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ABSTRACT 

Costa Rica is a small country located in Central America, characterized by having one of 

the most stable democracies in Latin America.  Costa Rica was the first country in the 

world to officially abolish its armed forces (1949), following the Civil War in 1948.  

From the time of its foundation as a Republic, Costa Rica has been defined in terms of 

homogeneity and socio-economic equality.  These two features have been recognized as 

the main elements of the country’s national identity, and the reason for Costa Ricans to 

be perceived as peaceful and happy individuals.  This research utilizes the 

methodological lens of Performance Studies to analyze these iconic elements of Costa 

Rican national identity and to challenge the view of Costa Rica as a paradise.  Even 

though the international community continues defining this country in the same manner 

in which it was defined during the second part of the nineteen century, the reality is that 

during the last three decades this nation has changed so much that the same definition is 

not adequate anymore.  Street violence in the country has become a threat to citizens of 

all socio-economic classes, taking away their peace and happiness.  I analyze this 

development and the response by the citizens in an attempt to show that Costa Rica is 

facing an internal conflict that could have devastating effects on its society.  Many social 

movements have formed during the last decade to try to bring Costa Rica back to the 

nation it was at the beginning of the twentieth century.  The most important characteristic 

of these movements is that they try to unmask the country showing that it is not peaceful 

in an attempt to recover the peace they believed characterized the Costa Rica of their 

ancestors.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The Republic of Costa Rica is a small country located in Central America, 

bordered by Panama on the south, Nicaragua on the north, the Pacific Ocean on the west 

and the Atlantic Ocean on the east.  Historically, this nation has been characterized by as 

one of the most stable democracies in Latin America and by its peaceful citizens.  Costa 

Rica did not appeal to the Spanish explorers because it did not possess the precious 

metals or jewels that other countries in the area offered.  Ticos (Costa Ricans) are known 

for being friendly and welcoming individuals who strive to maintain the peace their 

country has enjoyed since even before its establishment as a Republic in 1838.   

Growing up in Costa Rica during the seventies and eighties allowed me to 

appreciate the security that was afforded to us, which contrasted greatly with the daily 

experiences other Central American citizens were facing at the time.  We knew that while 

we were attending school, many kids in El Salvador or Nicaragua were being forced to 

join guerrillas or the military forces.  In addition, the extreme poverty that characterized 

the rest of the area had not reached the same level in Costa Rica; that is not to say that 

Costa Ricans have never faced economic hardship, but rather that this nation has made a 

conscious effort to maintain a type of economy that allows the majority of its citizens to 

provide for their families.  Historically, our leaders have shown a genuine interest in 

improving the lives of all citizens, and many governmental programs have been created 

to help individuals achieve acceptable socio-economic levels. 

My own perception of Costa Rica as an example of a great democracy, in which 

citizens were characterized as being peaceful and happy, motivated me to focus my 
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research on various types of performances in Costa Rica.  I intended to analyze the main 

elements of Costa Rican national identity and examine how local artists incorporated 

them into their performances, especially those taking place in less formal settings such as 

public parks.  I planned to spend five months in Costa Rica carrying out observations of 

performances as an observant and also as a participant observant.  At the time, I was not 

concerned about lack of individual security in the country; consequently, I decided to 

take my children with me.   During the first months of my fieldwork, I attended many 

traditional celebrations, such as Independence Day parades, the Day of the Cultures, and 

some small town patron saint festivities.  The parades were similar to what I remembered. 

They were very patriotic; participants showed their pride in their country and symbols of 

the nation, such as flags, which were displayed everywhere.  The patron saint festivities, 

which are celebrated in towns throughout the country, seemed to have become larger and 

more elaborate, but other than that they seemed similar to those of my childhood 

memories, with the usual sale of typical food, amusement rides, and traditional music.   

However, when I saw the safety of my children compromised, I was forced to 

reconsider the topic of my research and at the same time was forced to confront the 

internal reality of the country with my own romanticized view of the nation.  On October 

23, 2008 one of my nephews invited my teenage boys to go to the festival, and I did not 

think twice about letting them walk to the downtown area where the activities were 

taking place, about a 15-minute walk.  A little while later, while driving on the main road, 

I observed a man fighting with a young man while a crowd of people were watching 

them, and among the observers I saw my nephew and my children.  My first reaction was 
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to stop the car, get out, and scold my children for staying there to watch such brutal 

behavior.  As my boys started getting in the car, they told me that the older man was 

actually protecting them; the young man had attacked them to steal their money and my 

nephew’s watch.  Many bystanders, I among them, convinced the man to let the thief go 

because the police never showed up to take care of the situation.  A few days later, I 

visited the man who had protected my children, and he told me that the country was 

reaching such high levels of violence that it had taken away freedom and peace from 

Costa Ricans who felt very unsafe in their own towns.  He stated that he protected my 

boys because he was tired of criminals doing whatever they wanted and the police not 

doing anything about it.  After this, my children were not allowed to leave the house 

without an adult with them; the peaceful and safe Costa Rica of my memories had come 

to an end.   

This experience made me realize that I needed to look more closely at Costa Rica 

and from a different perspective; so far I had let my own “nationalism” guide my 

research.  I started asking individuals living in the country how they felt about Costa Rica 

and I was astonished to discover that they felt there was no citizen security and that 

people blamed the government for not taking control of the situation.  Many even went as 

far as saying that there is an internal war in Costa Rica, between criminals and the rest of 

the citizens and that, while Costa Rica does not have a national army, it has an army of 

criminals threatening the country.  From this new perspective and through the lens of 

performance studies, I propose to answer the following questions: 
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1. Are the iconic elements of Costa Rican national identity a result of a natural 

process or a deliberate construction by its political leaders? 

2. Is Costa Rica a true paradise characterized by its peace, its democracy, and the 

happiness of its people or is this a front offered to the international 

community? 

3. How do the candidates in the 2010 Costa Rican presidential election 

incorporate the elements of national identity and the issue of street violence 

into their political campaigns? 

 

This dissertation uses methodologies of analysis developed within the inter-

discipline of Performance Studies because they allow me, the researcher, to analyze a 

wide array of textual representations and discursive practices.  Performance Studies 

opens the possibility to not only analyze embodied performances, but also mediated 

representations and material culture.  In this sense, I deploy Performance Studies in order 

to interpret multiple aspects of Costa Rican society.  For example in the first chapter, I 

analyze how the notion of a national identity that is purported to describe all citizens was 

constructed by political leaders.  In order to better understand how Costa Rican national 

identity is constituted beginning in the 19th century, I use Performance Studies to 

examine how two monuments, erected to the national hero of Costa Rica, Juan 

Santamaría, are performing nation.  But, given the fact that I examine two different 

monuments to Juan Santamaría, the performances of nation enacted by these statues are 

neither monolithic nor static.  In fact, I argue, these two different versions offer the 
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possibility to challenge the official narrative in which Costa Rican national identity has 

been constructed.   

This dissertation is organized in three chapters, each of which answers one of the 

research questions. 

Chapter One, The Development of Costa Rica’s National Identity, explores two 

main elements characterizing Costa Rican national identity: the homogeneity of its 

society and the absence of socio-economic classes.  I show that political leaders have 

manipulated these elements in order to gain support from the majority of citizens and that 

there is evidence suggesting that Costa Rica, like other countries, went through a process 

of race purification.  Even today, it is widely accepted that the majority of Costa Ricans 

are white, Catholic, and of Spanish descent, facts that will be challenged in this chapter.  

The first section presents a brief history of Costa Rica and addresses the difference 

between this country and the rest of Central America.  From the time of the first arrival of 

explorers onto Costa Rican soil, there have been many misconceptions about this small 

nation; for example, its name “Rich Coast” was given to it because some of the first 

explorers erroneously believed that they had arrived in an area abundant with gold.  This 

lack of wealth in the country that contributed to its isolation from the rest of what was 

known as the Kingdom of Guatemala, which consisted of Guatemala, Honduras, El 

Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica.  

The second section discusses the characteristics of two ethnic groups: the 

indigenous population who had inhabited the area thousands of years before the first 

explorers set foot in it and the Afro-Costa Rican population who have been part of the 
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country from the time of the Conquista in the fifteen hundreds.  Both populations have 

experienced segregation, for the indigenous people a so-called self-segregation, and for 

the Afro-Costa Ricans a more obvious governmental decision that prohibited them from 

going outside the province of Limón.  

The last section analyzes the implementation of a Costa Rican national identity, 

starting with the establishment of the national hero, Juan Santamaría, who came from a 

poor family and was of mixed race.  I propose that the selection of Juan Santamaría as the 

national hero helped the government gain the support of the lower classes and also that 

there was an attempt by political leaders to whiten him.  Furthermore, I analyze the 

various methods the government employed to convey the idea of a national identity that 

characterized not only the elite but all the citizens of the country. 

Chapter Two, Costa Rica’s Performance: Utopia or Dystopia, examines the two 

contrasting discourses present in the daily lives of Costa Ricans.  The first is a 

performance of the nation as a Utopia, which is offered to the international community 

and the second is the daily reality facing the citizens, which would be more appropriately 

called a Dystopia.  Costa Rica is known worldwide for its peaceful and happy people, 

two elements of its national identity.  However, during the last two decades this peace 

and happiness have been slowly deteriorating to alarmingly low levels; people are not 

happy due primarily to a wave of street violence that has hit the country and, 

consequently, their lack of individual security.  In addition to discussing the problems 

faced by Costa Rican society, this chapter studies how individual groups are responding 

to the unparalleled violence that is changing the lives of Costa Ricans and transforming 
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the definition of the country’s national identity; peaceful and happy can no longer be used 

as adjectives describing Costa Ricans. 

 Chapter Three, Performing Costa Rica’s Politics:  Presidential Election 2010, 

reviews the campaigns developed by the main political parties participating in the 

electoral process.  Candidates resort to various strategies to obtain support from voters 

while dealing with the two main issues in the mind of Costa Ricans: the high levels of 

street violence and the economic crisis that has led to a larger gap between social classes.  

