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Panama for the Panamanians
The Populism of Arnulfo Arias Madrid
William Francis Robinson
On August 17, 1988, hundreds of thousands of Panamanians jammed the streets of the capital city to pay tribute to their most prominent and controversial leader in this century, Arnulfo Arias Madrid. His death a week earlier in Miami raised concerns for the ruling military government. Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega braced himself for the antigovernment demonstrations he believed would follow the return of Arnulfo's body to Panama. Arnulfo's funeral cortege, buffeted by the grieving throngs, took nearly five hours to travel five miles from the cathedral to the cemetery. No other figure in Panamanian history so deeply stirred the emotions of his fellow countrymen. For over a half century, Arnulfo Arias stood at the forefront of the political scene as a staunch defender of Panamanian nationalism. He embodied the struggle of the middle class against the Panamanian oligarchy and military, while his heightened sense of nationalism led him to undertake initiatives that angered the United States. Also Panama's most accomplished vote-getter, Arnulfo Arias served as president of the Republic on three separate occasions.1
Born into a rural lower-middle-class family in Penonomé in the interior province of Coclé in 1901, Arnulfo Arias became a willful, ambitious child who acceded to his mother's wishes to apply himself to his studies in school. His older brother Harmodio had received a scholarship to study in Great Britain and returned to Panama in 1911 with a law degree from Cambridge University and a doctorate from the University of London. Arnulfo also received his professional training abroad: after completion of his studies at a preparatory school in New York, he earned a Bachelor of Science from the University of Chicago, followed by a medical degree from Harvard University. Although he hailed from a rural background of small landholders, Arnulfo Arias's education lofted him into Panama's small upper-middle class.
NATIONALIST SENTIMENTS
Arnulfo returned to Panama in 1925 and served as a surgeon in the Santo Tomas Hospital until the beginning of the 1930s, when his passion and focus switched to politics. During his first two presidencies (1940–41, 1949–51), he continued to provide free medical services to the needy, though by 1951 his medical career had essentially ended. Arnulfo's interest in Panamanian politics stemmed from his conviction that the political system was corrupt and that the ruling Liberal Party concerned itself with only the well-being of the elite.
Arnulfo Arias saw himself as part of a growing professional class marginalized by a Panamanian oligarchy that thrived on the benefits derived from a cozy commercial relationship with the United States. Independence, gained from Colombia in 1903, came to Panama with an extremely heavy price. The Hay-Bunau Varilla Treaty of 1903 traded away Panamanian sovereignty and self-determination in exchange for a commitment by the United States to build a canal and to guarantee the independence and security of the new-born republic. The forging of Panamanian independence thus resulted from an alliance between a small, mercantile elite in Panama City, who profited from the operation of the canal, and the United States, which enjoyed considerable economic, strategic, and military advantages.
Following independence, Panamanian politics careened from crisis to crisis, relying on the U.S. government to oversee elections and to maintain a semblance of stability. After an initial decade of conservative rule, the Liberal Party imposed one party rule that converted political elections into personality contests devoid of substantial debate on national issues. Political allegiances were based on politicians' personal interests rather than ideology or conviction.
For many Panamanians involved in politics during the 1920s, government service represented a gateway to personal advancement, and the presidencies of Rodolfo Chiari and his handpicked successor, Florencio Harmodio Arosemena, certainly reached unparalleled levels of corruption, graft, and nepotism. As the nation faced increasing economic and financial crises during the 1920s, the political machine of Chiari's Liberal Party continued to serve the economic interests of a select few. Rodolfo Chiari collected five percent from the salaries of government employees and then placed the proceeds in the Liberal Party coffers. With the National Election Board in their pocket, party bosses amassed a considerable war chest that, combined with electoral dirty tricks, made them invincible at the polls.
Frustrated by a political system dominated by elites and supported by the United States, a group of middle-class professionals met in August 1923 to create a nationalist civic organization known as Acción Comunal. Made up mostly of doctors, lawyers, civil servants, and engineers, Acción Comunal sought to open up the political system and promote national regeneration. Members of Acción Comunal believed that the greatest obstacle to strengthening national identity came from the commercial elites who furthered their own economic positions by allowing foreign domination of the country.
