From Coolies to Economic Allies

Chinese laborers in Matachin, Panama in the 1850’s. They were taking a group picture of the men during a hard day of work in
the Panamanian railroad.
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Coming to a foreign
country without any
resources, to owning
most “tiendas” in
Panama. This is the
story of the Chinese,
and their struggle to
assimilate into the
Panamanian society.
First Chinese Group in
Panama
“... I shall never forget the sight
that met my eyes that morning. More
than a hundred of the coolies hung
from the trees, their loose pantaloons
flapping in the hot wind. Some had
hung themselves with bits of rope and
tough vines. Most, however, used
their own hair, looping the long queue
around the neck and tying the end to a
tree limb.” This is how George M.
Totten described the event that is now

known as the Chinese Tragedy, an
incident that happened when the first
group of Chinese laborers in Panama
fell into a severe depression d uring
the construction of the Panamanian
railway.
The first Chinese group arrived
to Panama on March 30th of 1854,
they had been hired by the
Panamanian Railway Company to
help build a transcontinental
railway that would cross from the
Atlantic to the Pacific coast. The
Chinese also came to Panama to
escape the social marginalization
and poverty that was caused by
China’s defeat in the Opium war and
environmental disasters.
The Chinese boarded ships,
known as “Floating Hells” b ecause of
their horrible state and terrible
hygiene. These ships, were famous at
the time, noticeable for their fast
speed and records. Even with all of
the compliments, the hygiene on them
was terrible, they were stinky and
dirty, in addition, these ships had
inhumane conditions, and as a result,
11 passengers died on the 61 day
journey towards Panama.

Chinese Arrival
After the long 61 day journey
on board the floating hells, Chinese
finally arrived to Panama. They were
incredibly dirty and tired, and now
they were expecting the railway
company to fulfill the promises they
made. The Chinese contract included
a payment of four to eight dollars a
month, they had agreed on their salary
with their contractors. On the other
hand, their contractors were paid
twenty-five dollars for each man they
sent, they used the money to pay the
Chinese their salary and they claimed
to use the rest of the money to pay for
the workers travel expenses, and the
food they ate. The contract also
included the import of opium, and
prohibit them to bring their families.
The Chinese were brought to a
camp in Matachin, this area is now
known as Gamboa. The terrain was
flat until Matachin, then the terrain
rose and fell with rough mountains
and hills, this meant that the laborers
would have to work really hard to
complete the railway.

Map of the Panamanian Railroad in 1854. Matachin is
located in the middle of Bas Obispo, and Gorgona. All of
the railroad building sites are labeled on the map in black
letters. The red line shows the route of the Panamanian
railway.

Irish Disapproval
When the Chinese arrived to
their camp in Matachin, the first
workers that had been hired by the
railway company, the Irish, felt a
strong resentment towards them, they
thought the Chinese threatened their
jobs, so they received them with a
feeling of animosity.
As time passed by, the Chinese
showed the railway company that they
did an incredible job helping build the
railway. This infuriated the Irish and
made them feel even more threatened

since they knew that they didn’t work
as well as the Chinese did. As well,
other massive amounts of laborers
were brought to work in the railway.
The railway company wanted the
railroad to be built faster, so as a
result, the construction was filled with
many different ethnicities such as,
Hindus, English, French, Germans,
Malays and Americans. The Malay
camp was established really near the
Chinese camp, the Malays, who were
murderous and violent adversaries
decided to maintain peace and respect
towards the Chinese. The Chinese did
the same.

Chinese laborers working on the Panamanian railway. They
used shovels to dig the ground and expressed their culture
by using Chinese hats while they worked.

Living Conditions

The Chinese had limited
opportunities when they were
working in the railway. They had to
live in “chozas”, which are used as
shelter in fields, but in the Railway,
they were used as huts for the
workers. These “huts” were used by
Asians (Malays and Chinese) and
“white races” (Irish, English, French,
and Germans.) This type of housing
was nothing compared to the
Americans housing. The Americans
lived in 2 floor houses with their
families, while the other groups had to
live segregated lifestyles apart from
them.
Since segregation was popular
at the time, the Chinese and Malays,
because they were both Asian, were
kept closely together but far away
from the rest of the races. The
Construction directors separated them
this way, because the Malays and the
Chinese had very similar cultures and
languages due to that they came from
Asia. These similarities made the
Chinese and Malays have a sense of
belonging together and prevented
them to have misunderstandings and
fights.