I focus my analysis on how each candidate approaches the question of citizen security in 

the country because it is the greater of the two issues and also an essential part of my 

research.  I show that Laura Chinchilla, the main candidate, makes extensive use of the 

traditional elements defining Costa Rican national identity since the eighteen hundreds in 

an attempt to convince voters that she is the one that can bring Costa Rica back to the 

country it used to be.  It is through the reiteration of the elements of national identity that 

she strives to persuade voters of her commitment to the nation and the well-being of all 

Costa Ricans.  Her campaign constantly calls for nationalism and unity of all members of 

society without a regard to social class.  Taking a different approach, the other 

candidates, including Otto Guevara, Ottón Solís, and Luis Fishman, appropriate of the 

sentiment of anger expressed by Costa Ricans and, in the most ingenious manner, 

perform daily violence in their advertisements.  By doing this, they confront voters with 

the reality of the nation.  Although in most cases they do not offer any real solution to the 

problem, they show their awareness of the changes that have taken place in Costa Rican 

society during the last two decades. Regardless of who wins the election, the reality is 
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that Costa Ricans are in urgent need of a government that will put an end to street 

violence, but this will take time.   

 By looking at Costa Rica through the methodological lens of Performance 

Studies, I offer a new perspective about this small nation and provide a new tool of 

analysis to be considered when future researchers perform their studies about the country. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

PERFORMING COSTA RICA’S NATIONAL IDENTITY  

 

Introduction 

 National and individual identity are two very different concepts that are often 

treated as if they were identical; how individuals see their own identity is not necessarily 

how they perceive the identity of all the members of the group to which they belong.  

According to Peter Mandler (2006), individuals tend to identify themselves in a binary 

manner.  That is, their identity for the most part is defined in relation to another.  How 

they differ from others is what makes them unique and is what separates them from the 

rest of society.  Individuals have different identities at different times, which makes the 

task of describing them even more difficult.  As Mandler proposes, individual identity is 

composed by the sum of many identities; for example, a man may have numerous roles in 

a community, including those of professor, father, son, husband, and brother, and in each 

role, he may display traits that make him seem like a different person.  Thus, in order to 

fully understand an individual’s true identity, it is important to observe his or her various 

behaviors at different times and in different contexts.  From the perspective of 

Performance Studies, individual identity can be defined as a series of repeated behaviors 

or “twice-behaved-behaviors” as Schechner (2002).  This does not imply that these 

behaviors are exact copies of the original ones because they are unique to the extent that 

they happened in a different time and space.  Since these behaviors are passed down from 

generation to generation, they change accordingly.  Individual identity is a much more 
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complex concept than what I have discussed here, but this brief description serves to 

differentiate it from national identity, which is the object of my research.  National 

identity can also be defined as a type of social identity, which according to Judith Butler 

(1990) results from a political need to attain “unity” (20).  She goes further by stating that 

“Certain political practices institute identities on a contingent basis in order to accomplish 

whatever aims are in view” (22).  As I will discuss later, Costa Rican national identity 

offers a clear example of how a government can establish an identity to represent “all” 

citizens of a nation and, with this action, create an imaginary unity that will prompt 

individuals to sacrifice their own lives for the “common” welfare. 

 In order to better understand the concept of national identity, it is necessary to 

define nation.  According to Benedict Anderson (1991) a nation “is an imagined political 

community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (6).  It is 

“imagined” since even individuals living miles apart from each other and never having 

any contact can still share a sense of belonging to the larger community.  Furthermore, as 

Anderson states:  

The nation is imagined limited because even the largest of them, 

encompassing perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, 

boundaries, beyond which lie other nations.  No nation imagines itself 

coterminous with mankind. …It is imagined as sovereign because the 

concept was born in an age in which Enlightenment and Revolution were 

destroying the legitimacy of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic 

realm. (7)   



22 
 

 According to Anderson’s definition of nation, national identity is also imagined.  I 

propose that national identity, unlike a nation, can be extended beyond the physical 

borders of the nation to include not only the individuals living in a country but also its 

diasporic subjects throughout the world, and that this is only possible because it is an 

imagined state.  In some cases the generations born from displaced citizens continue 

perceiving themselves as sharing the elements of the national identity of their ancestors 

and never acquiring a “full” sense of identity with respect to the host nation.  In present 

times, this imagined sense of community between individuals separated by distance and 

borders is further possible due to the advances in communication, which allow 

individuals to cross physical borders without actually crossing.  An example of this 

phenomenon would be the possibility of watching local television channels from other 

countries through cable or satellite.  The internet, satellite television, and other modern 

devices make it possible for individuals living in foreign countries to share the same 

sense of belonging to the larger community, even when not physically present.   

 The objective of this chapter is to explore the meaning of national identity and 

show that it is much less spontaneous than individual identity where behaviors are 

transferred in an unconscious manner.  I propose that national identity can be the result of 

a planned process by an elite class to overpower the lower classes and, specifically, that 

this is the case in Costa Rica.  I will utilize the theories of Performance Studies to 

develop a better understanding of the process involved in the establishment of a national 

identity in Costa Rica and significance of that process to the history of the country.  

Social Performances, according to Diana Taylor (2003) serve as ways of transferring 
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social memory.  Furthermore, I argue that the transfer of social memory plays an essential 

role in the establishment of national identity, but that these acts of transfer can be 

distorted to achieve the object set forth by a dominating class.  One of the most important 

elements in the creation of national identity is the establishment of a national hero who 

will represent the majority if not all of the citizens of a particular nation if not all.  Costa 

Rica is not an exception, as I will show.  The naming of Juan Santamaría as the national 

hero was the single most important element in the creation and dissemination of Costa 

Rican national identity, even though his authenticity has generated great controversy 

among historians throughout the years. 

 As mentioned above, national identity can be the result of a process carried out by 

a dominant class in pursuit of a national homogeneity and can become a powerful tool in 

the preservation of power.  Costa Rica was definitely not the first place where this 

happened; Spain is an earlier example.  During the late 1400’s and early 1500’s Spain 

went through a period of extensive “blood purifying”, or imposition of national identity 

(Chacón Trejos, 1969).  This process of purification resulted in a massive exile of 

individuals from Spain who, according to the ruling class, did not conform to the 

characteristics of true Spaniards; white Catholics who were direct descendents of 

Spaniards.  Thousands of the people, Moors and Jews, forced into exile moved to the 

Americas.  Spain’s search for and development of its national identity is similar to the 

process that has taken place in other countries where the elements characterizing national 

identities are those describing the dominating class.  Costa Rica, too, lived through a 
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period of search for a homogeneous identity, which led to discrimination against 

individuals that were not of Spanish origin.   

 It is not possible to analyze the development of the national identity of a country 

without considering its history and the make-up of its population.  For this reason, this 

chapter is divided into three parts.  The first section will present a brief history of the 

formation of the Costa Rican Republic from the times of the Conquista, the starting point 

for most history books about this nation.  The second section will explore the 

composition of the Costa Rican population at different periods and will show, contrary to 

popular belief, the predominance of ethnic diversity in Costa Rica throughout history.  

The third section analyzes the development of the Costa Rican national identity from its 

early stages to present times and its significance to the nation. 

 For the study presented in this chapter, I will utilize, in addition to the theories of 

performance, a corpus composed of a number of histories of Costa Rica.  These books 

range from early writers such as Felipe Molina, whose manuscript serves as evidence of 

how the idea of a classless and homogeneous society used to define Costa Rica even 

before the conception of a national identity occurred, to contemporary writers such as 

Ivan Molina and Steven Palmer who have written extensively about the formation of a 

Costa Rican national identity.  With the use of this corpus, I intend to show that the 

“invention” of a national identity in Costa Rica is not something new, but rather a process 

that took many decades to consolidate, and one that has been passed down through 

generations. 
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History of the Costa Rica 

      In this section I present a brief overview of the major events in the history of 

Costa Rica.  This part of my study cannot be considered exhaustive as I will only 

consider those events that, from my own perspective, have had an effect in the creation of 

a national identity.  The majority of history books about Costa Rica start at the time of the 

Conquista in the sixteen century as if there had been nobody else living in the country 

when the explorers first arrived.  Evidence shows that indigenous tribes had inhabited 

Costa Rica for thousands of years by the time Christopher Columbus first set foot on its 

coast.  When the Spanish started settling in the country, there were about 400,000 natives 

from various tribes living there (Héctor Pérez Brignoli, 1997).  According to Pérez 

Brignoli, by 1560 when the Spanish settled in the central valley, there were about 

120,000 natives left in the country.  The native population was reduced to just a few 

thousand by 1611 due to various circumstances.  A more in-depth history of the 

indigenous people will be explored in the next section.  For now, I will use the Conquista 

as my starting point as it seems to be the starting point for most historians. 

 Columbus arrived in Costa Rica on September 18, 1502.  After spending a few 

days on its coast, he left believing that he had found a very rich land, hence the name 

“Rich Coast”.  As Eugenio Rodríguez Vega (1981) noted, Columbus reported on the 

abundance of gold that he had seen in this land, for which he was the only one with 

navigating directions.  Columbus never returned to the zone, but due to his accounts of 

the wealth, he had seen other explorers became interested in the area.  As history has it, 

Costa Rica was ignored for over a decade after the first visitors.  It was not until 1513 
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that Vasco Núñez de Balboa opened the possibilities of navigating to the area by reaching 

the coast of Panama.  In 1519, Juan de Castañeda y Hernán Ponce de León arrived in 

what is now known as the “Golfo Dulce” (Rodríguez Vega).  At this time the indigenous 

people appeared to be hostile, but this was no impediment to the Spanish mission of 

“baptizing” the people living in the newly found places.  In 1522, the Spanish King, 

Charles I, elaborated an agreement with Gil González Dávila’s company to explore the 

new world.  Further expeditions arrived to the area close to Puntarenas, where the 

indigenous people were treated in a cruel way.  King Charles I signed another contract 

with Diego Gutiérrez in 1540 to conquer the new world, specifically the rich coast. By 

this time, the reports about Costa Rica’s wealth were attracting the attention of some 

navigators and the Spanish Crown.  As a result of the cruelty of the Spaniards, the natives 

confronted their newly found enemies, killing Gutierrez and his men in 1544.  This event 

put an end to what’s considered the first phase of the Conquista. 