Foremost in the minds of this rising generation of young professionals was the sordid manner in which Panama had been sold out by vested interests at its inception, then forced to suffer a series of injustices. These included U.S. military interventions, importation of tens of thousands of black West Indian laborers, and institutionalized discrimination against Panamanian employees in the Canal Zone. In the eyes of Acción Comunal members, the oligarchy and its U.S. protectors represented a destructive force to incipient Panamanian nationalism.
Arnulfo Arias joined Acción Comunal in November 1930. The organization, with its secret rules and rituals, advocated a defensive style of nationalism captured in the platform slogan “Speak Spanish and count in Balboas.” To protect Panamanian national identity, Acción Comunal demanded the implementation of the following measures: educate children in the love of country, teach children to respect the flag, speak proper Spanish, use the national currency (Balboas), avoid businesses with signs in English, limit the number of foreigners in government positions, and refrain from buying from establishments not owned or run by Panamanians. The leadership of Acción Comunal also preached increased state intervention in the economy and the need to replace the Treaty of 1903 with an agreement that recognized Panamanian sovereignty and eliminated U.S. rights to intervene.
An attempt by the administration of Rodolfo Chiari to satisfy some of these nationalist aspirations resulted in a new treaty, initialed in 1926. In secret negotiations led by Ricardo J. Alfaro, Panama ran up against an intransigent U.S. negotiating team that sought only to strengthen the North American strategic and military position in Panama. The Treaty of 1926, rather than making concessions to Panamanian nationalist concerns, instead forced Panama into a closer military alliance with the United States. Acción Comunal vehemently attacked the treaty in its newspaper, in pamphlets, and in public forums.
Harmodio Arias, Arnulfo's brother, though not a member of Acción Comunal, nevertheless served as its voice in the National Assembly and helped turn public opinion against the treaty. Its eventual rejection by the legislature solidified the prestige of Acción Comunal and put Harmodio Arias in the limelight.
Throughout the late 1920s, and especially during the chaotic presidency of Florencio Harmodio Arosemena (1928–31), Acción Comunal intensified its open campaign of defiance against the Liberal regime. Convinced that Arosemena could be removed only by violence, Arnulfo Arias led a daring attack on the presidential palace (Palacio de las Garzas) in the early morning hours of January 2, 1931. Although the coup had been carefully planned with the utmost secrecy, the president of Acción Comunal, Víctor F. Goytía, tried to call off the assault at the last minute, fearing possible U.S. intervention. Even Arnulfo's brother Harmodio wavered in his support as the final hours approached. Fearing all would be lost if the coup were aborted, Arnulfo Arias thrust himself into the leadership of Acción Comunal. His determination to carry through with the assault on the presidential palace, clearly the most dangerous of the three sites attacked by revolutionary forces, resulted in the overthrow of President Arosemena. The fall of the regime represented a turning point in Panamanian history. The coup led by Arnulfo Arias marked the first time since independence that a constitutionally elected government had been violently swept from power.
Political maneuvering in the aftermath of the revolution proceeded quickly. The United States made no attempt to save the corrupt Arosemena regime but insisted that future changes to the Panamanian political landscape occur through constitutional means. Seeking to quell U.S. State Department concerns, the Panamanian Supreme Court engaged in a clever constitutional sleight of hand that placed Harmodio Arias in the presidency on an interim basis until Minister Plenipotentiary Ricardo J. Alfaro could return from Washington to become the next president of Panama.
The choice of Alfaro pleased the United States because his tempered diplomatic skills impressed government officials. Many of Acción Comunal's most loyal adherents, however, pointed to the chaotic search for a new president after the coup as the moment when the momentum of the revolution might be lost. In fact, some argued that the same political insiders that the coup was designed to purge hijacked the revolution at the moment of its inception by placing Alfaro in the presidency.2 Ricardo J. Alfaro, negotiator of the hated Treaty of 1926, never belonged to Acción Comunal and took no part in the overthrow of Arosemena. He stood out as one of Panama's most distinguished lawyers, however, and enjoyed U.S. support.
PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS
