "nuestros 

defectos capitales consisten en que carecemos absolutamente 

a 2.1 
del sentido de la vida civica." 

To Moscote, the state was not able to fulfill its 

obligations to the people. He asked why must there be 

fraudulent elections, why must the party always come before 

the nation, and why cannot the leaders be true leaders and 

24. Ibid., p. 103. 

25. Jose D. Moscote, Motivos (Panama: Editorial 
Minerva, 1924), p. 44. 

26. Moscote, Una experiencia. pp. 255-56. 

27. Moscote, Motivos. p. 110. 
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show executive talent? He answered that it was partly due 

to the material orientation of the state, but also in part 

due to a faulty educational system that should be corrected. 

Educators who desired a better state and nation, said 

Moscote, must set the example and provide the impetus. What 

he wanted, he said, was a true state and republic, "la 

democracia verdad, el imperio de la moral en la vida publica 

28 
y en la privada." 

. Panama's intellectuals had little doubt that the 

morality of the country must improve before progress and 

stability could be achieved. Jeptha Duncan summed up such a 

position by pointing out that the Isthmus was in the midst 

of a silent social revolution which demanded civic virtues. 

It was only by the attainment of these virtues that fac

tionalism and personalism might be put aside and the public 

29 
welfare subsequently developed. 

An ordinary education for the people and the usual 

methods of government were not enough to produce democracy. 

The people must have discipline, high goals, and firmness in 

the face of difficult situations. These were the attributes 

necessary for a free and responsible government. If a person 

had these qualities Duncan said "no tendra dificultad. en 

28. Jose D. Moscote, Discursos y conferencias 
(Panama: Imprenta Este y Aquello, 1916), pp. 29-30. 

29. Jeptha Duncan, Educacion y civismo (Panama: 
The Times Publishing Co., 1929), pp. 10-11. 
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adquirir los conocimientos esenciales para el acertado 

funcionamiento de las instituciones del pais y para la 

correccion rapida y eficaz de los errores y abusos que 

30 
puedan producirse." The difficult question was how to 

give the people the necessary qualities. 

Since the majority of Panama's intellectuals were 

also the nation's leading educators, it was but an easy 

step for them to utilize the educational system as both a 

scapegoat for their problems and as a means of salvation. 

During the decade of 1910-1920, a new emphasis was 

accordingly placed upon the teaching of morality and civic 

responsibility in the primary schools. This included the 

teaching of local history and geography along with obliga

tory singing of the national anthem and reciting of a 

* 31 special moral creed called La oracion del buen nino. 

Andreve was the initiator of the oration and he drew 

considerable criticism for its introduction in the schools. 

Critics charged that the recitation of the creed would do 

little to improve a child and it bordered on worship of the 

state. Andreve, however, held to his opinion and, while 

admitting that immediate results were not apparent, he 

claimed that the creed would have a transendental effect on 

30. Ibid. 

31. Octavio Mendez Pereira, El desarrollo de la 
instruccion publica en Panama (Panama! Tipografia Moderna, 
1916), p. 62. 
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32 
the moral education of school children. Andreve's answer 

for an improved morality was definitely education. The 

cures for a social infirmity, he said, were books, news

papers, and most of all, formal education. And especially 

from the latter "debe salir la patria nueva regenerada, 

vigorosa, alegre y sana ... con ideales que no la dejen 

33 
perecer, ni la dejen tampoco delinquir." 

Moscote too, thought that the school was the ideal 

place to increase the peoples' civic virtues. He also 

believed that the schools were not operating at their maxi

mum efficiency. Since 1903, Panama, he said, had provided 

adequate legislation for its school system, but the imple

mentation of that legislation had not measured up to its 

possibilities. As a result, he said, Panama had "un estado 

34 social enfermo." He realized that crash financial programs 

and fiscal reform would not solve all of the nation's prob

lems. They were necessary, but not panaceas. The ills of 

Panama were deeply rooted and what was needed he said, was 

"una politica educativa ilustrada ... que tenga por objeto 

32. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, 
Memoria que el secretario de estado en el despacho de 
instruccion publica presenta a la asamblea nacional de 1914 
(Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1914), pp. iv, x. 

33. Andreve, "Discursos," 204. 

34. Moscote, Una experiencia. p. 257. 
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atender seria e inmediatamente las necesidades de nuestra 

35 
ensenanza y de nuestra cultura." 

Panama did not lack professional men or even ideas. 

What it lacked was men who could put ideas into action, men 

who would push aside egotistical personal goals for the 

betterment of the nation. It was, he said, education's 

function to provide such men. To Moscote, the educated man 

equalled the moral man and he once remarked that moral educa

tion began with an intensive cultivation of the mind. But 

he also believed that the Instituto Nacional, which sym

bolized the nation's educational ideal, had not quite ful

filled its mission. It had not penetrated, he said, the 

3 6 
"torrente circulatorio de la experiencia social." 

Octavio Mendez Pereira also saw the school as a 

possible means of alleviating some of Panama's ills. As 

early as 1915, he was advocating an educational system that 

would produce such effects as "el cumplimiento concienzudo 

do los reglamentos," and "la subordinacion del individuo a 

los intereses de la sociedad ... ."37 He saw that a great 

transformation had taken place in the societies of Germany 

and Japan, and he believed that Panama could accomplish the 

same thing. "Yo tengo mucha fe," he said, "en la educacion 

35. Ibid. 

36. Ibid.. pp. 99-100, 251-60. Quotation from 
p. 100. 

37. Mendez Pereira, En el surco. p. 68. 
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entendida de una manera amplia y profunda, como fuerza que 

sea luz y calor, acicate y freno, que penetre en todas las 

capas del pueblo, como un elemento de perfeccion y de 

expansion, como un medio de conseguir la mayor suma posible 

de bienestar." 

Jose Crespo, who had seen the lack of initiative as 

one of Panama's greatest faults, also saw that the school 

did not enjoy what he believed was its importance in society. 

In much the same language as Mendez Pereira and Andreve, 

Crespo said, "la tarea de regeneracion social es necessaria-

mente una tarea de educacion, pues la educacion es el 

instrumento en virtud del cual se perfecciona la naturaleza 

humana; y quien dice perfeccion individual dice tambien 

perfeccion social. 

Even Belisario Porras who had previously noted the 

deficiencies of Panama's morality, recognized both the 

educational system's shortcomings and its possibilities. 

Schools, he said, had not provided civic education necessary 

for good citizenship. It was useless to provide an educa

tion that did not instill a sense of responsibility in the 

student toward his family, community, and nation. What was 

then necessary, said Porras, was to begin "una campana 

rigurosa e inflexible en nuestros colegios secundarios y 

38. Ibid. 

39. Crespo, "Conferencia," 175. 
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normales y aun en las escuelas primarias, con el fin de 

moralizar a los educandos y encaminarlos por la senda de la 

, 40 
rectitud y de la distincion cuidadana." 

The realization that the school was an answer to 

Panama's problems made the question of morality an important 

part in the acceptance of social reform. What had begun as 

a middle class examination of the nation's morality resulted 

in a recognized deficiency in an important middle class 

institution. This deficiency also drew the blame for the 

country's political ineffectiveness. Education had always 

been a main tenet of Panama since the 1903 Republic, but by 

1920 the visible progress was still difficult to measure. 

However, because of the intellectual's belief in the power 

of an educational system, it was, at that time, impossible 

to reject it as a panacea for the nation's ills. For if 

education could not lift the masses from their lethargy, 

their material and spiritual poverty, then nothing could. 

The conclusion was reached that the present system must in 

some way be defective and in need of a change. To facilitate 

such a rationale was the philosophy of John Dewey which 

began to filter into the Isthmus during World War I. Jose 

Crespo, Jeptha Duncan, and Octavio Mendez Pereira quickly 

40. Belisario Porras, Mensaje diriqido por el 
presidente de la republica de Panama a la asamblea nacional 
al inauqurar sus sesiones ordinarias e 1° de septiembre de 
1922 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1922), p. 62. 
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espoused it, and a new pedagogical movement began that was 

to dominate the intellectual scene during the 1920's. 

Socialization and democratization of the schools became a 

major goal and, as a side effect, moved the country one step 

closer to the social reform constitutions of the 1940's. 

Thus the revamping of the school system was the first real 

benefit that the government was able to provide on a large 

scale. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE PEDAGOGICAL MOVEMENT 
OF THE 19201s 

In theory, at least, an education had always been 

available to Panamanians. The 1904 constitution provided 

for a free and obligatory primary education financed by the 

government. The school system was also to be autonomous 

with its own source of revenue. Such a system was in accord 

with the liberal philosophies of the times and it sufficed 

to sooth the consciences of those who drafted the constitu

tion. But in reality Panama's educational system fell far 

short of its proposed goals. 

The young nation never had sufficient money or 

teachers for its schools and the Ministry of Education 

became a political reward subject to the whims and direct 

control of the Presidency. In addition to political inter

ference and financial hardships, the educational system of 

Panama imitated French and German methods which emphasized 

a high academic and humanistic approach for educating a small 

elite minority. Such a system served well enough in a small 

oligarchy-controlled country, but as ideas relating to the 

welfare of the masses began to flow into the country, educa

tion became one of the first insitutions affected. It was a 

78 
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process that began at the beginning of World War I and 

accelerated very rapidly during the 1920's.^ 

An exact starting point for educational reform was 

difficult to determine, but one educator said that it began 

with the inauguration of the first asamblea pedaqoqica held 

2 
on the Isthmus in 1914. Panama had also begun a program of 

sending promising young men and women abroad for study at 

foreign colleges and universities, and between 1912 and 

1914, they began to return with new ideas assimilated 

abroad. United States educators were also brought to 

Panama to assist in the organization of the Isthmus' educa

tional system, and United States influence and the philosophy 

of John Dewey had partially replaced the older European 

methods by 1918. The shift to Dewey's concepts was almost 

universal in Panama by 1924. In that year a real change in 

the student body of Panama appeared when students from the 

lower classes of society finally found it economically 

3 
feasible to attend. 

In a small country such as Panama, the educational 

system was a process of considerable importance. First, the 

1. Octavio Mendez Pereira, El desarrollo de la 
instruccion publica en Panama (Panama: Tipograffa Moderna, 
1916), pp. 45-47, and Alfredo Canton, Desenvolvimiento de 
las ideas pedaqoqicas en Panama 190 3-19 26 (Panama: Imprenta 
Nacional, 1955), pp. 9-15, 87, 239-42. 

2. Octavio Mendez Pereira, En el surco (Panama: 
Editorial Minerva, n.d.), pp. 78-79. 

3. Canton, pp. 146, 187-88, 242-48. 
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new pedagogical ideas were initiated with the direct purpose 

of combating the deficiencies of Panama's political morality. 

Second, the escuela nueva. as it came to be called, heralded 

the beginning of the end for a small educated minority and 

indicated a faith in the people's ability to eventually 

direct their own destinies. Third, those who advocated 

educational reform realized that the state must do something 

for the nation's people and thus established a precedent for 

further, social reform. 

The men directly responsible for beginning the 

pedagogical reform movement were Jose Daniel Crespo and 

Jeptha B. Duncan. The programs they advocated were in many 

ways strikingly similar but, slightly different in their 

goals, thus providing a two-pronged reform movement. Crespo 

sought a "socialization" of the schools, while Duncan wanted 

to "democratize" them. Of the two men, Crespo was the first 

to gain attention with his ideas, but Duncan had more 

influence in Panamanian politics. 

Jose Crespo was born in Panama City in August of 

1880, and, after receiving his secondary education, taught 

in local schools from 1908 until 1911. He showed con

siderable intellectual promise and, consequently, was one 

of the first students sent abroad on the government 

sponsored fellowship programs initiated in 1910. He first 

went to England where he attended Kelvin College in 

Liverpool until 1913. Then he transferred to Columbia 
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University in New York City where he received bachelor and 

4 master of arts degrees in education. 

In 1917, Crespo returned to Panama and taught in the 

Instituto Nacional. At the same time, he joined the 

Ministry of Education, first as a Sub-Inspector General of 

Education, and in 1920 as Sub-Secretary of Education under 

Jeptha B. Duncan. Crespo was an active member of the 

Liberal party but held only one elected post, that of a 

Deputy to the National Assembly. In 1941, he finally 

became the Minister of Education in the administration of 

Enrique A. Jimenez. In addition, he served as Panama's 

ambassador to Mexico in 1942. He occasionally wrote for the 

Liberal press but was not associated with any specific news

paper. Like most other Isthmian intellectuals of the 

twentieth century, Crespo was never a major political 

5 
figure. He was known primarily for his educational thought. 

Almost immediately upon his return to the Isthmus 

in 1917, Crespo began to disseminate the new ideas he had 

brought with him. In the April, 1917, issue of La Revista 

Nueva. a leading magazine of the era, he published a 

translation of John Dewey's educational philosophy. Two 

months earlier he had also given a lecture at the National 

4. Jose D. Crespo, "Apuntes autobiograficos," 
Loteria. October, 1969, pp. 47-56, and Elda Maud de Leon J., 
"El pensamiento pedagogico de Jose Daniel Crespo," Thesis 
University of Panama, 1964, pp. 1-3. 

5. Ibid., pp. 2-3. 
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Conservatory of Music and Declamation in which he outlined 

the direction he believed Panamanian education should take. 

In this lecture, Crespo indicated that education should have 

a social end. The individual should finish the educational 

process attuned to the needs of a collective society and 

would, in turn, make a socially efficient citizen. 

Crespo believed that Panama's school system did not 

serve either the individual or society, but rather that it 

existed, only for its own benefit. As a result, Panama's 

society was not socially efficient. He described social 

efficiency as an acquisition and expression of social ideals 

which included the ability of an individual to earn a 

satisfactory living for himself and his family, the posses

sion of adequate literary and cultural skills relative to 

his station in life, and an adherence toward the norms of 

his society.^ 

It might at first appear that Crespo sought a 

rigidly disciplined society in which everyone had his niche 

and specific calling. He was, however, careful to explain 

that he did not seek to tread on the individuality so highly 

prized by Panamanians. In his denial that he was attempting 

6. John Dewey, "Mi credo pedagogico," Trans. Jose 
D. Crespo, La Revista Nueva, Tomo II (April, 1917), 284-95, 
and Jose D. Crespo, "Conferencia dictada ... a los maestros 
de la capital en el salon de actos del Conservatorio 
Nacional de Musica y Declamacion el dia 9 de febrero de 
1917," La Revista Nueva. Tomo II (March, 1917), 173. 

7. Crespo, "Conferencias," 173-77. 
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to squelch individuality he came forth with a position that 

was extremely important in the future rationalization of 

social reform in Panama, and it was such a rationalization 

that made the new educational movement an integral part of 

that social reform. Crespo claimed that a person must 

retain his individuality. Panamanians felt it essential for 

a productive society. But at the same time he saw no need 

for a conflict between the will of the individual and the 

needs of collective society. They should, he claimed, 

complement one another. In reality the conflict arose only 

when the individual placed his desires and ambitions above 

g 
the needs of society. 

What Crespo had in mind when he spoke of a "social 

end" for education was that the goals of society should be 

firmly implanted in the emerging student and the student 

should desire to do his best within the framework of 

society. By being trained to do something worthwhile an 

individual would at once become a productive member of 

society and at the same time provide for himself and his 

dependents. The manner or degree to which a person applied 

himself to his occupation left plenty of room for indi

vidualism. In his plan for more socially efficient schools, 

Crespo had, in effect, set forth the outline of future 

8. Ibid.. 173, and Jose D. Crespo, "Cooperacion y 
educacion," La Revista Nueva. Tomo III (September, 1917), 
165-71. 
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relationships among the state, society, and the individual. 

He stressed the need to place the welfare of society above 

the desires of the individual. He also hoped that the 

individual might make some type of contribution to society. 

Such a concept, developed to the ultimate, might have led 

the country toward the omnipotent state envisioned by 

communism or socialism. Crespo, however, emphasized that 

individuality must not be lost in the attempt to create a 

more productive citizen. Once other intellectuals had 

accepted Crespo's argument there occurred a shifting of 

emphasis away from the individual and toward the collective 

will of society. It was a subtle shift, but one that was 

certainly used and improved upon by Jose Moscote in his 

9 
plans for constitutional reform during the 1930's. 

During the remaining years of the twentieth cen

tury's second decade, Crespo continued to put forth his 

ideas on la^ escuela nueva. In January, 1918, he published 

an article arguing that education should have a utility 

about it but denied that such a program had to be of the 

harsh Benthemistic variety. If Panama were ever to be self 

sufficient in industry and agriculture, as the Liberals then 

desired, it must establish a more pragmatic educational 

system. He also indicated that he had been quite 

9. Leon J., p. 27. 

10. Jose D. Crespo, "El utilitarismo en la educa-
cion," La Revista Nueva. Tomo IV (January, 1918), 56-57. 
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impressed with the United States's educational systems 

during his period of study at Columbia University. He 

expressed a slight amazement that the United States's 

system worked so well without a national ministry of educa

tion. Crespo believed that the United States's system 

worked well because it was very alturistic in its goals and 

was actually based on the two principles of liberalism and 

democracy. He saw the goals of the United States school as 

"el cultivo de personalidad" and added that "nada preocupa 

tanto al maestro americano como el infundir en sus alumnos 

habitos de obrar y de pensar en si mismos. 

With the goal of social efficiency in mind, Crespo 

hoped to emulate the United States1s method of instilling 

the student with the habit of work and self confidence. 

Like Morales, he noted Panama's reliance upon the Canal Zone 

and its inability to produce even enough foodstuffs for its 

own consumption. In an attempt to devise a means to sur

mount these shortcomings he turned toward vocational educa

tion. The advanced nations of the world had seen the value 

of vocational training and included it in their educational 

systems. Panama, however, lagged far behind and Crespo said 

that "no parece sino que nuestra escuela inculcara la 

erronea creencia de que el fin ultimo de la educacion ... es 

11. Jose D. Crespo, "La educacion publica nortea-
mericano," Cuasimodo. July 31, 1919, p. 40. 
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capacitar al individuo para que viva del trabajo de los 

^ ' ii I2 
demas." 

What lay behind Panama's inability to improve its 

educational system, said Crespo, was the old aristocratic 

concept of a governing elite. Crespo believed the aristo

cratic element of society had carefully guarded their 

privilege to education and had systematically excluded the 

lower classes. But if the new socialized education could 

be brought into effect then "la sociedad sin clases del 

futuro" might be achieved much sooner. This socialized 

society was to have a base established on reciprocal service 

and cooperation rather than the harsh competition of 

13 
laissez-faire liberalism. 

Due to the advance in learning during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, Crespo claimed that the school had 

come to occupy and replace the role of the church in Latin 

America. It was he said, "indudable que a la escuela le 

corresponde coordinar, armonizar, encauzar y, en cierto modo, 

dirigir la accion educativa de todas las demas instituciones 

14 sociales." Because education was a necessity to the 

individual and to society, Crespo believed that only the 

12. Jeptha B. Duncan and Jose D. Crespo, La demo-
cratizacion de las escuelas y otros discursos (Panama: 
Tipografia Diario de Panama, 1921), p. 33. 

13. Jose D. Crespo, Fundamentos de la nueva educa-
cion (Panama, n.p., 1942), pp. 24-25. 

14. Ibid., p. 65. 
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state,should be entrusted with it. In addition to its 

importance to society, Crespo also thought that the orienta

tion of education in the past had been wrong. It had failed 

because it did not adapt itself to a social function. 

Education, he said, "de todos los tiempos, mas que esencial-

, 15 
mente individualista, ha sido egoista." 

The egoistic tradition had been transmitted from 

generation to generation and was largely responsible for the 

misery and social unrest in society. Its primary conse

quence had been to intensify "la lucha del hombre contra el 

hombre, aumentar el desequilibrio social, y formentar la 

16 
desigualidad humana ... ." This type of education, he 

added, at best provided a threat to society and usually pro-' 

duced only parasites that survived from the work of others. 

What particularly angered him was that people usually 

recognized the state's obligation to provide some type of 

education for the people but then assumed that the education 

received was strictly for the benefit of the recipient. 

Crespo thought that a reciprocal obligation was in order. 

That is, the person educated by the state should in return 

have an obligation to use his talents for the benefit of 

17 society. Crespo then, in his quest for a socialized 

15. Ibid.. pp. 25, 33. Quotation from p. 33. 

16. Ibid., p. 33. 

17. Ibid. 
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education, sought to increase the capacity of cooperation 

in society and to reduce exploitation and strong competi

tion. While his approach was slightly different, his effort 

to achieve a more equal society placed his thought very 

close to Jeptha Duncan's efforts to democratize Panama's 

schools. 

Jeptha Duncan's background was very similar to that 

of Crespo. Duncan was nearly five years younger and the son 

of a North American father and a Panamanian mother. He 

received his secondary education in the United States and 

then accepted a fellowship from the Panamanian government to 

study abroad. Instead of returning to the United States, he 

chose to study in Europe and earned a licenciado degree from 

the University of Paris. Duncan returned to Panama in 1912 

and became affiliated with the Liberal party as had Crespo. 

Upon his return, Duncan became a Sub-Secretary of Education 

in Belisario Porras' administration and also taught English 

at the Instituto Nacional. Between the years 1916-1918, 

Duncan was Secretary-General to President Ramon Valdes. 

