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The Mis-Education of the Afro-Panamanians
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(Building a strong foundatiom for our children and community)

Panama’s Social Pyramid

(Understanding the Root of the Problem)

Class and race distinctions kept us at the bottom of society

: ; ome may say, “Get off the race issue already; in

Panama we have many black folks in high positions.”
However, we strongly believe that the historical pyramid of
race relations in Panama, including its causes and effects,
must be fully understood if we (Afro-Panamanians in
particular) are to address the problem (and there is a
problem) effectively—as a group. To believe that the
appointments of Juan Materno Vasquez and Graciela Dixon
to the head of the Supreme Court, or any other
darker-skinned Panamanians to other government positions
have moved the country into a new phase beyond racism, is

just about the same as believing that the election of an

African-American president makes blunt-force racism in the

U.S. a thing of the past.

First, we cannot weigh the importance of race in
Panamanian society today without taking into account the
influence of the two racially different groups which came to
the Isthmus in large numbers since 1903. That is, our
forebears and the Americans (Zonians). Each brought a quite
different attitude toward race from that of the native
Panamanians. The Americans came infused with the belief in
the Negro’s inferiority, their attitude was that a Negro was a
Negro (even if his white admixture was considerable), and
were determined and consumed with their obsession to
keep the Negro “in his place.’ They imposed this
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to create a “third country” labor system that kept tens of
thousands in a limbo, prolonged the Diaspora, and induced
chauvinist reactions from Panamanians as well. The small
controlling Panamanian elite will collaborate with canal
management to maintain the order of the social pyramid on the
Isthmus.

At the time the Silvermen arrived, Panama was lacking in any
strong sense of national unity, having just separated from
Colombia. Her tradition was one of laissez faire, born of
centuries of watching money-hungry foreigners (noted below)
come and go, of profiting from them while the sum of prosperity
shone, and of observing different ways of life with tolerance. As
the years went on, this tolerance of the Panamanians (the
middle class primarily) was severely tried by the continuing
competitive presence of our forebears for canal employment. As
a sense of nationalism arose, antagonisms were increasingly
directed at our Wls/Negroes. Many Panamanians then thought
the best way to get rid of their competition was to send them to
the interior to till the soil—a livelihood which the urban
Panamanians considered then the same as oblivion. The
somewhat easygoing Panamanian would grudgingly admit that
the WI works hard; but, he does not love him for it, it rattles
him! This is what he says of an industrious person, “He works
like a Chombo.”

It is obvious to us, at Afro-Panavisions, that we as a group have
been robbed of any real sense/knowledge of who we are and
how we arrived at where we are today. Century-old bias
systems are what have kept us ignorant and “in our place.”
Others have been able to push their hidden (and not so hidden)
agendas and self-interest at our expense while they continued
to keep us fragmented as a group. Again, the fact that half of us
are in the U.S. and the other half in Panama is not by
coincidence; it's a matter of again prolonging the Diaspora
through economic restrictions. As such, we continue to lack the
power, not having an effective foundation/body that can speak
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adjustment. It appears that some black scholars in the community
simply want to express their resentment of the white elite by
attempting to reproduce similar hierarchies headed by themselves
within a black context—the “big fish in a little pond”—and at the
same time, drawing attention to their marginality. We need to
understand that not all education is formal, because we were
basically taught in our lifetime “to admire the Hebrew, the Greek,
the Latin and the Teuton and despise the African.” The black race
was to be studied only as a problem or dismissed as of little
consequence.

That said, one’s personal social middle class status and
achievements should be secondary to the goal. We should always
remain open to constructive criticism, teach and learn from
others, as well as work in unison with each other for the ultimate,
common good! We must continue to collectively think in terms of
our future generation and find the right balance between putting
our children’s needs first; understanding that success is measured
by meeting long-term performance objectives and not by whose
class/reunion/social activities are better based on the size of the
crowd.

Race Relations With the Zone Elite

A high CZ social function, Gov. Seybold's reception for Queen
Elizabeth II. Where are the "British subjects?”

tGanal management applied their own racial definitions to
eterogeneous population of Panama and segregated it
into the gold and silver rolls on the Canal Zone. Most Wis

were familiar with racial discrimination in the British