Harmodio Arias followed Alfaro into the presidency by winning the 1932 election over Francisco Arias Paredes, who hailed from a wealthy family unrelated to the Arias brothers. Arnulfo took up a cabinet position as secretary of agriculture and public works and founded the National Revolutionary Party. Simply put, the party was designed to maintain the Arias family's hold on the presidency until Arnulfo was ready to run in 1940.
Harmodio and Arnulfo shrewdly orchestrated this plan by ensuring the victory of a caretaker candidate in the 1936 election. To elect their candidate, the Arias brothers presided over an election marked by abuses of power and fraud perpetrated by the National Police. The government facilitated distribution of fake voter cards, multiple voting, destruction of ballot boxes, detention of members of the National Election Board, and the stuffing of ballot boxes.3 With the victory of the Arias candidate, Arnulfo left for Western Europe, where he served as roving ambassador, awaiting his turn to run for the presidency.
The National Revolutionary Party nominated Arnulfo Arias for president at its convention in October 1939. Arnulfo enjoyed the full support of the government throughout his campaign. Returning home from Europe in December 1939, Arnulfo spoke before a large crowd in front of the railroad station in Panama City. He presented a dynamic new political creed. Known as Panameñismo, Arnulfo's political doctrine spoke to the patriotic emotions of his audience:
Panameñismo: sound, serene, based on research and study of our geography, our 
geology, our flora and fauna, our history, and our ethnic composition. Only in this 
way can we achieve our goal of well-organized institutions and a perfect 
government that can produce the greatest happiness possible, security, and 
sociopolitical stability.
Panameñismo encouraged everything Panamanian, declared the exalted ideal of love of country, and proposed to effect substantive social change through proper education. During the course of the 1940 presidential campaign, Arnulfo Arias elaborated on some of the most salient features of Panameñista doctrine. Using slogans such as “Panama for Panamanians” and “For a Better Panama,” he insisted that the nation needed a homegrown doctrine that addressed the specific needs of the Panamanian people. Arnulfo Arias claimed that for revival or rejuvenation to take place, Panamanians needed to change their views concerning government. Service to country had to grow out of patriotism, not out of anticipation of financial advancement. Arnulfo called upon his countrymen to work together to increase economic production in order to raise the standard of living for all. Arnulfo's ideas struck an emotional chord with audiences. Back in 1924, Panama's president and senior statesmen, Belisario Porras, said: “Panama exists because of and for the Canal.” Arnulfo Arias crafted Panameñista doctrine to repudiate this very type of thinking. Considered in their entirety, these ideas were not a clearly defined ideology but rather a rough sketch for government reform.4
Arnulfo Arias received the presidential sash on October 1, 1940, after his triumph over the Popular Front candidate Ricardo J. Alfaro in an election marred by confrontation and violence. Shortly after the revolution of 1931, members of Community Action divided into different factions—some closing ranks with the Arias brothers to ensure Arnulfo followed Harmodio into the presidency. Other members split off and became intractable opponents.
The Popular Front, an alliance formed to support Alfaro's candidacy, contained many Liberals from the Chiari era, members of the Socialist Party, and Community Action followers opposed to Arnulfo. Tensions ran high with Arnulfista supporters labeling the Popular Front as communistic, while rivals labeled Arnulfo a “Creole Fuhrer,” in reference to his apparent fascination with the fascist governments of Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini. With the machinery of the government behind him, and with the National Police at his disposal, Arnulfo succeeded in eliminating any possibility of a Popular Front victory. Only days before the election, Alfaro withdrew from the race and allowed his rival an uncontested victory.
President-elect Arias opted at the outset to break with tradition. Previous presidential inaugurations had taken place in the National Theater, which accommodated only several hundred guests of honor. To facilitate a huge popular turnout, Arnulfo transferred his inauguration to the spacious confines of the National Stadium, where he basked in the adulation of the crowd.
PANAMEÑISMO IN ACTION
As president, he charged into action with great intensity, determined to shake up Panama's political and economic structures. For years Panamanian politicians had talked about enacting reforms to correct inadequacies in the Constitution of 1904; but although tentative studies had been undertaken, nothing of substance had emerged. In a period of less than two months, President Arias rammed through the National Assembly a new constitution that reflected the tenets of his Panameñista doctrine.