After Valdes' death, Belisario Porras again became president, 

and Duncan was appointed Secretary of Education, a post he 

1 Q 
held until 1923. 

18. Berta Alicia Carvallo S., "Jeptha B. Duncan en 
la vida publica panamena; el educador, el periodista y el 
politico," Thesis University of Panama, 1956, pp. 2-6. 
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Duncan served as a deputy in the National Assembly 

from 1924-1926, and was again named Secretary of Education 

in 19 31 and 1932. He later taught English and English 

literature at the University of Panama and became the 

institution's rector from 1940-1943. He was also the owner 

and editor of The Times and the Spanish language El Tjempo 

from 1919-1945. Like most other intellectuals of the 

period, Duncan also held several diplomatic posts and had 

19 
travelled widely in Europe and the Americas. 

In any comparison between Duncan and Crespo, one of 

the major differences evident is Duncan's wider perspective 

on Panamanian affairs. While both were primarily educators 

and their ideas were centered around the school, Duncan's 

thought was much broader than was Crespo's. Duncan, for 

instance, saw the World War I period as an era of great 

change and increasing opportunity that transcended even the 

French Revolution. The war itself, he believed, had been 

not only a struggle between the classes, but also between 

the forces of liberty and absolution. He saw a new spiri

tual equality arising from the conflict that heralded the 

downfall of class privilege. As a result, the post-war 

period became to him an "era nueva de reconstruccion social 

*  20  
y de revision de valores morales." 

19. Ibid. 

20. Jeptha B. Duncan, El ideal educativo del presente 
y otros discursos (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1919) , p. 24. 
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Undoubtedly Duncan shared Crespo's enthusiasm to 

socialize Panama's schools and, ultimately, Panamanian 

society. But Duncan was also much more the idealist than 

Crespo. Crespo was basically a pragmatist with a social 

conscience, while Duncan was basically an idealist with just 

enough pragmatism to agree with Crespo's ideas. Duncan's 

thought centered around a democratic concept where class 

consciousness did not come into play and where hard work and 

merit rated higher than social position and political 

privilege. It was Duncan's efforts to establish a more 

equitable society that earned him a place among the intel

lectual elite of Panama. 

Duncan did not begin his campaign to democratize the 

schools until after he became Minister of Education in 1918. 

But sometime between 1912 and the end of World War I, he 

became convinced that Panama must change its course in 

education. The period 1914-1919 was one in which the spirit 

of renovation, created by Morales, had caught on. Crespo 

was already expounding the merits of a socialized education 

and in 1919, Cuasimodo appeared outlining the process of 

change in the world. Duncan also began his campaign in 1919, 

by publishing a series of speeches in which he indicated the 

course that he wanted to take. It was, he said, no longer 

possible: 

Inspirarnos en el ideal platonico de la educacion 
y preparar al individuo para la clase, ni tampoco 
que abrevemos en los principios educativos 
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iiidividualistas basados en el naturalismo de 
Rousseau, ni que cedamos al influjo del austero 
nacionalismo educativo, nacido en Alemania al 
glope de las conquistas napoleonicas y tendientes 
a formar al ciudadano para el Estado y no el 
hombre para la humanidad.^l 

The educative ideal of Duncan was primarily that of 

relevancy. Since he was certain that the world was headed 

for a major social reform, he concluded that education must 

be guided by a democratic spirit. The modern educational 

system must then be geared to the whole of society and not 

to a single class. It must also "aspira a preparar en el 

nino el futuro ciudadano que debera realizar labor de 

interes social, y tambien, al futuro obrero que tendra por 

objetivo la ejecucion de una obra practica, utilitaria si se 

22 
quiere, pero indispensable para la colectividad." 

While Duncan desired change he was under no illu

sions that it would be easy to accomplish. Society, he 

said, resisted change, and feared that its inherent evils 

would be exposed. But just such an exposure of society was 

needed in order to remove outdated institutions, customs, 

traditions, and codes of conduct that impeded progress. 

Panama, he thought, had progressed much faster materially 

than it had ideologically. The leaders of Panama were con

sidered behind the times and while they spoke of justice, 

liberty, and tolerance they inwardly cringed at the first 

21. Ibid., p. 10. 

22. Ibid. 



92 

sign of radical change. "En una palabra," said Duncan, "no 

decimos liberales en el sentido mas amplio del vocable y la 

postre resultamos mas intransigentes que los conservadores 

„23 mas reaccionarios." 

In Duncan's mind, Panama was not measuring up to 

modern world standards. The old political order which 

everyone was struggling so hard to maintain was no longer 

adequate for the present situation and was "un anacronismo 

24 
absurdo. en la hora que vivimos." Any plan to liberate 

the popular will was usually denounced as radicalism or even 

Bolshevism but at times radical action was necessary to 

prepare the way for a people to realize its aspirations. In 

order for the nation to really progress, Duncan said, 

"tenemos que liberar las fuerzas y la iniciativa de las 

„25 masas." 

Despite Duncan's use of terms such as "classless 

society" and "liberation of the masses," and his criticism 

of the old regime, he was neither Marxist nor revolutionary, 

nor did he advocate any violent overthrow of the existing 

political or social structure. To the contrary, he was but 

a liberal attuned to the times and, in reality, quite as 

23. Jeptha B. Duncan, La nacion y las escuelas 
(Panama: The Times Publishing Co., 192g), p. 11. 

24. Jeptha B. Duncan, Educacion y civismo (Panama: 
The Times Publishing Co., 1929), p. 10. 

25. Ibid., p. 13. 



middle class in outlook as his associates. While he was 

active politically and did take part in the coup d'etat of 

1931, he limited his ideas for social reform almost entirely 

to the educational area. 

In 1920, Duncan began to call for a new educational 

system for Panama which must consider the social and indus

trial needs of the country. The schools of Panama must not 

continue to put out a great number of lawyers and academi

cians but rather concentrate on preparing artesans ind 

farmers capable of developing the nation's natural wealth. 

Education, he felt, must not limit itself just to literary 

goals and to preparing the individual to earn a living but 

must, instead, "penetararse de las aspiraciones e ideales de 

la comunidad ... es decir, debe adoptar el punto de vista 

• n ,,26 
social ... . " 

Duncan's 1920 report to the National Assembly empha

sized the social needs of the educational system. Educa

tion, he said, must drop the individualistic orientation of 

the past and use for an objective the preparation of youth 

for the society of the present. Duncan did not hope to 

raise all citizens to high levels of achievement, but by 

implanting a more democratic education he believed that 

26. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, La 
educacion publica en Panama: Memoria que el secretario de 
instruccion publica presenta a la asamblea nacional en sus 
sesiones de 1920 (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1921), pp. 1, 
135-36, 160. Quotation from p. 136. -
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anyone who so desired might rise to the limits of one's own 

potential. Some would excel more than others, but this 

would produce at least a small corps of competent men to 

lead the nation. The lesser achievers would also become an 

intelligent majority able to choose the best of the 

27 
leaders. 

Duncan's objective was to democratize the future 

generation of Panama in order to improve the political 

morality of the country. The continual chaos of the 

political scene, the adjustment of the laws to benefit 

specific individuals, the bossism of political parties, and 

the public apathy toward the evils of such a system were 

his targets for renovation. Education, he felt, was the 

best way to correct such abuses and he said, "la escuela 

constituye la fuerza mas potente y mas fundamental con que 

contamos para hacer perdurables entre nosotros las condi-

ciones que informan el espiritu democratico y para conservar 

y extender nuestros caracteristicos como nacion independi-

J. H28 
ente." 

The problem which Panama faced was essentially one 

of illiteracy. Duncan estimated that in 1929, there were 

100,000 students between seven and fifteen years of age. 

27. Ibid.. pp. 330, 342-43. 

28. Jeptha B. Duncan, La nacion y las escuelas. 
p. 8. 



Out of this number only two per cent or 2,000 had finished 

the primary level of school. That left some 98,000 illit

erate or functionally illiterate people who would comprise 

the future electorate. Considering such a deplorable 

prospect, Duncan then asked if " el problem de la educa-

cion publica en Panama es ya o no el problema maximo, el 

problema por excelencia, el problema transcendental que 

t 29 
confronta la Republica?" 

In Panama, he said, the idea existed that it was 

possible to legislate civil responsibility and morality, 

and even to pass laws that would rid the nation of its 

public corruption. Every year the legislature passed new 

and often impractical laws. They bordered on the absurd, 

at best were confusing, and sometimes contradictory. Such 

laws were of limited value as people usually did not under

stand them and consequently paid little attention to them 

which, in turn, increased a general disrespect for the law 

In reality, such actions were futile because: 

Nuestros legisladores que se precian de reformistas 
olvidan que en realidad las leyes, los decretos y 
las resoluciones que se expiden, por numerosos y 
severos que sean, nada valen, ningun respeto inspir-
an y no son jamas cumplidos, si no existe previa-
mente en la colectividad un sent;i.miento publico 
sano y fuerte que los respalde ... .30 

29. Ibid., p. 13. 

30. Jeptha B. Duncan, La nueva disciplina y el 
ciudadano de una republica (Panama: The Times Publishing 
Co., 1928), p. 20. 
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Consequently, a vicious circle existed in Panama. 

On one hand, the masses were interested only in material 

gains and did not realize that an improved education would 

provide for a better life. On the other, the nation's 

leaders also failed to recognize the advantages of educa

tion and, in turn, either continued to make promises to the 

masses which they could not keep, or passed the unrealistic 

legislation he complained of above. Everyone, he said, was 

calling for more public works in the form of roads or 

bridges, but they neglected education without which public 

works were of little value since the beneficiaries were not 

numerous. Everyone wanted better and more equitable laws 

and justice, but they forgot that respect for laws and 

justice could not be achieved without education. Everyone 

wanted fiscal and tax reform but forgot that the true wealth 

of the nation would not increase greatly without the educa

tion necessary to develop the industrial and agricultural 

potential. Without consideration of the educational factor, 

31 
Duncan said, Panama had little hope of lasting progress. 

Another difficulty surrounding the situation was 

that the majority of politicians were concerned only with 

votes. Public works always got priority over education 

because the results were tangible and considered as evidence 

of an administration's concern for the nation's welfare. 

31. Duncan, La~nacion y las escuelas. p. 14. 
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Whereas "los dineros que se invierten en el establecimiento 

de una escuela ... no son dineros que le dan trabajo a un 

numero de ciudadanos susceptibles de ser transformados en 

* * 32 
igual numero de votos en epoca elecionaria." But, he 

added, the situation should be reversed since the school was 

the greatest source of progress that could be had. 

Because of the political interference and neglect, 

Duncan was a strong advocate of an independent educational 

system free from political control and with its own source 

of revenue. "Las escuelas," he said, "de la Republica ... 

no son, ni pueden ser nunca, patrimonio exclusivo de nignun 

partido politico, ni de ninguna secta religiosa, ni de 

niguna clase social, sino que son de la Nacion, y para la 

^ 33 
Nacion en su conjunto." By such a statement, Duncan also 

meant that teachers in the nation's schools must free them

selves from partisan politics and devote themselves to their 

job of educating future citizens. The teacher's duty, said 

Duncan, was to build character and habits of good citizen

ship into the students. The students must be taught to 

understand and to exercise their political rights even under 

the threat of intimidation. Unless students were taught to 

understand and obey the laws, legislation was worthless and 

anarchy was the only prospect. Finally, he said, they must 

32. Ibid., p. 17. 

33. Ibid., p. 19. 
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be instilled with a sense of idealism and a desire to have, 

34 
and become a part of a better nation. 

Duncan did not desire to make youth into automatons, 

but rather he sought to make them into people who might be 

able to think for themselves and to form their own opinions. 

He expressed Panama's needs in this way: "sobre todas las 

cosas ... que mas necesitamos entre nosotros: necesitamos 

el desarrollo de ciudadanos de criterio propio, incapaces de 

confundir la esencia de las cosas con el aspecto exterior de 

ellos, ni menos aun de dejarse deducir por la fraseologia 

vaporosa e inagotable de los politicos a caza de sufra-

gantes."^ 

Duncan hoped that if a student were taught to dis

tinguish right from wrong and to think for himself, it would 

be possible to distinguish the honest politician from the 

charlatan, and also to tell the difference between a 

personalistic political party and one with real ideals and 

3 6 
platforms. If a citizen did not have the sense of duty 

to exercise his vote, or if he lacked the discipline to obey 

laws, a continuation of the status quo was likely. Duncan 

did not want such an occurrence and said "la obra que yo 

aspiro a realizar en nuestras escuelas ... es el desarrollar 

34. Jeptha B. Duncan, El maestro de escuela y su 
mision (Panama: The Times Publishing Co., 1928), pp. 15-20. 

35. Ibid., pp. 18-19. 

36. Duncan, La nueva disciplina. p. 24. 
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en las generaciones que se levantan una actitud civica para 

O *7 

la solucion de nuestros probelmas nacionales ... 

Included in Duncan's actitud civica were self 

sacrifice, a spirit of cooperation, and a sense of social 

service. It was, he believed, not the form of government 

that made a true democracy but rather the habits and customs 

of the people. Democracy, he claimed, "implica trabajo, 

laboriosidad, afan de producir. ... No hay lugar para la 

ociosidad, para las clases parasitas que viven de lo que los 

demas producen, para aquellos que se averguenzan de laborar 

con las manos y que creen que los pueblos deben estar 

divididos en dos categorias, la que labora y produce y la 

38 
que consume y se divierte." 

Since the characteristics of democracy were not 

innate they would have to be acquired. It was to this end 

that Duncan's version of the democratic education came into 

play. Education was to form the morality and principles 

which "hagan nuestra conducta mas conforme con el espiritu 

39 de la verdadera democracia." 

The present school system, however, instilled the 

concepts of privilege which he believed were indigenous to 

countries which had, or desired, an autocratic government. 

37. Duncan, Educacion y civismo. p. 8. 

38. Duncan and Crespo, La democratizacion. p. 5. 

39. Ibid. 
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Neither did the current system provide the students with a 

desire for work or productivity. Instead of making capable 

industrious citizens "los transforman en empleomanos 

impenitentes o cuando mas en senoritos de bufete cuya unica 

aspiracion parece ser la de vivir una vida de parasitismo y 

de ocio en el seno de la comunidad. 

Duncan, then, hoped to solve the nation's problems 

by -a reorganization of the school systems. His active 

campaign along with Crespo's earlier thoughts on the 

socialization of the schools began to gain adherents 

throughout the 1920's. Lesser writers also took up the 

crusade. Baltasar Isaza y C. writing in Estudios said that 

Panama was indeed without a guiding ideal and it was up to. 

the schools to provide it. He agreed with Duncan by saying 

that schools should be made available to all classes and "la 

educacion que reciben debe ser una educacion que responda a 

fines sociales ... . 

Even an arch-conservative such as Nicolas Victoria 

Jaen agreed on this subject. Victoria Jaen had been the 

nation's first Minister of Education in 1904 and was, in 

principle, loath to divorce religion from education. Still, 

he was forced to admit in 1922 that the national problems of 

40. Ibid., p. 9. 

41. Baltasar Isaza y C., "Especializacion integral," 
Estudios. Ano II (November-December, 1923), 925-26. 
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42 
Panama were closely allied to that of education. By 1928, 

he had come even closer to Duncan's point of view. While 

still insisting that education should be inspired by 

Christian principles he said- it should be available to all 

classes and directed with the goal of making the child "un 

43 
hombre completo." 

However, the man who was credited with actually 

inaugurating the educational reforms was Octavio Mendez 

44 Pereira. He too had studied abroad, but chose the Uni

versity of Chile instead of the United States or Europe. 

He returned to Panama in 1912, became a Sub-Secretary of 

Education in 1918, and rector of the Instituto Nacional. He 

held the latter post until 1923, and was then appointed as 

Secretary of Education after Jeptha Duncan resigned the post. 

Mendez Pereira held the position until 1927, when he went 

abroad as Panama's minister to France and Great Britain. In 

1935, he returned again to be the first rector of the 

45 
University of Panama. 

42. Nicolas Victoria Jaen "El verdadero problema 
nacional," Estudios. Ano I (October, 1922), 288. 

43. Nicolas Victoria Jaen, Escritos (Panama: 
Imprenta Nacional, 1930), II, 8-9. 

44. Canton, p. 82. 

45. Raquel Maria Gonzalez Ducreaux, "Octavio Mendez 
Pereira, baluarte de la educacion panamena," Thesis 
University of Panama, 1956, pp. 3-6. 
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Mendez Pereira was also firmly committed to the idea 

of educational reform in Panama. He thought, as did the 

others, that education might be used to increase public 

political responsibility and to generally improve the 

quality of life. Shortly before taking over the Secretary

ship of Education he remarked that "la poblacion, la masa 

anonima, no puede ser elemento de progreso sino cuando posee 

un elevado coeficiente de moral, de energia de trabajo y 

..46 
cooperacion ... . " 

He saw the current educational system in much the 

same light as did Jeptha Duncan. Those who succeeded in 

completing the schooling available usually fell prey to 

empleomania. But he also realized that the individual was 

not wholly to blame. Panama's lack of industry compounded 

the problem and often the government was the only place to 

secure employment. The obvious answer, he felt, was a more 

practical education, and in this sense agreed with Crespo1s 

thoughts. But again he was not convinced that vocational 

programs were the whole answer. Mendez Pereira did not 

want technology and science to completely outstrip the 

humanities. His search for a happy medium finally led him 

to the conclusion that "el fin de la escuela no es educar 

47 para ganarse la vida sino educar para vivir." The student, 

46. Mendez Pereira, En el surco. p. 3. 

47. Ibid., p. 65. 
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he claimed, must be able to cope and improve upon whatever 

was available upon completion of his studies. 

The thesis of Mendez Pereira's educational thought 

and its relation to society might be summed up by saying 

that a more practical education would feed the body while 

an ample dose of the humanities would nourish the spirit. 

The correct allotment of each would produce a better 

balanced unit in society or a more socially efficient 

citizen. To this effect, he said: 

En general mientras mejor sea la vida que pueda 
procurarse al individuo mayor sera su grado de 
eficiencia social. Y esta eficiencia social ha 
de incluir por fuerza la capacidad de ganarse la 
vida, la adquisicion de una cultura general, de 
normas precisas, y la inspiracion de ideales, 
dinamicos que funcionen como juicios y como 
estimulos que sirvan de guia consciente a la 
conducta.48 

In order to carry out his ideas for reform of 

society, Mendez Pereira sought to make the school less of an 

isolation from life and more of an extension of it. The 

student, he said, should not notice a large difference 

between what the school teaches and what life itself does. 

Like Duncan and Crespo, Mendez Pereira wanted the school to 

be more democratic and capable of turning out students with 

individual initiative, an eagerness for work, constancy of 

purpose, and an ability to think for themselves. Panama's 

schools, he said in 1924, were, however, still oriented 

48. Ibid., p. 67. 
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solely toward intellectual achievement, with teachers, 

politicians, and writers as the end products. He said that 

it was a point of national shame when no one who completed 

the educational process was capable of doing a manual 

4- ^ 49 trade. 

To rid Panama of what he called "la indolencia 

musulmana que nos caracteriza," he proposed that: 

Las escuelas primarias ... deben preparar para el 
trabajo eficiente, para la industria, para la lucha 
por. la vida en todas sus fases: las escuelas de las 
cuidades para las artes y oficios mas necesarios a 
la comunidad, estableciendo secciones practicas de 

'carpinteria, albanileria, herreria, sastreria, 
zapateria, curtiembre, lecheria, trabajos manuales, 
economia domestico ... [y] las escuelas de los 
campos para el trabajo agrfcola, mediante granjas, 
jardines escolares, crias de animales domesticos 
etc. ect.50 

By 1926, Mendez Pereira had consolidated his ideas 

for Panamanians' education into a five-point program, which 

was largely oriented toward the improvement of the nation's 

morality. First, education should create a habit of work, 

discipline, and general morality which would contribute to 

the individual and social improvement of the nation. Second, 

the schools would develop civic responsibility in order to 

prepare the future citizen for his democratic rights and 

responsibilities. Third, the schools were to combat 

49. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, 
Memoria que el secretario de estado en el despacho de in-
struccion publica presenta a la asamblea nacional de 1924 
(Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1924) , pp. 1-3. 

50. Ibid., p. 3. 
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disillusionment and pessimism and give the student a more 

confident approach toward life. Closely allied to the third 

point was the fourth in which the schools would build the 

student's confidence in the existing institutions and the 

nation's leaders. The fifth was a new element that was fast 

becoming a watchword in the country. The schools were also 

to create a nationalistic sentiment of national pride in 

51 
Panama. But still the over-all thrust of the new educa

tion of Mendez Pereira was to instill "en la conciencia de 

nuestros conciudadanos la idea de una educacion intensa y 

solida que eleve el nivel moral y cultural del pais y forme 

ciudadanos utiles y hombres inteligentes, leales y 

52 
disciplinados." 

Of the nation's leading intellectuals, only Jose D. 

Moscote was cool toward the new proposals for education. 

This is not to say that Moscote did not share Duncan's, 

Crespo's or Mendez Pereira's aspirations for a more equitable 

society, but rather that he did not share their enthusiasm 

for the achievement of such through educational reform. 

Moscote did admit that the school system would benefit from 

reform and that such reform could produce men better equipped 

51. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, 
Memoria que el secretario de estado en el despacho de in-
struccion publica presenta a la asamblea nacional de 1926 
(Panama: The Times Publishing Co., 1926), p. 10. 

52. Ibid. , p. 9. 
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53 
to lead and govern. He even called Duncan's and Crespo's 

plan "un programa armonico ... basado en ideas e ideales de 

positiva significacion renovadora," and urged public support 

54 
of it. He was not, however overly optimistic about the 

scheme. 