 The second phase of the Conquista started in 1561 with little evidence left of the 

previous phase.  Juan de Cavallón, a Castilian explorer, traveled to the area to conquer 

Costa Rica.  He came to the country with ninety soldiers, a large amount of seeds, and 

domesticated animals.  After a year in the land, Cavallón decided to return to Guatemala 

(Rodríguez Vega) as he had become poorer than he was at the beginning, the same fate of 

the majority of the conquistadors in Costa Rica.  The next important explorer to try to 

conquer Costa Rica was Juan Vásquez de Coronado, who was known for his ability to 

organize the indigenous people and to obtain their collaboration.  By this time, the small 

country was no longer a great attraction to the Spanish because it posed more risks than 
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benefits.  The explorers who adventured into the area found a hostile territory 

depopulated of indigenous labor, with malaria and yellow fever prevalent (Murillo 2002).  

As Murillo explains, it is a common belief that the first settlers in the area were 

individuals running away from something or someone: justice, religious persecution, 

debts, and other situations.  Apparently they came to Costa Rica in search of a hiding 

place.  Even though this is just a popular belief, the truth is that by the 1560’s Costa Rica 

had become a destination for a diverse group of settlers.  First, there were the noblemen, 

who abhorred the mixing of races as they thought that they were above the natives.  

Second, there were those who came in search of “wealth and fame” (Rodríguez Vega, 

19)1 and third, there were the people who would do the work: laborers, servants, and 

slaves.  This is particularly important because, as will be discussed later, it shows that 

there has never existed in Costa Rica a truly homogeneous society. 

 Vásquez de Coronado continued exploring and conquering Costa Rica, and he 

became very successful at this task.  He traveled throughout the country and even took on 

the mission of pacifying the natives who had rebelled.  Vásquez was so proud of his 

success that, in 1564, he traveled to Spain to report all his achievements to King Philip II.  

He obtained the King’s approval and was named Governor, but during his return to Costa 

Rica, he and his men died in a shipwreck.  According to Rodríguez Vega (20), Vásquez 

de Coronado is still considered the greatest “Conquistador” of Costa Rica for his 

kindness and his humanitarian nature.  

                                                        
1 This and all translations in this dissertation have been done by the author. 
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 The death of Vásquez de Coronado left Costa Rica without a governor for a few 

years, resulting in more rebellion on the part of the population.  As a response, in 1568 

governor Perafán de Rivera arrived in the country.  Perafán was later accused of 

favoritism.  Under his governorship, the indigenous people continued rebelling against 

the Spanish Crown and tried to bring down the governor.  After many unsuccessful 

efforts to subdue the indigenous people and control the rest of the population, Perafán 

resigned and returned to Guatemala, where he died in 1573.   

 The death of Perafán marks the end of the period of the Conquista, which lasted 

several decades.  By this time the population had reached about eighteen thousand people 

with Spaniards representing a small minority. Most of the population concentrated in 

Cartago, considered the main city of the province, and in other towns around it.  The 

arrival of new settlers was slow because Costa Rica did not have much to offer, with little 

indigenous labor and no precious metals.  The province was so poor that the settlers could 

not even produce enough to maintain their own administration, and the Spanish had to 

cultivate their own land.  After the Conquista, Costa Rica lived through a long period of 

poverty, and this same scarcity of resources led to closer economic equality among the 

social classes.  This was not something that Spaniards appreciated, as many of them 

wanted to maintain the social division they had enjoyed in Spain.  Little by little the 

country became more of an agricultural economy, first producing just for the local 

residents and later trying to export to Panama.  Costa Rica also became a commercial 

bridge between Central and South America.  During the three centuries of Spanish 

dominance, Costa Rica did not see much development except for its agriculture, due 
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mainly to its lack of resources and its distance from Mexico and Guatemala.  Spain 

governed the whole Central American region as part of the Captaincy General of 

Guatemala, also known as the Kingdom of Guatemala.   

 The independence of Costa Rica from Spain occurred on September 15, 1821 or 

at least that is the official date, a fact debated by historians.  Mexico had actually declared 

its independence from Spain earlier and had encouraged Guatemala to do the same.  

Many high-ranking officers from Guatemala met and drafted their declaration of 

independence, but it is not clear whether they were establishing independence for the 

whole region or just for their province.  Nevertheless, the news eventually reached 

Nicaragua where it became official that all the provinces from the Kingdom of 

Guatemala had attained their independence from Spain.  Costa Rica was not ready for 

independence because it had more problems with Guatemala than it did with Spain and 

also because the citizens were not ready to implement their own government.  Up to this 

point, the Guatemalan kingdom had made all the decisions regarding the province of 

Costa Rica.  At first there was confusion about the status of independence, and some 

government officials decided that they would ignore the situation (Rodríguez Vega, 36).  

Later they realized that in addition to declaring independence for the whole region, 

Nicaragua had also established an annexation to the Mexican Empire.  This resolution 

brought division amongst Costa Ricans; one group wanted to be part of Central America, 

another group wanted to become part of the Great Colombia, and the third was in favor of 

becoming part of the Mexican Empire led by Agustín de Iturbide.  The manner in which 

Costa Rica obtained its independence seems to be typical of how transformations have 
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taken place throughout the country’s history; changes occur as responses to situations 

other than the discomfort of the citizens and their involvement.  In his book Costa Rica es 

distinta en Hispanoamérica: Usamerica para los usamericanos, Gonnzalo Chacón Trejos 

writes: 

Independence from Spain, obtained graciously by a fluke in 1821 without 

any blood or convulsions, produced in Costa Ricans more astonishment 

than jubilation.  Their independence, which was not expected because they 

had done nothing to attain it, caused serious preoccupations; they 

concealed them with caution and decorum but the truth is that they were 

scared. (25) 

 This excerpt illustrates how the idea of “non-confrontational” is going to be 

exploited in history to explain the peaceful nature of the Costa Rican.  In reality, Costa 

Rica’s location isolated it from the rest of the Central American provinces and hence 

made it unaware of the fight for independence that was taking place elsewhere.  More 

examples of this “pacific” or “passive” element of Costa Rican national identity will be 

considered later in this chapter and will be one of the main points of discussion for the 

next chapter.  This is not to say that there was no conflict among opposing groups of 

citizens; tension among the various factions was building up, almost leading to a civil 

war in 1822, but as David Diaz Arias (2005) concludes, this outcome might have been 

prevented by the earthquake of 1822.  Eventually, the struggle led to the battle of 

Lagunas de Ochomogo on April 5, 1823.  On March 5, 1824, Costa Rica became part of 

the Central American Federation and, as a state, established its own government.  Central 
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America as an integrated entity did not last long due in part to the rivalry among the 

States, and in 1838, after a military coup led by Braulio Carrillo, Costa Rica separated 

officially from the Federation.  José Maria Castro Madriz declared Costa Rica a Republic 

in 1848. The decade preceding the formation of the Republic was a tumultuous period in 

the history of Costa Rica, characterized by four military coups.  Only two of the six 

Heads of State were elected by voting (Diaz Arias, 2005).  One fact worth pointing out is 

that in spite of the several conflicts experienced in the country during these years, Costa 

Rica was able to avoid the “devastating civil wars that characterized the Central 

American Federation” (Molina, 2007, 56).  With the foundation of the Republic came the 

need for a stronger military force and for the creation of symbols that identified the 

country, specifically the flag and the coat of arms (both images shown below). 

 

  

 

 

                                 

 

   

 

 Symbols are extremely important in the construction of a national identity 

because they do more than represent the country; they give citizens a source of 

identification with their nation.  In 1850, under the presidency of Juan Rafael Mora, the 

Figure 1.  Costa Rican Flag. 

Figure 2.  Costa Rican 
Coat of Arms. 
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military forces took priority, and they became central in the administration of the country.  

President Mora wanted a military that was not only strong but also educated, and with 

this objective he founded a military school where soldiers became literate.  The 

importance of the military was so great that most of the government budget was used to 

support the armed forces.  By the time the invasion by William Walker and the 

Filibusters in 1856, the military was ready to “go outside its borders” (Diaz Arias, 38) 

and confront the enemies before they arrived from Nicaragua.  A hundred years later, the 

abolishment of this institution became the most important symbol of Costa Rican national 

identity and an important part of the myth surrounding the country’s pacifist nature, 

which has to do precisely with the way in which the lack of an Armed Forces is 

naturalized in its mythology; Costa Rica never had an Armed Forces in the current 

imaginary.   

 In addition to the political changes occurring in Costa Rica at this time, social 

transformation was also taking place.  Coffee production gave rise to the accumulation of 

wealth by the coffee exporters and the small and medium producers.  This was not the 

case for the poor farmers, who became hired hands, nor for the indigenous population 

that had moved to the zone of Talamanca, where it had no real participation in the 

economic activity of the country.  In addition to the accumulation of wealth, which led to 

more acquisition of imported goods, the stratification of social classes became evident in 

the electoral process; only a select group of citizens was allowed to participate in that 

process.  In 1844, the right to vote was restricted to individuals possessing a “personal 

fortune of 200 colones” (Molina, 58); a law that was eventually revoked while still 
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restricting voting rights only to literate males.  Women’s suffrage was not implemented 

until 1949.  Education also became a sign of social class.  Even though it was in theory 

free and obligatory, municipalities were in charge of providing education to their own 

towns.  The poor municipalities did not have the means to supply all that was necessary 

for the schools to be effective.  Additionally, the children of poor families had to work to 

contribute to their parents’ income and were rarely allowed to attend school.  Things have 

not changed much in present times; extreme poverty still prevents underprivileged 

children from attaining an education. 