The Constitution of 1941, ratified by referendum, introduced a new concept of social rights that included government protection of the family and salaried workers, programs for social assistance, and national education. At the same time, the Constitution of 1941 stated explicitly that the rights of the state came before the rights of the individual. Believing that the president must have unfettered authority to make rapid decisions to undertake national renovation, Arnulfo Arias included in the constitution provisions to ensure a powerful executive branch. He also provided for state intervention in economic matters.
Other important legislative acts of Arnulfo Arias's presidency included extension of the vote to women, limited agrarian reform, creation of a social security system, government protection of the family, a national campaign in favor of the Spanish language, and protection of Panamanian merchants through a program termed “nationalization of commerce.” This last legislation, designed to insulate Panamanian merchants from the competition of foreign shop owners, reflected deep racial and ethnic tensions within Panamanian social and economic life.
From early on in his political career, Arnulfo Arias had expressed feelings, widely held in Panama, of resentment toward black West Indian laborers and Chinese shop owners living on the Isthmus. Viewing the English-speaking West Indian population as a foreign body resistant to assimilation, Arias moved to exclude them from Panamanian citizenship. West Indian blacks had been brought to Panama beginning in the mid-nineteenth century to work on projects such as the Panama Railroad, the Panama Canal, and banana plantations run by the United Fruit Company in the province of Bocas del Toro.5 While their presence created markets for housing and consumer goods, which benefited Panamanian landlords and store owners, the West Indians also competed with Panamanian laborers for jobs in the Canal Zone. Many Panamanians disliked the presence of a large West Indian population in Panama because they associated this community with U.S. domination. Others simply harbored deep racial prejudices.
President Arias denounced the presence of racial minorities while pushing through legislation prohibiting the immigration of Asians, Middle Easterners, North Africans, and West Indians. While the latter faced restrictions on their citizenship, many Chinese shop owners had their businesses expropriated. These enterprises later reopened under Panamanian ownership. Foreign capital also fell under careful scrutiny, and foreign investments were made subject to the strictures of Panamanian law. Such drastic domestic changes engendered heated debate.
A SUDDEN FALL
Arnulfo Arias's foreign-policy initiatives likewise triggered huge controversy. Panameñismo clashed with U.S. strategic military interests. President Arias's professed admiration for the authoritarian governments in Germany and Italy raised serious concerns in Washington. Further, despite the outbreak of World War II, Arnulfo refused to cooperate with U.S. defense preparations. Negotiations for leasing defense bases outside the Canal Zone broke down when the Arias government countered U.S. proposals with a list of demands. These included substantial increases in U.S. economic aid, repatriation of West Indians, construction of a bridge over the Canal to connect eastern and western Panama, and the return of the lands of the Panama Railroad along with the water and sewer systems of Panama City and Colon.
Arnulfo's attempts to snatch concessions from the United States at a time of international crisis angered U.S. officials. What finally ruptured relations between Panama and the United States was the Arias government's refusal to accede to President Franklin D. Roosevelt's request that Panama arm merchant vessels flying its flag of convenience, most of which belonged to U.S. companies. Arnulfo's intransigence, inspired by his commitment to uphold Panamanian sovereignty against U.S. domination, had dangerous consequences. A combination of rising internal pressures coupled with U.S. opposition sealed the fate of his administration.
On October 9, 1941, President Arias secretly left the country to visit a mistress in Cuba. U.S. intelligence officials in the Canal Zone immediately informed Justice Minister Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia that the president had abandoned the country. Arnulfo's own constitution required that foreign presidential trips be approved by the National Assembly. Thus began a series of high-level political maneuvers that resulted in a coup that toppled Arnulfo from the presidency.
During his one year in office, Arnulfo had succeeded in alienating many powerful people. Officials of the National Police resented Arnulfo's attempt to dominate the armed forces by replacing some of them with Arias cronies. His authoritarian and impulsive nature even turned his brother into a critic of the regime. Harmodio Arias expressed opposition to his brother's policies in the pages of the family newspaper, El Panamá América.