Moscote's lack of enthusiasm was not necessarily due 

to non-acceptance of the ideas for the goals sought by the 

educators were very similar to his own. The difference lay 

in the method of accomplishment. During the decade of the 

1920's, Moscote was already beginning to formulate his ideas 

of an interventionist state which, if achieved, would en

force the morality sought by Duncan and Crespo. Moscote 

believed, for example, that education alone could not do the 

job required of it. Where education stopped, political 

55 
action must take over. 

Such a concept stemmed from the conclusion that an 

individual in society might never be able to successfully 

fend for himself, regardless of his education, morality, or 

ability, without governmental assistance. But a combination 

of a practical, democratic education and an authoritative, 

sympathetic state might be able to achieve sound results. 

53. Jose D. Moscote, Paqinas idealistas (Panama: 
Tipografia Moderna, 1917), pp. 20-21. 

54. Jose D. Moscote, "Prologo," in Duncan and 
Crespo, La democratizacion. p. iii. 

55. Jose D. Moscote, Motivos (Panama: Editorial 
Minerva, 1924), pp. 22-23. 
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In line with this reasoning he said "toda educacion, como 

toda politica, corresponden a la funcion esencial de mejorar 

las condiciones del hombre, y esta obra, que comienza en la 

escuela, no alcanza su maximo desarrollo sino en el 

Estado."^ 

The idea that the maximum development of a society 

might be achieved by governmental action eventually led him 

to a program of constitutional revision in the 1930's. In 

the resulting clamor for constitutional reform, the educa

tional movement of the 1920's waned as its backers swung 

over to the more current theme of social reform then being 

popularized by Moscote. One other factor also figured in 

the decline of the enthusiasm for educational reform. The 

results of educational reform took time. Achievements, if 

they were to be measured, might have to be seen years later. 

And without concrete results it was difficult to get the 

necessary support for the full implementation of educational 

reform. For as Mendez Pereira said, "los escuelas no pueden 

ganar electores, ni conquistar caciques provincianos, ni 

57 
obtener aplausos inmediatos ... ." 

Even had the school system been able to obtain all 

the support it desired, and had it been able to accomplish 

what it hoped, the time lag would have been too great. For 

56. Ibid., p. 23. 

57. Panama, Secretario de instruccion publica, 
Memoria ... 1926. p. 152. 
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as Panama entered the 1930's, the pressures for immediate 

relief from a depression-ridden society were becoming too 

great to be warded off with promises of a better education. 

Further complicating the situation was a top-heavy political 

system which, having lost the basis of its support, came 

crashing down with the coup of January 2, 19 31. And as if 

symbolic of the date of its occurrence, the coup ushered in 

a new era of political thought. 



CHAPTER V 

THE 1931 COUP, A TURNING POINT FOR REFORM 

When Conservatives and Liberals agreed in 190 3 to 

work together, it at first appeared to be a solution that 

would give the new nation a reasonable amount of stability. 

In 1904, two parties were created with both Liberals and 

Conservatives in the ranks of each. The Partido Constitu-

cional was a mixture of Conservatives and Liberals that 

supported the administration of President Manuel Amador 

Guerrero. In the role of opposition party was the 

Coalicion Republicana. It was led by the prominent Liberals 

Belisario Porras and Carlos A. Mendoza, but it also had many 

Conservative adherents."'" 

The deliberate lessening of old party frictions by 

the creation of new parties did help to provide for an aura 

of compromise, but it also created considerable ideological 

confusion which led to an extreme personalism in the nation's 

political contests. An example of the confusion that existed 

was the 1908 presidential election. The Partido Constitu-

cional, which had supported the government of Conservative 

President Amador Guerrero, backed a Liberal, Ricardo Arias, 

1. Diogenes de la Rosa, "Ideas politicas y los 
partidos de la republica," Loteria. July, 1960, p. 19. 
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as its candidate while the Liberal-led Coalicion Republicana 

> A 2 
nominated an old-line Conservative Jose Domingo de Obaldia. 

Such a reversal in the ideological background of the 

candidates made party discipline extremely difficult to 

maintain. The lack of specific party platforms made the 

shaky discipline even more tenuous and forced electors to 

back their personal choice or to vote for the man repre

senting the older parties. Another result of the lack of 

strong party ideologies was the almost immediate disintegra

tion of the losing party. 

After the 1908 election just such a dissolution 

occurred in the Partido Constitucional. Jose Domingo de 

Obaldia of the rival Coalicion Republicana won. The victory 

shattered the Partido Constitucional. Besides the break-up 

of the party, the failure of the Partido Constitucional 

caused three other effects. First, it strengthened the 

Liberal hold on Isthmian politics as the Liberals in the 

Partido Constitucional shifted to the Coalicion Republicana. 

Second, it completely broke the Conservative's bid for 

dominance. From 1908 to 1931, the Conservatives were unable 

to organize their own party. Finally, it also established a 

2. Ibid. 
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precedent for personalistic election machines, a charac-

3 
teristic which has continued until the present time. 

The demise of the Partido Constitucional left the 

Coalicion Republica predominantly Liberal in composition and 

leadership. The Coalicion was temporarily in full control 

of the political situation. However, in the presidential 

election year of 1912, another party sprang up in opposition 

called the Union Patriotica. The appearance of an opposi

tion party divided the Liberals into two camps. Belisario 

Porras, the candidate of the Coalicion Republicana won the 

election over Liberal Pablo Arosemena of the Union Patrio

tica. Again after the defeat, the losing party, the Union 

* 4 Patriotica, dissolved and only one Liberal party remained. 

Such an occurrence may have continued each election 

year, but the inevitable happened two years later. In 1914, 

Belisario Porras and Carlos A. Mendoza, two of the principal 

leaders of the Liberal party became involved in a personal 

feud. The party then divided again, this time permanently. 

By 1916, the presidential election year, the two factions 

had organized under the names of Partido Liberal de Porras 

3. Ibid., pp. 19-20, and Euclides M. Cerrud A., 
Gustavo A. Haskins A., and Enrique Noel hijo, "Particulari-
dades de los partidos nacionales," Thesis University of 
Panama, 1968, p. 5. 

4. De la Rosa, "Ideas politicas," pp. 19-20, and 
Fernando Guardia, Nuestra politica: articulos de Fernando 
Guardia. Resena politica de nuestros partidos (Panama: 
Benedetti Hermanos, 1931), pp. 3-5. 



112 

and Partido Liberal. The Porras group supported Ramon M. 

Valdes for president, while the Mendoza faction backed 

Rodolfo Chiari. The Conservatives were still unable to 

field a candidate of their own and were again present in 

both of the Liberal parties. Due to the popularity of 

Porras, and the untimely death of Mendoza, Valdes succeeded 

in winning the election. 

In 1920, Belisario Porras organized another 

electoral machine called the Liga Nacional Porrista by which 

he was again elected president for the term 1920-1924. The 

Porras machine had, by this time, become the official 

government party and, as usual, contained many Conservatives 

as well as Liberals. Even Rodolfo Chiari, who lost the 1920 

election to Porras rejoined Porras' faction and was, in turn, 

rewarded with the presidency from 1924-1928. The backers of 

Chiari, however, in a moment of ingratitude, gained control 

of the Liga Porrista and expelled Belisario Porras, its 

founder. Porras in turn, founded the Concentracion Liberal 

Porrista for the 1928 election, but his power was fast 

waning and his candidate, Jorge E. Boyd, lost to Florencio 

g 
Harmodio Arosemena of the Partido Liberal Chiarista. 

The course of Panamanian politics between 1903 and 

1928 brought a constant stream of criticism against the 

5. De la Rosa, "Ideas politicas," p. 20. 

6. Ibid., pp. 21-22. 
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evils of personalism, but few actual attempts were made to 

correct the situation. An abortive attempt by Guillermo 

Patterson to launch a youth party took place in 1917. 

Patterson was one of the younger men interested in politics 

who moved on the fringe of Panamanian intellectual circles. 

He saw politics as hopelessly corrupt and in need of renova

tion. The Liberals, he believed, were Conservatives at 

heart and had arch-Conservatives in their ranks. Such a 

confused situation caused men to work against their own 

principles in the coalition parties that continually sprang 

up. Personalism was to blame and a strong infusion of 

idealistic young men was needed in the higher posts of 

government and in the Liberal party in order to purify it. 

In 1917, a Partido de la Juventud was actually organized, 

but its platform was extremely vague. It limited itself to 

a general call for better principles in government with an 

assurance that youth could do the job. The party was not 

7 
able to gain any backing and soon failed. 

Much more effective was the group Accion Comunal 

that appeared in 1923. It also had a youth orientation and 

its membership was mostly young middle class men and 

intellectuals who were not involved with the political 

machines of the times. Accion Comunal claimed to be a 

7. Ibid.. p. 25, and Guillermo Patterson, El 
partido de la juventud; Historia de un esfuerzo en pro de 
los nuevos ideales (Panama: Tipografia Henry, 1925), pp. 22-
27, 30-37. 
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social and civil organization, but in reality was poli

tically oriented and highly nationalistic. It waged an 

eight-year campaign against the Liberal government in 

Panama, but it never formulated a clear ideology of its 

own. The group's outstanding accomplishments were its 

successful agitation to prevent the ratification of a new 

canal treaty in 1926, and its leadership in the January 2, 
Q 

1931, coup that ousted the old Liberals from government. 

. Accion Comunal executed the coup d'etat of January 

2, 1931 with amazing secrecy and skill. It planned to take 

the city and nation by surprise after a night of traditional 

New Year's revelry and at 3:00 a.m. on the morning of 

January 2, the attack began. The revolutionaries quickly 

seized the police stations, the government palace, and the 

telephone and telegraph office with a minimum of bloodshed. 

President Florencio Harmodio Arosemena was forced to resign 

and a three-man revolutionary junta was appointed to run the 

government until elections could be held. While the plotters 

had carried out their plan to the letter, final success 

rested with the United States. If the United States 

8. De la Rosa, "Ideas politicas," pp. 25-26, 
Panama-American. Panama: Extra Edition, January 2, 1931, 
1:4, and Biblioteca de Accion Comunal, Panama, sus problemas 
y sus hombres (Panama: Casa Editorial Accion Comunal, 1928), 
pp. 1-188. The last work cited in this footnote is a 
compilation of articles concerning Accion Comunal's fight 
against United States involvement in Panama. It covers the 
period of August 19, 1923-August 19, 1927, and the content 
is highly nationalistic. 
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intervened the coup would fail. But in line with the new 

United States policy toward Latin America, the United 

States Embassy in Panama issued a statement indicating no 

intervention would occur providing the revolutionaries 

maintained order. Accion Comunal did preserve the necessary 

public order and the success of their coup was then made 

final.^ 

The expressed motives for the coup were alturistic 

in nature. Accion Comunal sought to remove a government 

intent upon personal gain and to install a president more 

atuned to ideals and sound administration. Florencio 

Harmodio Arosemena was not a popular president and was 

constantly accused of using his office for his own gain. 

An editorial of the Panama America charged that he had done 

nothing more than increase his personal wealth at the 

people's expense, while a member of Accion Comunal complained 

that Arosemena left the operation of the government to the 

direction of his party and turned the country into "una 

agencia de negocios privados. 

9. Victor F. Goytia, Las constituciones de Panama 
(Madrid: Ediciones de Cultura Hispanica, 1954), p^ 815, and 
Panama-American. Panama: Extra Edition, January 2, 1931, 
1:6, and Third Extra Edition, January 2, 1931, 1:2. 

10. Jose Pezet, El 2 de enero ante la historia; 
discurso (Panama: Tipografia La Moderna, 1947), p! 14, and 
Panama^America. Panama: Extra Edition, January 2, 1931, 1:7, 
and Second Extra Edition, January 2, 1931, 1:1. 
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An increasing nationalism also figured strongly in 

the causes of the revolt. Many members of Accion Communal 

believed United States influence and economic pressure to be 

so strong that Panama was losing its nationality. One of 

the group's prominent figures, Jose Pezet, even went so far 

as to claim that Panama's presidents received their instruc

tions from the White House and that Panama's deputies to the 

National Assembly were elected from the Canal Zone. 

. In addition to the alleged political control from 

Washington, Pezet also thought that United States influence 

had penetrated into "los puntos mas estrategicos de la vida 

12 
nacional." He was referring to the various North American 

technical experts who had been brought to Panama during the 

late teens and 1920's. The list of positions occupied by 

North Americans was extensive and included a fiscal super

visor, a chief instructor of the national police, and 

engineer for the department of public works, an inspector 

general of education, a rector of the Instituto Nacional, a 

director of the national normal school, a chief of the 

national telegraph, a superintendent of the Santo Tomas 

hospital, and a chief of the hospital nursing staff. While 

all of the posts were not occupied by Americans at one time, 

the number involved was sufficient to give the nationalists 

11. Pezet, p. 12. 

12. Ibid. 
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13 
a point to argue. Outside of the political motives, the 

expressed reason for the founding of Accion Comunal then, 

was to regroup and reform Panama's nationality before it was 

lost, or as Pezet said, "para fusionar las fuerzas dispersas 

que debian robustecer el alma de la patria panamena y 

14 
forjarle contextura propia a la nacionalidad." 

Accion Communal's overthrow of the government did 

little to stop the amoeba-like splitting of Panama's 

political parties. Yet, despite this failure, the coup of 

1931 must be considered as a turning point for political 

thought in Panama. Just as 1931 marked an end to active 

intervention by the United States and a rise in Panamanian 

nationalism, so did it begin a reevaluation of Liberalism 

and initiated a decade of active reform. 

The toppling of the old Liberal regime left the 

Liberal party and its followers in a state of extreme crisis. 

Its practices were under attack from the nationalists such 

as Accion Comunal, from the leftists who were beginning to 

actively organize in Panama and from its own intellectuals 

who, throughout the teens and 1920's, had criticized the 

party for its failure to respond to new ideas. Even before 

the coup, a few had realized the seriousness of the situa

tion. In 1930, one writer lamented "hoy dia no hay sino una 

13. Ibid., pp. 11-12. 

14. Ibid., p. 13. 
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triste confusion de ideas y nadie puede definir, dentro de 

estas practicas molsanas y corruptoras, que queda de 

aquellas doctrinas que agitaron en otros tiempos las mentes 

y conmovieron a muchos corazones generosos, prontos al 

15 
sacrificio por sus ideas y convicciones." 

Guillermo Andreve too, had noted the drift toward 

ideological bankruptcy and said in 1924: "Hoy en Panama, 

fuerza es confesarlo, los lazos politicos estan muy 

16 
relajados y nadie se preocupa de los principios." 

Speaking specifically of the Liberal party, Andreve claimed 

the party's doctrine to be in a state of total confusion. 

"Vivimos," he said, "politicamente como un barco sin 

.u- ' „17 timon. ..." 

Jose Moscote was also distressed with the political 

situation of Panama. He saw a particular pattern develop 

each election year. Between the election and the inaugura

tion of a new president, a scramble always took place for 

political jobs by the lesser politicians. The most skillful 

collector of votes usually won the post of Secretary of 

Government. The businessman who gave most generously to the 

campaign earned the Secretaryship of Treasury, while the 

15. Guardia, p. 6. For the leftist opinion of 
Panama's political parties see D. H. Turner, Apuntes 
Socialistas (Panama: Tipografia La Moderna, n.d.), pp. 1-7. 

16. Guillermo Andreve, Cuestiones leqislativas 
(Leipzig: Koehler and Volckmar, 1924), p. 104. 

17. Ibid., p. 105. 
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Secretaryship of Education went, not to the best educator, 

but to whomever was deemed most likely to keep the rank and 

file of the party faithful to the men in power. Friends of 

the new appointees feverently congratulated the President 

for his wise selections and appointees for their worthiness 

18 
while the losers looked on enviously. 

Once in office, the first matter with which a new 

appointee concerned himself was the maquillaje of his office 

which had to correspond to his own concept of the dignity of 

his post. Then came the selection of loyal employees and 

assistants, followed by the confusion of the inevitable 

departmental reorganization. Then, said Moscote, "con estos 

preliminares el funcionario, ya transformado en un ser 

superior, adopta la actitud del superhombre criollo a quien 

19 
todo el mundo conoce." The final step was the recognition 

that the heavy work load of the office demanded a change of 

working hours with the effect that the new Secretary soon 

became invisible and unaccessible to the point that even his 

employees had to arrange an appointment to confer with him. 

With such an occurrence so common, Moscote could only lament 

that "el concepto de funcionario esta profundamente viciado 

18. Jose D. Moscote, Itinerario (Buenos Aires: 
Imprenta Lopez, 1942), p. 234. 

19. Ibid., p. 235. 
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entre nosotros de subjectivo, de personalismo y careciente 

' ' ^ 20 de toda nocion de etica politica y administrativa." 

Despite the rampant personalism of the parties, the 

lack of trust displayed by the men in office, and the con

fusion of political ideologies, the Isthmus still supported 

the Liberal party. Liberalism had succeeded in gaining 

adherents since the 1908 downfall of the Conservatives. The 

problem was not continued support, but how to revamp the 

party to make it more alturistic and more in line with the 

times. It was a task that both Moscote and Andreve under

took and, in so doing moved Isthmian politics farther to the 

left. 

It was Moscote who first proposed that Liberalism 

might be broader in its political outlook and need not be 

limited to the tenets that had guided it through the 

nineteenth century. He freely admitted that a description 

of the nature of liberalism was extremely difficult, but 

finally reached the conclusion that it could be divided into 

two broad areas. Liberalism, he said, was first an "actitud 

21 de la mente," and second, it was a doctrine. It was 

something "que se encuenta latente en el fondo del espiritu 

20. Ibid., p. 237. 

21. Jose D. Moscote, Motivos (Panama: Editorial 
Minerva, 1924), p. 114. 
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humano ..." and also an organized and official manifestation 

22 of a desire for human betterment. 

Moscote believed that liberalism had taken several 

different forms through the centuries, but it had always 

begun as the "actitud de la mente" which acted as an impetus 

for a general movement. Christianity at its inception, he 

said, was an excellent example of the liberal spirit in 

action. But once it became doctrinaire in nature it became 

stagnant and even turned oppressive. He also believed that 

the same process had occurred to the French Revolution and 

its subsequent development of individual rights in the 

nineteenth century. The revolution began with new and fresh 

ideals, but once they became doctrine they too became 

23 
oppressive when challenged by even newer ideas. 

The main difference, then, between liberalism as an 

attitude and a doctrine became clear in Moscote's mind. 

"El primero es una orientacion permanente hacia la luz, 

hacia el lado por donde asoma cualquiera experiencia nueva 

24 prometedora de felicidad para el hombre." Liberalism in 

this sense was then flexible, progressive, ever-changing, 

and not necessarily connected with a party. On the other 

hand, doctrinaire liberalism, while the logical result of 

22. Ibid., p. 119. 

23. Ibid., pp. 115-16. 

24. Ibid., p. 118. 
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the former constituted the various parties which were 

ideally a condensation of the attitude of the mind. But 

such a transition nearly always led to a dilution of 

principles. "Este," said Moscote, "es precisamente el caso 

del partido politico que con varios nombres sugio de la 

definicion precisa de la Declaracion de los Derechos del 

Hombre y que ha monopolizado la denominacion de liberal como 

si la revolucion francesa hubiese satisfecho para siempre 

25 
todas las aspiraciones de la humanidad." 

Of the two forms of liberalism, Moscote preferred 

that of an attitude. It should be capable of accepting 

change readily and, in so doing, aid the progress of mankind. 

Liberalism, he maintained, should be considered as "una 

tendencia del espiritu humano hacia lo mejor proximo o 

remote que suele manifestarse por la ausencia de trabas y 

de obstaculos para el desevolvimiento de la vida civil 

2 6 
politica, religiosa o puramente espiritual." 

While Moscote formulated his ideas for a new 

liberalism, Guillermo Andreve was also wrestling with the 

same problem. Andreve was not ready to accept the charge 

that Liberalism as a political philosophy had outlived its 

usefulness and should be replaced by either socialism, 

communism, or facism. On the contrary, he claimed that "la 

25. Ibid., p. 119. 

26. Ibid., p. 115. 
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bancarrota del liberalismo no es ... exacta, y mas bien 

* 27 
puede decirse que se trata de una transformacion." 

Instead of being totally useless it was only outdated and 

needed to absorb new thought. Andreve's solution was to 

borrow from the leftist parties and include in his platform 

some of their tenets. He said, for example, "en las ideas 

socialistas encontramos cosas muy buenas, pero seran muy 

pocas las de entre ellas que no pueda asimilarse hoy o 

~ 28 
manana el liberalismo." 

Andreve, just as Moscote, believed that liberalism 

was quite capable of accepting new thought and, in fact, 

acceptance of the new was the very essence of liberalism. 

However, instead of Moscote's attitude of the mind, Andr-eve 

described it as "una recta tirada al infinito. Nada lo 

asombra ni nada lo detiene. Posee un poder de asimilacion 

29 
para todo lo nuevo para todo lo bueno, que es enorme." 

More specifically, Andreve thought that modern 

liberalism should espouse the idea that private property 

should be subordinated to its social obligations and that 

the state should have the power to regulate private interests 

for the benefit of society. He also argued that the old 

27. Guillermo Andreve, Consideraciones sobre el 
liberalismo. 2nd ed. (Panama: Casa Editorial El Tiempo, 
1932), p. 11. 

28. Ibid. 

29. Ibid. 
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concept of individual liberty should be reconstructed to fit 

the needs of the whole society so that the connotation of 

democracy might be social as well as political. "Un partido 

liberal moderno," he said, "debe ser pues, un partido 

liberal social."^ 

In order to put liberalism back into the mainstream 

of current political thought, Andreve proposed the establish

ment of a new party called the Partido Liberal Democratico. 

