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Chapter 3

Afro-Antillean Presence in the 
Latin American Melting Pot

Carla Guerrón Montero

Labels are openly racial in the case of schools ‘colored’ and ‘white’

In buildings where white and colored work together there are separate 
washrooms and drinking fountains.1

We might be inclined to believe that this quote refers to the Jim Crow sys-
tem implemented in the United States from 1865 until 1965. In fact, it refers 
to the system put into practice by the US government in the Panama Canal 
Zone,2 where thousands of Afro-Antilleans (and approximately 200 African 
Americans and many southern Europeans), employed in unskilled and semi-
skilled positions, were labeled “silver employees,” paid in silver coins, and 
confined to segregated schools, post offices,3 stores, recreational facilities, 
hotels, hospitals, and housing. White United Statians (primarily from the 
South) in skilled trades, clerical, professional and administrative positions 
were paid in gold coins and called “gold employees.”4 Though there was an 
implication that the system paid attention to different degrees of skills, in 
effect it was a scheme primarily based on color.

Panamanians stress that this period of institutionalized segregation resulted 
from US imposition, and that prior to that period, there was no inequality 
present as Panama was on its way to becoming a true racial democracy.5 
In fact, noninstitutionalized discrimination against peoples of African descent 
had been present throughout Panama’s history and was heightened and exac-
erbated in different periods. One way or another, Afro-Panamanians (and 
Afro-Antilleans in particular) have endured great prejudice.

Afro-Antilleans were the key actors in “the most voluminous trans-
Caribbean movement of people ever.”6 It is estimated that between 1850 
and 1950, as many as 200,000 Afro-Antilleans went to Panama to work in 
several infrastructural projects. In spite of the innumerable contributions of 
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Afro-Antillean intellectuals, workers, artists, and entrepreneurs, the Afro-
Antillean populations in Panama have historically been viewed as a “prob-
lem,” and have been marginalized and regarded with suspicion and negativity. 
Since 1996, I have studied the lives of Afro-Antilleans from an anthropologi-
cal and historical perspective. In this essay, I offer some of the most pressing 
illustrations of unequal treatment and racialized policies and actions against 
Afro-Antilleans.7 I propose that Afro-Antilleans have labored (physically and 
metaphorically) to become recognized socially, economically, politically, and 
culturally as a group that has Pan-African and Pan-Caribbean legacies8 while 
maintaining loyalty to and contributing to the development of the nation that 
has become its home. For Panamanians, acknowledging the fundamental 
cultural diversity of Afro-Antilleans has proven difficult, both because of 
racist and xenophobic beliefs of Panamanian authorities and society at large 
and because of Afro-Antillean views of superiority about their own history 
as British subjects.

THE AFRICAN PRESENCE IN PANAMA

Throughout its history, Panama has been considered a place of transit, a 
condition that Alfredo Castillero Calvo defines as transitism (transitismo).9 
As a result, it has received many immigrants from different parts of the 
world, producing what Panamanian scholars have termed a melting pot 
(crisol de razas). Panamanian scholars, social scientists, and writers have 
emphasized the multicultural diversity that populates this so-called Latin 
American melting pot. In response to the elite’s understanding of the melt-
ing pot, the Afro-Panamanian intellectual Armando Fortune argued that 
rather than a melting pot, Panama was, more accurately, a sancocho.10 A 
sancocho is a traditional soup in several Latin American cuisines, made 
with tubers, meat, and other ingredients, depending on the region. The ref-
erence to Panama as a social sancocho emphasizes the mixture of elements 
rather their fusion. In this social sancocho, peoples of African descent are 
an essential ingredient.

Panama’s history has produced two distinctive groups of Afro-Panamani-
ans: Afro-Colonials and Afro-Antilleans. Afro-Colonials (negros coloniales) 
are descendants of black slaves who arrived in Panama in the sixteenth 
century to work in the mining industry,11 and Afro-Antilleans (West Indians, 
criollos, or antillanos) are descendants of Antillean workers who migrated 
involuntarily or voluntarily to build the Panamanian railroad, the French-led 
Panama Canal, and to work in banana plantations in the nineteenth century.