Ricardo de la Guardia assumed the presidency and justified his overthrow of the government by claiming that Arnulfo Arias was a Nazi sympathizer who had seriously jeopardized relations with the United States. Arnulfo's return to Panama a few days later failed to spark any popular uprising on his behalf. Instead, government agents hustled Arnulfo onto a plane and into exile. Shortly thereafter, the Panamanian government rescinded the prohibition against arming Panamanian-flagged merchant vessels and pledged full cooperation with U.S. military needs.

ISTHMIAN POPULISM

Arnulfo's short and tumultuous administration might best be termed proto-populist. He certainly mounted a campaign that engaged voters in a debate over the role of government and what it meant to be a Panamanian. His style, daring, and ambition resembled other populists in the region, as did his call for citizens from all walks of life to rally behind the nation. The whirlwind constitutional reforms and defiance of the United States echoed Arturo Alessandri and Hipólito Yrigoyen, respectively.

In other ways, however, Arnulfo failed to build a populist coalition and lead it into government. He alienated groups without much reason, behaved imperiously toward established elites and institutions, and did little to bring more people into the political system. In time he might have become a populist in this first term, but his ouster cut short his administration. His second term, however, corrected earlier mistakes and emerged as full-blown populism. Significantly, Arnulfo had spent the previous four years in Buenos Aires, observing the rise of Juan Domingo Perón.

On October 13, 1945, leaflets distributed in Panama City proclaimed “Ya viene el hombre” (The man is coming), referring to Arnulfo Arias's return from exile in Argentina. Arnulfo immediately headed to the emotional epicenter of Panamanian politics, Plaza Santa Ana, where he led an impassioned demonstration against the government. With an eye on the presidential election of 1948, Arnulfo labored to solidify his bases of support among urban workers, rural smallholders, and small business owners. As the campaign approached, Arnulfo Arias, as the opposition candidate representing the Authentic Revolutionary Party, faced concerted efforts by the government and National Police to ensure his defeat. In an election marked by heightened tensions and outbreaks of violence, Arnulfo won a majority of the popular vote, but his opponent, Domingo Díaz Arosemena, was declared the victor after the National Election Board manipulated the final vote counts. Arnulfo's bid to return to the presidency had been temporarily halted. Arnulfo Arias left for Costa Rica and Guatemala in an unsuccessful effort to organize an armed invasion of Panama with outside backing.

Economic crisis and political turbulence rocked Panama, and the death of President Domingo Díaz on August 23, 1949, further heightened pressures. Demonstrators protested against Chief of Police José Antonio Remón for abusing his powers by intervening in the presidential succession. Filling a power vacuum created by the U.S. policy of nonintervention, the National Police flexed increasing political muscle.6 The new kingmaker, Colonel Remón, toppled two hapless presidents in rapid succession.

“WE WILL RETURN!”

At a moment of national crisis, the complex and muddled world of Panamanian politics witnessed a most unlikely sequence of events. Colonel Remón, an implacable foe of the Arias family, struck a deal with Arnulfo Arias that resulted in Arnulfo becoming the president of Panama for a second time on November 25, 1949. The National Election Board, with embarrassing haste, recounted the tallies of the 1948 election and declared Arnulfo the winner by 2,544 votes. The question in the minds of most Panamanians was whether Arnulfo had mellowed since the fiasco of his first presidency. Out of power, Arnulfo behaved as the consummate statesman, thoughtfully examining Panama's numerous problems and providing concrete suggestions for its future development. While in office, however, Arnulfo seemed to undergo a complete transformation. He made wild statements that led some to doubt his sanity. As president, Arnulfo quickly assumed a “them-and-us” mentality, prompting him to shut down newspapers, revoke constitutional privileges, imprison critics, and rely on the forceful tactics of personal paramilitary organizations.7
The new president faced determined opposition and persistent criticism. To strengthen his grip on the government, he removed from office unsympathetic mayors. Liberals in the National Assembly, leftist groups, and students accused him of being a dictator. Arnulfo then unleashed his personal secret police against opposition groups that he characterized as communist-inspired. In addition, the press presented growing evidence that the president involved himself in numerous shady business dealings, misappropriated government funds, and extorted 5 percent from the wages of government employees.

