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Baby-boomer intellectuals: Blades announces the formation of his party

Sing a Song of Politics

Cansalsaking Rubén Blades call the tune in Panama?

leak is the word for the Panama City

barrio of San Felipe. A quarter of its

residents are out of work, and violent
crackheads prowl the streets. On the reek-
ing shore of Panama Bay, vultures claw at
chunks of garbage. But San Felipe gave
birth tothe music of Rubén Blades, the man
who in the 1970s turned the musical style
known as salsa into a powerful vehicle of
social comment, using mordant lyrics
about a Latin American Everyman named
Pablo Pueblo. Blades grew up in San Felipe
before winning fame as a singer and actor
in the United States. Now, after 18 years
away, Blades has returned—asa politician.
When Blades visited recently, local sal-
seros like Jaime Ruiz put their instru-
ments aside and asked what everyone in
Panama wants to know: will he run for
president? As neighbors cheered, Ruiz
promised, " We're behind you.”

Blades wouldn't say. " This shouldn't be
the Rubén Blades fan club or a personality
cult,” he told Ruiz. "If we don't create a
good government program, we shouldn't
run.” But Blades showed his hand more
than a decade ago when, in the first flush of
stardom, he began saying he wanted to lead
Panama someday. Now he's 44—not much
younger than Bill Clinton, his backers
note—and he knows there has never beena
better opening in Panamanian politics for
an upstart candidacy. The election is next
vear. And opinion polls have already estab-
lished Blades as the front runner.

The administration of President Guiller-
mo Endara, elected in May 1989 and in-
stalled by the U.S. invasion, is foundering.
Endara’s three-party coalition collapsed
last year; lately the country has been reel-
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ing from unemployment and terrorism.
Worse, the drug corruption that marked
the rule of Manuel Antonio Noriega has
endured; last fall government officials filed
criminal charges against the attorney gen-
eral, accusing him of aiding Colombia’s
Cali cocaine cartel. To many Panamani-

ans, Endara’s government looks like the
old white oligarchy. " The polls that put me
ahead don't show who's going to win as
much as who's going to lose,” says Blades,

Blades began railing musically against
government corruption and incompetence
more than two decades ago, after Noriega
accused his father of being a CIA agent and
the family fled to Miami. " What I'm doing
now is just a continuation of what I started
doing then,” he says. In the 1980s, he be-
came the thinking man’s salsero, revolu-
tionizing the genre with hits like "Pedro |
Navaja” ("Peter Switchblade”), a ballad |

about barrio violence, and "Tiburén”
("Shark"), an attack on superpower med-
dlingin the Third World. In 1984, he earned
a Harvard master'sdegree in international
law, then appeared in a series of film roles,
such asthesheriffin Robert Redford’s " The
Milagro Beanfield War.” He became one of
the most successful “crossover” artists.

Bus lanes: Now Blades is crossing back, to
a gentrified house in San Felipe. He al-
ready has a political organization: Papa
Egoro ("Mother Earth” in a local Indian
dialect), a party full of baby-boomer intel-
lectuals that claims 30,000 members and
makes a display of populism. In San Felipe,
Blades's "social laboratory,” the party con-
sulted widely with local residents before
announcing a plan for health-care reform.
Blades himself is pointedly and lavishly
courteous to maids and waiters. He stopsin
the middle of traffic jams to thank bus
drivers who let him into their lanes. " This
movement won't work unless it's about ev-
eryone taking part, not just politicians,” he
told Papa Egord's first convention last fall.

Some doubt that populist rhetoric will
prevail against Panama’s four well-en-
trenched parties. "[Blades] is being a bit
presumptuous,” says coffee-shop owner
Santiago Lopez, 73. "He'll find out when
the bigger parties eat him alive.” Several of
Papa Egord’s top leaders quit a year ago,
accusing Blades of arrogance and indeci-
sion. “"We just didn’t see enough action
from him,” said former party secretary
general Gonzalo Moncada. And Blades is
being attacked as a carpetbagger. "We got
shot at, exiled, beaten,” says Aurelio Ba-
rria of the new Civil Renovation Party.
"We put our lives and economic futures on
the line—what was he willing to sacrifice?”
Blades's reply is defiant, if a bit vague: "I'm
not going to let people who haven't shown
an answer for the country’s problems
themselves tell me I can or can't enter
politics here.”

However the campaign plays out, Blades
and his coterie of political novices are shak-
ing the country out of its political tor-
por. Blades usually shows up
at political meetings in jeans
and sneakers; on weekends he
shoots baskets with barrio kids
who join Papa Egoré-support-
ed leagues. "He's from down
here, just like us,” says Evelia
Lopez in her San Felipe coffee
shop, "and we want him to keep
moving up.” It's the kind of
encouragement Blades heard
when he started singing. "Ev-
eryone except these people said
back then that my music would
fail, that no one would under-
stand it,"” says Blades. San Fe-
lipe's favorite salsero may well
prove the critics wrong again.

Tim PavGeTy in Panama City
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Crossover success: In "The Josephine Baker Story’
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