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Let us begin by tracing Panama’s rich black heritage to the colonial period. Black slaves carried the gold and silver that had been mined in the Andes through Panama and loaded these riches onto ships that set sail over the Caribbean Sea and across the Atlantic Ocean to reach Europe. In the 1570s, runaway slave communities in Panama aligned themselves with Sir Francis Drake to defeat their former Spanish masters. African slavery was officially abolished in 1821 in Panama, which then belonged to Colombia. Throughout the nineteenth century, the isthmus was derogatorily labeled the provincia negra, the black province of Colombia. Such was Panama’s reputation as a black province that President Abraham Lincoln decided in 1862 that the Chiriquí region in Panama would be an ideal location to resettle African Americans from the United States. The strong Afro-Panamanian presence continued to be an indelible aspect of Panamanian society even after the country gained its independence from Colombia in 1903. 

Canal Zone, originally published in 1935, provides its reader with a rich analysis of black experience in Panama in the early twentieth century and grapples with the social conditions of the period. It can be read, as many critics have, as “one of the most blistering anti-imperialistic exposés to emerge from Latin America during those grey years, when the Big Stick and Manifest Destiny policies had not yet been disguised beneath rhetoric clovers” (Diez 32). The novel indeed reflects a strong position against the United States’ dominion over Panama. Importantly, it is also, as I demonstrate in this essay, a notable contribution to “canal literature” since it is the first work of fiction to establish a black Panamanian-Jamaican connection. First, the novel demonstrates that Panamanians and Jamaicans were equally misled and manipulated by North American imperialism. Second, it demonstrates that the quest for a Panamanian identity requires honoring the Jamaican immigrants who were forced to stay in the country after the Panama Canal was built. Third, it makes clear that ‘blackness’ binds both first-generation immigrants born in the Caribbean and second-generation immigrants born in Panama.  

History is one manifestation of fiction, yet what sets literature apart is that it is produced to be circulated and is circulated in order to be consumed by its intended readership. While there exist a plethora of documents that related the historical moment captured in Canal Zone, the novel leaves both a record and analysis of the same. In Central America, as is the case elsewhere, literature is the battleground on which ideological struggles are fought and the demarcations of dominance are drawn. Specifically, canal literature in Panama is replete with conflict and social theory about the place of subjects located outside the hegemonic order. Its very foundation is the historically grounded approach to citizenship that I assess in this essay. 
West Indians and Panamanians: Duped by “Progress” 
The novel begins in 1904, the same year that Panama’s national history begins. Enthusiasm fills the opening pages of Canal Zone, as the narrator describes Panamanians joyously celebrating their independence. Convinced that Panama will rapidly ascend to the ranks of a privileged nation, the narrator states: 
Vibraba la alegría en los rostros. Sentíase—por todas partes—el fresco bienestar logrado a raíz de la independencia de Colombia. Se asistía a la transformación de un nuevo Panamá. Un Panamá higiénico, hermoso, acogedor. Poco a poco, iban desapareciendo las enfermedades contagiosas, terror de los visitantes de antaño. (Aguilera Malta 13)
This is a stellar rhetorical maneuver, for it captures both Panamanian and Jamaican sentiment about economic prospects in Panama. While all Jamaican immigrants suffered discrimination, they were drawn to the Zone by promises of wealth that likewise appealed to the wider Panamanian public. Ultimately, however, many of the men that worked on the Canal perished, becoming pieces in the Monster’s machine. As the narrator poignantly remarks:  
Se escribieron con sangre y con plomo las primeras páginas de ese poema de cemento, mar y acero; cuando el alarido de la dinamita se mezcló con el de los hombres pulverizados; cuando las fiebres traidoras mordieron la negra carne sin protección, y, en racha mortal, la barrieron incesantes; cuando volaron los ceros y, en su vuelo estrepitoso, se llevaron ramilletes de existencia. (Aguilera Malta 38)
This personification of zeros in flight from Panama to North America, taking the lives of black men in their wake, allows no excuses for the role that greed played in the deaths of Jamaican workers. 