There are at least three accounts of the date of arrival of black enslaved 
peoples to Panama in the sixteenth century: 1509, with the expedition of 
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Diego de Nicuesa, resulting from the Capitulación de Burgos opening Tierra 
Firme to settlement, signed by de Nicuesa and Spain’s King Ferdinand; 
1508,12 or 1511.13 Panama City (and Nombre de Dios in particular) was the 
first major arrival point for enslaved Africans, principally coming from West 
Africa. Slavery was only marginally connected to plantation life in Panama. 
Most enslaved peoples worked in the mines of Veracruz, Coclé, and Con-
cepción because mining was by far the most important economic activity of 
colonial Panama until the eighteenth century.14

Notably, Afro-Colonials frequently rebelled, as evidenced by several free-
dom movements developed by leaders such as Pedro, Luis de Mozambique, 
Anton Mandinga, and maroons or runaway slaves Bayano or Vallano, and 
Felipillo, among others, during the second half of the sixteenth century.15 The 
first recorded revolt of black slaves in the Isthmus occurred in the city of Pan-
ama in 1525, and resulted in the execution of its major leaders. These attacks 
continued throughout the seventeenth century and produced several runaway 
slave communities.16 By 1533, it was estimated that there were approximately 
800 maroons in Panama, many of whom allied themselves with pirates such 
as Sir Frances Drake, Henry Morgan, Edward Vernon, William Parker, and 
John Oxenham, keeping colonists in constant fear.

Manumission of Panamanian slaves was difficult, although two mecha-
nisms used occasionally were the cartas de libertad (letters of freedom) 
given to enslaved peoples as a decree by King Ferdinand in 1526, and the 
libertad graciosa, granted to a slave (in some cases, postmortem) due to 
affection, good services, or illness. In 1821, Panama was incorporated into 
Gran Colombia after its independence from Spain, and thus became subject 
to its laws. Panama was known as Colombia’s black province because of its 
high degree of miscegenation. Slavery gradually waned, and on January 1, 
1852, slaves were granted universal freedom. Currently, although racism 
is present in the country, Afro-Colonials have integrated into Panamanian 
society.17

The 1849 gold rush in California contributed greatly to Panama’s second 
major influx of Afro-Antilleans. Because the journey across the United States 
proved extremely difficult and dangerous, a transportation system that facili-
tated communication and transportation between the coasts of the United 
States was needed. A railroad across the Isthmus of Panama was a welcomed 
option,18 and construction of the Panamanian Railroad started in May 1850 at 
Manzanillo Island in Limón Bay.19 The Panamanian Railroad Company hired 
workers from different countries: New Grenada, Jamaica, England, France, 
Germany, India, Austria, and China. Most of the workers, however, were 
Afro-Antilleans because they were believed to be well adjusted to the tropi-
cal environment, and spoke in English. When construction ended in 1855, 
thousands of Afro-Antilleans settled in Panama, while many migrated to the 
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province of Colón and to Bocas del Toro.20 The second migration of Afro-
Antilleans resulted from French efforts to build a canal from 1880 to 1889, 
under the leadership of Count Ferdinand de Lesseps. By 1884, there were 
more than 26,000 workers on the project, most of them Afro-Antilleans from 
Jamaica, Barbados, Santa Lucía, Martinique, and Haiti.21 When the project 
failed, these workers were left stranded in Panama. Many of them died of 
hunger, malaria, and yellow fever;22 some returned to their island territories, 
while others remained in Panama.

