
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 22 – THE WARTIME PRESIDENTS  

 

DR ARNULFO ARIAS MADRID 

Dr Arnulfo Arias Madrid was a politician, doctor and write who served on 3 occasions as 

President – from 1940 to 1941, 1949-51 and for 11 days in October 19681.  His brother 

was also a President, for 13 days in January 1931 and from 1932 to 1936, but the brothers 

fell out during the 1930s, leading Arnulfo to run for the office himself.   

 

From the 1920s, despite studying medicine in the 

US (including at Harvard), he led the nationalist 

Patriotic Communal Action organisation, opposed 

to US influence.   

 

In the 1930s, Panama, like most countries of the 

Western world, was suffering economic 

depression. Until that time, Panamanian politics 

 
1  It has been said that Arnulfo Arias was elected to the Presidency at least 3 times after 1940 (or perhaps 4 
or 5 times if, as many believe, the vote counts of 1964 and 1984 were fraudulent), but he was never allowed 
to serve a full term:  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf


had remained a competition among individuals and families within a club - specifically, the 

Union Club of Panama City.  The first outsider was Harmodio Arias Madrid (who was 

unrelated to an aristocratic family of the same Arias name) who was elected to as 

President in 1932.  A mestizo2 from a poor family in the provinces, he had attended the 

London School of Economics and had gained prominence through writing a book that had 

attacked the Monroe Doctrine3. 

 

In 1931, Arnulfo led the coup that placed his brother Harmodio in office4, subsequently 

serving in cabinet and diplomatic posts in his Administration.   

 

Harmodio and his brother Arnulfo had entered the political arena through a movement 

known as Community Action (Acción Communal). Its following was primarily mestizo 

middle class, and its mood was anti-oligarch and anti-American5.  Harmodio Arias Madrid 

was the first Panamanian President to institute relief efforts for the isolated and 

impoverished countryside. He later established the University of Panama, which became 

the focal point for the political articulation of middleclass interests and nationalistic zeal. 6 

 

By 1932, Panama, like the rest of the world, had become a victim of Great Depression.  

Despite the apparent nearby large market in the Canal Zone, Panamanian businessmen 

could not compete with the commissaries in the Zone, and also lost out because of the 

 
2   A term that originally referred to a person of combined European and indigenous American descent, 
regardless of where the person was born. The term was used as an ethnic/racial category for mixed-race 
castes that evolved during the Spanish Empire. 
3  Panama. A country study, edited by Sandra W. Meditz and Dennis M. Hanratty (Federal Research Division, 
Library of Congress), 1987: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  
See also The Legacy of the Three Presidencies of Arnulfo Arias Madrid by Sandra Blackman (Loma Linda 
University Electronic Theses, Dissertations & Projects), 1985: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
4  The first successful golpe de estado (coup) in Panamanian history, which overthrew the government of 
President Florencio Harmodio Arosemena. 
5  Acción Communal (predecessor to the Panameñista) had a nationalist and anti-US platform, with the 
slogan “Patriotismo, Acción, Euidad y Disciplina” (“Patriotism, Action, Equality and Discipline”), and arguing 
that non-Panamanians were “willing to enrich themselves to the detriment of national citizens and erase the 
characteristic elements of Panamanian national identity”: Latin America During World War II, edited by 
Thomas M. Leonard, John F. Bratzel (Bowman & Littlefield Inc), 2007. 
6  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf


contraband material coming from the Canal Zone.  In addition, the large number of jobless 

former Canal labourers exacerbated the 

country's unemployment problem.   

 

After examining other options, the 

President Harmodio Arias Madrid decided 

that any easing of the country’s problems 

depended on a greater participation of 

Panamanians in the benefits afforded by 

the Canal7.  However, Panama was also 

benefiting from a negotiated increase in the 

annual rental paid by the US from $250,000 to 

$430,000. 

 

President Harmodio Arias and his successor, John 
Demostenes Arosemena Barreatti.  The latter was 
President from 1936 to 16 December 19398 

 

 

During 1934-38, Arnulfo Arias Madrid served as minister (ambassador) to Italy.  It is said 

that while serving in Europe he developed his pro-fascist political views.  Perhaps so, for at 

some time during his time in Italy he met with Adolf Hitler and was believed to have 

reached an understanding concerning Isthmian relationships with Berlin and Rome before 

returning to Panama in 19389. 