Aguilera Malta was not a Panamanian citizen; he was an Ecuadorian-born poet, short story writer, playwright and novelist whose experiences as a journalist in Panama and Brazil led him to contemplate the place of blackness in the region. He created “literatura de denuncia y de protesta,” believing, as he stated in a 1978 interview, that all good literature is political and social—including that which assumes an antagonistic position (Fama 18). Thus, the first part of his Canal Zone envelops the reader in the rhetoric of progress promoted by the United States that served as the “opium of the people,” so to speak, in order to conceal the consequences of imperialism and greed. The narrator tells us that streets were repaired and new roads were built, there was a growing optimism and dynamism amongst the population and an awareness of diversity resulting from the recent arrival of Jews, Indian “coolies” and North American “Yankees.” Prosperity was in the air. The canal promised everyone—foreign investors, tourists, the military and even black laborers—endless riches. As history and the pages of novel make clear: “Entonces, se verificó, tácitamente, el éxodo hacia la Capital y hacia Colón. Los campos, poco a poco, se vieron incultos y abandonados. Nadie pensaba en sembrar. Todos quisieron ir a gozar de la buena vida” (Aguilera Malta 14). Panamanians abandoned their fields—and Jamaicans abandoned their islands—for the promise of the riches trafficked in the Zone.
West Indians and Panamanian Identity 

By the time the Panama Canal was opened in 1914, it had become a de facto U.S. colony where the privilege and prosperity of North Americans had become almost mythical. Outside of the Zone, Panama resembled the other banana republics in Central America with its reliance on the U.S. market and unequal distribution of wealth concentrated in a tightly knit landed oligarchy. Panamanian writers faced the challenge of legitimizing the country in the eyes of Latin American intellectuals who, like the Argentinian socialist Alfredo Palacios, considered the country a “Yankee colony” undeserving of respect due to its eminent absorption by the “North American colossus” (Palacios 158, 163). They responded by developing a ruralist literary production that represented Panamanians as a unified mestizo people who rejected U.S. imperialist values. As literary critic Mélida Sepúlveda demonstrates, those who did write about the Panama Canal made West Indians the scapegoat and “metaphor” of the race problem in the country under U.S. occupation, blaming them for intervention, neocolonialism and racism (41). Thus, the approach taken in Canal Zone stands in stark contrast to dominant trends in “canal literature” by critically assessing the fate of Jamaican workers in the context of U.S. imperialism. 
In the second part of the novel, the narrator of Canal Zone directs his gaze to the imperialist racism in the Zone. The features—English-speaking and Protestant—that made Jamaican men a desirable workforce force to North American businessmen also made them a target for Panamanians who began to subscribe to the brand of racism and Jim Crow laws that those same investors brought with them and enforced in the Zone. Widespread unemployment in the early twenties increased Panamanian hostility against Jamaicans and this lead to housing disputes that made headlines. Canal Zone presents the reader with an unvarnished image of the West Indian community’s struggle for survival. The black masses that the narrator describes are paralyzed by fear, “un miedo animal a lo desconocido” (Aguilera Malta 55). Meanwhile, Panamanian landlords capitalize on this fear and inability to organize themselves. The depiction of the vulnerable masses is a critical aspect of the narrative, since lacking the cultural capital at the disposal of Panamanian mestizos and unable to return to Jamaica from whence they had arrived, the black masses were doomed to languor in their plight. Forgetting their old rivalries and class differences, the landlords in Colón began to evict black immigrant families from their premises. They became the Association of Homeowners, enacted statutes and imposed exorbitant fees on black workers, whose “silver roll” salaries were insufficient to cover the costs of housing in the newly segregated neighborhoods (Aguilera Malta 65). Race, class, and nation form the crux of Aguilera Malta’s analysis of the cultural reaches of imperialism. 
Jamaican immigrants received no assistance from Panamanian policymakers, who claimed that the black masses had taken jobs that rightfully belonged to Panamanians and should be deported. With time, the nationalist movement under the banner “Panama for Panamanians” demanding the deportation of Jamaicans gains steam. Turned out by their landlords and forced to leave the major cities, they must seek refuge in the savannah. The dispossession of the black masses is poetically described, as the narrator uses the text as a canvas on which to paint the, “vetazos de ébano a la piel de la tierra uniforme. Manchas humanas incontables. A lo lejos, parpadeaba el incendio de los colores chillones de sus trajes” (Aguilera Malta 60). These images highlight the novel’s humanistic approach to the subject matter at hand. As Richard L. Jackson reminds us in his landmark study of Afro-Latin American texts, this position can be described as “an attitude of concern for the welfare and dignity of human beings, especially the ‘marginal’ ones, and for the problems that beset them in this life” (xiii). This is important because, as we have already seen, the Canal Zone takes a stand against the recurrent images of black immigrants as undesirable collaborators of U.S. imperialism. By aligning himself with the humanist concerns of Afro-Latin American writers, Aguilera Malta challenges readers to broaden their conception of black experience in Panama and the inextricable links between imperialism and racism. 