The third and largest migration of Afro-Antilleans took place during the 
first decade of the twentieth century when the United States took charge of 
the construction of the Panama Canal (1904–1914). The Panama Canal Com-
pany brought 31,000 Afro-Antillean men and 9,000 Afro-Antillean women 
to Panama from 1904 to 1913, most from Barbados.Afro-Antilleans were the 
largest labor force in both canal projects. For instance, it is estimated that as 
many as 60 percent of workers in the construction of the Panama Canal were 
Afro-Antillean.23 The conditions that Afro-Antilleans endured on both canal 
projects represented a system of semislavery, and they struggled to improve 
their wages and working conditions. For example, they conducted several 
strikes to protest these injustices in 1881 and 1904. When the Canal was fin-
ished, many of the Afro-Antilleans who worked on these projects stayed in 
Panama City and Colon, or traveled to the Archipelago of Bocas del Toro to 
work on banana and cacao plantations.

THE STATUS OF AFRO-ANTILLEANS IN PANAMA

In general terms, Afro-Antilleans have been at the bottom of the social, politi-
cal, and economic hierarchy in Panama. As a commentator in The Panama 
Tribune stated in 1947, “Ignorance, poverty, cultural isolation and the tradi-
tion of dependence are [. . .] key factors keeping the West Indian unfavor-
ably placed in other spheres of Isthmian life.”24 Upon arrival in Panama in 
the 1800s (both when Panama belonged to Spain until 1821 and when it 
became a province of Colombia in 1822), Panamanian Afro-Antilleans per-
ceived themselves and were perceived by other Panamanians as temporary 
migrants. Because of the isolation they endured—both inside and outside 
the Canal Zone and in the Archipelago of Bocas del Toro—Afro-Antilleans 
maintained many distinguishing customs and traditions (language, religious 
traditions, and architecture, among others).25 This distinctiveness was viewed 
by mainstream Panamanian society as a problem, particularly since many 
Afro-Antilleans were determined to maintain their British way of life.26 
Alberto Alwood, a Jamaican worker, wrote to the Consul of Great Britain in 
Panama in 1891:
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I am writing to ask you if it is fair that we, poor Jamaicans, should pay a 
personal contribution and also give three working days free to the Colombian 
government if we do not even have land, or dogs, or poultry, or cats, or houses, 
or anything, only because the Canal is finished which made us come to La 
Chorrera to work for 10 and 15 cents per day, to avoid becoming thieves or 
dying of hunger [. . .] Sir, it is very embarrassing that some natives say that this 
is wrong; we try to live in peace with the natives, but I do not know why they 
hate us so much.27

Most Afro-Antilleans were descendants of British subjects and remained 
loyal to the British Crown. This was a problem for Panamanians, as loyalty 
to the British Empire apparently contradicted the possibility of a concurrent 
allegiance to Panama. Panama Canal worker Alphonso Innis noted, “I cannot 
stop thinking about the way in which the [Colombian] authorities take advan-
tage of the British subjects. I am very sorry to say this, but that is the way it 
is. The British subjects are hated by the natives.”28

The perception that Afro-Antilleans considered themselves superior to 
Panamanians fueled this animosity.29 As is noted in an article in The Panama 
Tribune in 1947, “The West Indian [or Afro-Antillean] learned the language, 
religion, standards, likes, and dislikes of the British to which he clings with 
pride. It has often been said that the West Indian of the petit bourgeoisie 
is more English than the English himself.”30 The connection that Afro-
Antilleans felt toward the United Kingdom was particularly clear during 
World War II, when over 3,000 Afro-Antillean men from Panama, Colon, 
and the Canal Zone towns volunteered to support Britain and joined its army. 
In addition, the majority of Afro-Antilleans were not Catholic but Anglican, 
another source of alienation. There were thirteen Afro-Antillean Anglican 
Church congregations in the mid-1900s.31 