This party was but one of the many continuing divisions of 

Panama's Liberalism, but it was one of the first to have 

timely social goals in its platform. Andreve proposed civil 

and political equality for women, state control over the 

country's natural resources, and the establishment of 

official monopolies for public service industries. He 

further suggested a state supported welfare program for the 

working classes which included special care for working 

mothers, child care, and facilities for the aged. Workers 

were also to be protected by labor contracts, insurance for 

injury on the job, aid to widows, higher salaries, and a 

minimum hours law. For rural workers, Andreve opposed land 

sales from the national domain in excess of 3,000 hectares 

to non-Panamanians or foreign corporations as well as the 

retention of private or corporate ownership of unused lands 

in excess of 300 hectares. Finally, he also favored the 

30. Ibid., p. 15. 
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continuation of attempts to develop the nation's agricul

ture and to better the schools as well as to improve the 

31 
sanitation facilities for all cities and towns of Panama. 

While Andreve's program for the Partido Liberal 

Democratico did not provide any immediate changes in 

Panama's political arena it did indicate the course that 

political thought was taking. But, perhaps, an even better 

indication was the program of the new Conservative party 

that arose after the 19 31 coup d'etat. Its program was so 

liberal in nature that the Liberals "lo consideraron suyo y 

32 
le dieron un origen liberal." But he added that since the 

times were changing, "el Partido Conservador debe obedecer 

a esa evolucion ideologica y adoptar y presentar hoy dia una 

plataforma politica consona con la epoca que vivimos, muy 

* 33 
distinta de la que existio hace un cuarto de siglo." 

There was an apparent desire to retain the name 

Conservative in the party, but the rationalization of the 

shift to the left made the retention of the name seem 

ridiculous. The man who suggested retaining the name 

Conservative also said it was "imperativo modificar los 

31. Ibid., pp. 28-29. 

32. Ernesto J. Castillero Reyes, Historia de la 
reorqanizacion del partido conservador en Panama (Panama: 
La Moderna, 1932) , pT IT 

33. Partido conservador, Bases para la reorqaniza-
cion del partido conservador de Panama (Panama: La Moderna, 
1931) , p. 6. 
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principios tradicionales." Another even went so far as to 

propose that the new Conservative organization actually 

adopt one of the Liberal party's platforms since it appeared 

to be conservative in nature. He was referring to the 

aspect of the interventionist state which he claimed was 

essentially the same as the centralist control of Rafael 

Nunez in Colombia and was an attempt to halt the excesses 

of a Liberal government. He also reasoned that since an 

interventionist state was to be a check on the old Liberal 

34 
tenet of individualism it must be conservative in nature. 

The Conservatives finally came out with a platform 

in 19 31 that was strikingly similar to the suggestions made 

by Andreve to revitalize Liberalism. The Conservatives, for 

example, were ready to extend the vote to women, and to 

improve the educational system. They favored the develop

ment of the country's agricultural assebs, proposed agri

cultural credit facilities, state financed irrigation 

projects, and even state established agricultural colonies 

to improve production. While urging the development of 

small properties they opposed the establishment of new 

latifundios and, surprisingly, even advocated the breaking 

up of existing ones. They favored an agricultural education 

for the rural areas and an industrial orientation for the 

education of the urban population so that citizens might be 

34. Castillero Reyes, Historia de la reorqaniza-
cion. pp. 3-5. 
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better prepared for the life of their social surroundings. 

Also included were suggestions for a complete revision of 

the tax structure, disability pensions, retirement benefits, 

and old age insurance. Finally, the Conservatives offered 

to cooperate in the writing of a labor code that might 

establish better harmony among labor, capital, and society 

n 35 
in general. 

The Conservatives' acceptance of the trend toward 

social reform was a strong indication that the nation was 

prepared to begin a serious reform program that occupied the 

remaining years of the 1930's. As Rafael Moscote has pointed 

out, the old public works proposals of the first three 

decades "no lograron acallar el espiritu de las jovenes 

generaciones que querian algo mas que meras conquistas en el 

orden material."^6 

What the new generation sought was a more equitable 

society that would provide a reasonable amount of security 

along with the opportunity to develop one's individual 

talents to the fullest degree. People were weary of 

personalism and privilege and were willing to accept the 

new concept of social equality as well as the idea that the 

state must do something to uplift the masses. The course 

that the new thought took during the 19 30's was strongly 

35. Ibid., pp. 35-38. 

36. Rafael E. Moscote, Paginas nacionales (Panama: 
Escuela Taller de Artes y Oficios, 1961), pp. 61-62. 
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reminiscent of other Latin American countries. Due largely 

to the efforts of Jose Moscote, Panama turned to constitu

tional revision as a means to solve its social and political 

problems. But before the constitutional reform movement 

could gather its momentum, Panamanian liberalism first had 

to withstand an attack from the Socialists and Marxists of 

the country who had taken advantage of the political crisis 

in the nation. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE RADICAL LEFT, DEMETRIO PORRAS AND 
DIOGENES DE LA ROSA 

From the initiation of the republic until the 

1930's, the politics of the radical left and right had not 

attracted a great following in Panama. The development of 

facism, communism, and socialism in post-war Europe was 

suspiciously watched by Panamanian intellectuals and subse

quently rejected as too dictatorial. . But in the 1920's, the 

theories of socialism and communism began to command an 

increasing interest. Consequently, with a momentum supplied 

by the rise of social awareness, and by the collapse of the 

old Liberal hierarchy, Panama's Marxists made a serious bid 

to win the support of the masses. The result was a short 

flourishing of left-wing political parties in the decade of 

the 1930's.1 

In 1931, a small, ineffectual Communist party based 

on the organizational requirements of the Third International 

appeared. Four years later a schizmatic Trotskyite party 

came into being, but it quickly disappeared for lack of 

support. Between the appearance of the two communist 

organizations, a Socialist-Marxist party also formed in 

1. Diogenes de la Rosa, "Ideas politicas y los 
partidos de la republica," Loteria. July, 1960, p. 27. 
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Panama and became the most successful political organization 

of the radical left. The Socialists were able to attract 

considerable support from the rural areas and even fielded a 

2 candidate of their own in the 1947 presidential election. 

The success of the Socialist party was not so much 

due to its ideology as to its principal leader, Demetrio 

Porras. Porras was a son of ex-president Belisario Porras 

and it appeared that he had successfully learned his 

father's secret for winning the trust of the people. 

Politically, Demetrio Porras came into his own in 1928, 

after he took over the leadership of the Concentracion 

Nacional Porrista from his father. However, his political 

ideology was acquired in Europe while a student at the 

3 
University of Bordeaux where he studied law and sociology. 

Porras first returned to Panama in 1926, with the 

idea of entering politics, but found the situation un

favorable. He left and returned to Europe for two more 

years before again coming back to the Isthmus. Upon his 

second return he became involved in his father's party and 

2. Ibid., and Euelides M. Cerrud A., Gustavo A. 
Haskins A., and Enrique Noel hijo, "Particularidades de los 
partidos politicos nacionales," Thesis University of Panama, 
1968, p. 87. 

3. De la Rosa, "Ideas politicas," p. 27, and 
Demetrio A. Porras, Viente anos de luchas y experiencias 
(Buenos Aires, Editoria America Lee, 1947), pp. 9-11. 
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4 
tried to inject into it a base for social reform. He also 

established a law practice, and was eventually elected to 

the National Assembly in 1932. While he had been elected 

to the Assembly as a doctrinaire Liberal he soon established 

himself as the leader of a dissident faction that championed 

the rights of the poor. He took an active part in Panama's 

rent strikes of 1932, and became the striker's spokesman in 

the Assembly."' The support of the rent strikers gave Porras 

considerable popularity and in 1933, upon his return from a 

vacation in Costa Rica, he was met and accompanied to his 

home by cheering crowds. It was after such a demonstration 

of popular support that he became determined to establish a 

£ 
people's party based on Marxist doctrines. 

Porras liked to claim that he was a man of the 

people, but in reality his socialism was largely limited to 

the political arena. While he denied that he was one of the 

elite, he appeared to be very similar to the rest of 

Panama's oligarchy. First, he was the son of a politically 

powerful former president. He had a brother attending 

Columbia University, and he himself had been educated in 

4. Partido de coalicion nacional porrista, Programa 
de gobierno presentado por el doctor Demetrio A. Porras a la 
convention del partido de coalicion nacional porrista 
(Panama: Imprenta El Heraldo, 19 28), 30 pp. 

5. De la Rosa, "Ideas politicas," p. 27, and D. 
Porras, Viente anos. pp. 15, 50-51. 

6. D. Porras, Viente anos. pp. 66, 217. 
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France. He had travelled widely, employed servants in his 

household, considered himself important, and believed that 

7 ' 
he needed a job befitting his station in life. 

If he could not gain his livelihood as a lawyer or 

politician he sought a teaching position. Once, during a 

period of exile in the United States, circumstances forced 

him to take work as a warehouseman. He lasted two days, and 

then took a night watchman job which he thought was easier. 

But he soon discovered that he had to check a ten story 

building hourly and remarked that since "este trabajo era 

0 
peor que el de cargar bultos tuve que dejarlo." He finally 

took a job teaching Spanish to interns and nurses at Los 

Angeles County General Hospital. Even though the pay of 

seventy dollars a month was less than what his wife made as 

a beauty operator, it was a position that, he said, suited 

9 
his aptitudes. 

While Porras was a self-proclaimed Marxist, he was 

never a devoted follower of communist dogma. He rather 

believed that Marx offered a new approach to the world's 

social problems and said that he admired Marx for "su 

elevado y noble concepto de la vida, la que nos muestra en 

continua transformacion, en perpetuo desenvolvimiento, en 

7. Ibid., pp. 268-70, 290. 

8. Ibid. , p. 270. 

9. Ibid., and Demetrio A. Porras, Hacia el infinito 
(Panama: Impresora Panama, 1963), pp. 13-14. 
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eterna revolucion.Porras did not believe that Panama 

was truly capitalistic. He considered its economic struc

ture feudalistic and said that since the social structure 

was so retarded, it was impossible for democracy to function. 

The authoritarianism that Marxism provided offered a 

possible solution to both the political and economic 

instability while providing hope for social improvement as 

n 11 well. 

. Porras arrived at these conclusions about the feudal 

conditions of Panama while defending the campesinos in the 

courts against the large land holders. After one of these 

cases he said that, "ante mis ojos se presentaba con toda 

crudeza, por primera vez, el grave problema de la tierra, el 

12 problema agrario." Upon further investigation he con

cluded that seventy-two families owned six million of the 

nation's seven million hectares of farmland. With such a 

condition existing he saw little chance for agricultural 

progress and he asked "no son los latifundistas los peores 

13 
enemigos del progreso y adelante de un pueblo?" The semi-

feudal land structure, Porras believed, directed the course 

which revolution should take in Panama and Latin America as 

10. D. Porras, Viente anos. p. 24. 

11. Ibid., pp. 67-68. 

12. Ibid., p. 36. 

13. Ibid. 
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a whole. "Librar," he said, "la tierra y los siervos que la 

habitan: ese es el primer jalon, la primera etapa, y sabemos 

por Marx que estos no pueden saltarse. Revolucion agraria 

pequenoburgesa y campesino y no revolucion proletaria sin 

proletarios. 

Porras admitted that his father and Eusebio A. 

Morales had tried to rid the country of latifundismo. but 

their struggles had been only political in nature. They did 

not recognize, as did the Marxists, that the problem was 

essentially an economic and sociological one. Porras also 

said the majority of the nation's Liberals was "latifundista 

seudoaristocratica y oportunista" in composition and, while 

paying lip service and contributing money to the Liberal 

cause, they actually acted as a restraint on true Liberals 

such as Morales and Belisario Porras. This support was 

nonetheless accepted, but required political favors in 

return which usually meant the watering down of social 

15 
reform measures. 

The Liberals, Porras claimed, did nothing for the 

people because they were not interested in arriving at any 

solutions. "La mayor parte de nuestros problemas los 

resuelven en la cantina, en el cabaret o en el club ... y 

cuando hay alguien, que estudia y quiere reformar esto, se 

14. Ibid., pp. 68-69. 

15. Ibid., p. 38. 
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nos dice, loco, bolchevique etc. Porras believed there 

were no Liberal parties in Panama that merited the name. 

All of them, he said, "bailan alrededor de un hombre: 

17 Chiari, Porras, Arosemena, Arias etc. etc." 

Just as the other intellectuals of the period, 

Porras thought that the old Liberals had not kept their 

political philosophy up to date. They were still physiocrats 

at heart and did not believe in class conflict as an instru

ment of progress. It was because of this lack of confidence 

in the old parties that Porras had attempted to give his 

father's old party a leftist orientation in the 1928 campaign 

and was also one of his primary reasons for establishing a 

18 
Socialist party in Panama. 

While the Liberal parties disgusted Porras, he was 

not above joining with them to serve his own ends. As a 

Socialist, Porras saw himself as a part of a worldwide 

movement. He said, in support of this concept, that "el 

partido socialista tiene una doctrina y un programa inter-

nacional porque el problema economica es universal ... . 

Por eso en todas partes los socialistas han aceptado 

efectuar alianzas especificas en defensa de la democracia 

16. Demetrio A. Porras, Tratado del canal de Panama; 
Su discusion en el parlamento y otros discursos parlamen-
tarios (Buenos Aires: Editora America Lee, 1947) , pu 274. 

17. Ibid. , p. 289. 

18. D. Porras, Viente anos. pp. 38-39. 
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* 19 
con la ala lzquierda de la burguesia He added that 

he would, however, accept only an alliance with those groups 

that sought to maintain civil rights and democratic govern

ment. He believed two opposing forces were at work in the 

world. One was socialism, which represented democracy, and 

the other facism, which represented dictatorship. Capitalism 

was ruled out as he considered it in the midst of ruin and 

ready to collapse because of its own greed. Consequently, 

since an element of democracy still existed in Panama, and 

the Socialists were not yet a majority, it was his party's 

duty to support democratic government against facism. With 

such a policy, Porras1 party then joined the other Liberal 

20 groups xn the 1930's in united-front actions. 

Porras concluded that the problems confronting Panama 

were basically social ones such as land tenure, education, 

sanitation, and the general poverty of the lower classes. 

Slum housing and greedy landlords were among his favorite 

targets and he continually denounced exorbitant rents as an 

exploitation of the poor. The owners always had the support 

of the civil authorities and the law, but the tenants had no 

recourse other than the paying of their rents or leaving. 

The housing was small, over-crowded, and unsanitary, and 

Porras said that "allx crecen el vicio y las epidemias; alii 

19. D. Porras, Tratado del canal. p. 289. 

20. Ibid.. pp. 238-39, 289, and D. Porras, Viente 
anos. pp. 73-74. 
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se asesina a un pueblo; se corrompe a su ninez y se la 

empuja a la delincuencia y a la prostitucion sin que esto 

preocupe, emocione o inquiete a nuestros gobernantes duenos 

, „2l de casa." 

It was in the realm of property rights that Porras 

leveled his attacks against the existing Liberal philosophy. 

He consistently supported measures which would protect 

tenants from their landlords and even proposed rent cuts of 

fifty per cent and a three per cent limitation on the return 

capital. He sought to make the owners clean up their 

property and to hold them responsible for any injuries to 

tenants caused by defective housing. He also backed non

discrimination clauses because of race and restrictions on 

the rights of eviction. In general, he tried to establish a 

means of mediation between the owners and their tenants to 

reduce the amount of exploitation due to economic dis-

22 
ability. 

At the heart of Porras' socialism was the belief 

that the concept of property must be changed. Property 

should not entail the right to use it or not use it as 

deemed fit by the owner, but rather it must be used to 

benefit the collective welfare of society. Along this line 

Porras said in 1932, that "nosotros debemos socializar todas 

21. D. Porras, Vienfce anos, p. 49. 

22. Ibid. 
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las fuentes de la riqueza nacional. Los municipios deben 

socializar los servicios publicos corao los tranvias, agua, 

luz etc., a fin de no permitir que companias extranjeras 

23 
exploten esas fuentes de la riqueza." 

While Porras was a self-proclaimed Marxist, his 

particular brand of socialism was in reality quite mild. 

He looked toward Russia as an example for the rest of the 

world to follow, yet he realized that to imitate the Russian 

experiment in Panama was somewhat foolhardy. "Tenemos," he 

said, "nuestra realidad social y debemos vivirla. La vida 

no puede plegarse a las doctrinas; son las doctrinas las que 

deben adaptarse a la vida. El marxismo, ya se sabe, es un 

instrumento, un termometro para medir la temperatura social; 

un guia para la accion, y no un dogma." 

Porras was a much better politician than he was a 

theoritian and, as a result, his political goals were some

what ill-defined and lacked the righteous indignation of 

which Marxists were at times capable. In the area of 

radicalism, one of his contemporaries, Diogenes de la Rosa, 

far surpassed him. 

The most vocal Marxist of the 1920's and 1930"s was 

Diogenes de la Rosa. He was born in Panama on January 26, 

1904, and was the son of a Mexican laborer who had immigrated 

23. D. Porras, Tratado del canal, p. 219. 

24. Ibid.. p. 237, and D. Porras, Viente anos. p. 
69. Quotation from Viente anos, p. 69. 



139 

to the Isthmus. Although from a poor family, de la Rosa 

graduated from the Instituto Nacional and trained as a 

professor of primary education. He was, in many ways, a 

product of his times. His secondary education spanned 

the years of 1917-1921, and he saw the Russian Revolution 

begin and the Mexican Revolution solidify its social gains. 

In addition, he was the student of Jeptha B. Duncan, Jose D. 

Crespo, Octavio Mendez Pereira, and Jose D. Moscote who were 

25 
prominent in the formulation of Liberal thought in Panama. 

After graduation, de la Rosa turned to Journalism 

instead of education and also began his active participation 

in public affairs. Between 1921 and 1933, he got his first 

25. Larissa Nadia de la Rosa C., "Bio-bibliografla 
de Diogenes de la Rosa y recopilacion de sus ensayos repre-
sentados," Thesis University of Panama, 1964, I, 1-11. The 
majority of Diogenes de la Rosa's original writings appeared 
in the leftist press of Panama and in short pamphlets. The 
libraries did not retain many of his earlier writings and, 
consequently, sources for de la Rosa's radical ideas are 
difficult to locate. A few of his historical studies have 
been published, but they do not give a true representation 
of his Marxist philosophies. However, the above two volume 
thesis, prepared by his daughter, contains an excellent 
representation of his work and proved to be valuable for 
this study. The first fifty pages of volume one are devoted 
to biographical information concerning Diogenes de la Rosa. 
The remainder of volume one, and all of volume two, contains 
only de la Rosa's original writings and correspondence. A 
portion of this thesis has been published under the title of 
Ensayos varios. but the radical articles were not included. 
Because of the difficulty in locating the more obscure 
original sources, I have relied almost exclusively on this 
thesis to interpret Diogenes de la Rosa's role in the rise 
of Marxism in Panama. In all future citations the thesis 
will be cited as "Recopilacion." 
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experience in labor organization when he became a repre

sentative of a group of painters within the larger 

Federacion Obrera de Panama. In 1924-1925, he was active in 

the movimiento inquilinario. edited a paper called El 

inquilino, and was subsequently jailed for his participation 

2 6 
in the October, 1925 rent strike. 

By 1925, de la Rosa had become a Marxist. He had 

gone through the liberalism, rationalism, and pragmatism 

obtained at the Instituto Nacional, absorbed anarchism and 

Argentine neo-positivism, and finally reached the conclusion 

that Marxism was the ideology of the future. Through 

Marxism he saw the means to liberate Panama of what he 

considered the evils of the past—economic prostration, the 

27 
traditional political struggle, and Catholicism. 

Compared to Porras, de la Rosa was clearly the more 

orthodox Marxist of the two. De la Rosa's writings are 

filled with the cliches of the radical left, and his sphere 

of thought was often on the global plane. To de la Rosa, 

what happened in Panama was but a part of the whole. He was 

also convinced that attempts at reform were useless as there 

was no hope for its effectiveness while the bourgeoisie 

26. Ibid., 17-20. 

27. Ibid., 43-44. 
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ruled. The only way for justice to triumph was by "las mas 

^ 28 
rudas luchas entre la burguesxa y el proletariado." 

Another idiosincracy of de la Rosa's Marxism evident 

in his writing style was the tendency to include, wherever 

possible, a short history of Marxism's sweeping process. In 

a way, this stylistic device was very reminiscent of.the 

colonial church historians who usually prefaced their works 

with a brief history of the world and the advent of Chris

tianity. While de la Rosa's prose was striking for its 

enthusiasm, he was forced to admit that Latin America did 

not have a true capitalistic class. Consequently, he was 

forced to begin his history of the events of Marxism with 

the rise of imperialism, traverse the first World War, and 

end with the depression of the 19 30's. Panama, he con

cluded, was then suffering the effects of a depression 

29 
brought on by a decadent capitalistic system. De la 

Rosa, however, could not be called an orthodox Communist. 

He did not agree with Stalin's policies, nor did he believe 

that the Communists' attitude toward Latin America was in 

accord with the Latin Anerican republics' political and 

28. Diogenes de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del comite 
central organizador del Partido Obrero Marxista-Leninista," 
in Larissa Nadia de la Rosa C., comp. "Recopilacion," II, 
689. 