 During most of the second half of the nineteenth century, coffee was the primary 

product exported from Costa Rica, but diversification came when Minor Keith introduced 

the production of bananas.  As will be discussed later, Keith was in charge of finishing 

the construction of the railroad, and he ended up financing the project himself since the 

government of Costa Rica did not have the resources to pay for it.   Keith received the 

rights to a large tract of land as part of the deal.  In order to pay the cost of the project, he 

became involved with the production of bananas, a product that competed with coffee.  

Because most banana plantations were located on the Atlantic side, workers who came 

from Jamaica settled in the area and worked in the production of the fruit.  Bananas, now 

being transported by train, became a lucrative product for the United Fruit Company.  But 

work was not the only contributing factor to the settlement of Afro-Costa Ricans in 

Limón on the Atlantic coast; the government prevented their migration into others areas 

of the country, they had no rights to citizenship, and they were not allowed to go outside 

the Limón area.  Furthermore, individuals of African descent were not even permitted to 
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ride on the railroad they had worked so hard to build.  It was not until 1949, when many 

political reforms took place in the country, that this law changed and the “Limonenses” 

became full citizens.   

 1949 is a very important year in the history of Costa Rica: women were given the 

right to vote, forced segregation was eliminated, and the army was abolished.  But what 

led to these changes?  During the first decades of the twentieth century, the gap between 

classes had become a cause for friction and the ruling class was so concerned with 

becoming Europeanized that they devoted most of their efforts into this objective.  By 

this time, San José, the country’s capital, was the cultural center of the nation, a feature 

reflected in the several government buildings that could compete in architectural beauty 

with the best in European cities: among them the National Theater, the National Library, 

and the Archives.  Just as the infrastructure was a demonstration of wealth, social 

rebellion was a sign of the socio-economic disparity prevailing in the country at the time, 

provoking organized demonstrations against those in power, led by workers and farmers 

and guided by the Communist party.  In 1933 a demonstration by the unemployed ended 

in a confrontation with the police (Molina, 2007).  The next year, United Fruit Company 

workers struck against their employer, refusing to work and forcing the Company to close 

for several weeks.  The government of Rafael Angel Calderon Guardia responded to 

social inequality and unrest by implementing some important social programs, such as 

the Costa Rican Agency for Social Security.  But these reforms were not enough to 

alleviate the social problems that Costa Rica was experiencing, and the conflicts 

continued.  Not only was Costa Rica dealing with its own social problems because it was 
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also feeling the effects of two world wars that negatively impacted its economy, which 

relied heavily on exports to Europe.  In addition to economic problems, Costa Ricans 

became distrustful of the electoral system and called the process fraudulent.  The political 

problems continued and the elections of 1948 occurred under a much divided population.  

Otilio Ulate defeated Rafael Angel Calderon Guardia, but the elections were annulled.  

While Calderon and Ulate were having conversations to decide what to do with the 

elections, José Figueres Ferrer sparked the Civil War as a response to the problems.  

Even though Figueres used the annulment of the elections as an excuse to start the Civil 

War, he had been preparing for it for some time.  He had allied himself to the Caribbean 

Legion, a group whose objective was to eliminate dictatorships in the area, and in 

exchange for military aid to rise to power, he agreed to let Costa Rica become a base for 

their operations when he became president (Molina).  The Civil War lasted from March 

12 to April 19, 1948 and afterwards Figueres forced himself into power and violated all 

the agreements he had signed with the Calderonists, the Communist Party, and the 

Caribbean Legion.  Nevertheless, under his government, the army was abolished, women 

were given the right to vote, and citizenship was extended to more individuals.  

 During the decades following the Civil War, Costa Rica saw the advancement of 

its middle class.  Unlike the other countries on the isthmus, Costa Rica’s middle class 

became the largest class as the result of great agricultural diversification and the 

utilization of new methods to make the cultivation of traditional products, like coffee, 

more efficient.  Capital accumulation became possible for a large part of the population, 

more schools were built, and education served as a way to climb the social ladder.  This 
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aspect of the Costa Rican economy often serves as the basis for the notion that the 

predominance of the middle class made Costa Rica similar to developed countries, as 

opposed to third world countries where the majority of the population belongs to the 

lower class.  The rise of the middle class did not improve life for all Costa Ricans, and 

this prosperity only developed in certain areas of the country, mainly in San José and its 

surroundings.  Although Costa Rica has enjoyed political stability since the 1950’s, the 

struggle for socio-economic equality continues even today. Costa Rica has not escaped 

the conflicts brought about by poverty; the last several decades have seen an increase in 

the number of precaristas (homeless families that illegally take ownership of properties 

belonging to the government or private individuals) and constant fights for land.  

According to Molina (2007), poverty was reduced from 51% to 21% between 1961 and 

1977, but by 1982 it had increased again to 48%.  Presently, the percentage of families 

living in poverty has decreased, but this does not mean that the gap between classes has 

diminished; on the contrary, the Gini coefficient for Costa Rica is 0.482, which shows a 

rise in income inequality.  This fact demonstrates that Costa Rica’s middle class 

predominance did not last as long as some politicians would like citizens to believe.  

From my own observations, another aspect that has become a part of everyday life in 

Costa Rica is the ever-rising crime level.  The next chapter in this study is dedicated to 

exploring the effects of this activity, how it affects national security, and what Costa 

Ricans are doing to stop it.   

                                                        
2 Electronic report published by the CIA: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/rankorder/2172rank.html  
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 So far I have discussed the main historic events that have shaped modern Costa 

Rica.  Contrary to popular belief, the country has had its share of discrimination and 

violations of human rights against the indigenous population and the Afro-Caribbean 

communities.  Both considered inferior races by the Spanish colonizers.  The next two 

sections are dedicated to a review of these two groups, which were denied the right to call 

themselves Costa Ricans for decades.    

 

The Indigenous Population in Costa Rica 

 Costa Rica’s population is rich in diversity, even though there is a tendency to 

ignore this fact and create an “imagined community” in which all members are of 

Spanish origin.  Several ethnic groups are represented in the nation, but for the purpose of 

this study, I limit the discussion to the situation of the Afro-Costa Ricans and the 

indigenous people.  Other immigrants have not fully assimilated the nation’s culture and 

continue identifying themselves with their countries of origin, for example as 

Nicaraguans and Colombians.  I focus on the indigenous people because they were the 

first Costa Ricans, and their impact on national identity cannot be disregarded.  With 

respect to the Afro-Costa Ricans, it will be shown that their presence has been significant 

since the Conquista as they were first brought to the country as slaves of the Spaniards. 

 The indigenous citizens of Costa Rica have been the most marginalized group in 

the nation.  These first Costa Ricans inhabited the country ten thousand years before 

Columbus arrived; archeologists have found many indicators of their life, their places of 

origin, and the areas where they settled.  In his study of the evolution of the first Costa 



38 
 

Ricans, Oscar Fonseca Zamora (1992, 155) concludes that by the year 1000 B.C. the 

tribes were able to establish an agricultural community and were growing products like 

yucca.  This new type of economy gave way to a tribal organization characterized by 

centralization around agriculture.  This development also allowed for distinctions 

between tribes and later among the subgroups within the tribes.  Agriculture helped them 

evolve from nomadic groups into settled communities in various parts of the country, 

especially in the central valley.  When Columbus and his men arrived, the natives 

welcomed them without much reservation; it was with the later Spanish expeditions that 

problems arose.  As soon as the Europeans started arriving in the country, they acted as if 

they really had discovered a new world and were therefore the rightful owners, they 

divided the natives amongst themselves as if these individuals were not humans but 

objects.  Furthermore, the newcomers took all the indigenous people’s treasures and land; 

the tribes were forced to re-locate as Spaniards took possession of the territory.  They 

were forced to move into the mountains where the land was not fertile and forced to 

survive in precarious conditions.  In addition, they were forced to convert to Catholicism 

as one of the main objectives of the expeditions included the civilization and 

evangelization of the natives, and many Franciscan missionaries arrived in the country 

for this mission. 

 Over the next centuries, even many decades after independence, the economic and 

social situation did not change much for the natives, who continued to live in extreme 

levels of poverty, discrimination, and exploitation.  As will be discussed later, they were 

not even considered “true Costa Ricans”.  There was such a marginalization of the 
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indigenous groups in the nineteenth century that “Costa Ricans, in general, saw the 

indigenous people through the eyes of foreign visitors who portrayed them as ‘exotic’,  

‘savage’, and ‘barbaric’; and not as individuals with their own culture, different from 

Europeans.  The Costa Rica of colonial times was characterized by an ethnocentric white 

community who despised other cultures, especially those who in a condescending way 

were considered “cholos” and good only for domestic or agricultural labor ”  (Ferrero, 

1981, 15).  I propose that even today this view of the indigenous civilization persists in 

some parts of our society, and it is responsible for the stagnation of the indigenous 

culture.  Ferrero (1981) attributes to this negative attitude the fact that there is very little 

historic information about the various ethnic groups that inhabited Costa Rica before the 

Europeans arrived in the country, and what exists is always in some reference to contact 

with the Spanish.  In addition, when people refer natives it is usually to affirm their 

almost non-existence, such as the example found in the Felipe Molina’s Bosquejo de la 

República de Costa Rica seguido de Apuntamientos para su Historia (1851), in which he 

describes the indigenous population in the following manner: 

Nothing is known about the indigenous populations that occupied the 

country at the time of being discovered by the Spaniards.  It would not be 

difficult, however, to gather some curious evidence.  In the peninsula of 

Cabo Blanco and in the island of Chira it is common to find abundant 

Indian antiques, such as pottery, stone idols, and gold jewelry that the 

government could collect and conserve in a museum.  Also, the 
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government could stipulate that a vocabulary of the languages spoken by 

the few Indians who still exist would be created. (4) 

 Felipe Molina was a Guatemalan who served as the Costa Rican Representative to 

England and the United States.  In his recommendation that Costa Rica should collect the 

indigenous items, he evidences the lack of respect to the rights of the natives; in his view 

the government has the right to take possession of the articles at any time it desires.   