Moreover, Afro-Antilleans were assumed to be temporary migrants who 
did not fit into the trope of the nation. Discriminatory remarks were com-
mon in regard to Afro-Antilleans, called chombos by Panamanians.32 As 
discussed earlier, while building the Panama Canal, there was a division 
between white and nonwhite workers, the famous gold and silver rolls. 
Those on the silver roll did not receive the same benefits or pay as those on 
the gold roll. In fact, the Jim Crow system that was present in the United 
States was also present in the Canal Zone. Hector Connor, in an article in 
The Panama Tribune, observes that workers on the silver roll could not sur-
vive on the meager pensions they received upon retirement: “The ‘ex-silver’ 
employee [. . .] upon being retired, they receive such small amounts as pen-
sions that unless they are fortunate enough to find refuge among their chil-
dren or grand-children,” they are not able to survive.33 While marginalization 
and discrimination came from the elite and middle class in Panama, the 
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United Kingdom responded with neglect of the Afro-Antillean population. 
British consular officers were more concerned with the problems endured 
by whites “in coping with exotic people of color than they [were with] their 
own subjects’ concerns.”34 In spite of their allegiance to the British Com-
monwealth,35 the Afro-Antillean populations in Panama strove to contribute 
to the life of their new nation and to improve their conditions and those of 
their relatives.36 Their desire to preserve their distinctive history and heritage 
went hand in hand with a commitment to demonstrate a connection to the 
land that had received them. In other words, Afro-Antillean intellectuals 
and workers strove to assert their cultural citizenship.37 For instance, a news 
article in The Panama Tribune of March 21, 1948, states that British subjects 
who wanted to participate in municipal elections were free to do so without 
fear of losing their British nationality.38

In general terms, subsequent generations of Afro-Antilleans continued the 
connection to the British motherland by highlighting their exceptionality in 
terms of language, customs, and moral attributes.39 Meanwhile, they nurtured 
the ambition of integrating fully into Panama’s political life, by participating 
in local elections or commenting regularly about politics on the media. As 
Colleymore noted in 1977, “with the achievement of some power and grow-
ing self-consciousness, blacks [insisted] on a larger share of identification 
with the national concept.”40 

It should be noted that the Afro-Antillean community was not a unified 
entity. In Panama City, Colon, and Bocas del Toro, Afro-Antilleans were sub-
divided into distinctive “castes” according to their identification as conserva-
tives (first-generation migrants from the West Indies); society (those who 
were well educated and had access to privileges), Zonians (those who worked 
for the Panama Canal and found their affiliations closer to the United Sates), 
and integrated (those who were perceived as being incorporated into Panama-
nian society and its norms and practices). In Bocas del Toro, for example, a 
thriving rural bourgeoisie developed at the end of the banana export boom of 
the 1920s and 1930s. Outbreaks of the Panama Disease in the banana planta-
tions and the Great Depression led the United Fruit Company to cut back and 
in due course close its Atlantic Coast plantations during the 1920s and 1930s. 
The company had to reduce its payroll, and Afro-Antilleans were promoted 
to replace United Statians as clerks and supervisors.

As the plantations closed down in the 1930s, [Afro-Antilleans] who had 
worked or grown bananas for the company took advantage of its withdrawal 
to buy parcels of land and establish small- and medium-sized family farms. 
The result was the creation by mid-century of a black rural middle class in 
the old banana zones, a complete reversal of the impact of the export boom 
elsewhere.41
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The experience of Afro-Antilleans in the banana zones of the Atlantic coast 
of Central America differs significantly from that of black workers in other 
regions of Latin America.42 In other words, the Afro-Antilleans, imported 
to work as plantation laborers, were able to capitalize on their position and 
acquire small- and medium-sized plots of land on former plantation land when 
the boom ended. In this manner, they enjoyed a certain upward mobility into 
the rural middle class. In fact, “the Atlantic Zone [of Costa Rica and Panama] 
is one of the few places in the world where bourgeois blacks exploit an under-
privileged white minority.”43 My ethnographic research in the Archipelago of 
Bocas del Toro analyzes this and other related phenomena in detail.44