29. Ibid., 688-94. 
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economic history. He finally came to favor the Trotskyite 

30 
faction of the party over orthodox Communism. 

While de la Rosa was not a communist neither was he 

a socialist, and he held Porras1 Socialist party in dis

regard. He complained that it had no defined ideology and 

said "su 'marxismo1 no va mas alia de un lamentable ruminar 

de todos los desechos del oportunismo internacional y no 

realiza ... sino el mismo papel que el 1izquierdismo' de los 

decrepitos partidos burgueses: es un simple aparato constru-

31 
ido especialmente para atrapar las masas." 

The Socialist party, he said, was infected with the 

same personalism as the older Liberal-Conservative parties 

and Porras was only popular because of his father's reputa

tion. The Socialists, de la Rosa believed, were interested 

only in winning elections based on the old approach of 

reform and not in revolution. Revolution to the Socialists 

was a last resort, to be used only "en caso de la burguesia-

terrateniente no se avenga al triumfo del socialismo en las 

i, 32 urnas." 

De la Rosa also disapproved of Accion Comunal, the 

facists, and Aprismo. Accion Comunal, he claimed, was made 

30. De la Rosa C., "Recopilacion," I, 28-29, and 
D. de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del POML," in "Recopilacion," 
II, 711-12. 

31. D. de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del POML," in 
"Recopilacion," II, 703. 

32. Ibid., 704-06. Quotation from 706. 
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up of the petty bourgeoisie and did not understand the depth 

of unrest in society. It hoped to avoid a clash between the 

middle class and the proletariat, but such a confrontation 

was inevitable and, as a result, the group was but "un freno 

en el proceso de revolucionarizacion de las masas" and, 

^ 33 
therefore, a tool of the "burgesia-terrateniente." De la 

Rosa looked upon facism as an attempt of the middle classes, 

armed with the authority of the state, to crush the demo

cratic aspirations of the masses. He even went so far as to 

suggest that Hitler and Franco were in league with each 

other in order to reconquer Latin America and that the 

concept of lja hispanidad was the Spanish counterpart of 

German Aryanism.34 

In July, 19 31, Victor Raul Haya de la Torre, the 

Peruvian founder of Aprismo, spoke at the Instituto Nacional 

in Panama. De la Rosa went to hear him and came away dis

gruntled. Aprismo, said de la Rosa, had no scientific base 

and offered no solutions for the problem it intended to 

solve. He evidently considered Haya de la Torre somewhat of 

a turncoat. Haya, he said, once professed to be a Communist, 

but after Aprismo won some support from the youth of Peru 

he backed away from the Marxist label. But, claimed de la 

Rosa, "sus palabras lo denuncian a cada instante. Sus citas 

33. Ibid., 700. 

34. D. de la Rosa, "La hispanidad, instrumento 
Nazi," in "Recopilacion," I, 426-27, 431, 450-52. 
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35 
preferidas son de Marx." The result of Haya's ideological 

deviation was confusion in his program. De la Rosa claimed 

that the doctrina confusionista of Aprismo served the same 

political function as that of theosophy in religion. "La 

teosofia," he said, "es el refugio de los que rompen con el 

catolicismo y son lo bastante cobardes para no emanciparse 

de Dios. El aprismo es la puerta de escape de los que 

abjuran del capitalismo y tienen miedo de caer en el pecado 

socialista o comunista."^ 

Since de la Rosa could not ally himself with the 

existing parties of the left, it was a foregone conclusion 

that he should also reject the traditional Liberals. He saw 

Panamanian Liberalism much as the other intellectuals saw it, 

more personal than ideological and confused as to its goals 

and ideals. Panama's Liberalism, he said, had been based 

upon Colombia's and for the most part it had failed. It had 

failed to develop Panama's true source of wealth—agricul

ture, and it kept the small middle class dependent upon the 

state and the politicians for a livelihood. And the masses, 

he said, had almost lost their sense of political morality. 

The Liberal party of Panama had lost its desire for helping 

the masses and instead crushed them in order to support the 

35. D. de la Rosa, "Aprismo: confusionismo," in 
"Recopilacion," II, 603-04. Quotation from 604. 

36. Ibid., 604. 
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capitalists. The Liberals had, in fact, become indis-

37 
tmguxshable from the Conservatives. 

The masses, he said, had succumbed to the lure of 

the traditional parties. While there was no difference 

between the Conservatives and the Liberals, the existence of 

the former made the Liberals appear as the champions of the 

people. In reality, the majority of the people had been 

politically exploited by a democratic bourgeoisie which 

wanted to give the illusion of self determination. While 

such an operation might appeal to the middle and upper 

classes it was actually a farce as far as the masses were 

concerned. "El campesino," he said, "no conoce otra 

funcion democratica que la de ser conducido por los caciques 

* 38 
politicos como ganado electoral a las mesas de votacion." 

De la Rosa believed the representative, or popular 

sovereignty, concept of government developed from the 

eighteenth-century revolution in Europe was but a device 

for the bourgeoisie to entrench themselves in power. How

ever, the revolutions of the nineteenth century in Latin 

America did not produce a fully developed bourgeoisie and 

the latifundistas took the role instead. The normal course 

37. D. de la Rosa, "Guillermo Andreve, la tragedia 
de su deshora," in "Recopilacion," I, 209, 213-15, and D. de 
la Rosa, Letter to Hector A. Falcon, David, Chiriqux, 
Panama, April 4, 1926, written from the carcel modelo; 
Panama, Panama, in "Recopilacion," II, 763-64. 

38. D. de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del POML," in 
"Recopilation," II, 697. 



146 

of political development then left "un proletariado no 

industrial, y por lo tanto lerdo en la adquisicion de la 

conciencia de clase, un campesinado empobrecido y en rela-

ciones de dependencia personal directa y una pequena 

burguesia casi exonerada de funciones economicas. . 

Panama, he said, had been, and was governed by a 

commercial and landed bourgeoisie whose expressed purpose 

was to exploit the masses. Such a society could last only 

as long as the parties•continued to dispense political 

favors and maintain a sound economy. But if the governing 

parties should fail to do either, the masses would quickly 

40 turn on their benefactors. 

De la Rosa also hoped that the middle class would 

join the masses in the overthrow of the oligarchy. He 

claimed that the small middle class identified with the 

bureaucracy but salarywise were in the same class as the 

proletariat. The middle class sought a superior social rank 

and clung steadfastly to the capitalist mentality. "Nada 

poseen," he said, "ni nada duradero y valioso pueden 

adquirir. Pero suenan en poseer y se indignan y van contra 

quienes critican la 'sagrada propiedad1 que ellos no poseen 

39. D. de la Rosa, "Base social e itinerario de la 
•democracia' en Panama," in "Recopilacion," II, 573-79. 
Quotation from 579. 

40. D. de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del POML," in 
"Recopilacion," II, 696-98. 
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* * 41 
ni poseeran jamas." Still, he left room in the revolu

tionary proletariat for those of the middle class who 

"comprenden que el capitalismo solo significa para ellos 

miseria, hambre y degradacion. .. . 

By 1935, de la Rosa had reached a critical stage in 

his political thought. There was no organization in Panama 

which suited his particular brand of Marxism. He had re

jected Aprismo as being confused in its purposes, denounced 

Liberalism as corrupt and decadent, accused the Socialists 

of being opportunistic and reactionaries and could not 

accept the Communists because he disagreed with Stalin's 

policies. The only course left open to him was to do what 

Panamanians had done before and still do, form a party of 

his own. 

The result was the Partido Obrero Marxista-

Leninistra, organized by de la Rosa in 1935. Its expressed 

purpose was to form "una vasta organizacion de masas que 

vaya al asalto del regimen opresor del capitalismo marchando 

dentro de la linea revolucionaria del marxismo-

43 
leninismo. ..." The "vast masses" that the POML hoped to 

recruit were a potpourri of the middle and lower classes of 

41. D. de la Rosa, "Invitacion a la lucha por el 
pan, la libertad y la dignidad," in "Recopilacion," II, 735. 

42. D. de la Rosa, "Manifiesto del POML," in 
"Recopilacion," II, 717. 

43. Ibid., 687. 
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Panama that included rural and urban workers, landless 

campesinos, small-property owners, students, artesans, 

professional people, and all others who were being 

economically forced into the ranks of the proletariat. The 

common denominator for the group, according to de la Rosa, 

was oppression by "la clase burguesa-terrateniente" that 

controlled Panama. The party had for its objective three 

main goals. The first was a revolution which was to be 

followed by the installation of a dictatorship of the 

proletariat. Once accomplished, a classless society would 

44 
then be initiated as thie first step toward communism. 

Accompanying the major goals of the party was a 

seven-point program which if carried out would protect the 

people from the capitalist and the terratenientes. For the 

urban and rural workers the POML called for the enforcement 

of the eight hour day, an unspecified minimum wage that 

would provide for the basic necessities of life, and a 

state-sponsored social security system which would provide 

for the worker and his family in case of injury, disability, 

or unemployment. The white-collar worker was also to be 

included in the proletariat and the party promised to pro-

45 
tect him from further erosion of his economic base. POML 

also sought to act as the nucleus of a national labor union. 

44. Ibid.. 687, 714. 

45. Ibid., 714-16. 
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It proposed the organization of the unemployed in committees 

for mutual protection and the establishment of a tenants' 

league in order to consolidate gains and to seek further 

46 
protection from the landlords. 

The most radical proposal of de la Rosa's party was 

the expropriation of the larger rural properties without 

compensation. De la Rosa wanted to seize all the large 

privately held farms and ranches that bordered the roads, 

rivers, and railroads and turn them over to a national 

campesino league to operate as collective farms. He also 

sought the establishment of rural cooperatives as a means of 

fixing the prices of goods produced and consumed in order to 

provide a stabler and more secure life for the rural 

. 47 
worker. 

De la Rosa's POML met with little public support and 

quickly disappeared, but within three years he had organized 

the Union Popular which advocated even greater social re

forms sponsored by the state. The Union Popular was a 

united front organization, but its appeal was to the same 

groups as was POML. Besides the general improvement of 

living standards, de la Rosa advocated regulated works 

standards for women and children. In addition, he proposed 

a government sponsored public works program to help overcome 

46. Ibid., 716. 

47. Ibid. , 715-16. 
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unemployment and he wanted to see the state assist workers 

who wanted to relocate to other sections of the country. He 

also proposed a "scientific plan" to aid the campesinos. 

This plan called for redistribution of land, providing farm 

implements and seeds, a state financed credit system, 

cooperatives, and general technical assistance. For the 

small property owners and businessmen whom he tolerated 

along with the middle class workers, he advocated tax cuts 

and protection from usurous interest rates. For public 

employees he sought increases in pay, job security, paid 

vacations, and provisions for sick pay. In the area of 

general public improvement he picked up the reformers1 cry 

for a better educational system that would be more scientific 

in its content, more humane in its goals, and more acces

sible to the general population. Finally, he sought to 

improve and guarantee the health of the working classes by 

an "organized and systematic plan" to clean up the interior. 

The plan included drainage systems, water purification 

plants, and campaigns against communicable diseases and 

48 
malaria. 

De la Rosa neither considered his ideas revolutionary 

nor did he believe them merely reforms. He knew that Panama 

did not have a revolutionary sentiment and any change that 

was to come would be slow. Mexico, he said, provided an 

48. D. de la Rosa, "Invitacion a la lucha," in 
"Recopilacion," II, 719-27. 
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example of what might be accomplished and it was necessary 

49 
to work consistently toward such a goal. 

The parties of de la Rosa met with little success as 

he was unable to command the popular respect that Demetrio 

Porras had. While de la Rosa was more capable than Porras 

in the formulation of his ideology, he failed to gain the 

support of Panama's intellectuals. De la Rosa's ideas were 

not radically different from the concepts of other 

Panamanian intellectuals. However, his advocation of 

Marxism, and the attempt to establish a dictatorship of the 

proletariat put him too far to the left for open support. 

Panama's intellectuals were not sympathetic to the communist 

cause. 

Octavio Mendez Pereira, for example, had spent a 

portion of the 1920's in Europe and had witnessed the 

struggle there between conventional political parties and 

the radical left. He saw the Communists as somewhat hypo

critical and said, "a pesar de su apariencia cientifica, la 

formula marxista del Estado divinizado, arbitro absoluto de 

bienes y de personas, es sencillamente feudal y contradice 

4.-4- • ' ..50 la constitucion rusa." 

49. Ibid.. 725-26, 738. 

50. Octavio Mendez Pereira, Fuerzas de unificacion 
(Paris: Editorial Le Libre Libre, 1929), pp. 85-88, 142. 
Quotation from p. 142. 
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Guillermo Andreve also had little faith in the 

political extremists that developed in the post World War I 

era. Whether it was communism, socialism, or facism, he clTd 

not think they would endure and said, "son partidos de 

transicion venidos a la lucha en una epoca en que el mundo 

51 
viejo se derrumba para dar paso al nuevo mundo." He did, 

however, sympathize with socialism more than communism or 

facism. Socialism, he believed, was based upon social 

equality and, therefore, was justifiable. Socialism, he 

said, "no es mas que la rebelion de la miseria que ve con 

malos ojos que unos hombres coman mientras otros pasan 

hambres; se divertan mientras otros sufren; vivan en la 

holganza y naden en la abundancia mientras otros trabajan 

52 
con exceso y no tienen ni que vestir ni que calzar." He 

was not, however, taken in by the alturistic claims of the 

communists. The Bolsheviks, he said, had brought the masses 

only hunger and hardship while promising abundance, well-

53 
being, and happiness. 

What appeared to appall Andreve most was Russia's 

lack of liberty and what shocked him most was the anti-

intellectualism of communism. The only benefit of the 

Russian Revolution, Andreve said, was the demise of the 

51. Guillermo Andreve, A la sombra del arco (Paris: 
Excelsior, 1925), p. 52. 

52. Ibid., p. 49. 

53. Ibid., p. 53. 
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Czar's regime. But the reorganization of Russia along 

republican lines did the people little good and Andreve 

54 
speculated that perhaps they might even be worse off. 

Andreve concluded that Marxism was not mature enough for 

practical government in Panama as he said, "en Rusia misma 

el ensayo ha sido doloroso, complicado y de resultados 

todavia inciertos y en todo caso tendria mediocre aplicacion 

en Panama que no es pais agricola ni industrial ni lo sera 

~ 55 
en largos anos." 

Also working against the implantation of a Marxist 

government in Panama was the concept of a classless society 

and the loss of individualism. Andreve once remarked that 

Panama could never exist under such conditions. Imagine, he 

said, living under the dictatorship of the proletariat and 

being governed by collectivists with everyone being required 

"a obedecer sin chistar las imposiciones de los comisarios 

del pueblo que les ordenen lo que han de comer y vestir; el 

trabajo que deben hacer; cuando y como deben amar, y lo que 

han de leer, creer, pensar y escribir."^^ 

Jose Crespo, with the other Liberals, also found the 

classless concepts, the violent revolutions, and the narrow 

economic thought of Marxism too stringent for Panama's needs. 

54. Ibid., pp. 55-58. 

55. Guillermo Andreve, Alfonso Lopez y el liberal
ising panameno (Panama: Star & Herald, 1934), p. 9. 

56. Ibid. 
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There was, he believed, more to life than just the material 

aspects and said of the radical left, "es preciso advertir 

que el socialismo y aun su interpretacion rusa, el 

comunismo, miran los problemas sociales a traves tan solo 

del prisma economico, como si el factor economico fuese el 

unico elemento existente en la vida social de los 

pueblos. 

The Liberals of the 1930's sought social reform but 

were not prepared to go to the extremes that Marxism re

quired. Yet they did not wholly reject the ideas of Demetrio 

Porras or Diogenes de la Rosa, and the quickness with which 

parts of the Marxist programs were incorporated into 

Liberalism played a large role in keeping communism and 

socialism on the political sidelines in Panama. Andreve 

realized the threat to Liberalism from the promises of the 

radical left and said, "o nos renovamos o nos aniquilamos 

rapidamente."Crespo also noted the new drift of politi

cal thought toward the left and acknowledged Liberalism's 

need and duty to incorporate the new ideas into the tradi

tional parties. It must, however, be a moderate approach 

in Crespo's opinion as he believed "el liberalismo 

57. Jose D. Crespo, Manifiesto liberal (Panama: 
Editora La Nacion, 1951), p. 43. 

58. Andreve, Alfonso Lopez, p. 11. 
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59 
cordura en materia de progreso social." 

However, the desire for social reform was not 

sufficient in itself. The splintering of the political 

parties in Panama made the likelihood for concentrated 

political action extremely unsure. In order for a program 

of social reforms to be enacted some other approach had to 

be devised, and it was from this point of departure that the 

clamor for constitutional revision had its beginning. If 

the necessary social reforms could be incorporated into the 

constitution, the personalistic and untrustworthy political 

system could be bypassed. Thus accompanying the rise of 

Marxism in Panama was the movement for constitutional 

revision led by Jose D. Moscote. 

59. Crespo, Manifiesto liberal, p. 48. 



CHAPTER VII 

JOSE D. MOSCOTE AND CONSTITUTIONAL REVISION 

Prior to 1930, constitutional revision had not been 

a major issue in Panama. While the 1904 constitution was 

clearly a compromise of Liberal and Conservative doctrines 

that reflected strong influences from both Colombia and the 

United States, it nevertheless satisfied the majority of 

Panamanian political strategists. Only a few minor tech

nical modifications had been made, none of which signifi

cantly altered the spirit of the original.^ But in the 

1930's constitutional reform suddenly became a national 

issue and seemingly the panacea for the nation's political 

and socioeconomic problems. Revisionists sought to scrap 

the 1904 constitution completely and replace it with a 

document that would incorporate the new concepts of social 

awareness that had pervaded the country. The man who was 

most responsible for the shift toward constitutional reform 

was Jose D. Moscote. 

Moscote was somewhat of a paradox on the political ' 

scene. On one hand, he was one of the most influential of 

Panamanian intellectuals, and he devoted his whole career to 

1. Carlos B. Pedreschi, El pensamiento constitu-
cional de Dr. Moscote (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1959), 
p. 38. 
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surmounting Panama's national political problems. Yet he 

was also the most apolitical of Panama's intelligentsia. At 

no time in his life did he seek a major elective political 

office, nor did he affiliate himself with any of the numerous 

political parties of the Isthmus. Instead, he was content 

to work in the areas of education and law and, at the same 

time, he became a critic of the contemporary scene. It was, 

perhaps, this non-involvement in the political arena that 

gave his writings a greater objectivity and permitted rival 

political factions to agree upon his proposals. 

As Eusebio A. Morales, Moscote was not a native of 

the Isthmus. He was born in 1879, in Cartagena, Colombia, 

to a family of very moderate means. Despite the economic 

hardships of his youth, he managed to enter the University 

of Bolivar in Cartagena to study law. By supplementing his 

income with bookbinding and photography, he succeeded in 

obtaining his doctorate in Per echo ciencias politicas in 

1900. Moscote first came to the Isthmus in March, 1903, and 

accepted a job as a teacher in a primary school. He served 

in that capacity until 1908, when he became Inspector of 

2 
Primary Education. With the opening of the Instituto 

Nacional, Moscote moved into the field of secondary educa

tion and taught morals, Spanish, civics, and philosophy. In 

2. Rosario E. Alvarez B., "La trayectoria del Dr. 
Jose Dolores Moscote en la cultura panamena," Thesis 
University of Panama, 1956, pp. 3-4. 
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1916, the Instituto acquired a faculty of law, and for four 

years Moscote also taught the philosophy of law and consti

tutional law. 

During the late teens and early 1920's Moscote began 

to advance in Panama's intellectual hierarchy. During the 

period of 1912-1918, he was Vice-Rector of the Instituto 

Nacional and in 1925 he accepted the position of Rector. He 

held the latter post for six years, but was removed after 

the January, 1931 coup because of alleged political support 

3 
of the old political regime. 

When the University of Panama opened in 1935, 

Moscote was on its faculty of law and served as general dean 

of the University. Between 1940 and 1944, he served as a 

judge of the Superior Court of the First Judicial District 

and was also president of the Tribunal de la Contencioso 

Administrativo. In addition, he was a member of the 

constitutional commission that drafted the 1946 constitu

tion. In the early 1950's, diabetes forced him into semi-

retirement, but he continued to teach at the university 

4 
until his death in 1956. 

Moscote divided his career almost equally between 

education and the law. As a young teacher at the Instituto 

3. Ibid., and Jose D. Moscote, Una experiencia 
(Panama: Ediciones Benedetti Hermanos, n.d.), pp. 293, 296-
98. 

4. Alvarez B., pp. 6-7. 
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5 
Nacional he claimed that he much preferred education. But 

as he became more involved in teaching law, he also began to 

visualize constitutional reform as a solution to Panama's 

social and political ills. During the educational reform 

movement of the 1920's, he supported the theories of Duncan, 

Crespo, and Mendez Pereira, but he was not as optimistic 

about the expected benefits of an improved educational 

system. Instead, he believed that more immediate and more 

direct solutions must be sought to improve the lot of the 

majority of Panamanians and education was but a part of the 

task.® 

The support that Moscote gave to educational reforms 

was due in part to his own involvement in the nation's 

school system. He knew the value of education to the indi

vidual and to a nation, but he also realized its limita

tions. Moscote was essentially a positivist and sought 

answers to problems in their social and historic backgrounds. 