The Conflicts That Ensued
As time passed, and Chinese
were still working in the railway, the
Chinese didn’t get used to their new
homeland, they couldn’t adapt to the
weather and the change in customs
and language. This impacted them
drastically. As well, the diseases like
Malaria, and Yellow Fever killed
many of them. In addition, their
relationship with the Irish didn’t get
any better, the Irish hated them more
than ever, this led to The Chinese
Tragedy.
The Irish hated the Chinese,
they thought they threatened their jobs
and that they had to get rid of them.
This led them to the idea of accusing
the Railway company of the import of
opium (which was a drug the Chinese
used) with a reverend in New York.
The reverend, after receiving the note
sent a letter to the Panamanian
government, instantly, the Railway
company stopped the import of
opium. Chinese never knew about this
letters, they just noticed that they
weren't receiving any opium.
Immediately, Chinese work quality
started decreasing, and their attitude

began to change, they fell under a
depression phase, and lost hope.

Chinese man smoking opium. Opium is prepared by
heating the substance at high temperatures, this evaporates
all of the nutrients and turns them into a gas. The Chinese
smoke opium by using special designed pipes that are made
of a long bamboo stem with a glass, metal bowl, or
porcelain. While they smoke opium they are usually lying
to the side because the drug takes away their desire to stand
up or even sit down.

One day, several weeks after the
runout of opium, the Chinese felt
desperate. As a result, they made the
decision to commit suicide. They
hung themselves from trees with their
own braids, they threw themselves
into machetes, and even paid the
Malays to shoot them or chop off their
heads. At the end, 425 Chinese killed
themselves in the event that is now
known as The Chinese Tragedy.

Chinese Migration

After the construction of the
railway, other groups of Chinese
laborers migrated to Panama. They
wanted to find work in the Panama
Canal and to be able to escape the
Social Marginalization and poverty
in their country. Most of the men in
China started signing contracts to
work in the Americas after China had
lost in the Opium war (which was a
war that was caused because of the
fast-spreading addiction of Opium.)
After the war, China was
economically disrupted and that
caused all of the poverty that led
people to migrate to other places,
mostly Latin American Countries.
During the construction of the canal,
Chinese started working in bakeries,
household goods and other small jobs,
Chinese thought that they had better
job opportunities in “America” than
they did in China.

A Discriminatory President
Sometimes leaders can be
discriminatory towards the races they
lead. Arnulfo Arias Madrid was the
president of Panama and he was the
person who took away the citizenship
and the businesses of the Chinese. At
the start of the 20th Century, an

Anti-Chinese association was formed
by Panamanians. Panamanians
thought that Chinese were taking over
the country since they were owners of
Panama’s Grocery Trade, and most of
the shops in Panama. This lead to
violence, discrimination, and
nationalism. As a result, many
Chinese lost their houses and
companies.

Arnulfo Arias Madrid, the president of Panama in three
different occasions (from June 1940-October 1941,
November 1949-May 1951, and October 1-12 in 1968). He
was deposed all three times because of various reasons,
some being corruption and dictatorship.

17 years before Arias became
president, the Community Action was
formed. It was an association that
worked alongside The Anti-Chinese
Organization which had debated to
see if the Chinese should be banned or

not. They debated until it turned into a
Political Platform in which it states
that their goal was to ban Chinese
from Panama. In 1940, when Arias
was voted president, he was also
against Chinese, and he was in favor
of the Political Platform. He came up
with a law in which all non-hispanic
citizens must be stripped from their
rights and their citizenship must be
taken away, with that, in 1941, almost
1,000 chinese were banned from
Panama and Chinese Immigration was
cut off.