A protracted struggle developed between President Arias and the National Assembly. Rumors spread throughout the capital that Arnulfo's increasingly authoritarian methods would eventually result in his dismissal of the National Assembly. In fact, on May 7, 1951, President Arias announced that he and his cabinet had decided to abolish the Constitution of 1946 and replace it with the Constitution of 1941, dissolve the National Assembly, and suspend the magistrates of the Supreme Court. Panama fell into chaos. On May 8, members of the National Assembly, magistrates of the Supreme Court, and student leaders visited Colonel Remón at his residence to insist on his personal intervention. Remón declined to intervene actively, but he did agree to ask President Arias to reverse the government decree. Arnulfo Arias refused.

The following day the National Assembly met to offer the presidency to Vice President Alcibiades Arosemena. Meanwhile, President Arias telephoned Remón and declared his willingness to drop the Constitution of 1941, but it was simply too late. Arnulfo's dictatorial actions had unleashed tremendous pressures and a widespread public outcry for his resignation. In view of the severity of the political crisis, Remón withdrew his support for President Arias. On May 10, 1951, when two members of the National Police attempted to inform the president of his removal from office by the National Assembly, shots rang out in the presidential palace killing the two officers. In the confusion that followed, an intense gun battle erupted between the followers of President Arias and the National Police. After approximately four hours of skirmishing, Arnulfo and his supporters in the Palacio de las Garzas surrendered. As he left the presidential palace, Arnulfo Arias uttered a cry of defiance: “Volveremos!” or “We will return!”

On May 25, 1951, the National Assembly brought formal charges of murder and abuse of presidential power against Arnulfo Arias—the first time in Panamanian history that the legislative branch stood in judgment over the actions of a chief executive. Arnulfo refused to recognize the National Assembly's jurisdiction over him. Rather than participate in the trial, the former president chose instead to sit quietly in the courtroom and read an adventure novel. Shrugging off the protracted hearings, Arnulfo Arias declared in his defense that “The people are the ones who have the last word.” At the conclusion of the trial, the National Assembly, serving as a tribunal of justice, formally revoked his presidential powers and permanently disqualified him from holding public office. Found guilty of overstepping the bounds of his constitutional powers, Arnulfo Arias spent nearly ten months in Modelo Prison. But even while incarcerated, Arnulfo created problems for the government. He rallied support for an early release, and he continued to direct the political actions of his followers. From his jail cell, Arnulfo gave orders for the founding of a new political organization called the Panameñista Party.

Arnulfo learned a great deal during the 1940s, and he managed to stay in office nearly twice as long as his first term. He no longer baited the United States, he respected the interests of the business community, and he left the National Police to its own devices. He clearly enjoyed the support of the vast numbers of people who resonated to his strident speeches and policies. Still, his impetuous character and inability to strike compromises led him into trouble time and again, and the elites simply decided to cut short his embarrassing administration. He was now a populist but not a very successful one, reminiscent of Velasco Ibarra's career.

THE 1960s

After he was released from prison in February 1952, Arnulfo remained on the political sidelines for many years. Finally, in 1960 Harmodio Arias, who had ended his feud with Arnulfo, struck a deal with presidential candidate Roberto F. Chiari to trade political support for the restoration of Arnulfo's political rights. In early October 1960 the National Assembly passed a resolution for Arnulfo's political rehabilitation.