Consequently, he believed that man in society was a product 

of what he had learned. Therefore, the type and quality of 

education available did much to produce the type of citizen 

and society a nation had. In this sense, Moscote thoroughly 

believed in and supported improved public education. But 

5. Jose D. Moscote, ed., Las conferencias del 
Instituto Nacional (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1913), p. iii. 

6. Jose D. Moscote, Motivos (Panama: Editorial 
Minerva, 1924), pp. 22-23. 
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since education alone could not provide the impetus for 

general improvement in a nation's standard of living a 

partner was needed, and Moscote thought that it was the 

state's role to assist the individual in achieving a better 

life.7 

Moscote acquired the political philosophy which led 

him toward the concept of an interventionist state during 

the decade following World War I. Moscote was unusual 

among Panama's intellectuals as he had never travelled 

abroad. He was, however, a genuine liberal and read widely 

from the leading theorists of the Americas and Europe. 

England's Harold Laski was a primary source for his ideas 

of social reform through government participation, but the 

man who most influenced Moscote was Leon Duguit, a profes-

g 
sor of law and sociology at the University of Bordeaux. 

Dugit's writings were a little too radical and too 

far to the left for the majority of Panama's political 

leaders at the time of World War I. As a result, he was 

considered at best a Socialist and at worst a Bolshevik. 

Nevertheless, Moscote was very enthusiastic about Duguit's 

ideas and constantly denied that Duguit had any connection 

7. Ibid.. pp. 23-25, and Pedreschi, p. 9. 

8. Dulio Arroyo C., "J. D. Moscote y el nuevo 
concepto de la propiedad," Universidad. 37 (1958), 320-21, 
329-40, and Jose D. Moscote, Orientaciones hacia la reforma 
constitucional (Panama: Talleres Graficos Benedetti, 1934), 
pp. 42, 101. 
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with the Communists or with the French Socialists. He was 

instead, said Moscote, a scholar who was trying to revise 

the fundamental concepts of the state and of public law. If 

he belonged to any specific group, Moscote said, it would be 

the sociological-positivist school that desired to overcome 

9 
the individualism that was associated with Liberalism. 

As a liberal, Moscote recognized the beneficial role 

Liberalism had played in gaining individual rights and 

freedoms during the nineteenth century. Yet, at the same 

time, the refusal of the older Liberals to accept the new 

ideas that were being introduced dismayed him. To Moscote, 

the oligarchy produced by the industrial revolution had 

betrayed the spirit of liberty inherent in the revolutions 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Moscote also believed that the situation was 

changing rapidly. The old social structure was beginning to 

collapse and the desires for human liberty and world peace 

were gaining ground on a world scale. World War I, he said, 

had opened up a new era and had brought with it a new sense 

of liberty, a liberty of the many. In order for this new 

liberty to achieve its maximum effect, it required, Moscote 

said, a new state as a working partner, "en el cual no sea 

posible 'la explotacion del hombre por el hombre,' ni reine 

9. Moscote, Motivos, pp. 85-88. 

10. Jose D. Moscote, Itinerario (Buenos Aires: 
Imprenta Lopez, 1942), p. 205. 
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otra justicia que la inspirada en una razon natural emanada 

de principios sinceramente altruistas e integralmente 

humanitarios. Moscote wanted such a state for Panama and 

it was with such a goal in mind that he formulated his pro

posed reforms for Panama's constitution. 

The new state Moscote sought was to be based upon 

democratic principles. While he believed that democratic 

governments were in peril because of their failure to respond 

to the needs of the people, he nevertheless had faith that 

the democratic system was attempting to cure its own ills. 

Moscote had no sympathy for the stringent and dictatorial 

precepts of the communist or facist states. Moscote, too, 

abhorred the lack of personal choice and freedom that 

12 
communism and facism entailed. 

Rather than make the state supreme, Moscote sought 

to make it subservient, yet useful and responsive, to the 

collective needs of society. To accomplish this goal, the 

concept of the individual in society also had to be changed. 

No longer, said Moscote, was the individual an isolated unit 

in society who was forced to constantly struggle for his 

rights. Instead, the individual was now a part of the 

collective whole of society, and the state should be 

obligated to respect the rights of all individuals, not 

11. Ibid., pp. 205-06. 

12. Ibid.. pp. 211-13, 215, and Moscote, Orienta-
ciones. pp. 65, 69. 
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just those with sufficient economic or political power to 

command the respect of the governmental system. Once the 

old attitude of the individual standing alone before the 

state and competing with the rest of society had been broken 

down, it would then be possible "normalizar institucional-

mente las relaciones que median entre el gobierno como poder 

y como organo administrativo y los gobernados como pueblo 

diferenciado en grupos cuya voluntad determina las funciones 

de aquel. 

Moscote admitted that Panama had made some progress 

toward dismantling the concepts of rugged individualism. By 

1934, the National Assembly had passed laws granting an 

eight-hour day for labor, the right to strike, indemnifica

tion for injury on the job, maternity benefits for female 

employees, retirement pensions, and public health dis

pensaries. It had also established a labor office for 

mediation between labor and capital. But Moscote also 

believed that the government should be authorized to deal 

more boldly with the problems of unemployment and to provide 

"un minimum de vida material y espiritual" to all classes of 

workers.1^ 

The failure of the government to fulfill what 

Moscote considered its obligations to society was, perhaps, 

13. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 69. 

14. Ibid. 
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the primary reason for his turn toward constitutional 

reform. A portion of the government's failure was due to 

the personalistic political system that existed in Panama. 

Moscote consistently referred to the various parties as 

"monstruosas maquinas" and believed them to be a drawback to 

the nation's progress. He thoroughly mistrusted their 

motives for existence and declared their common and only 

goal was "la pura y simple conquista del poder publico. 

To not incorporate social reform measures into the consti

tution left the execution of all such legislation to the 

executive and judicial branches of government which had not 

proven themselves to be above personal ambitions. He also 

suspected that the upper class, which directly or indirectly 

controlled the political machinery of government, would and 

could interpret any social reform laws for their own bene

fit. Finally, to have social reform enacted only by public 

law was to expose it to the dangers of a reckless legisla

ture that might at any time, and without explanation, 

overturn or seriously alter its value. The only way to 

assure adherence to reform measures was to place them beyond 

the reach and control of an untrustworthy political system. 

15. Moscote, Motivos. p. 20, and Moscote, Itiner-
ario. pp. 227-28. 
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To Moscote, that meant incorporation of basic social reforms 

into the constitution. 

Jose Moscote began his campaign for constitutional 

revision in 1929. In that year he published a book entitled 

Introducion al estudio de la constitucion which served as a 

text for students of constitutional law. Moscote said in 

the introduction, however, that he hoped the study would 

turn the constitution into "un instrumento dinamico, vivo de 

* • 17 
educaciorv, cxvica. " The 1929 book was followed by another 

in 1932 which went even further in outlining his thoughts on 

18 an interventionist state for Panama. The combination of 

these two publications provided the impetus for a decade of 

discussion on constitutional revision. 

The starting point for Moscote's criticism of 

Panama's constitution was, of course, 1903. Moscote claimed 

that in reality Panama's independence provided no change 

whatsoever from the political and social structure of the 

nineteenth century. The constitution that followed was 

based largely upon the Colombian constitution of 1886. Its 

authors had failed to take into account the socialization of 

16. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 47, and Jose D. 
Moscote, Estudios constitucionales (Panama: La Moderna, 
1938), pp. 12, 35. 

17. Jose D. Moscote, Introduccion al estudio de la 
constitucion (Panama: La Moderna, 1929), pp. iii-iv. 

18. The second book is Orientaciones. already 
cited. 
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liberty taking place in the more advanced countries of the 

western world. 

After his first study of Panama's 1904 constitution, 

Moscote said that it was, in its entirety an individualistic 

document inspired by the political thought of the eighteenth 

century which assumed a static concept of society. Conse

quently, he said, "la nuestra es una constitucion atrasada, 

que apenas si ha sufrido una que otra timida modificacion a 

los embates de ciertas demandas sociales de aceptacion 

general. 

A major fault of Panama's constitution was its 

rigidity. It was not flexible enough to permit the enact

ment of legislation that reflected new social ideas. As a 

result, Panama failed to advance with the times. While the 

constitution remained unchanged and appeared to reflect the 

aspirations and goals of the nation, the changing concepts 

of society suggested that serious modifications were in 

order. A new constitution, flexible and truly suited to the 

people, would act as a catalist for necessary renovation and 

at the same time stabilize the nation's most important 

institutions.^ 

19. Moscote, Orientaciones. pp. 8-9. 

20. Moscote, Introduccio"n al . p. 17. 

21. Ibid.. pp. 9-10, and Moscote, Orientaciones. 
pp. 12-13. 
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Moscote also spoke of a new "individualismo social" 

which he wanted incorporated into any revision of the 

constitution. This social individualism, he said: 

Ya reduciendo, ya extendiendo el contenido del in
dividualismo de otros dias, ha contribuido a hacer 
de algunas constituciones modernas ... verdaderas 
cartas politico-sociales que contemplan no al hombre 
abstracto del antiguo derecho natural, ni al indivi-
duo agresivo frente al estado de Spencer, sino al 
hombre eminentemente social, ya previsto por John 
Stuar [sic] Mill, que solo en un ambiente de rela-
ciones mutuas puede desarrollar integralmente su 
peronalidad.22 

According to Moscote, the 1904 constitution provided 

only a minimum of social guarantees. The old concept of 

individual liberty was but the placing of the individual 

before the state. However, referring to the new concept of 

individualism which he admired, Moscote said "la nueva 

libertad es esto mismo mas un deber, el de colaborar del 

modo mas activo posible el bienestar del mayor numero. Es 

como si dijeramos que la idea de libertad se ha sociali-

23 
zado. " 

In Moscote's concept of social individualism, the 

individual was still free to develop his talents to the 

best of his ability within his own sphere of interest. The 

will of the individual was not subjected to the state, but 

neither was it to be unchecked and allowed to interfere with 

22. Jose D. Moscote, El derecho constitucional 
panameno; antecedentes. doctrinas y soluciones (Panama: 
Imprenta Nacional, 1960), pp. 177-78. 

23. Moscote, Introduccion al. pp. 79-80. 
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the well-being of society on the whole. Theoretically, the 

old concept of individual liberty was to act in just such a 

manner, but it seldom did. Too often one's economic, social, 

or political power gave too great an advantage and allowed 

the individualism of a few to stifle the development of the 

many. With the government Moscote envisioned, the enrich

ment of the few at the expense of the whole would not be 

permitted. Instead, the state would act as a mediator 

between various factions or groups that made up society. At 

times restraining some, at other times giving assistance, 

but either directly or indirectly, the state was to serve 

the best interests of society and, in so doing, it also 

24 
served the individual. 

Thus, a person was permitted to do what he wished 

provided it was within the law and served the best interests 

of society. However, activities which in some way infringed 

on another's rights or restrained another's development, 

would be halted or at least regulated by state action. 

While the individual was placed above the state there was, 

however, an ensuing obligation that came with the protection 

offered by the state. The individual, Moscote said, should 

not be permitted to engage in vocations or avocations that 

would be harmful to themselves or to others, and some type 

of work and self-improvement should be obligatory. 

24. Moscote, Orientaciones. pp. 29-30. 
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Such limitations on the individual would be for the 

benefit of both society and the individual. As a result, 

Moscote's ideas thus placed the individual above the state, 

but subjugated individual rights to the welfare of society 

as a whole. In so doing, he hoped to "afirmar el nuevo 

concepto de que los hombres solo son libres para conservar, 

desarrollar y perfeccionar sus personas fisicas y morales en 

25 
cuanto con ello se aumenta el bienestar de la comunidad." 

In other words, Moscote sought to make neither the state nor 

the individual supreme, but rather to make both work for the 

collective benefit of society. 

Closely allied to the concept of classic indi

vidualism was the question of property rights. And what 

Moscote had done with the former he also hoped to do with 

the latter. Property, he maintained, "habria de convertirse 

de un esteril derecho egoistico en una amplia funcion social 

regulada por el Estado, en la que el Estado mismo fuese el 

mayor y mas legitimo propietario en beneficio de la 

26 
comunidad." 

Moscote believed that the rights of individual 

ownership of property was the real foundation of modern 

constitutionalism and that Panama's 1904 constitution was 

no exception. He admitted that a precarious equilibrium 

25. Moscote, Introduccion al. p. 80. 

26. Ibid., p. 19. 
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between property rights and its limitations did exist, but 

there was also little doubt that property continued to be 

"una especia de sancta sanctorum de las libertades llamadas 

27 
modernas." The balance or equilibrium between property 

rights and limitations of which he spoke referred to the 

constitutional provisions for expropriation of property for 

the public welfare. But, Moscote said, those provisions 

were wholly inadequate "porque la jurispudencia individual-

ista clasica sobre la materia jamas declarara a que la 

/  28 
utilidad publica es lo mismo que la utilidad social... ." 

Before an effective reform of the concept of property 

could be carried out two conditions had to be met. First, 

the state must have an absolute claim to all of the national 

territory. Second, the state must consider private property 

as a public trust and regulate it for the interest of the 

collective welfare. Once these two conditions were incor

porated into the constitution then, Moscote said, "la 

expropiacion de toda clase de bienes por causa de utilidad 

social, la nacionalizacion de los servicios publicos, que 

convinere y la expedicion de leyes reguladoras del comercio 

- 29 
y la industria se efectuara en campo abierto ... ." 

27. Ibid.. p. 81. Italics are Moscote's. 

28. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 38. 

29. Ibid. 
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The attack on property was Moscote's most radical 

measure for constitutional reform and, consequently, the one 

that met with the most resistance. Moscote, however, 

recognized the need, and the right, to private ownership and 

in no way sought a government that would make wholesale 

confiscations of lawful holdings. The objectives of his 

proposals were large unproductive land holdings and 

privately owned firms that directly served the public 

interests. He was always quick to point out that giving 

property a social function did not mean that large scale 

expropriations would necessarily follow. But, nevertheless, 

he recognized that by incorporating the social function of 

property into the constitution a continual threat of expro

priations would help to eliminate the temptation of large 

corporations and land holders to place their own interests 

before the public welfare. Still, regulation of private 

property, not its elimination, was Moscote's goal. By 

giving property a constitutional social obligation it would, 

without affecting private ownership, remain "sujeta a todas 

las modificaciones que el estado crea necesario imponerle en 

* 30 
obsequio del bienestar economico comun." 

Once property had a social function, Moscote believed 

that the next most important provision in any constitutional 

revision was to make the government more active and efficient 

30. Ibid. 
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in the administration of social service. He hoped that 

constitutional reform might make the government into "una 

extensa red de servicios publicos organizados por leyes 

previsoras e intervencionistas, y como coronamiento de todo 

esto, una legislacion humanitaria que viniese en ayuda 

eficaz de los necesitados, con sabios prescripciones de 

amplia asistencia social que lindosen, si ello fuese preciso, 

• ,.31 
con la quxmera." 

. If the government had the authority to provide 

essential services and to intervene in the nation's economy, 

Panama could then begin to solve its social and economic 

problems. Panama needed such a "politica economica inter-

vencionista," said Moscote, because the country's economic 

system did not provide any guarantee for human justice. The 

intellectual or manual wage earner of Panama was not able to 

direct his own life because he was dependent upon others who 

controlled the means of production. Without constitutional 

revision, Moscote said, the state was legally unable to 

alter such a situation. What social legislation Panama had 

already enacted alleviated the burden upon the worker to a 

certain extent, but the solutions provided were not suffi

cient. "La cuestion para los que trabajan," Moscote said, 

31. Moscote, Introduccion al. p. 19. 
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"es de justicia, de derecho y no de concesiones amables o 

32 
generosas." 

In a period such as the world depression of the 

1930's with its mounting unemployment, the plight of the 

worker became even more acute and the conflict more intense. 

The worker, said Moscote, wanted and needed results and the 

state could not ignore him. Consequently, the state had to 

break with the past. It had no choice but to change and 

make provisions for public assistance. The government, he 

claimed, could no longer afford to remain solely an abstrac

tion or judicial entity as conceived by the legalists of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Ahora tiene que ser un estado intervencionista 
organizado como una extensa y por cjue no? poderosa 
asociacion juridica de servicios publicos cuyos 
poderes deriven, sin subterfugios, sin falsifica-
ciones, de la voluntad colectiva, diferenciada en 
grupos (no clases) de productores, de consumidores, 
siempre que esta voluntad se dirija a los fines de 
un positivo bienestar social para todos, o, al 
menos, para los mas.33 

A state with such powers, Moscote believed, could then act 

as a coordinator of the material, spiritual, and intellec

tual interests of society. 

Moscote also believed that effective control of the 

nation's intellectual interests entailed a means by which 

constitutional control could be profitable. The 1904 

32. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 40. 

33. Ibid., p. 41. 
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constitution had provided for a free and compulsory 

elementary education and Moscote considered that provision 

one of the most admirable articles of the document. But, 

he said, just because the state had gone that far in control 

of education did not mean that the system was satisfactory. 

In his study of other model constitutions, he noted that 

consistently the state became "el propulsor maximo y casi 

exclusivo de la educacion y de la cultura en todos sus 

aspectos ... ." In the interventionist state which Moscote 

envisioned, the socialized concept of education that swept 

Panama in the 1920's easily fitted into the overall plan. 

As pointed out by Duncan and Crespo, the school would be the 

training ground for the new socialized concepts of society, 

and Moscote theorized that if the program were constitu-

tionalized it stood a much better chance of being carried 

4. 34 out. 

While Moscote did not believe education could by 

itself correct the ills of Panama, he nonetheless believed 

it important and wanted a standardized and independent 

educational system guaranteed by the constitution. His 

mistrust of the political system motivated much of this 

desire and, above all, he wanted the educational secretary

ship out of the hands of the executive branch and generally 

free from political maneuvering. He also sought an 

34. Ibid.. pp. 52-54, and Moscote, Estudios 
constitucionales. p. 33. 



175 

independent income for education in Panama. An income 

solely for education had been long promised, but never 

forthcoming and, despite numerous appropriations, the 

government was never able to provide sufficient funds to 

pay adequate salaries, build new facilities, or even main

tain the existing ones. Moscote believed that education 

was failing in Panama but that it had the potential to 

succeed. The weakness was in the lack of governmental 

support and that, he thought, might be remedied by a 

constitutional provision for the support of education. But 

without it there was little hope and concluded that it was 

"poco menos que inutil que la asamblea continue expidiendo 

35 
leyes del ramo que solo tienen precario cumplimiento." 

While education, the socialization of property, and 

individual liberties were integral parts of Moscote's plans, 

they but made up the whole, which he referred to as the 

interventionist state. Interventionism, he said, "es la 

palanca que removera en lo economico y fiscal cualquier 

obstaculo que trate de oponerse a la realizacion de un 

sistema politica y administrativo en que la justicia social 

sea un concepto militante y no simplemente una frase hueca 

* 36 
de sentido para halagar a los incautos." 

35. Moscote, Orientaciones. pp. 55-56. 

36. Moscote, Estudios constitucionales. p. 65. 
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An interventionist state, he said, should concern 

itself with property, labor, assistance to the worker and 

his family, and education. In these areas, the state should 

regulate property for the welfare of the community, it 

should provide public health and sanitation services, 

nationalize public service industries, provide public pro

tection in the fields of banking and other financial con

cerns, guarantee social legislation providing the worker 

with the right to a livelihood and all of the attending 

benefits for a secure life. It could intervene in the 

sectors of commerce and industry whenever the need arose to 

37 
correct the equilibrium of the economy. 

Moscote considered the right to state intervention 

as the most transcendental part of constitutional revision 

and he speculated that the majority of people did not 

realize the consequences or benefits to be derived from such 

action. The government, he believed, would become much more 

important, efficient and powerful and, necessarily more 

responsible. But again he emphasized that the purpose of 

the interventionist state was not for the self-aggrandizement 

38 
of the government. Rather, the motives that inspired the 

changes he sought "se dirige a la creacion de un regimen 

social en que prevalezcan las condiciones indispensables de 

37. Moscote, Itinerario. pp. 253-54, and Moscote, 
Orientaciones. p. 41. 

38. Moscote, Estudios constitucionales. pp. 13-14. 
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una vida digna en lo politico, en lo economico y en lo 

. . * 39 
espintuai para todos los miembros de cada pais. " 

The fear that the government might become too large 

and powerful, however, was considerably less than that it 

might become too socialistic. Again Moscote was forced to 

issue reassurances that his plans included no ideas for a 

socialistic or communistic state. He was quick to point out 

that his suggested reforms would have an entirely opposite 

effect in that they would ward off communistic, socialistic, 

and even fascistic appeals while at the same time strengthen-

40 
mg the faith in democratic government. 

In denying that his ideas for the interventionist 

state were socialistic, Moscote argued that his concept was 

closer to mercantilism and its ensuing governmental controls 

than to socialism.^ In the area of public service 

industries, for example, Moscote said that he did not 

advocate socialization of these. Socialization, he main

tained , meant active governmental ownership. He instead 

preferred the term nationalization, which meant that the 

industries were only closely regulated but continued to be 

essentially private property.^ 

39. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 52. 

40. Moscote, Estudios constitucionales. pp. 66-69. 

41. Moscote, Orientaciones, pp. 42-43. 

42. Moscote, Estudios constitucionales. pp. 14, 65. 
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As for the government's potential power to intervene 

in the economy and provide equal opportunities for all, he 

insisted that "no hay ninguna contradiccion entre la libertad 

individual y la igualidad economica que es, por el contrario, 

su exacta y matematica realizacion. Moscote had no 

intention of destroying an individual's opportunities and 

stressed that any intervention made by the government should 

be done carefully "sin que por eso desaparezca la iniciativa 

privada, tan cara a los que frente a las implicaciones del 

problema social tanto se preocupan por que ella conserva el 

margen de libertad necesario a todo hombre para la afirma-

* 44 
cion de su personalidad moral ... ." 