These immigrants came from Calidonia, an economically depressed neighborhood on the margins of the Canal Zone where up to thirty immigrants lived together in small apartments.  The images of a growing number of black bodies setting up camp in the savannah and awaiting their destiny reveals the narrator’s rage at the situation. Here were the Jamaican immigrants that were lured by tales of riches to work in the Canal Zone. Here were the proverbial huddled masses that risked their lives for an imperialist power. Here were the tenants of Panamanian landlords who became rich extracting pennies from these poor families. The descriptions of the displaced families, already marooned in a country far away from their Caribbean islands are an important feature of the novel. The narrator describes the human stench in the savannah that keeps the reader’s attention focused on the miserable conditions they endure: “Olía mal. No sólo por sus cuerpos sucios, inlavados durante muchos días; no sólo por sus propios alientos, que, como una red invisible, aprisionaban el ambiente” (Aguilera Malta 61). The stench, as the reader comes to find out, is a result of the exposed body of a dead child who died of thirst. As the narrator continues his description of the unfortunate masses under the harsh sun out on the savannah, it becomes clear that he is not only detailing a tragedy that could have been avoided but also, like so many other injustices suffered by Jamaicans as a result of the Panama Canal project, a piece of Panamanian history. 
Black Panamanian Experience
The fate of first-generation immigrants seems to be determined by their status. As the narrator continues to explore the connection between blackness and imperialism by bringing into focus the experiences of a black man named Pedro Coorsi, the son of an immigrant woman from Jamaica. Following the economic crash, many black men in the Zone are laid off and become unemployed. Formerly employed as a typist for the local newspaper and currently unemployed and unable to support his mother, Pedro is one of those men. As his mother states as she symbolically washes a white suit belonging to one of her customers, Pedro faced a double burden: unemployment and the desperate fight against the obstacles that lie in wait to crush his spirit. She sees in her son the same pain that burdens the other black men in her community: “Algo contra lo que no podía levantarse. Ni siquiera protestar. Ella lo había visto frecuentemente en los hombres de su raza. Pedro llevaba inútilmente ese poquito de sangre blanca. La sangre negra imperaba, era más fuerte. Y tenía que arrastrarlo al precipicio” (Aguilera Malta 52). 
Unemployed, Pedro roams the streets lamenting his economic situation and his ‘inferior’ racial status. Following a two-week engagement with the failed grassroots movement that sought justice for the black immigrants who were expelled, Pedro finds a job as one of the many chauffeurs serving the 40,000 newly arrived U.S. Marines on a mission to police the Canal Zone. While the white Panamanian aristocracy attends balls and other events in honor of the newly arrived servicemen, Pedro assumes the role predestined by his color and class: chauffer. From this position, he is privy to the dirty little secrets of the Marines he transports: 
Pedro Coorsi—marginal, como la mayoría de los chombos había conseguido, por fin, trabajo. Era chofer de un carro destartalado, que se especializaba en llevar marinos de uno a otro lado. Parapetado tras el volante, él lo había visto todo. En Balboa, en los muelles, frente a cantinas y los cabarets, en las calles trepidantes y encendidas de sol. (Aguilera Malta 82) 
Painfully aware of his position vis-à-vis the North American foreigners who are eagerly greeted by the white Panamanians, Pedro drives along acutely aware of the futility of his existence and the sting of alienation. 