 
7  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
8  He died while President and was briefly succeeded by Ezequiel Fernández Jaén who was his second Vice-
President until the first Vice-President, Augusto Samuel Boyd, who was Panamanian ambassador to the US, 
could return to Panama.  Boyd handpicked his intended successor, whom Arias Madrid defeated in the 1940 
election. 
9  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535


 Arnulfo Arias Madrid was elected President by a landslide in 1940, as the candidate for 

the National Revolutionary Party (PNR) – which was in the mid-1940s became the 

Panameñista Party, which still exists 

today.  He headed a mass movement 

known as Panamefiismo.  Its essence 

was nationalism, which in Panama's 

situation meant opposition to US 

hegemony10.   

 

Arias Madrid aspired to rid the country 

of non-Hispanics (which meant not 

only North Americans, but also West 

Indians11, Chinese, Hindus, and Jews – 

see an earlier Part for more on discrimination in Panama).  He also seemed susceptible to 

the influence of Nazi and fascist agents. 

 

The election win was the second time the Arias brothers had challenged the country’s 

oligarchy and had won.  The political system was corrupt and, as mentioned, generally 

only those candidates with certain 

personal or familial connections had 

previously been elected.  The Arias 

brothers, however, existed outside of 

the Union Club clique. Dr Ricardo 

Alfaro, the opponent, had headed a 

coalition of liberals and socialists and 

Arias Madrid defeated Alfaro only 

 
10  Among the consequences of his campaigns, banks such as the National City Bank and Chase National Bank 
found themselves compelled to move their offices to the Canal Zone: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
11  The US refused to deport the West Indians and other non-Hispanics  

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535


after a series of disorders incited by his followers caused Alfaro to be discredited and to 

withdraw from the race12. 

 

In 1941, an official memorandum sent by the US Ambassador described the situation in 

Panama under Arias Madrid – 

“what has developed in Panama is about as near an approach to Hitlerism as the 

characteristics of Latin Americans and the peculiar circumstances affecting Panama 

could be expected to permit”13.  

 

During 1941, Arias Madrid introduced a law prohibiting Jewish immigration and depriving 

anyone of the Jewish faith without at least one Panamanian parent of their citizenship.  

The inherent anti-Semitism appeared to continue in the Government under the following 

President De La Guardia.   

 

Aria Madrid also promulgated a law to protect the integrity of the Spanish language, 

which he felt to be a symbol of Panamanian sovereignty vis a vis the Americans14. 

However, the new Constitution introduced by Aris Madrid also guaranteed freedom of 

speech, press, assembly, and religion, while recognising the Roman Catholic religion as 

that of the majority of the population15. 

 

In 1941, Life Magazine carried an article in which it was said that, after his election in the 

previous Autumn, Arias Madrid had adopted a strong nationalist, "Panama for 

Panamanians" policy, and it said that he did not seem disposed to help the US16.  

 

 
12  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
13https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&httpsredir=1&a
rticle=2131&context=masters-theses 
14  Ironically, at the time the country’s major newspaper was published in English, with a Spanish language 
supplement.  The President persuaded the family owning the newspaper to reverse this situation. 
15  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
16  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Lifemag/lmindex.htm 
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On 14 February 1941, the National Assembly passed a Law barring aliens from the 

operation of all retail businesses, with citizenship a prerequisite. At the time foreigners 

owned most of the country's retail stores, with the greatest proportion of the bars and 

many other establishments for the sale of liquor owned by Americans, who were also 

involved in other branches of the retail trade.  The Law also affected foreign restaurant 

and hotel owners and Chinese, Jews, and East Indians operated many groceries, dry 

goods, and general stores in towns and villages throughout the country.  Of this group the 

Chinese would be hardest hit. The new Law also banned foreigners from operating as 

commission merchants and fuel distributors17. 

 

Arias Madrid also attempted to create a police state by revamping the National Police in 

December 1940, ironically a force that was to eventually play a key role in deposing him18. 

 

Americans were by no means the only ones in Panama who were anxious to be rid of Arias 

Madrid.  Even his brother, Harmodio, urged the US Embassy to move against him and US 

officials made no attempt to conceal their relief when the National Police took advantage 

of Arias Madrid's temporary absence from the country19 to depose him in October 194120. 

 

Despite being ousted in 1941, he ran unsuccessfully for President in 1949 as a coalition 

candidate.  Subsequently the National Assembly was to declare that he had, in fact, been 

the winner in 1949.  Taking office, he suspended the Constitution (which he himself had 

only enacted in his previous term as President) and set up a secret police force, before 

being overthrown again in 1951 as rampant corruption dogged the country.   