This memorial was built in Balboa in Panama city, to
commemorate the feats of Arnulfo Arias. The Statue has
people with the Panamanian flag on the right, this
represents nationalism.

Chinese migration started increasing
again when the Anti-Chinese
campaign lowered in severity and
when Arnulfo Arias was no longer
president.

A Pure Race
When the severity of the
Anti-Chinese campaign lowered,
Chinese migration blasted, as a result,
Chinese population only kept
increasing, and social class
distinctions were made. Since there
was a lack of Chinese woman in
Panama, high class Chinese paid so
that Chinese woman were brought,
then they would marry them. In the
other hand, low class Chinese didn’t
have enough money to bring woman
from their home country, as a result,
they had to marry Panamanians.
Some time later, when the
Chinese had kids they were divided
into two categories, Pure and Mixed.
Pure Chinese were the children that
were the son/daughter of two Chinese,
Mixed Chinese were the children that
were son/daughter of a Chinese and a
Panamanian (this mixed race was later
known as Chinese-Panamanians.)
This categories differentiated social
classes, Pure Chinese were the high
class, and Chinese Panamanians were
the low class.

As Chinese kids grew older, the
higher class men sent their wives and
children to China so that they could
get a Chinese education, by this, they
would learn language, customs, and
disciplines. Then when they had spent
various years in China, they would
return to Panama and later marry
other Chinese, this would raise the
family’s social status. This clearly
demonstrates that Chinese didn’t want
to lose their culture.

Chinese kids learning how to write in Mandarin in the
country of China. Theses kids write with a brush and ink,
as it can also be seen, their words are written really big.

In the other hand,
Chinese-Panamanians stayed in
Panama and most of them studied in
Chinese schools like the Sun Yat Sen,
but even though they were receiving a
Chinese education,
Chinese-Panamanians didn’t get as
high quality education as Pure

Chinese. This made
Chinese-Panamanians lose lot’s of
their culture, as a result, their sense of
belonging to China was terribly
affected, and they felt more
Panamanian now. Even Chinese
immigrants have stated that Chinese
Panamanians shouldn’t be called
“Chinese” at all since they don’t
know anything about Chinese culture,
and don’t even speak the language.

Chinese school Sun Yat Sen and Centro Cultural Chino
Panameño. These school is the one Chinese children attend
to in the country of Panama if they want to learn an
educated amount of Chinese culture, traditions, customs,
and language. These school is located near the Friendship
Avenue.

Fitting into Society
As Chinese population kept
increasing, Chinese felt the urge to fit

into the Panamanian Society, but even
though they tried to fit in, Chinese
were discriminated and were suffering
social marginalization again. They
thought of returning to China, but
China had just closed it’s borders
because of the communist revolution
in 1949. As a result, Chinese started
learning spanish and lost most of their
language, they changed their religion
to Christian Catholic to help them
integrate into society, they started
naming their children with american
names so that they could fit in, and
even began to participate in politics.
It wasn’t until 1977 when
Chinese finally started being
accepted. The political economy of
China allied with Panama, they were
being accepted by the Panamanian
society, Panamanians even started
accepting the importance of learning
Mandarin. Chinese felt that
Panamanians were starting to accept
them now, but not totally, they were
still being called “chinitos” in the
street because of their physical
appearance and jealousy some
Panamanians still had because of
Chinese economic achievements.
They noticed they were still being
treated differently from the rest.

Chinese-Panamanian and
Chinese Immigrants
In Panama, there are 2 types of
Chinese, the Chinese-Panamanian and
the Chinese Immigrants. The
Chinese Immigrants are Chinese who
immigrated to Panama during Manuel
Noriega’s dictatorship in the 1980s
and the Chinese-Panamanian are
people who immigrated to Panama
before the 1980s and their
descendants who were born in
Panama.
The Non-Chinese Panamanian
society was surveyed and most of
them told their perspective on these
groups of people. They described the
Chinese-Panamanian as polite,
well-educated, respectful,
well-dressed, smart, hard-workers and
honest, but they described the Chinese
immigrants as rude, ignorant,
disrespectful, and dishonest.
In Panama, perspectives also
count, since Chinese Immigrants are
seen negatively, they have a very hard
time finding jobs because people
don’t trust them. Even other Chinese
avoid working with newcomers since

they have a greater chance of having
trouble with the law.
In the other hand, the
Chinese-Panamanians kept growing
and businesses grew with them. They
started involving themselves in
politics so that they could give a
better impression of themselves in
society, because of this, the Chinese
economy allied with Panama and they
started to trade cultural values.