Moscote was confident that a working balance between 

social reform and classic liberalism could be achieved and 

that Panama was willing to accept such a compromise. But he 

also believed that the nation had little choice but to go 

ahead with reform even if opposition to it was powerful. He 

said that if the conservative-minded refused to recognize 

the change occurring in the world, and wanted to keep Panama 

living in the past, they should be opposed with all the 

45 
resistance possible "cueste lo que cueste." On the other 

hand, if a constitutional revision was eagerly accepted, 

43. Moscote, Orientaciones. p. 282. 

44. Ibid., p. 41. 

45. Ibid.. pp. 14, 22. 
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Moscote recommended that comparative studies be made of 

other social constitutions. He suggested that those of 

Germany of 1919, Czechoslovakia of 1920, Ireland of 1922, 

Chile of 1925, and the Mexican constitution of 1917, might 

46 
be used as examples. 

Moscote's ideas were quickly accepted by the leading 

Liberals of Panama who saw in constitutional revision an 

opportunity to implement social reform without the danger of 

revolution as advocated by the radical left. Octavio Mendez 

Pereira summed up Liberal acceptance by saying that Moscote 

"se coloca resueltamente en una corriente ideologica de 

liberalismo social y de que concede a la democracia liberal, 

dentro de un colectivismo intervencionista equilibrado, toda 

47 
la amplitud necesaria para resolver los nuevos problemas." 

The depression of the 1930*s, the rise of radical 

leftist parties in Panama coupled with Moscote's persuasive 

reasoning, and the examples of other nations provided a 

convincing argument for the political system of Panama. 

During the decade of the 1930's the major political parties 

espoused the cause for constitutional reform and three 

46. Ibid., pp. 4, 23. 

47. Octavio Mendez Pereira, "Prologo," to Jose D. 
Moscote, Orientaciones. p. ix. 
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additional plans for the revision of the 1904 constitution 

48 
appeared. All three incorporated Moscote's ideas. 

Resistance to social reform melted and a rationali

zation occurred by which the 1904 constitution became the 

scapegoat. Conservatism in political circles had not been 

responsible for Panama's lack of social progress, but rather 

the laissez-faire spirit of the 1904 constitution had pre

vented concerned people from acting. One author wrote that 

constitutional reform was necessary "para evitar que [the 

1904 constitution] continue siendo como hasta el presente, 

un impedimento para la realizacion de las mas caras aspira-

ciones de rendencion economica que acaricia el pais 

49 
enterno." Another said that the 1930's were the years 

when the country realized that the 1904 constitution "no 

respondia ya ni a las necesidades nacionales ni a la nueva 

ideologia que se estaba recibiendo."Moscote's concept of 

constitutional reform had produced an atmosphere which 

48. Jorge Fabrega P., Ensayo sobre historia consti
tucional panamena (Panama: Impresora Panama, 1965), pp. 20-
21, and Moscote, Orientaciones. pp. 7, 177-78. The three 
constitutional studies referred to are: Jacinto Lopez y Leon, 
Acto leqislativo por el cual se reforma y adiciona la 
constitucion nacional (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1938), 
Fabian Velarde, Proyecto de nueva constitucion nacional 
(Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1938), and Galileo Soils, La 
reforma constitucional (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1938). 

49. Isidro Antonio Beluche, Reivindicaciones que en 
lo economico deben realizarse mediante nuevos principios de 
nuestro derecho constitucional (Panama: Talleres Graficos, 
1940), p. 4. 

50. Fabrega P., Ensayo . p. 20. 
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appealed to the majority. As a result, Panama moved rapidly 

toward the revision of its constitution, an event which 

occurred first in 1941, and then again ixi 1946. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE SOCIAL ASPECTS OF THE 1941 AND 1946 
CONSTITUTIONS 

The first step toward the institutionalization of 

Moscote's thought appeared in the constitution of 1941, 

which became effective on January 2nd of that year. Moscote 

himself had little to do with the actual drafting of the 

1941 constitution. The nationalistic party of Arnulfo Arias 

succeeded in controlling the 1940 elections and filled the 

National Assembly with party favorites. The assembly then 

declared itself a constitutional convention and proceeded to 

write a new constitution."'' 

Nationalism and racism were the most frequently 

noticed changes in the new constitution. Spanish was 

insisted upon in all educational and governmental functions 

and a portion of the non-white, non-Spanish speaking peoples 

2 
were denied citizenship. Also included were provisions 

1. Victor F. Goytia, Mil novecientos tres: bio-
qrafia de una republica (Panama: Ediciones del cincuenten-
ario, 1953) , pT 217, and Juan Materno Vasquez, "Moscote y la 
orientacion del derecho constitucional panameno," Loteria. 
October, 1969, p. 59. 

2. Ramon E. Fabrega F., ed., Constituciones de la 
republica de Panama de 1904-1941-1946 (Panama: n.p. , 1969 ) , 
pp. 53-54, 56. As the above edition contains all three of 
the Republic of Panama's constitutions all citations of the 
constitutions will refer to this book. 
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clearly indicating that Panama had gone a step further in 

its march toward social reform. The concept of a socially 

responsible government was highly evident and largely due to 

3 
Moscote's efforts during the 1930's. 

Moscote was not wholly satisfied with the results of 

the new constitution. He disapproved of its nationalistic 

ardor and the baser aspect of its racism, but at the same 

time he recognized that the new attitude toward property, 

and the government protection offered the individual, 

represented departures from the rigid capitalistic system 

of the past. While not going as far as Moscote had hoped, 

the 1941 constitution nonetheless brought an end to the old 

order of individualistic thought and opened the way for 

4 further change. 

The nucleus of the new social thought found in the 

1941 constitution was incorporated into the thirty-five 

articles of Title III. In the 1904 document, Title III 

formerly contained the individual rights and freedoms of 

modern liberalism. The 1941 constitution retained these 

guarantees, but the section was expanded and, following 

Moscote's ideal of reciprocal obligations of the state and 

3. Carlos B. Pedreschi, El pensamiento constitu-
cional del Dr. Moscote (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1959), 
pp. 103-04. 

4. Ibid., pp. 41-43, and Jose D. Moscote, El 
derecho constitucional panamano: antecedentes. doctrinas y 
soluciones (Panama: Imprenta Nacional, 1960), p. 181. 
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individual, bore the heading "Derechos y deberes indi

viduals y sociales."5 

Private property was the first tenet of classic 

liberalism to be revised with a social goal in mind. 

Article 47 continued to guarantee the right to hold legally 

obtained private property but, when a law enacted in the 

public interest conflicted with private interests, the 

private rights were to accede to the public or social 

interests. "La propiedad privada," the constitution stated, 

"implica obligaciones por razon de la funcion social que 

debe llenar."^ 

In addition, Article 48 of the constitution also 

provided for the right of expropriation of property subject 

to proper judicial procedure and indemnification. This 

article was substantially the same as Article 42 of the 1904 

constitution, but again was expanded and made more general 

to allow for the social obligations of property. Where the 

1904 provisions stated that property might be expropriated 

"por graves motivos de utilidad publica," the 1941 article 

struck out the word "graves" and added "o de interes 

7 social." These small, but important changes made property 

easier to expropriate, gave it a social obligation and, on 

5. Fabrega F., Constituciones. pp. 13-19, 56-63. 

Ibid., p. 60. 

7. Ibid.. pp. 18, 60. 
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the whole, removed it from what Moscote called its sancta 

sanctorum. 

An entirely new section added to Title III of the 

1941 constitution was Article 52, which dealt with the 

state's protection of the family. This article proclaimed 

that the family was to have the special protection of the 

state and gave equal legal rights and responsibilities to 

women. In addition, it legally recognized illegitimate 

children and the state assumed a responsibility for the 

welfare of the expectant mother, the newborn, and for the 

moral, physical, and intellectual development of the 

nation's youth. The government also was to safeguard "el 

fomento social y economico de la familia y podra organizar 

el patrimonio familiar de las clases pobres, obreras y 

campesinas, determinando los bienes que deban consti-

g 
tuirlo ... ." 

Closely allied to the provisions for the welfare of 

the family were Articles 53, 54, and 55. The latter declared 

that all social assistance was the obligation of the govern

ment, but only specified that future legislation should 

determine the form and extent to which it should take. 

Articles 53 and 54, however, pertained to labor and were 

more explicit in their content. Article 54 guaranteed the 

right to strike, while 55 maintained that all labor was a 

8. Ibid., p. 61. 
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social obligation and also under the special protection of 

the state. The government also claimed the right to regu

late the relations of capital and labor with the objective 

of "obtener una mejor justica social," and to assure "al 

trabajador un minimum de condiciones necesarias para la 

vida ... Finally, the government also sought to protect 

the small businessman and farmer against unfair competition 

and assist the workers and campesinos in their well-being 

and social progress.9 

Likewise included under Title III was Article 56, 

which accorded the state full control over both public and 

private education. While proclaiming that education was an 

essential duty, the section was surprisingly weak and vague 

considering the clamor for improved education during the 

1920's. The only major changes from the 1904 constitution 

were the affirmation of control over private schools, the 

granting of a free secondary education, and the promise of 

state assistance to indigent students. The important ques

tion of an independent income for the school system was left 

unanswered.^ 

Another area in which the 1941 constitution fell 

short of Moscote's hopes was that of the state's power to 

intervene in the economy. Compared to its 1904 predecessor, 

9. Ibid. 

10. Ibid. , p. 62. 
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the 1941 constitution made some progress concerning inter

vention, but the government did not receive the economic 

power that Moscote desired. There were, however, two 

articles of Title XII which were innovative and indicative 

of Moscote's ideas. 

Article 149 declared that the cultivation and 

utilization of the soil was a duty of the owners. This 

article was aimed explicitly at the holder of large estates 

that were either idle or used exclusively for grazing at 

the expense of other agricultural production. Such property 

was to be regulated by law for the benefit of the "economia 

nacional o interes social. 

The state also gained limited powers to intervene in 

the regulation of certain industries. It could, for example, 

assume control of businesses that rendered a public service, 

and it could also regulate rates of public utilities as well 

as the prices of articles or commodities necessary for the 

public welfare. But the sweeping powers that Moscote 

12 
advocated were not present. 

Considering its limitations, the constitution of 

1941 was not a wholly radical document. The social provi

sions that it contained did, however, mark a considerable 

advance from its 1904 predecessor and in this sense it was 

11. Ibid., p. 84. 

12. Ibid. , p. 85. 
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progressive. But compared to the 1946 constitution, the 

1941 model was, at best, an example of transition. 

Generally, because of its racist aspects and the 

suspicion of facism attached to the Arnulfo Arias presi

dency, the 1941 constitution was not popular in Panama. 

Panamanian intellectuals did not defend it with any vigor 

and one critic even went so far as to say that the real 

reason it had been promulgated was to extend Arias' presi-

13 
dential term from four to six years. The overthrow of 

Arias in October, 1941, and the outbreak of World War II two 

months later also diverted attention from the constitution. 

The period of neglect lasted until 1943, when Moscote pub-

14 
lished another book on Panama's constitutions. 

This third study was largely a revision and con

solidation of his first two works that appeared in 1929 and 

1932, but it had the effect of again drawing attention to 

the matter of additional constitutional reform. As a 

result, President Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia appointed 

Moscote, Ricardo J. Alfaro, and Eduardo Chiari to a 

constitutional commission and ordered them to revise the 

13. Goytia, Mil novecientos tres. p. 283. 

14. Moscote, El derecho constitucional. was 
Moscote's third book and has already been cited fully in 
footnote four of this chapter. 
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15 
1941 constitution. Because of his prior interest in 

constitutional reform, Moscote was the most influential 

member on the committee and did most of the actual writing 

of the constitution. Consequently, the 1946 document 

contained more of the ideas outlined in Moscote's previous 

studies, was more specific in its terms, and reflected a 

16 
truer spirit of reform. 

The members of the committee looked upon the 

constitution as a pact between the government and the 

governed in which the state promised, and had the authority 

to provide, a better life for the citizens of Panama. A 

joint statement issued by the three which obviously re

flected Moscote's previous thought said: 

Los capitulos y articulos que se refieren al derecho 
de familia, del trabajo, de la asistencia social, de 
la educacion publica, y los que consagran o reafirman 
un moderado intervencionismo economico del Estado 
para evitar los desequilibrios que ocurren en el 
libre juego de los diversas tendencias sociales, 
son prueba evidente de la amplitud de miras con 
que hemos llevado a cabo el trabajo que se nos 
encomendo.17 

The 1946 constitution, then, was not prepared in the 

haste or in the politically charged atmosphere of its 

15. Dulio Arroyo C., "J. D. Moscote y el nuevo 
concepto de la propiedad," Universidad. 37 (1958), 352-
53. 

16. Ibid., 353, and Pedreschi, p. 44. 

17. Jose D„ Moscote, Ricardo J. Alfaro, and Eduardo 
Chiari, Proyecto de constitucion nacional y exposicion de 
motivos (Panama: Compania Editora Nacional, 1945), pp. 50-51. 
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immediate predecessor. The discrimination clauses against 

the non-white, non-Spanish speaking peoples were eliminated 

and replaced by those which allowed full citizenship to 

those who were due such a status either by birth or 

naturalization. For those who sought to become naturalized 

citizens, knowledge of Spanish and of the history of Panama 

was required but the stipulation no longer contained 

18 references to race or place of origin. 

. The articles relating to property and to the pro

tection of the family, while slightly enlarged and reworded, 

remained essentially the same as in the 1941 constitution. 

With the exception of the above articles, the other provi

sions of Title III of the 1946 constitution drew considerable 

attention and were the subject of substantial revision and 

expansion. The first extensive changes appeared in the 

19 area of labor. 

From the basic 1941 principle of work as a social 

obligation protected by the state, the framers of the 1946 

constitution made it into both a right and a duty of the 

individual, and proceeded to constitutionalize the important 

labor legislation of the previous thirty years. Included in 

such legislation v.^s the guarantee of a minimum wage to be 

periodically adjusted by the government in accordance to the 

18. Fabrega F., Constituciones. pp. 98-101. 

19. Ibid.. pp. 106, 108-09. 
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cost of living; equal pay for equal work without discrimina

tion because of sex or nationality; and eight hour day and a 

forty-eight hour week with overtime provisions. Minors 

under the age of twelve were prohibited from working and 

those under eighteen were limited to six hours per day with 

no night work permitted for any one under fourteen. The 

government officially permitted the organization of labor 

unions and professional societies and recognized the right 

to strike and for employers to lock out. The constitution 

also guaranteed women maternity leave without the loss of 

their jobs and any worker unjustly fired from his job was 

20 
to be granted severence pay by his employer. 

The overall theme of the labor code included in the 

new constitution was that labor was both a right and a 

duty. The state was to act as a mediator between labor and 

capital to resolve any disputes that might arise and to 

insure that both labor and capital received fair and ade

quate compensation for their investment. The depression of 

the 1930's, however, had taught the Panamanians that occa

sionally capital could not, or would not, provide the 

necessary resources to adequately employ all who were 

willing to work. To prevent a renewal of such conditions 

the constitution included a basic tenet of Moscote's inter

ventionist state. "El Estado," it proclaimed, "empleara los 

20. Ibid., pp. 109-12. 
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recursos que esten a su alcance para proporcionar ocupacion 

a todo el que carezca de ella y asegurara a todo trabajador 

las condiciones economicas necesarias a una existencia 

decorosa. 

With the inclusion of the above article, government 

had greatly enhanced its powers to regulate and police labor 

and capital. The state also obtained an equal expansion of 

power in the area of social assistance and public health. 

The 1941 constitution declared public health an essential 

function of the state, but the 1946 example went even 

further and proclaimed the citizen's right to good health. 

Specifically the state made itself responsible for the 

eradication of contagious diseases; for the provision of 

prenatal care and for a reduction of infant mortality; for 

the provision of free medical care and adequate meals to 

school children; and for the dissemination of the general 

principles of good health and diet to the population at 

22 
large. 

In addition, the 1946 constitution provided for the 

establishment of a social security system that would provide 

a variety of services. Workers unable to find employment 

might use its services for subsistence until again earning a 

living, and those disabled on the job were also eligible for 

21. Ibid., p. 109. 

22. Ibid., pp. 115-16. 
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benefits sufficient to provide them a respectable living. 

Provisions were also available for the aged, widows, and 

23 
orphans who were generally unable to support themselves. 

Education also faired much better in 1946 than it 

had in 1941. In language very similar to that of the 

1920's, Article 77 proclaimed that "la educacion nacional 

se inspirara en la doctrina democratica y en ideales de 

engrandecimiento nacional y de solidaridad humana. Todo 

establecimiento de educacion es de utilidad publica y 

social. 

Under the new constitution education took on a more 

nationalistic aspect. While there was to be no discrimina

tion because of race or social standing, all courses were to 

be taught in Spanish unless special permission was obtained 

from the Minister of Education. In addition, all teachers 

of Panamanian history and of civic education had to be 

Panamanian citizens. Private schools were subject to the 

same regulations as public schools, and the state required 

them to teach Panamanian history, geography, and civic 

education. Technical, industrial, and special agricultural 

schools were also to be established in an effort to better 

utilize the skills of the students. But the major coup for 

Panama's educational system was Article 84, which stated 

23. Ibid. 

24. Ibid., p. 112. 
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that the funds necessary for the maintenance of education in 

Panama were to have priority over all other governmental 

expenditures.^ 

Another aspect of the 1946 constitution that was a 

complete departure from the past and which had no precedent 

in either of its 1904 or 1941 predecessors was Chapter 6 of 

Title III. This chapter, composed of articles 94-96, dealt 

with the integration of Panama's rural population into the 

mainstreams of society. Such a proposal had always been a 

part of Panama's quest for social reform. Eusebio A. 

Morales was the first to advocate government assistance as 

a means to uplift the rural indian and campesino and in so 

doing, increase the nation's agricultural development. 

During the 1930's, the communists and socialists had espoused 

the campesinos cause and the leftist party platforms always 

carried a number of suggested agrarian reforms. Conse

quently, it was not an afterthought that made the constitu

tional commission write the rural development clauses into 

2 6 
the 1946 constitution. 

One of the most important of these clauses was that 

which gave free land to the rural working class. The land 

donated was to be primarily from the public domain and 

preferably situated close to population centers and roads or 

25. Ibid., pp. 112-14. 

26. Ibid., pp. 116-17. 
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rivers for ease of communication and transportation. If the 

nation did not have public lands so located, the constitu

tion then authorized the expropriation of private property 

which was either in excess of 100 hectares and uncultivated 

or owned by persons not exclusively dependent upon agricul-

27 
ture for their livelihood. 

The constitution also provided for direct develop

ment of agriculture and rural industry by whatever means 

possible. The older ideas of improving communication with 

the centers of distribution and consumption were formally 

constitutionalized as was the authority to establish rural 

credit and technical institutions that would give farmers 

more capital and, hopefully, improve farming methods. The 

constitution also authorized the government to establish 

rural cooperatives and to fix prices for products produced 

28 
and consumed, in order to provide a stable and fair market. 

A final change notable in the 1946 constitution was 

Title XI which authorized the government to actively inter

vene in the nation's economy. The 1941 constitution had 

provided limited powers in this area, but economic inter

vention was one of Moscote's favorite ideas and the 1946 

constitution showed a considerable expansion of governmental 

authority in Panama's economic sphere. The constitution 

27. Ibid., p. 116. 

28. Ibid., p. 117. 
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made it quite explicit that basically the economy and all 

means of production were to remain under private control. 

However, it was equally explicit that the government intended 

to regulate and direct the nation's economy "segun las 

necesidades sociales ... con el fin acrecentar la riqueza 

nacional y de asegurar sus beneficios para el mayor numero 

, 29 
posible de los habitantes del pais." 

In order to carry out such a responsibility the 

constitution also permitted the state to establish technical 

commissions for the study of the nation's economy and to 

make recommendations for possible improvements. The state 

could then act upon these recommendations in order to assist 

private enterprise in creating new industry and develop 

agriculture. Commercial and technical centers were also to 

be established to provide training in business and agricul

ture, and the government gained the right to found credit 

30 
institutions designed to assist the small businessman. 

The state retained the rights granted in the 1941 

constitution to control public utility industries and those 

of fixing and controlling prices of staple articles consumed 

by the public. But in addition, the constitution also 

authorized the government to create corporations or semi-

autonomous entities whose services would help the public 

29. Ibid., p. 158. 

30. Ibid., pp. 158-59. 
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welfare in any area that private industry was either 

unwilling or unable to do so. If the need arose, the 

constitution provided for the expropriation of public utility 

companies not serving the collective welfare of the 

31 
country. 

With the inclusion of the new economic powers for 

the government, the 1946 constitution fulfilled Moscote's 

goals for an interventionist state, and, in so doing, 

completed Panama's break with the philosophies of nineteenth-

century Liberalism. Carlos Pedreschi remarked in his study 

of Moscote's constitutional thought that "puede afirmarse 

que, a partir de 1946, el Estado panameno se consagra 

definitivamente como un Estado intervencionista y es arma 

* * * 32 
de una nueva filosofia polztica que la permitira asumir." 