 
17  https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
18  In 1947, in more political unrest, including among students, at least partly resulting from agitation by 
Arias Madrid, the renamed National Guard became prominent, and that year is said to mark the emergence 
of the National Guard as political arbiter in Panama for much of the postwar years: 
https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535  
19  He was said to have left to visit his oculist in Havana (though his mistress, Cuban artist, Anita de la Vega 
also was there).  He also failed to inform the National assembly, as his new 1941 Constitution required – 
when asked his wife said he was deep sea fishing, and his secretary said he was visiting the San Blas 
indigenous people reservation: https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535 
20  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf  

https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/535
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He attempted a further unsuccessful comeback in 1964, but then won the 1968 elections 

as leader of a 5-party coalition.  This time, after attempting to gain control of the National 

Assembly and the Supreme Court, as well as trying to restructure command of the 

National Guard, he was ousted once more, fleeing to the Canal Zone after only 11 days in 

office, and thence travelling to the US.   

 

He returned home again in 1978 and tried once more to become President in 1984, at the 

age of 83.  However, when exit polls showed that he had a substantial lead, the General 

Noriega regime halted the count and declared that their candidate had won and, once 

more, Arias Madrid fled the country.  He died in Miami in 198821.  

 

RICARDO ADOLFO DE LA GUARDIA ARANGO 

Popularly known as “Cojo”22, this President ruled Panama from 9 October 1941, following 

the deposing of Arias Madrid (in which he was reportedly implicated23), until 15 June 

1945, thereby being in charge for most of the war.  Under him, Panama became the first 

Latin American country to declare war on the Axis powers (as noted in earlier Part, ahead 

of even the US).  Naturally enough, given the situation, his Administration focused on 

cooperation with the US, and abandoned 

the nationalist policy carried out by Arias 

Madrid, and concentrated largely on the 

defence of Panama and the Canal. 

 

He had been a prominent public figure, and 

had held important positions in the 

Panamanian administration since 1936, at 

 
21  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm 
22  “Limping”. 
23  After Arias left the country, the second Vice-President, Ernesto Jaén Guardia, briefly came to power, but 
he resigned immediately after being appointed, since the real intention was for Ricardo Adolfo de la Guardia 
to assume the head of state: https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/a/arias_arnulfo.htm
https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm


which time he was appointed governor of the province of Panama.  In 1940, he was 

Minister of Government and Justice24 in the Arias Madrid Administration. 

 

His government imposed tight controls in the territory but, on the other hand, his was the 

first government to allow women the vote.  His Administration was also the one that 

entered into the Fábrega-Wilson Base Convention, which allowed US use of 134 defence 

sites outside the Canal Zone. 

 

He oversaw the drafting of another new Constitution, which entered into force in March 

1946, but on 15 June 1945, after a brief political crisis, the National Assembly put an end 

to the regime of de la Guardia, sent him into exile, and selected the Ambassador to 

Washington and First Vice-President, Enrique A. Jiménez Brin, as President, who served 

until August 1948.25   

 

ENRIQUE A JIMÉNEZ BRIN 

This Administration was involved in the unsuccessful attempt to renegotiate the 

maintaining of some of the US defence sites outside the Canal Zone (explained in the Part 

on the end of the war).  Jimenez Brin had been a former President of the National Bank of 

Panama, as well as Ambassador to the US. 

 

During the Jimenez Brin Presidency the Filós-Hines Treaty was signed with the US in 

December 1947, which sought to ensure the permanent presence of US troops in defence 

of the Canal.  However, when thousands of Panamanians protested against the 

agreement, he ordered the suspension of individual rights, but the protest paid off and 

the National Assembly rejected the Treaty on 22 December 194726.  Nevertheless, he 

 
24  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm  
25  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  
26  The upheaval of 1947 was instigated in large measure by university students.  Their clash with the 
National Police, in which both students and policemen were killed, marked the beginning of a period of 
intense animosity between the 2 groups.  The incident was also the first in which US intentions were 
thwarted by a massive expression of Panamanian nationalist anger: 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a210486.pdf 

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/g/guardia_ricardo_adolfo.htm
https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues
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remained in office until the following August, when a new President was elected (in a poll 

tainted by allegations of irregularities and fraud)27.  In the elections of 1948, Domingo Díaz 

Arosemena was declared the winner by the National Jury of Elections, depriving Arias 

Madrid of a victory. However, Díaz died in office in 1949, and, faced with popular protests, 

his 2 Vice-Presidents first accepted and then refused office.  This action cleared the way 

for a bizarre manoeuvre by the Jury, which declared that, after a recount, Arias Madrid 

had in fact won the election in 1948.  Politics throughout this period were dominated by 

Colonel José Antonio Remón Cantera, commander of the increasingly militarised police, 

which became known as the National Guard.28 

 
27  https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/j/jimenez_enrique.htm  
28  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues  

https://www.biografiasyvidas.com/biografia/j/jimenez_enrique.htm
https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/World-War-II-and-mid-century-intrigues