Once again Arnulfo jumped into the fray. In January 1964 a bloody clash occurred between U.S. military forces and Panamanian students intent on flying the Panamanian flag alongside that of the United States inside the Canal Zone. Most Panamanians regarded the slain students as martyrs who died for the cause of national sovereignty. Arnulfo Arias, seeking U.S. blessing for his run for the presidency, labeled the students “victims of foreign influences,” in a clear reference to international communism. Faced with a growing public outcry, Arnulfo adjusted his position slightly by pointing to the heroism of the students. Nevertheless, Arnulfo continued to demonstrate his extreme anticommunist leanings by warning Panamanians that “international traitors” were using the patriotic passions of the youth for criminal purposes.

Arnulfo Arias ran for president again in 1964 at the head of the Panameñista Party, but an alliance of the oligarchy and National Guard (so renamed in 1953) blocked his probable victory. Arnulfo immediately denounced the electoral process as fraudulent. Having run solely on the strength of his own popular appeal, Arnulfo determined to seek alliances in the next election to guarantee his victory.

In 1968, Arnulfo Arias began to cultivate sectors of Panamanian society that for decades had been his most obstinate enemies. These included the oligarchy, politicians who had participated in the coup of 1951, West Indian voters, and officials of the National Guard.8 Times had definitely changed since Arnulfo's first run for the presidency in 1940, for in his 1968 campaign he even gained the acquiescence of the U.S. State Department.

Serious political unrest throughout the 1960s accounted for the drastic realignment of political forces in anticipation of the 1968 election campaign. The liberal governments of Roberto F. Chiari (1960–64) and Marco A. Robles (1964–68) responded with violence to protests from workers, students, and the urban unemployed who demanded lower rents and an increased minimum wage. Strikes by transport workers, school teachers, and banana workers created a tense atmosphere of confrontational politics. Disagreement over the government's handling of the economy created a split in the normally unified Panamanian oligarchy. Arnulfo Arias exploited the division, procuring the strong support of several leading industrialists.

His political fortunes rising, Arnulfo moved to terminate efforts by the government to mobilize support for the candidacy of David Samudio. In a preemptive strike, pro-Arias forces in the National Assembly impeached President Robles for illegal interference in the election. The National Guard threw its support behind Robles, enabling him to finish his presidency while triggering yet another confrontation with Arnulfo and his followers.

From the beginning of his election campaign, Arnulfo attempted to avoid alienating the National Guard, which had conspired to depose him twice before. But with the National Guard firmly behind the official candidate, Arnulfo launched a series of public attacks against the military, which retaliated by ransacking his election headquarters and jailing his followers. On May 9, 1968, while on a campaign tour in Dari‚n Province, Arnulfo survived an assassination attempt, declaring defiantly: “Bullets will not prevent our victory.” A few days later on May 12, 1968, Arnulfo's political alliance rolled to victory by a substantial margin over Liberal Party candidate David Samudio.

What remained to be seen was whether the National Guard would recognize Arnulfo's claim to the presidency. After the election Arnulfo and the commander of the National Guard, Bolívar Vallarino, reached an uneasy understanding: the armed forces would recognize Arnulfo's victory if Arnulfo and his followers took no reprisals against the military and respected the military hierarchy. Arnulfo's large margin of victory at the polls forced Vallarino to deal. He feared that any attempt to manipulate the vote in favor of the official candidate would be met by an explosive reaction that the military would be hard pressed to control.

On inauguration day, October 1, 1968, ominous conditions prevailed. In his inaugural address, Arnulfo proudly declared that his government would be “of the people, by the people, and for the people” and that sinister “invisible governments” representing special interests would be eliminated. He concluded his speech with the following appeal: “In our political life, there is one lesson we have to learn and can never forget: in the pages of history only those governments that embody the legitimate desires and genuine support of the masses endure—this lesson will guide us every hour and every minute of our mandate.”

One of Arnulfo's first acts as president was to call for negotiations leading to the return of the canal to Panama, harkening back to his earliest nationalist efforts on behalf of Panamanian sovereignty. President Arias confidently declared that he would put things back in order. Panama existed in a state of national panic, however, with rumors that the Arias government would return to autocratic methods and that Arnulfo's Panameñista followers would seek revenge on their enemies.