As Canal Zone draws to a close, the reader is allowed access to Pedro’s perceptions of his experience as a black man in Panama. One night, he picks up four Marines. As he drives between Colón and Panama City, he considers his life: “siempre el volante. Su mundo, hoy, mañana, siempre el volante. Volante, cadena. Auto, cárcel. Yanquis que pasean en auto, centinelas” (Aguilera Malta 94). Unlike his mother and the immigrants who endured the harshness of their daily lives without complaint, Pedro is part of the new generation that seeks to find its place in a society that rejects it on a daily basis. Born in the Zone, he is Panamanian citizen but is still subject to the racism of his countrymen as well as that of the foreigners. Pedro’s thoughts highlight the novel’s multiple points of contact with what Frantz Fanon would come to call the “fact of blackness.” Fanon describes the feeling that overcomes our character with a question and answer: “A feeling of inferiority? No, a feeling of nonexistence. Sin is Negro as virtue is white” (Fanon 139). Although Black Skin, White Masks did not appear until just over fifteen years later, the thoughts that assail Pedro as he drives his passenger to the dance club evoke the black experience that Fanon describes in his seminal text.
The fact of blackness is a fitting reminder on that fateful night when one of the Marines decides to amuse his friends by inviting Pedro to the table. The white men are disappointed and bored with the stern black man before them: “Hubieran querido verlo hacer movimientos acrobáticos de simio. Que riera a mandíbula batiente, enseñando los dientes blanquísimos. Que rompiera algo, en un desbordamiento animal. Se sentían defraudados” (Aguilera Malta 95). Here we see evidence of blackness, the idea imposed on the black man that his body/color is a uniform that marks him as a native of a colony, as someone expected to “act like a black man.” No exception made for his refined manners and capacity for intellectual reasoning because the sole fact of being black obliterates him as an individual capable of reasoning (Fanon 112-117). Thus, Pedro’s unyielding demeanor makes the Marines defensive. They are forced to come face to face with a man who, for the sole reason of being black, should have “known” to perform his blackness, qua clown or rabid animal, for their amusement. 
As Frantz Fanon writes, “I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, my spirit filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world, and then I found that I was an object in the midst of other objects” (109). The aforementioned encounter with the Marines leaves Pedro feeling that he too, like Fanon, is an object in the midst of other objects. He leaves the dance club feeling utterly humiliated. As he drives the Marines back across the Canal Zone, he thinks about the Jamaican immigrants like his mother who came to Panama to build the Panama Canal: 
Los negros trabajando para que los barcos de los blancos no pasaran por el estrecho de Magallanes; los negros, como verdaderos puentes para unir dos océanos; la estridencia de sus carnes alborotadas, como polvo, con el jadear estruendoso de la dinamita; las enfermedades traidoras que desaparecieron a los pocos sobrevivientes de la épica hazaña. Después acá, en la ciudad, los mismos negros haciendo calles para que las transitaran otros. Casas para que las habiten otros… Siendo odiados. Formando un mundo aparte: un mundo de Chorrillo y de Calidonia, o el de los barrios marginados de la Zona. (Aguilera Malta 102)
Canal Zone comes to a close with these words, leaving the reader with the distinct impression of the historical continuity of black experience in Panama. 
Conclusion: Panama and its Caribbean Heritage 
In his landmark analysis of twentieth century Latin American fiction Gerald Martin states: “The quest for identity, then, has been the central problem of Latin American culture and the central theme of Latin American literature, the material framework for its cultural horizon and historical perspective” (31). Canal Zone calls on the reader to examine the socio-political underpinnings of the Panamanian-Jamaican connection. It highlights the role of imperialism and Panamanian nationalism in the making of marginalized black subjectivities at the beginning of the twentieth century. Throughout the text, it becomes clear that Jamaicans were never fully accepted into Panamanian society and argues convincingly for an explanation tied to the imperialist ventures that the country took just after independence. In essence, the Jamaican workers hired to work on the Panama Canal became the dispossessed masses marooned on the shores of the Panamanian national imaginary. But this does not mean that they disappeared or can be ignored. On the contrary, the novel demonstrates that black experience is by all accounts an integral aspect of Panamanian identity. As such, Canal Zone was a novel ahead of its time as one of the first to establish a critical assessment of the ongoing black Panamanian-Jamaican connections that scholars are only now just beginning to explore. As literary critics begin to explore the dynamic nature of Afro-Central American experiences, it becomes necessary to track the histories of migrations and labor relations that bind the Caribbean and Central America. For those of us who are passionate about Afro-Central American experience, texts like Canal Zone are invaluable. And, as we know, Panama is but one country out of seven from which to begin our analyses of Caribbean-Central American cross-cultural connections.  
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