 The latter part of the nineteenth century saw some improvement in the lives of the 

natives as the result of the international and national involvement in their socio-economic 

situation.  Intellectuals, politicians, and international and national organizations were 

trying to make sure the human rights of the indigenous Costa Ricans were clearly 

established and at the same time put a stop to any violations.  It is not clear to what extent 

these movements have become successful as the indigenous people continue living in 

segregated areas and in extreme levels of poverty, but as will be discussed later, perhaps 

the greatest achievement has been to allow them to become active in the search for 

solutions to their problems and their implementation.  At the moment, according to 

Guevara Berger and Bozzoli Vargas (2002), there are twenty-two indigenous tribes 

officially recognized in Costa Rica with an estimated population of about forty thousand 

people, one percent of the country’s population.  Among the tribes presently represented 

in the country, are the Cabecar, the Bribrí, the Guaymí, the Boruca, the Terraba, the 

Guatuso, the Matambu, the Quitirrisi, and the Zapatón (Salazar Salvatierra, 2002, 15-19).   

 The Cabecar tribe lives in the highest parts of the mountains where most of the 

rainforest is located and represents about twenty-five percent of the indigenous 
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population.  The Bribrí inhabits Talamanca and many other areas, such as Puerto Viejo 

and Gandoca on the Atlantic and Buenos Aires on the Pacific; they are the largest group 

with about thirty-five percent of all indigenous people.  The Guaymí tribe settled in the 

southern part of the country. This tribe has about thirteen percent of all natives, and their 

community preserves most features of their culture, such as clothes, foods, and language.  

The Borucas, with fifteen percent of the population, and Terrabas, with only two percent, 

still occupy areas located near the Terraba River.  Both their languages are almost extinct, 

even though they fight to maintain their traditions and identity.  The Guatuso, who 

represent four percent of the indigenous population, live in the area by the same name.  .  

Discovered in 1762 by Esteban Lorenzo de Tristan, they are the smallest tribal 

community in the country.  The rest of the indigenous community occupies Nicoya (the 

Matambu) and parts of San José (the Quitirrisi and the Zapatón).   

 Even though the country still has a long way to go before it reaches equality for 

its indigenous people, some success has been achieved.  Most of the improvements have 

to do with the return of parts of their territory to tribal control and with access to public 

services such as health, water, and electricity.  These benefits are a direct result of the 

fight against human rights violations, which has characterized the life of the indigenous 

people not only in Costa Rica but also in all of Latin America.  The greatest problem 

preventing the development of indigenous communities is that many outsiders try to 

impose socio-economic models, but these are not effective because their promoters have 

not taken into consideration the input of members of the tribes.  This is exactly what has 

happened in Costa Rica, and for this reason, many have proposed to allow indigenous 
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tribes to participate in decision making about their organization and the utilization of 

their resources, without having to forgo their traditions and way of living.  In this respect, 

the tribes have benefited from greater participation in all the programs geared to their 

development.  The tribes’ leaders are trying to regain their territory and obtain access to 

education and health services while maintaining their tribal identity.   

 While the government of Costa Rica has passed laws that assure the return of 

indigenous territory to the tribes, this has become a difficult task and the land continues 

in the hands of non-indigenous individuals.  Guevara Berger and Bozzoli Vargas (2002, 

32) stress the problematic situation with the territory.  Except for the Guatuso 

community, which has received ownership to most of its land, the other native 

communities have not obtained even fifty percent of what they should receive.  In some 

cases, like the Terraba community, land possession represents less than ten percent of 

their total claim.  The shortage of territory forces the members of the tribes to work 

outside their communities for lower salaries, perpetuating extreme levels of poverty.   

 As with territory, the demand for good education has also experienced a number 

of obstacles, especially as national leaders may have made decisions without regards to 

the needs of the indigenous communities.  By trying to impose a national education on 

the communities, the government has harmed the tribes’ indigenous identity: languages 

and cultural traditions have been disappearing.  Education is the greatest tool to promote 

a national identity, since the classroom is where most of its elements are transferred from 

generation to generation.  In addition, the education system in the country has always 

been controlled by individuals interested in promoting the same elements of national 
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identity as the people with political power.  From the time young children start 

elementary school, they are taught the idea that indigenous people are only a segregated 

group who are not necessarily part of the main society.  Costa Ricans learn early on to see 

the indigenous communities as “indigenous reservations” with many social problems.  I 

am not implying that the teacher or the books are actually saying this, but rather that the 

education system transfers this idea in subtle ways.  For instance, when children perform 

plays in school, the indigenous people are still portrayed in ways that definitively 

separates them from the main society.  This is the result of a process started during the 

Conquista when missionaries attempted to “educate” the indigenous civilizations by 

imposing on them Spanish culture and values.  Furthermore, education aims to achieve a 

homogenous national identity that has no place for multiple ethnic groups, and it is this 

same education that is is being offered to the indigenous groups.  More importantly, not 

all the indigenous groups of Costa Rica share the same culture, and this should be taken 

into consideration when formulating an educational plan.  In addition to a system that 

educates the communities as if they were a culture identical to the main society, the levels 

of education are far below the national averages, with a very small percentage of the 

population attaining levels beyond secondary school.  This fact creates another problem, 

teachers are not necessarily members of tribal communities, and often they are not well 

qualified.  It is difficult to attract “good” teachers to the indigenous territories, and the 

number of bilingual teachers is very low.  While it is possible to maintain characteristics 

from a culture without speaking its language, a complete immersion in Spanish without 

the use of native language in the classroom may lead students to avoid all other cultural 



44 
 

elements of their own tribes. They pursue a deculturation with their community in favor 

of an acculturation with the dominant culture.  In 1947, Fernando Ortiz (2001) defined 

this process of deculturation and acculturation as a transculturation: 

I am of the opinion that the word transculturation better expresses the 

different phases of the process of transition from one culture to another 

because this does not consist merely in acquiring another culture, which is 

what the English word acculturation really implies, but the process also 

necessarily involves the loss or uprooting of a previous culture, which 

could be defined as an acculturation.  In addition it carries the idea of the 

consequent creation of a new cultural phenomena, which could be called 

neoculturation. (102-103) 

 The process of transculturation experienced by the indigenous people in Costa 

Rica is at an advanced stage, which would make the reversal of this phenomenon 

difficult.  Some ethnic groups are working hard to restore many elements of their identity 

lost in the process of deculturation, but this effort has proven to be difficult because there 

are many factors that continue to promote transculturation; for example, younger 

generations may see an advantage in distancing themselves from their indigenous roots.  

Education, if used in the proper manner, could make it easier for the older members to 

transfer their culture to the younger generations without completely rejecting the 

dominant culture.  The Costa Rican government, several non-government organizations, 

and indigenous leaders have taken steps to improve the life of the native Costa Ricans, 

but there is still a long way to go.  The biggest problem faced by the indigenous people is 
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that even today they are treated as a subculture and are still being segregated.  This 

segregation started in the times of the Conquista and was the result of the discrimination 

to which they were subjected.  Segregation forced or not, is an indication of the 

discriminatory practices characterizing Costa Rican society.  One tourist commented on 

the Internet that one thing he liked about Panama was the fact that one could see 

indigenous people around, something never seen in Costa Rica.  This might very well be 

an important element of the Costa Rican national identity; populations that are not 

considered part of the main society are made invisible by the process of segregation.  On 

the other hand, tourists tend to imagine indigenous people dressed in a certain way, which 

could lead them to believe in a complete absence of this population in Costa Rica.  The 

importance of the tourist’s comment is that it shows that Costa Rica has been successful 

at projecting an image of a society that, unlike other countries in the area, does not have 

an indigenous population.   

 

The Afro-Costa Ricans 

 The Afro-Costa Ricans form the other group of citizens who have been ignored in 

the formulation of the national identity concept.  They might not have inhabited the 

country for as long as the indigenous people, but they have been an important part of the 

population from the times of the Conquista when their ancestors were brought into the 

country as slaves.  As a matter of fact, the education system rarely touches on the issue of 

slavery in the country as it is a situation that goes against the “ever pacifist” image of a 

Costa Rican citizen.  Just as with the indigenous community, not much is known about 
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the African slaves during the sixteenth century except that since Costa Rican native labor 

was scarce, the Spaniards had to find alternative ways to provide themselves with free 

workers.  According to Carlos Melendez (1972), there is only one instance of something 

written about a slave, and that is the case of Pedro Gilofo, who was found guilty of being 

absent from his duties for twenty days and was executed.  It is clear that Gilofo’s 

execution was not just the punishment for what he had done but also an exemplary 

measure, which evidences the presence of more slaves.  Documents from the seventeenth 

century show that the slaves were originally from the Congo and Angola, and in some 

reports about the Spanish expeditions, the number of slaves accompanying the explorers 

is mentioned.  Not all the slaves came with the Spaniards; there is evidence of a traffic of 

slaves within Costa Rica by companies which brought them via Panama; their prices 

varied greatly according to physical condition and special abilities like sewing, knitting, 

or being able to read and write.  Many slave owners had their slaves marked with a hot 

iron as means of identification (Melendez, 1972).  The slaves inhabited many areas of the 

country including Matina, the central valley, and parts of Puntarenas and Guanacaste.  

The life of slaves was difficult and full of cruelties, but in comparison to the other parts 

of the Guatemalan Kingdom, their life in Costa Rica was a little better because there were 

no mines in the province.  Needless to say, slaves had to do all the hard work in 

agriculture as they replaced the hands of the indigenous people.  It was not until April 17, 

1824, that slavery was officially abolished, but the process had started years earlier.  In 

some cases emancipation came as an answer to poverty, as it was cheaper for landowners 

to pay the farm hands’ low salaries than to maintain a slave.  In addition to the economic 
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aspect, interracial relations and the fact that slaves were allowed to pay for their own 

freedom contributed to the elimination of slavery.  The government passed laws 

prohibiting the emancipation of the older slaves who would end up in the streets if they 

were liberated.  Poverty, once again, was the driving force behind Costa Rica’s “non 

violence”.  A confrontation between powers or classes was not necessary for the 

elimination of slavery because it was economically sound not to own slaves who needed 

to be fed and sheltered.  