THE MILITARY'S SHADOW

Recognizing that the chaotic political climate lent itself to yet another coup, President Arias broke his agreement with the National Guard and proceeded to tinker with its chain of command in an effort to secure his base of power. On October 11, 1968, after only eleven days in office, members of the armed forces led by Maj. Boris Martínez and Lt. Col. Omar Torrijos overthrew the Arias government and replaced it with a provisional governing junta. Arnulfo Arias fled to the Canal Zone, where he hoped to gain U.S. support for a successful counterattack. Arnulfo claimed that the United States had “a moral obligation to see constitutional democracy restored in Panama, because it had provided the National Guard with arms and had trained it in their use.”

Failing to trigger U.S. intervention, Arnulfo then appealed unsuccessfully for the Organization of American States to take action. Finally, from exile in Miami, Arnulfo directed several short-lived guerrilla movements that attacked the National Guard from bases in the provinces of Chiriquí, Veraguas, and his native Coclé. With the opposition quelled, Omar Torrijos emerged as the leader of an authoritarian military government that controlled Panamanian politics for the next twenty-one years.9
Arnulfo Arias returned to Panama in June 1978 after a prolonged exile. In 1984, at the age of eighty-two, he ran for president as the representative of a group of political parties under the title Opposition Alliance. Though he probably defeated Nicolás Ardito Barletta, the candidate of the Noriega regime, Arnulfo Arias once again was denied the presidency by the military. Nevertheless, his popular support and charismatic appeal made him a symbol of protest and a guiding force for the opposition to the military government. Gen. Manuel Noriega considered him a dangerous opponent.
CONTINUISMO

Arnulfismo lives on, however, because Arnulfo’s s widow, Mireya Moscoso inherited his party and has maintained control over its diverse constituencies. Promising to battle poverty, slow privatization, improve education, and provide more jobs, Moscoso proved herself a relentless campaigner in two runs for the presidency, walking the neighborhoods of every province to ask for votes. In 1994 she came within a few percentage points of victory, while in 1999 she handily defeated her closest rival, Martín Torrijos, whose father, General Omar Torrijos, toppled Arnulfo in 1968.

By shunning the formality of a ceremony in the National Assembly and taking the oath of office in a new 20,000 seat baseball stadium, Moscoso recalled the style of her late husband. In December 1999 she oversaw the historic U.S. handover of the Panama Canal, declaring triumphantly, “The canal is ours!” But like other populists who make sweeping promises, Moscoso failed to deliver on the structural changes needed for meaningful transformation. Panama’s most serious economic and social woes remained unresolved. Instead, allegations of corruption, nepotism, and mismanagement of funds dogged her presidency. Mireya Moscoso will be remembered as her country’s first woman president as well as the first president to govern a fully sovereign Panama.  
CONCLUSION

Throughout his long and controversial political career, Arnulfo Arias suffered intense personal attacks, criticism, and slander. Over the years, governments denied him election victories, jailed him, stripped him of his political rights, and forced him into exile. He survived several assassination attempts. While at the center of most political intrigues for over a half century, Arnulfo Arias somehow managed to distance himself from small-scale political infighting. His unwavering self-confidence and charismatic appeal placed him at the forefront of twentieth-century Panamanian political history.

Arnulfo Arias demonstrated populist qualities. He fought for decades to redress popular grievances. Arnulfo drew from eclectic philosophical sources and fashioned a program of government action that promoted Panamanian nationalism, expanded the economy, initiated social security legislation, and directed Panamanian self-discovery in art, folkways, and popular culture. Though he hated compromise, Arnulfo learned from the mistakes of his first presidency and made greater efforts at coalition building. He subsequently worked with Panamanian business interests and actively sought the support of the United States and the West Indian community in his election bids.

Always enjoying a close rapport with “the people,” Arnulfo could never parlay his successes at the polls into durable political power. His high-handed tactics and disregard for convention created political crises that prevented him from ever completing a single term in office. In the end, Arnulfo's effectiveness as a populist was diminished simply by his inability to remain in power.
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