To Pedreschi, Moscote had successfully supplied the concepts 

for a government that was liberal and democratic in nature, 

yet still capable of meeting and solving the problems of 

society. In effect, Moscote's ideas provided a juncture of 

the classic concepts of equality before the law with the 

33 
material equality of the twentieth century. 

Other Panamanian jurists also saw the new constitu

tion as a great consolidation of two ideologies. Jose 

31. Ibid., pp. 159-60. 

32. Pedreschi, p. 23. 

33. Ibid. 
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Fabrega, a member of the 1946 Constitutional Assembly 

admired the balance of the new constitution. While it was 

not socialistic, it nonetheless oriented itself toward the 

social welfare of the nation. The individual, as viewed 

from the 1946 constitution, Fabrega said, was "un ciudadano 

social." Fabrega also liked the dual sense of duty that 

both the individual and the state shared. The obligation of 

the state to provide for the welfare of society he con

sidered commendable, and he believed it just that the 

. . 34 citizen was equally obligated to contribute to his society. 

Carlos A. Mendoza, too, saw the attempt to reconcile 

the social aspects of twentieth-century thought with the 

more classic concepts of laissez-faire individualism. As a 

result, he has called the 1946 constitution "un esfuerzo por 

combinar la tradicion libertaria del liberalismo clasico con 

los fundamentos humanitarios del cristianismo y del 

socialismo." The future of the constitution, Mendoza added, 

depended upon the government's ability to adhere to the 

35 
reforms made and its willingness to carry them out. 

Since 1946, the political system of Panama has 

continued to be tumultuous and, at times, corrupt. Revision 

of the constitution has done little to eliminate or even 

34. Jose Isaac Fabrega, Escritos varios (Panama: 
Imprenta Edilito, 1969), p. 44. 

35. Carlos A. Mendoza, "La constitucion panamena de 
1946: sus fundamentos sociales," Loteria. July, 1959, p. 77. 
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moderate the personalism in party politics. But on the 

other hand, the dominant influence of political thought 

during the twentieth century was, without question, the 

desire for social reform. From the first suggestions of 

government intervention by Eusebio A. Morales, through the 

process of democratization of the schools and ultimately to 

the interventionist state of Moscote the trend has been 

toward social justice. 

Of Panama's intellectuals, Jose D. Moscote, has been 

the most influential. But his ideas were in reality a 

composite of his colleagues, and the Panamanian constitution 

contains as many ideas of Morales, Duncan, Crespo, Demetrio 

Porras, and Diogenes de la Rosa as of Moscote. The result 

has been a universal acceptance of social reform by Panama's 

political elite and all factions or parties must at least 

pay lip service to it. Jose Isaac Fabrega maintained in 

1961, for example, that "para hoy y el futuro, requeriamos un 

Estado que llenara en beneficio colectivo, los vacios que el 

individuo, por si solo, no estaba en la capacidad de 

nivelar ... ."^ 

36. Fabrega, Escritos varios. p. 47. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

When Panama achieved its independence from Spain in 

1821, the Isthmus was flooded with a wave of confidence in 

the future. The men who conspired and took part in the 

rebellion were, in many cases, the same men who later rose 

to positions of influence in Panama's political hierarchy. 

This group of illustrious citizens became the commercial 

oligarchy which controlled Panama's political course for 

nearly a century. The socioeconomic goals of the oligarchy 

fitted neatly into the overall scheme of Panama's being. 

Panama had traditionally been an area dependent upon trade 

for its existence. A rising industrialization of the 

western world promised a corresponding increase in world 

trade. Accompanying this economic phenomenon was the 

political philosophy of laissez-faire liberalism which 

protected property and allowed the individual the means to 

prosper without interference from the state. 

Since Panama's oligarchy was primarily a merchant 

class dependent upon trade, it quickly saw the possibility 

of reconciling the past with the future and, at the same 

time, advancing its own socio-economic goals. Because of 

the close connection between the oligarchy's aspirations and 

200 
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the apparent destiny of the Isthmus, the prosperity of the 

former assured economic success for the new nation. As a 

result, the personal objectives of the oligarchy were 

expressed as national goals. When the construction of a 

canal across the Isthmus became technically feasible, its 

initiation and completion became the ultimate objective of 

national aspirations. 

While political, economic, and social philosophy 

developed rather quickly and naturally in the nineteenth 

century, it did not necessarily harmonize with reality. 

Prosperity did not rapidly materialize and, while the leading 

industrial nations were interested in Panama, the Isthmus 

did not become another Corinth as predicted. The oligarchy 

was naturally displeased with the situation and constantly 

worked to correct what they believed were the reasons for 

failure. But they were so convinced of their ideals they 

were unable to analyze their position objectively. Instead 

of attempting to balance the Isthmus1 economy by the develop

ment of local industry and agriculture, the oligarchy clung 

steadfastly to the premise of free trade. Certain events such 

as the California gold rush and the completion of the trans-

Isthmian railroad reinforced such precepts, but in each case 

the resulting prosperity did not last or equal expectations. 

The oligarchy failed to produce any form of effective self 

criticism and, instead, projected the blame for Panama's 

failures onto Colombia. When the conclusion was reached 
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that Colombia might never be able to legislate properly for 

the Isthmus, independence was tried. It, too, failed 

because the Isthmus was too weak to guarantee its own 

sovereignty. As Panama failed to achieve its goals it 

turned in upon itself, and the confidence generated in 1821 

began to wane. The old oligarchy was gradually replaced by 

a more politically moderate one. Federalism was accepted as 

a suitable substitute for independence. No new political 

philosophy arose to replace classic liberalism, and the 

Isthmus continued to drift along with its old goals. 

In the 1880's federalism fell victim to Conservative 

reaction and Panama was reduced to departmental status under 

the rigid centralist constitution of 1886. The French and 

North American canal projects inspired hope in Panama for 

the future, but the failure of the former and apparent loss 

of the latter project was too much for the Isthmanians to 

bear. Panamanian leaders considered the United States 

proposal for canal construction as their last chance to ful

fill both personal and national aspirations. The rejection 

of the canal treaty by the Colombian senate in 1903 was a 

heavy blow. Panamanians were convinced that the canal would 

go to Nicaragua. If so, Panama would not only suffer great 

economic hardships, but it would also lose its raison d'etre. 

The only course that appeared feasible was independence with 

United States backing. 
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Panama's independence in 1903 once again inspired a 

wave of confidence that permeated the Isthmus. This time, 

however, the enthusiasm was divided between two groups. One 

group was composed of those who still clung tenaciously to 

the concepts and goals of classic liberalism. For these 

people the canal was the fulfillment of Panama's destiny and 

they believed that the nation would, at last, realize its 

potential. Opposing this traditional outlook was a small 

group of liberal intellectuals who saw the advantages 

offered by independence in a somewhat different light. They 

did not deny the possible benefits of the canal, but they 

also hoped that independence might provide an opportunity 

for social advancement as well as economic goals. Because 

of the widespread acceptance of the canal myth, the struggle 

to supplant economic values with social ones was not rapidly 

won. The Liberal parties of Panama finally came to espouse 

a modified socialism, but only after four decades of urging 

from the nation's intellectuals. While the intellectuals 

were largely responsible for the shift away from classic 

liberalism, they did not always agree to what reforms should 

be made. But with their individual efforts they provided 

continuity and progression for the process of achieving 

humanistic values in the nation's political philosophy. 

Eusebio A. Morales was the first to publically 

advocate a change in the nation's objectives. It was 

Morales who suggested that the government might use its 
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powers to benefit society and he continually sought public 

works projects to improve the social and economic welfare 

of Panama. While Morales' suggestions were not radical, 

they did constitute the first step in the forging of a 

socially conscious political system. By themselves, his 

efforts to use the government to improve social conditions 

in Panama would have made him a leader in Panama's quest 

for social equality. Morales, however, went farther than 

this. He envisioned more than just material benefits from 

public works. His suggestions to build roads and railroads 

into the interior and his plans for sanitation facilities 

in rural areas were demonstrative of his desire to integrate 

the rural population into the mainstream of national life. 

In addition, his early efforts to improve education and to 

inaugurate land reforms were directed at the same goal—to 

improve the quality of life for an impoverished section of 

the population. Morales did not force the break with the 

traditional laissez-faire liberalism. He did, however, move 

away from it and thus became a transitional figure in 

twentieth-century Panamanian intellectual history. 

Another significant aspect of Morales' thought was 

his insistence that the outlook of the average Panamanian 

must be changed. He believed that government assistance 

could not alone produce a better society. His questioning 

of the nation's morality was quickly picked up by other 

intellectuals of the period. The acceptance of such a 
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phenomenon was, perhaps, due to the confidence created by 

the prospect for the canal and by 1903 independence. In 

the decades between 1910 and 1930, Panama's nationalism had 

not yet taken the aggressive tone of the 1930's, and the 

nation could afford to be somewhat introspective. The 

result was a period of candor and intense self criticism. 

After a thorough investigation of their countrymen, 

Panamanian intellectuals reached the conclusion that a 

majority of them lacked the necessary qualities to lead a 

productive life. On the lower end of the social scale, the 

people had never learned the moral and civic virtues which 

made good citizens. The upper classes, on the other hand, 

were aware of what constituted a virtuous life, but only 

paid lip service to it. Selfishness and greed prevented 

them from being of true service to their country or to their 

fellow men. Consequently, the intellectuals of the period 

believed that they must start at the bottom and begin anew. 

Society must, in effect, be restructured and made more vir

tuous, more civic minded, more responsible, more socially 

conscious, and more democratic. Such a conclusion helped to 

produce the pedagogical movement of the 1920's. 

Intellectuals believed the school to be the most 

likely place to instill civic and moral attitudes in a 

future citizenry. John Dewey's ideas for a democratic 

educational system coincided with the Panamanian aspirations 

for a more socially responsive and civic-minded populace and 
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the attempt to democratize Panama's schools became an 

integral part of social reform in Panama. The educational 

movement was important to Panama because it was the first 

service the government was able to provide on a large scale. 

Also the attempts of Jose D. Crespo and Jeptha Duncan to 

socialize and democratize the nation's school system did 

help to provide a more democratic base to society. While 

the initial enthusiasm waned during the depression-ridden 

1930's, education has continued to be an important aspect 

in present day Panama and an integral part of the current 

revolutionary program of General Omar Torrijos. 

The 1930's also saw a rise in nationalism which was 

at least partly beneficial to Panama. The coup of 1931 

deposed the old traditional politicians and helped to pro

vide a political atmosphere receptive to the ideas of social 

reform. But this same wave of nationalism also functioned 

in a negative manner. In a country dominated by a nation

alistic mood, self criticism is not acceptable. In the 

Panama of the 1930's, it was unwise politically and un

fashionable intellectually to insist that Panamanians lacked 

the necessary virtues for responsible self-government. 

Instead, blame for the nation's problems was directed toward 

an outside force. The United States drew a considerable 

part of Panama's condemnation, but some intellectuals also 

directed their criticisms toward the old oligarchy which 

they associated with the capitalistic class of the country. 
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The radical left was especially prone to attack the nation's 

capitalists and blamed them for the social ills of the 

country. Because of the economic depression of the 1930's, 

the Socialists and Communists were able to gain a wider 

audience than they would normally have had, and the decade 

produced a proliferation of radical parties. However, the 

Marxist successes were few and short lived. Liberals saw 

some virtues in the Marxist arguments and were quick to 

espouse those measures which would fit into their own 

programs for social reform. The result was a new liberal

ism offering the benefits of socialism or communism without 

the annoyance of revolution or a dictatorship of the prole

tariat. Such a move by the traditional Liberal establish

ment did much to keep the Marxist parties on the political 

sidelines in Panama. 

The general acceptance of a more socially oriented 

liberalism came about in the 1930's, but past experience had 

demonstrated that some new methods must evolve to guarantee 

its effectiveness. The coup of 1931 did little to eradicate 

personalism in politics and the practice of paying only lip 

service to social reform was still much in evidence. At 

this time Jose D. Moscote came forth with his suggestions to 

incorporate social reform measures into the constitution. 

By so doing, Moscote sought to bypass an untrustworthy 

political system. Moscote hoped that incorporating social 

reforms into the constitution would legally require 
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politicians to better serve the interest of the people and 

the nation. Moscote's reasoning was closely allied with 

the previous efforts of the intellectuals to improve the 

nation's morality. While they no longer spoke of a national 

immorality, the acceptance of Moscote's idea to out-

maneuver a corrupt political structure with constitutional 

reform was, in effect, a tacit vote of no confidence in 

the politician's ability to serve the people. Consequently, 

constitutional reform became a type of enforced morality 

for the collective welfare of the nation. 

Such a concept, however, could not be publically 

admitted by a government or by a party in power, especially 

a nationalistic one. Therefore, a national rationalization 

had to occur. This process took two forms. First, the 

intellectuals reasoned that no responsible politicians had 

ever opposed social reform. Instead, the 1904 constitution 

had legally prevented it. By blaming the 1904 constitution, 

Panama's political leaders were able to claim that they were 

stymied in their attempts to provide social reform by their 

zeal to adhere to the letter of the law. Such a position 

vindicated anyone, or any party, which had previously 

neglected the social reform issues. This argument also 

stressed their loyalty to the old constitution and, at the 

same time, suggested enthusiastic adherence to whatever new 

provisions might be devised. Second, constitutional reform 

created an outlet for nationalistic expression and an 
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opportunity to heap reprisal upon the unpopular "foreign" 

segments of Panamanian society. The combination of these 

two factors provided the common ground where nationalists 

and social reformers could unite and all parties quickly 

pushed for the enactment of Moscote's ideas. The result 

was the highly nationalistic and moderately social reformist 

constitution of 1941. 

Moscote was dismayed at the racist aspects of the 

1941 constitution and disappointed in its social reform 

measures. After the nationalistic party of Arnulfo Arias 

fell from power, Moscote pushed for additional reforms and 

helped to write the more rational 1946 document. The 1946 

constitution was the culmination of the intellectuals' 

efforts to move away from classic liberalism and toward a 

more equitable society. While racism fell by the wayside, 

the acceptance of social reform remained intact and the 1946 

constitution became widely accepted in Panama. It was con

sidered by the nation's intellectuals as a moderate and 

responsible document that successfully bridged the ideo

logical gap between classic liberalism and socialism. Such 

an opinion has continued to dominate Panama and is evidenced 

by the fact that the 1946 constitution has remained essen

tially unchanged. Despite a continuation of personalism in 

political affairs no group has attempted to improve upon, or 

remove, the constitution's social reform provisions or to 

alter the concept of the state as devised by Moscote. 
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Panamanians, however, have allowed themselves to be 

content with reforms that have altered only the philosophy 

of government. They have been unable, or unwilling, to 

cope with the real problem recognized by the intellectuals 

as early as the 1920's, that of the nation's political 

morality and its ensuing personalism and inept administra

tors. Their attempts to initiate a government capable of 

social reform have been admirable, but the fact remains a 

constitution cannot insure morality or guarantee an honest 

or stable government. 

This problem, which was so avidly discussed between 

1910 and 1930, has remained in the background. The ob-
a 

jective of Crespo1s and Duncan's educational system has also 

dropped out of sight. Education is still very important in 

Panama, but its principal objective of producing more 

responsible citizens has been replaced. Education now 

seems to be oriented toward the goal of providing techni

cians capable of producing material progress instead of 

intangible human change. The result has been noted by 

Biesanz and Smith—a fragmented, amoral society based 

largely upon friendship and kinship relations. In occupa

tional roles, either civil or governmental, friendship and 

kinship are still more important than merit. Progress un

doubtedly has been made in this area, but Panama's intel

lectuals no longer publically recognize the problem as did 

Andreve, Moscote, Crespo, and Jeptha Duncan. Consequently, 
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Panama has continued to live a somewhat tumultuous political 

existence, and will probably do so until it again recognizes 

that morality cannot be constitutionalized and democracy 

does not function unless society is attuned to its respon

sibilities on a personal level. Panama's commitment to 

social reform is very evident, but it will be difficult to 

fulfill that commitment unless political responsibility is 

achieved. 



A BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

All of the following bibliographical citations may 

be found in either the libraries of Panama or in the 

Castillero Collection of The University of Arizona Library. 

While in Panama, I conferred with Dr. Carlos Gasteazoro, 

Dr. Ricaurte Soler, and Professor Rodrigo Miro on the 

availability of source materials pertaining to my subject. 

They knew of no unpublished collections of papers by the 

various intellectuals treated in this dissertation. Without 

exception, they recommended the holdings of the University 

of Panama library and of the National Library of Panama. 

The men who influenced political thought in Panama 

were not voluminous writers. With a few exceptions, they 

preferred the essay or folleto over the longer book-length 

study. Many times a critical portion of the Panamanian 

intellectual's thought originally appeared as a speech or a 

newspaper essay. Indexes for Panamanian newspapers are non

existent, and periodical indexes are limited. Without these 

tools, the task of locating essays and speeches published 

in newspapers and periodicals becomes time consuming and the 

possibility of overlooking an important source is high. To 

further complicate matters, Panama's publishing industry was 

not well advanced during the first four decades of the 

twentieth century. Many authors had to arrange private 

212 
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printings for their works, and the number of copies produced 

was small. 

Fortunately, another characteristic of the Panamanian 

literary community has made it possible for many essays and 

speeches to remain available. For one reason or another, 

an important article, or an article by a prominent figure, 

will usually be reprinted. Often the second printing will 

be in a collected works of the author. An excellent example 

is the collected works of Eusebio A. Morales entitled 

Ensayos. Documentos y Discursos. Jose D. Moscote's Motivos 

and Itinerario also fall into the same category. Because of 

the diversity and scarcity of the original printings, the 

collected works of Panamanian intellectuals take on addi

tional importance. Consequently, they have been cited when

ever possible for the benefit of other researchers. 

Mention should also be made of the use and avail

ability of the theses done by University of Panama graduates. 

Professor Rodrigo Miro directed my attention to this collec

tion and stressed their importance in selected areas. Many 

are mediocre, but a few are of high quality and are impor

tant contributions to Panamanian scholarship. A case in 

point is the two volume compilation of Diogenes de la Rosa's 

writings edited by his daughter. Because of de la Rosa's 

radicalism many of his essays appeared in short-lived and 

obscure leftist newspapers of the 1930's and 1940's. Few of 

his works were published by the printing houses of Panama 
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and the libraries of the Isthmus hold few examples of his 

writings. Consequently, the thesis of his collected works 

becomes an extremely valuable source. Biographical informa

tion concerning some of Panama's intellectuals is also quite 

scattered. In this area, too, the unpublished theses proved 

to be excellent sources. Many of the students who did 

biographical studies of Panama's intellectuals had either 

personal or family contacts by which they were able to 

assemble information that would be inaccessible to the out

side researcher. 

Attention should also be called to the subject of 

Panama's periodical literature. Periodicals, especially 

those of an intellectual orientation, have not enjoyed great 

success in Panama. Publication was usually short and often 

irregular. A decade of continuous publication was an excep

tionally long period for a periodical. For this study, La 

Revista Nueva. Cuasimodo. and Estudios were the most bene

ficial. They were prestigious journals for their time and 

nearly all of the nation's intellectuals published articles 

in them. Loteria. the official publication of the National 

Lottery is the best current periodical publication in Panama. 

It has been published consistently since the 1940's and 

includes articles on the arts, sciences, and humanities. 

While periodical literature was not plentiful in Panama, the 

lack of it was overcome by the tendency to reprint important 

articles either in other periodicals or in collected form. 
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While nearly all of the citations in the bibliog

raphy can be located in Panama, reference should also be 

made to the excellent collection of Panamanian works held 

by The University of Arizona. Called the Castillero Collec

tion, it is held by the University Library's special collec

tion department and consists of 125 volumes of pamphlets and 

newspaper clippings. Originally compiled by the Panamanian 

historian Ernesto Castillero Reyes, the collection is 

divided into 105 volumes of pamphlets and folletos and 20 

volumes of newspaper clippings. Unfortunately, the collec

tion is not indexed, and the dates of publication of the 

various pamphlets contained in any specific volume may range 

from the early 1800's to the 1960's. The subject matter of 

each volume is also widely varied and follows no specific 

pattern. The newspaper volumes are also difficult to use as 

the compiler apparently did not use any method of order for 

insertation and many of the clippings are impossible to date. 

However, each volume of the collection does contain a rudi

mentary table of contents. 

A final comment should be made about the bibliography 

which has been divided into the usual sections of primary 

and secondary sources. I have tried to include under pri

mary sources the literature of the individuals treated in 

the text of this study, and the pertinent writings of those 

who had first hand knowledge of Panama's social, economic, 

and political course between the years of 1819 and 1946. At 
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times, the line dividing primary and secondary sources was 

an extremely narrow one. A case in point was Diogenes de la 

Rosa's "Ideas politicas y los partidos de la republica." 

This article was obviously written as an historical study. 

However, de la Rosa's participation in the formation of 

Panama's Marxists parties made it a borderline primary 

source. Another example is Ernesto J. Castillero Reyes's 

Historia de la reorqanizacion del partido conservador en 

Panama. Ordinarily Castillero Reyes's historical studies 

would not be considered primary material. But in this case 

he was actually a participant in the formation of a new 

Panamanian Conservative party in 1931. Such problems are 

typical of intellectual studies, and the solution is not 

easily resolved. Consequently, the decision to classify 

certain books or articles as primary sources was, in some 

cases, an arbitrary one on my part. But it was also one 

based upon each author's individual circumstances and his 

contributions to the general theme of this dissertation. 
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