 The construction of a railroad system connecting the Atlantic coast with other 

parts of the country, especially the Central Valley, created a need for foreign workers.  

The contract to build the railroad was given to Henry Meiggs, from the United States.  He 

later enlisted the help of his nephew, Minor Cooper Keith, who, in 1874, took charge of 

building the railroad after the death of his uncle.  The first obstacle faced by Meiggs was 

the lack of laborers, both skilled and unskilled, because the number of Costa Ricans 

available to work in this massive project was small, and they were not skilled in the jobs 

required.  Furthermore, most Costa Rican workers lived in the Central Valley, and for 

this reason, they were mostly involved with the first phases of the project, which included 

the construction of the railroad in Alajuela and Cartago.  Some Costa Rican workers 

moved to the Atlantic in search of work, but many of them had to abandon the area due to 

illnesses such as malaria.  Meiggs knew that the only way he could fulfill his contract 

was by enlisting the help of foreign workers, but he needed to be careful about the 

nationality of these workers because Costa Rica had passed laws limiting the access of 

foreign immigrants to the country.  The government took it upon itself to protect the race: 
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that is, only Europeans were encouraged to migrate to Costa Rica as they were 

considered a superior race; contractors were discouraged, if not forbidden, from bringing 

in Africans.  Meiggs, complying with Costa Rican laws, hired professional workers from 

various countries, such as Belgium, Germany, the United States, Italy, Spain, and 

Switzerland (Murillo Chaverri, 1995).  But these workers were not numerous enough, 

especially unskilled laborers, and this situation led to an influx of Chinese immigration, 

which followed the Europeans.  The project continued, however, the need for workers 

increased, and the government was forced to accept immigration from individuals of 

African descent arriving from the Caribbean, including Jamaica.  These workers became 

extremely valuable to the Railroad Company as they proved to be strong and efficient.  

The transit from Jamaica to the Port of Limón on the Atlantic side of Costa Rica was 

easily accomplished via ship.  By the time of the completion of the railroad in 1890, 

Jamaicans had become the majority on the Atlantic Coast despite government wishes to 

maintain a Costa Rican society that could pride itself in its European origin.  As was 

previously mentioned, the fact that these workers were allowed into the country did not 

signify their acceptance into Costa Rican society, and they were obligated to settle in the 

province of Limón from where they could not move.  Once the government allowed the 

African-descent workers to enter the country, hundreds of Afro-Jamaicans immigrated 

and settled in the Atlantic side.  The United Fruit Company actively recruited Caribbean 

workers for the construction of the railroad and the production of bananas.  Jamaicans, 

most of them second generation Afro-Jamaicans whose ancestors had been brought into 

Jamaica as slaves, located in the province of Limón where they formed a community that 
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had little to do with the rest of Costa Rica.  They maintained a culture closer to their own 

rather than assimilating into the new one, a situation prompted not only by their own 

nationalism but also by the rejection and segregation imposed by Costa Ricans. 

Moreover, Costa Rican leaders have, throughout history, neglected to consider the 

population of Limón when making decisions about the country, thus marginalizing the 

community; Limón is the poorest province in Costa Rica and the area with most violence.  

The biggest difference between the first Africans arriving in the country as slaves of the 

Spaniards and the Jamaicans was that the first group was not limited to a certain territory 

and thus they spread to other areas, such as Guanacaste, besides the central valley.  

Limón became a culture, within a culture and this trend has held up over a century of 

occupation.  Unlike the indigenous Costa Ricans who had been “civilized” and converted 

to Catholicism, Limonenses (citizens from Limón) were able to maintain their religions, 

Christian and African (Chomsky, 1995).  The working conditions for laborers in Limón 

were always harsh and exploitative, prompting many protests against their employers and 

the government.  Workers formed supportive communities where they were able to 

organize themselves to demand benefits and improvement to their situation.  But, the 

majority of the strikes were unsuccessful and carried out by the newer workers who had 

no real ties to the community and no families to support.  Another reason for the failure 

of the workers’ movement was the easiness that the company had finding replacements 

for the striking workers, making the other workers more reluctant to participate in the 

demonstrations.  During one of the strikes, the company hired several hundred workers 

from the West Indies who were paid even less than the Jamaicans.  According to 
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Chomsky, the daily pay was $1 for Jamaicans and $0.70 for the workers from the West 

Indies, a benefit for the company.  As a response to the continued protests by its 

employees, the company decided to close their operations in Limón in 1930 and moved 

its production of bananas and other products to the south side of the country instead of 

trying to improve their workers’ conditions.  The United Fruit Company completely 

ceased its operations in the country in 1985, after a strike that lasted over 2 months.  By 

this time, the company had gone through financial restructuring and a merger to become 

the Chiquita Brands International. 

 After the departure of United Fruit Company to the southern territory, things did 

not improve for the Afro-Costa Ricans.  They now were left with a limited number of 

available jobs due to the segregation laws, which prevented them from moving to other 

parts of the national territory.  They were allowed to move to Panama and the United 

States, however, and a number of them did.  Their community life does not appear to 

have changed much after the 1930’s, and some even argue that the African descendents 

were the ones that did not want to become Costa Rican citizens because they were happy 

showing their loyalty to England, the country they considered themselves to be part of 

(Valencia Chala, 2006, 78).  It is possible that Afro-Costa Ricans saw themselves as 

British, but it is also true that the laws discriminating against them had been in place 

before their arrival in Costa Rica.  Valencia Chala bases her conclusions on the fact that 

Jamaicans continued practicing Anglicism, the English religion, and also spoke only 

English or a dialect of that language.  Of course, saying that Jamaicans opted for rejecting 

Costa Rican citizenship makes the Costa Rican government a less discriminatory 
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institution, after all they had no control over self-segregation by part of their citizens.  

Perhaps, it would be adequate to say that Jamaicans were obligated to settle in a specific 

part of the country and that this contributed to their ability to maintain their original 

culture, which had been influenced by the British since their takeover of Jamaica a few 

decades after the colonization by Spain.  Loyalty to the British Crown is evident in the 

fact that when they felt the need to ask for government intervention in their favor, they 

directed the request to the British representatives.  After much disappointment with the 

British government and its failure to protect them, they distanced themselves from the 

English culture and African traditions became predominant; this is still the case in present 

days.  The Afro-Costa Rican community differs greatly from the rest of Costa Rica in its 

food, livelier vestment, music, and dances, which appear to be more representative of 

African heritage than of any British influences.  This community has its own local 

identity; a group identity which differs greatly from what the dominating culture has 

defined as national identity.  I propose that their rejection by the elite and their exclusion 

from the concept of national identity have promoted a necessity among Afro-Costa 

Ricans to search for their own identity in which two cultures merge.  During the period of 

forced segregation, it was easier for them to maintain their old identity, but as they have 

come into closer contact with the rest of the nation they have also had to adapt to the 

larger group.  However, the main issue here is not whether the Afro-Costa Ricans can 

assimilate the nation’s culture but rather whether the concept of national identity can be 

modified to reflect a multi-ethnic society where all ethnic groups are represented.  I 

believe that Costa Ricans are still working on this issue, as it means a change in the 
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concept of a national identity that has been passed down through generations and, more 

importantly, that Limonenses have been able to make the rest of the nation aware of their 

own traditions.  Figure 3 illustrates how the Limonenses represent themselves in parades 

around the country. 

               

 

Figure 3.  Caribbean Dancers in a parade in Alajuela.  Photograph is the author’s property.  2008 

 
 When this picture was taken, the leader of the dance group (comparsa), Charlie, 

was explaining to the audience about African traditions and how he tries to maintain them 

and share them with the rest of the country.  He moved to Alajuela over thirty years ago 

and ever since he has been teaching these dances to kids and young adults from the area.  
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Every year, he takes his comparsa to Limón to participate in the carnival, which 

resembles the carnival in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  In the province of Limón, this carnival 

starts on the twelfth of October and lasts about two weeks.  During this period, the streets 

are filled with floats, with Caribbean musicians in colorful outfits, and with local 

traditional food.  The highlight of the carnival is the parade of comparsas and music 

school bands, which attracts spectators from all over the country.  It is significant that the 

carnival to celebrate this population’s African roots starts precisely on the day that Costa 

Ricans used to commemorate the arrival of Christopher Columbus to Costa Rica.  The 

celebrations that take place on the twelfth of October used to be known as the “Day of the 

Race” (meaning the Spanish Race); it was not until 1994 that the name was changed to 

reflect a more diverse nation. The “Day of the Cultures” as it is now known symbolizes 

an attempt by political leaders to recognize and legitimize the various ethnic groups that 

coexist in this nation.  Besides the leader, other members of the group I was observing 

were also from Limón, and in my observations, they appeared to feel as Costa Rican as 

anyone else in the country.  In addition, the leader of the comparsa seems to have 

assimilated the culture of the Costa Ricans from the central valley without giving up his 

African heritage.  He appeared very proud of his own roots and was ready to show that 

his culture had much to offer to the nation.  

 

Performing Costa Rica’s National Identity 

 The concept of national identity appears in Costa Rica even before its 

independence from Spain, and as will be shown, it always involved the idea a 
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homogeneous society characterized by a direct relation to the Spanish and their traditions, 

such as the Catholic religion.  This notion of homogeneity in the country is rather absurd 

when taking into consideration that not even the first inhabitants, the indigenous 

population, possessed that characteristic; this population was composed of many tribes 

and each had its own traditions and customs.  Added to the basic description, Costa 

Ricans have always been defined as a pacifist society characterized by the alleged 

absence of social and racial discrimination.  Felipe Molina (1851) in his description of 

Costa Rica says:  

Thank God our ephemeral conflicts have not left profound marks and once 

the pressure has passed, it can be seen with amazement that those who 

fought yesterday on opposing sides, reconcile today and reunite to help 

each other in their jobs.  It cannot occur in any other way in a land whose 

inhabitants live in close relationships and where they need each other.  