Constitutional Inequality and Continued DiscriminationOn February 9, 
1956, the Afro-Antillean intellectual, diplomat, journalist, and businessman 
George Westerman proposed Law No. 25 prohibiting discrimination resulting 
from birth, race, social class, sex, religion, and political ideas as part of Arti-
cle 21 of the National Constitution of 1946.45 The law, specifically prohibiting 
discrimination in public places, educational centers, bureaucratic jobs and the 
police force, was a crucial step toward the achievement of legal equality in 
Panama, and it became known as the Hurtemate Law.46 The Hurtemate Law 
is an illustration of the constant efforts of Afro-Antilleans in their struggle 
against discrimination and quest for equality in a country that had rejected 
them since their arrival in Panama. In Panama City, the situation of the Afro-
Antilleans as early as the nineteenth century (when Panama was a province 
of Colombia from 1822 until 1903) and throughout most of the twentieth cen-
tury (with Panama’s independence from Colombia in 1903) was uncertain. 
Panamanian resentment of Afro-Antilleans was clearly demonstrated in the 
social structure of the country as can be seen in this 1924 excerpt by Olmedo 
Alfaro from Semanario Gráfico:

The Antilleans that infest our cities [. . .] depress our living standards and with 
their strange customs, give to Panama, Colón and Bocas del Toro the appear-
ance of African villages [. . .] [They] constitute one of the most difficult prob-
lems that our country needs to resolve.47

In tune with racial theories that prevailed in Europe, North America, and 
Latin America from the mid-nineteenth century until the 1940s and that 
profoundly shaped public policies in these regions,48 the general antipathy 
toward Afro-Antilleans translated into racist migratory and other laws. 
Panamanian workers considered Afro-Antilleans strong competition, and the 
legal system aimed to prevent them from taking positions of power.49 Nega-
tive sentiments against Afro-Antilleans were especially forceful once the 
construction of the Panama Canal ended.50 For example, Law No. 13 of 1926 
imposed restrictions on those who were from the Antilles and the Guyanas 
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whose native language was not Spanish.51 The following year, the law was 
reformed to allow the immigration of “resident expatriates native to the 
Antilles” under certain restrictions, which included a special permit from the 
Ministry of Foreign Relations through a Panamanian Consul. Law No. 6 of 
1928 prohibited, in effect, the arrival of black people whose original language 
was not Spanish, and only allowed the entrance of ten non-Spanish speaking 
black persons per year.52 These isolated laws took a radically racist turn when 
President Arnulfo Arias Madrid, a Harvard-trained Panamanian physician 
who was elected president in 1940, included versions of both laws in the Con-
stitution of 1941—also known as the Panameñista Constitution (Constitución 
Panameñista)—and developed the idea of “races of prohibited migration.”53 
According to Arias Madrid, the constitution reflected the notion that “if the 
only political creed that will prosper in the country is Panameñismo, then 
the Main Document that we have now given to the children of the Isthmus, 
as free countries do, is a Panameñista Constitution.”54 For Arias Madrid, 
the presence of Afro-Antilleans (and blacks in general) was assumed to 
“drain the strength of the [Panamanian] race.”55 This constitution proscribed 
immigration of blacks whose native language was not Spanish, the “yellow 
race and races originating from India, Asia Minor and North Africa.”56 They 
were also denied residency, citizenship, and property rights unless they could 
demonstrate knowledge of the Spanish language and Panamanian history.57 
Article 23 of Title II of the constitution makes this very clear:

The State will ensure the immigration of healthy and working individuals, 
adaptable to national living conditions and able to contribute to the ethnic, eco-
nomic and demographic improvement of the country. Immigration is prohibited 
to: the black race whose mother tongue is not Spanish, the yellow race and the 
races native to India, Asia Minor and the North of Africa.58