Chinese Contribution to
Society
Chinese have been in Panama
for already 162 years, as expected
they have impacted Panama’s culture
and economy. The cultural difference
between Chinese and Panamanians
have made the Chinese be able to
integrate pretty well into the
Panamanian society by helping in the
development of the country in the
areas of science, economy, politics,
culture and socialization. The Chinese
have adapted so well to Latin
American customs and likes (of
Panamanians), that in actuality (in
Panama) they aren't being categorized
as much by their skin color and

appearance, for these reasons, in
Panama there isn’t any specific
information about the number of
Chinese in the country.
Chinese have helped built
Panama’s railway and canal, which
have raised Panama’s commerce and
economy a lot, this is due to that the
Panama Canal is used by ships from
all over the world to transport
merchandise and people. As well,
Chinese-Panamanians have been
active candidates in Panama’s
politics, they have been elected to
legislative office, Minister of Public
Works, Minister of Immigration, and
even Mayor of Panama City. By being
involved in Panama’s politics they
have helped Panama’s government
make important decisions and helped
Panama become a better place for
everyone. Chinese have also
contributed to society by owning
businesses like mini supermarkets,
laundries and huge companies, this
businesses help Panama’s economy
and Panamanian citizens by offering
different services and supplies.
Chinese immigrants have also brought
Chinese food which is eaten
constantly by Panamanians, Chinese
medicine which is really effective,

Chinese festivals which are valued by
Panamanians in actuality, Chinese
dances, and even Kung Fu! As well,
some Chinese descendants have
formed groups throughout the country
where cultural traditions and customs
are preserved. They are characterized
specially in Chinese towns.

Don Lee is a Chinese restaurant located in Panama and
other parts of the world. This restaurant sells a variety of
Chinese food, and in actuality it is visited by many
Panamanians.

This is one of the dances they used for the Panamanian
Chinese New Year in 2016. This pair is celebrating the year
of the Fire Monkey.

This was the entrance to the Chinatown in Panama. It was
located near Avenida De La Amistad, but was later moved
to El Dorado because most of the Chinese population is
located in these area.

Panamanian and Chinese children practicing the famous
Chinese Dragon dance. This took place at the Sun Yat Sen
and Centro Cultural Chino Panameño, in 2012.

It is important to know the
history of the people that have helped
make Panama the way it is now.
Chinese had a really tough start, they
were discriminated and weren't totally
accepted by the Panamanian society

until the 2000. Now they are a
fundamental part of society, specially
in economy and culture. They have
contributed a lot to Panama, and their
story deserves to be told.

Glossary:
Transatlantic railway: A
transatlantic railway is a railway that
crosses the atlantic to the pacific
ocean.
Social marginalization: Other wise
known as social exclusion, is when a
person is pushed into a position that is
lower than average and society (you
don’t get equal opportunities as
everybody else).
Opium: Opium is a highly addictive
drug that affects behaviour or the
mood of the person. It contains
morphine (an analgesic to relieve
pain,) codeine (an analgesic derived
from morphine that makes you
sleepy,) thebaine (a drug that makes
you feel good,) and papaverine (a
medicine from opium that help relieve
muscular spasms and asthma.)

Depression: A feeling of serious
hopelessness and sadness.
Animosity: Strong hostility
Immigrant: A person who comes to a
new country to live there
permanently.
Coolies: Unskilled workers that come
from China, and other asian countries.
Discrimination: Treating a person or
group differently because of their
physical and collective characteristics.
Nationalism: To glorify a nation
above all others, this gives
significance to the nation’s culture
and interests, and can lead to rejection
of people from other countries.
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