Everybody owns a few possessions and everybody works.  There are no 

proletariats or big capitalists.  All the families are related to each other in 

some way and this relationship has been the source of joy to Costa Ricans 

who gladly call themselves Hermanicos (siblings).  This perfect 

homogeneity, this absolute absence of a caste system and social classes 

prove that Costa Rica is an eminently Republican country and that there 

cannot exist in it, and it does not exist, Despotism nor Anarchy. (6) 
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 The previous statement shows how Costa Rica, from the beginning, was seen as 

different from the rest of Central America.  It is worth pointing out the fact that Felipe 

Molina was the representative of Costa Rica in the United States but was born in 

Guatemala; in other words, he was not a native Costa Rican.  Why is this important?  

Because it is precisely the view that foreigners have of Costa Rica that I will challenge in 

the next chapter, as I believe that this view is romanticized and still shared by many 

foreigners still today.  Another interesting aspect is that Molina viewed Costa Rica in 

such a high regard that, throughout his book, he included himself as part of that “perfect” 

society.   

 Molina goes further by stating that in Costa Rica “there are neither slaves nor 

privileged classes” (41).  According to Diaz Arias (2005), this idea of a national identity, 

characterized by an absence of racial diversity “is an image invented in the previous 

decades about a Costa Rica without class privileges” (36).  Diaz Arias’ use of the words 

“invented image” in his discussion shows how in the creation of national identities, not 

only in Costa Rica but in other countries as well, the concept becomes a source of many 

misconceptions based on invented ideas.  

 The campaign to elaborate a national identity “representative” of all Costa Ricans 

did not take priority until the early 1860’s, a few years after the battle against William 

Walker and the Filibusters, which took place between 1856 and 1857.  The process itself 

is result of the government’s desire to divert attention from the conflict that the country 

had just gone through during the previous years when President Juan Rafael Mora was 

sentenced to death and executed by a firing squad on September 30, 1860.  The country 
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was still divided between supporters and opponents of President Mora.  To a certain point 

Juan Rafael Mora was considered a hero by his followers, causing more problems to the 

government that had risen to power by leading a military coup against him.  It is after 

Mora’s death that the formation of national identity becomes so essential to the stability 

of the country.  Notice that, as discussed earlier, the idea of a society with a particular set 

of characteristics describing all its citizens had been floating around for many decades.  

But it was the government of José Maria Montealegre that would take it upon itself to 

truly establish this identity.  The process of establishing a national identity lasted many 

decades and many governments; even today politicians continue making use of the 

concept to obtain support for the campaigns.  The government wanted to project a Costa 

Rican society that was homogenous, classless, and more sophisticated than the rest of 

Central America, and to do this made use of several resources.  Convincing foreigners 

that these elements described the “Ticos” was not as difficult as convincing Costa Ricans 

themselves of their national identity.  I will show that the governing party developed 

various important performances to persuade Costa Ricans of their association to the 

nation, the two most obvious being the creation of a hero who could serve as a role model 

to “all” and the development of a city that could be the source of pride for everybody, 

especially those that “own” the country.  Even the term “all”, which is an inclusive term 

meaning everybody, was performed by the government to become a rather exclusive 

term.  The term came to represent a reduced number of citizens who embodied the 

definition of what the ruling party considered a true Costa Rican. 
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 The first step in the process of implementing a national identity was the 

establishment of a national hero who would replace Mora, represent all Costa Ricans, and 

perpetuate the image of a homogenous society.  The battle against William Walker in 

Rivas, Nicaragua, gave the government a source in the search for a national hero.  

According to legend, an Alajuelan soldier, Juan Santamaría, had gone to the battle and 

sacrificed his own life while setting fire to the mesón (inn) where William Walker and his 

men were making their plans to take over Costa Rica.  The legend of the young man gave 

the government the perfect opportunity; a national hero was “born” and from that 

moment became the basis of the Costa Rican national identity.  Serving as a foundation 

of nationalism, national identity could be exploited by the party in power to maintain the 

strict control sought by the government.  In his book Nations and Nationalism (1983), 

Ernest Gellner states that, 

Nationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the political 

and the national unit should be congruent. 

Nationalism as a sentiment, or as a movement, can be best defined in 

terms of this principle.  Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger 

aroused by the violation of this principle, or the feeling of satisfaction 

aroused by its fulfillment.  A nationalist movement is one actuated by a 

sentiment of this kind. (1) 

 From Gellner’s definition can be inferred that for nationalism to work, a strong 

sense of national identity must be present, as it is this identification with country and 

fellow countrymen that leads individuals to sacrifice their lives for the well being of the 



58 
 

whole community.  In the case of Costa Rica, Juan Santamaría becomes the role model 

for excellence because he gave up his own life to protect the nation’s sovereignty, and by 

doing so he was also protecting the life of his “brothers and sisters”; in other words, he 

fought to maintain the “congruence between the political and national unit”.  This was a 

real breakthrough for Montealegre’s government except for an important fact: the lack of 

documents showing Santamaría’s authenticity and his physical characteristics, which 

apparently did not conform to the features of “true” Costa Ricans.  The Juan Santamaría 

that his friends and relatives described was not representative of the Tico that the 

government was trying to portray.  Figue 4 shows the painting by Enrique Echandi that 

became a source of displeasure to governmental officials. 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 The painting in Figure 4 depicts the Battle of Rivas during which Juan Santamaría 

became a national hero.  This combat was to become one of Costa Rica’s greatest 

accomplishments, but the hero is not portrayed as a dashing military figure.  Furthermore, 

Figure 4.  La quema del mesón.  Enrique Echandi, 1896.  Painting held by the Museum Juan 
Santamaría in the province of Alajuela. 
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in the painting, Santamaría does not represent the image of the Costa Rican citizen being 

exploited at the time.  Echandi had not met Juan and based his portrait on accounts he had 

heard from people that knew Santamaría.  Echandi was a well-known painter and well-

liked by the elite, but by offending the bourgeoisie, he exposed himself to rejection by the 

patrons of the arts.  His painting career can be divided in two phases, before and after La 

quema del mesón.  After this painting and his fiasco with the ruling class, he devoted his 

time to painting commissioned portraits. In The Costa Rica Reader:  history, culture, 

politics, (2004) Steven Palmer and Ivan Molina Jimenez concluded that Echandi: 

… struggled against the academicians of the day and so found himself 

excluded from the benefits of official cultural adulation.  His dramatic 

canvas of Santamaría burning the mesón (inn) during the battle, painted in 

the ghoulish style of Goya’s Disasters of War, caused a scandal on 

submission to an art competition in 1897.  It depicts the hero as a mulato 

in peasant dress whose act seems to bring death without apotheosis, and so 

mocks the trim soldier in uniform portrayed in the official, French-made 

statue erected in Alajuela in 1891.  (97) 

 One important fact about Juan Santamaría is that there were no photographs or 

portraits of him available, thus allowing historians, politicians, and any other interested 

parties to portray him according to their own needs or perspectives.  Echandi based his 

painting on the stories told by relatives of the hero or by soldiers that participated in the 

battle themselves.  As Palmer and Molina suggest, Santamaría’s features resembled more 

those of a mestizo than those of a white European and his clothes are those of a mulato 
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rather than those of a military hero.  What’s more, the image painted by Echandi agrees 

with the descriptions of the hero that were passed down from generation to generation in 

the province of Alajuela.  Being an Alajuelan, I can remember that we were always told 

that Juan was a very poor young man who had died while he was setting fire to the 

mesón.  Contrary to the description of a classless Costa Rica, Juan was proof that a 

marginalized class existed; he was so poor he never went to school (Juan Santamaría 

nació en Alajuela, tan pobre vivía que no fue a la escuela).  In addition to the allusion to 

his poverty there was his nickname “El Erizo”, which refers to his spiky hair, a physical 

characteristic associated with people of African descent.   As Steven Palmer (1995) 

states, there was a discrepancy between the oral and written tradition with respect to the 

descriptions of the hero.  He adds that:  

it is inevitable that nationalisms appropriate of narratives, images, and 

figures from popular cultures, which are then repositioned within 

discourses of homogeneity; they are ideologically motivated and with no 

essential congruence with its popular source…(78)    

 

 In the case of Juan Santamaría, the ruling party adapted Juan’s humble origins to 

show that in the country everybody had the same rights and responsibilities with respect 

to the nation, continuing the notion of a “classless society”.  By exalting Juan, the 

government was proving that in Costa Rica there was no social discrimination and that all 

citizens were considered important regardless of their socio-economic situation. 

Santamaría had become the role model for all citizens.  The bigger problem that oral 
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tradition presented to the government was the hero’s African roots, which serve as 

illustration of a heterogeneous society.  Government officials took charge of the 

“whitening process” of the hero.  In order to do this, the government commissioned the 

sculpting of a statue in his honor.  The statue, crafted in France and brought to the city of 

Alajuela in 1891, does not resemble the description of the soldier by people who knew 

him.  The image represented in the statue looks more like that of a French soldier: slim, 

fit, and in uniform (see figure 5).   

               

 

 According to oral tradition, the reason for the discrepancy between the description 

of Juan Santamaría by those who knew him and his representation by the monument is 

that when the statue was sent from France to Costa Rica, there were two: one of a French 

soldier which was supposed to go to Haiti and the one of Juan Santamaría which was 

being shipped to Costa Rica.  There was confusion and the statues were switched.  Of 

Figure 5. Statue of Juan Santamaría en Alajuela.  Photograph is the author’s property.  



62 
 

course it is difficult to be sure if that is what really happened.  Regardless of whether the 

statue represents the description given to the artist by the Costa Rican government or it is 

actually the statue of a French soldier, the monument served to perpetuate the image of a 

white race that the government was trying to convey to Costa Ricans and foreigners alike.  

It would be too coincidental that both statues would have a torch, which represented the 

heroic act for which Santamaría was credited.  What the legend does is show that the 

people who knew Juan personally or through oral descriptions realized that the statue did 

not conform to their own memory.  Even more important is that after decades of looking 

at the image of that statue, a transfer of memory has taken place and individuals cannot 

imagine a Santamaría different from the image of that statue.  After all, the parades and 

big celebrations that have taken place in Alajuela to celebrate its hero through the years 

happen in front of this statue.  Another statue of Juan Santamaría is in front of the main 

airport, which was named after the hero and is located in Alajuela.  Figure 6 illustrates 

the difference in perspectives with respect to Santamaría’s physical features. 

