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Introduction

Panama, a slender isthmus connecting North and South America, is as renowned for
its strategic canal as it is for its complex political story. This nation has stood at the
crossroads of global commerce and international affairs, while also navigating its own
path to sovereignty, democracy, and development. Central to understanding
Panama’s present and future is a grasp of its political system: a presidential
representative democracy marked by a vibrant, multi-party landscape, ambitious
constitutional frameworks, and a legacy shaped by both internal ambitions and
external pressures.

From independence from Colombia in 1903 to its pivotal role in global trade, Panama’s
unigue geography and history have set the stage for a distinctive political evolution.
The construction and operation of the Panama Canal have not only determined the
country’s economic fortunes but have also influenced its domestic affairs,
international relations, and the lived experience of its people. The symbolic and
practical significance of the Canal continues to echo in Panama’s legislative,
executive, and judicial decisions, as well as in popular movements and policy debates.

This book aims to provide readers with a comprehensive guide to Panama’s political
landscape—its origins, institutions, actors, challenges, and opportunities. We begin by
examining the country’s constitutional framework, tracing the creation and adaptation
of its governing documents and the impact of these changes on the functioning of the
state. Readers will encounter the workings of the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches, as well as the key autonomous institutions and oversight bodies that help
shape public life.

At the heart of Panamanian politics is a lively and sometimes fractious party system,
characterized historically by the influence of charismatic leaders and shifting alliances.
While universal suffrage and periodic elections have ensured regular transfers of
power, trust in political parties has waxed and waned—often influenced by exposures
of corruption, high-profile scandals, and the pursuit of reform. The challenge of forging
meaningful representation, particularly with respect to women and indigenous
communities, remains an ongoing project.

Beyond its capital and corridors of power, politics in Panama is profoundly informed by
social realities—inequality, civic unrest, and the aspirations of diverse populations.
Local governance, the semi-autonomous comarcas, and grassroots movements all
play a role in shaping the national dialogue. Panama’s position on the world stage is
equally significant, with its foreign relations, security concerns, and economic
diplomacy reflecting both regional dynamics and global trends.
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‘The Politics of Panama: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in Panama’ is
designed to serve as an accessible reference for students, scholars, policy
professionals, and all those interested in understanding the forces that have forged,
challenged, and continue to redefine Panamanian democracy. Through twenty-five
thematic chapters, this book explores how Panama’s past informs its present, what
makes its political system distinctive, and where the nation might be heading as it
grapples with the demands of the 21st century.
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CHAPTER ONE: Panama: Geography, People, and
Identity

Panama's political story is inseparable from its physical reality. This narrow strip of
land, the Isthmus of Panama, is a geographical marvel, connecting two vast continents
and separating two immense oceans. Its very shape, often described as an "S", seems
to embody the twists and turns of its history and politics. Located between 7 and 10
degrees north latitude and 77 and 83 degrees west longitude, Panama occupies a truly
strategic position on the globe. This location has profoundly shaped its destiny,

making it a crossroads for trade, migration, and international intrigue for centuries.

The country spans approximately 75,417 square kilometers, making it a relatively
small nation in terms of land area. Despite its modest size, Panama boasts a
remarkable variety of landscapes. From the lush, dense rainforests of the Darién Gap
near the Colombian border to the cooler cloud forests of the central highlands and the
sun-drenched beaches along both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts, the terrain is
incredibly diverse. A central spine of mountains and hills forms the continental divide,
influencing everything from climate to settlement patterns and the flow of the nearly
500 rivers that crisscross the country.

Speaking of climate, Panama experiences a tropical maritime climate, which means
it's generally hot and humid. There isn't a traditional four-season year here. Instead,
there are two main seasons: the prolonged rainy season, typically from May to
December, and a shorter dry season, usually from January to April. However, rainfall
isn't uniform across the country. The Caribbean side tends to be much wetter than the
Pacific side, which has more distinct seasonal variations. This climatic difference
contributes to the varied ecosystems found throughout the isthmus.

The tropical climate and diverse habitats make Panama a hotspot for biodiversity. It's
a crucial part of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor, allowing for a rich exchange of
plant and animal species between North and South America. The country is home to
thousands of plant species, including a remarkable number of orchids and trees, and a
wide array of animals, from sloths and anteaters to jaguars and an impressive variety
of birds. In fact, Panama boasts more bird species than the continental United States
and Canada combined. This natural wealth is not just an ecological marvel; it also
presents opportunities and challenges for conservation and sustainable development,
issues that often intersect with political decisions and priorities.

The human geography of Panama is as rich and varied as its natural landscape. The
population is a vibrant tapestry woven from indigenous roots, Spanish colonial history,
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and influences from Africa, North America, and Asia. As of 2025, the estimated
population is around 4.5 to 4.6 million people. More than half of the population resides
in the metropolitan area encompassing Panama City and Colén, highlighting a
significant urban concentration.

The cultural identity of Panama is a fascinating blend of these diverse influences.
Spanish is the official language and Catholicism is the predominant religion, reflecting
the enduring legacy of the colonial era. However, indigenous languages and traditions
remain vital, particularly within the comarcas, or indigenous territories.

Panama is home to at least seven distinct indigenous groups: the Ngabe, Buglé, Guna,
Embera, Wounaan, Bri Bri, and Naso Tjérdi. These groups, while making up a
significant portion of the population (around 12-17% according to recent information),
have often faced challenges related to land rights and recognition. Their unique
customs, languages, and connection to their ancestral lands are integral to the
broader Panamanian identity.

Beyond the indigenous communities and Spanish heritage, Afro-Caribbean influences
are particularly strong on the Caribbean coast, a legacy of the laborers who arrived to
build the canal. This has contributed unique elements to Panamanian music, dance,
and cuisine. The blend of these various threads creates a dynamic and evolving
cultural landscape, where traditional folklore, like the elaborate Pollera dress, coexists
with contemporary music and global trends.

Understanding the interplay of this diverse geography and population is fundamental
to grasping the complexities of Panamanian politics. The distribution of people, the
concentration of economic activity in urban areas, the distinct regional characteristics
shaped by climate and history, and the unique position of indigenous communities all
contribute to the political dynamics of the nation. This intricate mosaic of land, people,
and culture forms the backdrop against which the political system operates and the
political narrative unfolds.
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