This constitution stripped approximately 50,000 Afro-Antilleans of their 
Panamanian nationality. The Caribbean obsession with whitening was clearly 
expressed in Panama and became the cornerstone of the Panameñista move-
ment and the Constitution of 1941. According to Conte Porras, the origins of 
the Panameñista ideology derive from the figure of the well-read Penonome-
nian (letrado penonomeño)—that is, the formally educated male of Penon-
omé, a central Panamanian province whose “influence [. . .] as a prime social 
and cultural center” began in the nineteenth century.59 The Panameñista 
movement was, at the same time, an attempt “to instill national pride, dignity 
and self-respect for their culture in Panamanians, and a populist and sensa-
tionalist movement based on racial discrimination.”60 The movement com-
bined economic incentives and nationalistic perspectives in foreign affairs, 
severing the formerly friendly relations of the Panamanian government with 
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the United States.61 The Constitution of 1941 was an instrument to welcome 
immigrants who were considered able to contribute to the “improvement of 
the race.” In addition, it proposed the denationalization of those Panamanians 
whose grandparents and parents belonged to these “races of prohibited migra-
tion.”62 These racist beliefs were also manifested in other laws that related 
to cultural traits attached to Latino components of the Panamanian nation.63 
Undoubtedly, this constitution deepened the already existing differences 
between Afro-Antilleans and Afro-Colonial blacks. Arias Madrid’s regime 
was toppled in October 1941, partly because of his conflicts with the US gov-
ernment, and the Constitution he advanced was revoked in 1946 by President 
Enrique Jiménez.64 The reformed Constitution of 1946 guaranteed that those 
who had been born in Panama and denied citizenship were able to acquire 
it65 and set forth other nondiscriminatory principles. These principles were 
expanded in the Constitution of 1972.66 The creation of the National Civic 
League (a collective founded in 1944 to defend the citizen rights of Afro-
Antillean, Jewish, and Chinese populations), the formation of unequivocally 
black organizations such as the Movimiento Afro-Panameño in the late 1960s 
(influenced by the civil rights movement in the United States), the Congress 
of Black Panamanians (Congreso del Negro Panameño) in 1981, 1983, and 
1988, and the Panamanian Committee Against Racism (Comité Panameño 
contra el Racismo) in 1999; the approval of the Hurtemate Law in 1956 
and Law 11 eliminating labor discrimination in 2005;67 the creation of the 
National Commission Against Discrimination (Comisión Nacional Contra 
la Discriminación) in 2002, and the formation by the Panamanian govern-
ment of the National Council of Black Ethnicity (Consejo Nacional de la 
Etnia Negra) in 2007, are all examples of the endeavors of Afro-Panamanian 
activists and scholars to mitigate the damning effects of the Constitution of 
1941 and its preceding laws. More recently, Afro-Panamanians have pursued 
the forging of larger movements of race consciousness, fostered or endorsed 
by Afro-Panamanians, particularly Afro-Antilleans, abroad,68 as well as pan-
African movements in Colombia, Cuba, and Brazil.

CONCLUSIONS

The year 2010 marked the first time that a Panamanian national census 
included a nonindigenous ethnic category. Thus, this census accounted for 
Afro-Antillean Panamanians, recording 65,300 Afro-Antilleans throughout 
the country; of these, 12,300 live in the province of Bocas del Toro, 15,000 
in Colon, and 42,000 in the province of Panama.69 Priestley and Barrow state 
that the black movement in Panama (mostly led by middle-class Afro-Pana-
manians) has gained visibility and momentum since 1999 with the creation 
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of the Panamanian Committee Against Racism, which carries out “a crucial 
role in the struggle for the rights of black populations.”70 Currently, the 
National Coordinator for Black Panamanian Organizations (Coordinadora 
Nacional de Organizaciones Negras Panameñas)—formed by twenty-four 
social and cultural groups, lodges, civic and community groups—consoli-
dates the efforts of these groups, especially because “it has overcome par-
tially the old abysm that separates blacks with Antillean background from 
Afro-Colonials.”71 It operates in the provinces of Colon, Panama, Bocas del 
Toro, and Darien.Since their arrival in Bocas del Toro in the 1820s and in 
Panama City and Colon in the 1850s, Afro-Antilleans have struggled to assert 
a unique cultural identity and at the same time to demonstrate their allegiance 
to Panama, for they see themselves not only as Pan-Caribbean but also as 
Panamanians. While some things have improved for Afro-Antilleans in the 
twenty-first century, discrimination has not entirely disappeared, despite the 
tireless efforts of black activists, the laws against discrimination, and the 
guarantees of equality in the constitution
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