              
Figure 6.  Juan Santamaría's statue -Airport in Alajuela.  Photograph is author’s property. 
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 The portrait of Juan Santamaría  in this monument greatly differs from that of the 

main statue in the park in Alajuela.  The man depicted here has a greater resemblance to a 

mestizo; he looks more like a campesino, strong and robust.   Whether Juan Santamaría is 

real or fiction is a topic of debate among many Costa Rican intellectuals, but in spite of 

their debates, he is considered a hero, especially by elementary and secondary school 

students who every year gladly participate in the celebrations commemorating his noble 

act.  In addition, he represents the greatest attempt by the government to create a national 

identity while in the middle of tremendous political conflict. As Palmer says: “The myth 

of Santamaría’s act does not constitute one of national liberation, but rather one of 

national preservation” (2004, 95).  Santamaría’s rise to the top made the popular classes 

rise with him; they were not just members of the lower classes anymore, but instead they 

could identify with the hero and his brave attempt to “preserve” Costa Rica as a nation 

for all, with no separation of classes.  As a final note about Juan Santamaría, I point out 

that his consecration as a national hero did not occur until the second decade of the 20th 

century, over 40 years after his heroic action.  At the start of the campaign, he was more 

of local hero and not well known outside the central valley.  According to Rafael Ángel 

Méndez (2007), during the period 1900-1915, the press in Costa Rica experienced a great 

development, and newspapers could be published daily.  During this period that many 

written articles about the hero appeared in publications.  In addition, the new means of 

transportation to the interior part of the country made the distribution of newspapers 
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outside the central valley possible and literacy levels had improved significantly so that 

more people could read about Juan Santamaría. 

 It is difficult to determine how much of the performance involved in the creation 

of Juan Santamaría was real or fiction.  But what is important here is that the 

establishment of Juan Santamaría as a hero serves as an illustration of how a government 

can manipulate history through the use of a performance to develop a fictitious sense of 

unity among the citizens, thus creating a national identity that moves individuals to 

nationalism.  Furthermore, the myth of Juan Santamaría continues being re-iterated 

through schools and government sponsored celebrations to depict the hero as role model 

for all Costa Ricans. 

 In addition to creating a hero, members of the elite class were trying to create a 

city that could be compared in sophistication to those in European countries.  The best 

way to attain this was to construct buildings that would demonstrate and thus perform the 

wealth that the upper classes were enjoying at the time.  Buildings serve as images of 

power, but more significant is the fact that they can come to represent a country as a 

whole.  The National Theater (pictured below), inaugurated in 1897 in San José and in 

spite of the fact that it was intended for the entertainment of the upper classes, became a 

source of pride to all Costa Ricans, or at least that was the intention of the government.   
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 The plans for the construction of a National Theater had been in the making for a 

while, but according to legend what prompted its construction was the fact that the 

famous opera singer, Adelina Patti, refused to perform in Costa Rica because it did not 

possess a theater that measured up to her standards.  This rejection greatly offended the 

government and the elite, and so the construction of the National Theater began.  At the 

beginning, it was financed with a tax imposed on coffee exports, but later the cost was 

extended to all citizens with a tax on basic products.  This is significant because the 

theater became the “theater of all Costa Ricans”; this sense of ownership gave poor Costa 

Ricans, once again, the feeling of equality.  All citizens could proudly become “stock 

holders” of the nation’s assets.  There were many other buildings erected during this time, 

and they all became monuments that contributed to strengthen the sense of national 

identity among Costa Ricans.  They were meant to show the European sophistication that 

Figure 7. Costa Rica’s National Theater.  Inaugurated in 1897.  Image appeared  in 
http://outdoors.webshots.com/photo/1175126181037139438wAHeZc  
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characterized all the country’s citizens.  Ironically, many Costa Ricans in rural areas have 

never visited any of these buildings.  All it takes is a visit for the National Theater to 

realize that this house of art was intended only for the enjoyment of the elite.  This theater 

was built with high culture in mind; patrons of the arts were interested in bringing world-

renowned operas, ballets, symphonies, and other performances that would bring to them 

the same type of entertainment that could be found in important cities such as London, 

Paris, and New York.  In fact, the first play ever presented in the National Theater was 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust. 

 Moreover, throughout the country’s history, politicians have exploited the sense 

of “national ownership” during their campaigns.  I use the concept “national ownership” 

to refer to the idea that all citizens of a country perceive themselves as rightful owners of 

state-owned assets, such as buildings, monuments, and companies.  In real terms, the 

citizens do not own anything, and they do not receive any economic benefits from these 

assets.  But from the psychological perspective they gain the power and prestige 

commonly bestowed exclusively on the upper classes.  In present times, organizations 

and individuals that oppose privatization and free-trade agreements make extensive use 

of this same sense of ownership to convince the population that opening markets and 

privatizing State-owned companies is the same as selling the nation.  For the purposes of 

my study, I am not interested in making an argument in favor or against free-trade 

agreements and privatization, but instead in showing that even today, the elite classes 

continue to manipulate the elements of national identity for political advantage.  The 

Costa Rican Electric Institute (ICE) is an example of this phenomenon.  This company 
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has been another source of pride for Costa Ricans since its establishment in 1949, as it 

was created not only to provide electricity to the whole country but also to maintain 

national sovereignty, again the idea of preservation.  Through the years, other companies 

have become part of the ICE, making it the largest monopoly in the country today; it is in 

charge of providing electric services, phone services (domestic and international), and 

internet services.  It is common to hear complaints about the services provided by the 

company and their high prices.  Yet, when there is talk about international companies 

entering the Costa Rican communications’ market, demonstrations against them occur 

everywhere, especially in the central valley.  During these demonstrations, elements of 

national identity are used to persuade people to oppose trade treaties because foreign 

companies want to buy or appropriate what belongs to Costa Ricans; the country is not 

for sale and its citizens will not allow a takeover of what they perceive as theirs.  The 

following images show posters created for a demonstration by individuals against 

CAFTA. 
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 Just like Juan Santamaría, Costa Ricans are constantly being called to protect their 

country against invaders.   The monopoly held by ICE would under normal circumstances 

be viewed as a practice that hurts consumers, but in the case of this company the practice 

is accepted because it is “owned” by all Costa Ricans.  Therefore, defending ICE from 

foreigners is the duty of every Tico.  As a matter of fact, the issue of entering the Central 

America Free-Trade Agreement with the United States shows that Costa Rica is still 

different from the rest of the countries in the isthmus: it is the only nation that did not 

sign the agreement when the others did.  Costa Rica took years to decide whether or not 

to enter the agreement and still today while the country has signed the treaty, it has not 

completely implemented it.   

 

 

 

Figure 9.  Demonstration against CAFTA.  
http://insidecostarica.com/dailynews/2005/september/
27/nac02.htm.  

Figure 8.  Demonstration against CAFTA.  
http://farm1.static.flickr.com/185/40824079
0_c092c3d021.jpg  
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Conclusion 

 Throughout this chapter I have discussed the idea that in the “invention” of a 

Costa Rican national identity, the two elements most exploited by those in power have 

been homogeneity and the absence of social classes.  Before trying to define Costa Rican 

national identity, I presented a brief study of the indigenous and Afro-Costa Rican 

populations, who defy the concept of a homogenous society.  Furthermore, I have shown 

that the national hero Juan Santamaría came from the lowest social stratus, demonstrating 

that the separation of classes has always been present in the nation.  By providing 

evidence of ethnic variety and a socio-economic division among citizens, I have shown 

that the main elements in the definition of national identity have been an invention of the 

Costa Rican government to attain support from the lower socio-economic classes; these 

elements do not represent the Costa Ricans of yesterday nor the ones of today.  In the 

past, the ruling classes tried to impose a concept of national identity that had nothing to 

do with the population at large, but rather represented an elite minority.  Performing 

national identity allowed this elite to pass down its own beliefs to the lower classes, 

making them feel part of a unique nation.  In the process of creating a national identity, 

the advocates were able to convince the lower social classes that they too possessed the 

same characteristics as the privileged class, because what was important in the end was 

that “true” Costa Ricans belonged to the white race and possessed the same values and 

ideas.  This exclusion of Afro-Costa Rican and indigenous people does not seem to have 

bothered these populations at all; both groups have been able to maintain the traditions of 

their own cultures. 
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 As a final note, one point that I mentioned only briefly was the fact that one 

element of national identity in Costa Rica is the Catholic Religion.  For now, I just view 

this characteristic as part of the Spanish legacy because they believed that one of their 

missions was to convert the indigenous people to Catholicism.  This is an interesting 

topic for another study because, just like the hero who had physical features of a man of 

African descent, the center of Costa Rica’s Catholic faith is “La Negrita” as Costa Ricans 

call their Patron Saint, whose nickname denotes that she was a woman of dark skin.  “La 

Virgen de los Angeles” was declared Costa Rica’s Patroness in 1824, which is at least 40 

years before the idea of a national identity, and therefore her role had more to do with a 

religious performance to make the process of conversion easier for the missionaries. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

COSTA RICA’S PERFORMANCE:  UTOPIA OR DYSTOPIA? 

Introduction 

 Costa Rica is a land of contradictions, especially in relation to its image as an 

oasis of peace in a world of violence.  Billboards on main roads offer visitors a peaceful 

paradise where they can visit the Peace Waterfall, the Peace Lodge, the Park for Peace, 

the University for Peace.  Even more impressive, on August 19, 2009, this nation became 

the first country in Latin America to have a Department of Justice and Peace.3  However, 

this peaceful image greatly contrasts with the advertisements of security companies, like 

the Falcon Group, offering personal security services such as bodyguards, armored 

vehicles, and security guards.4 

 It is in response to such contradictions that this chapter contrasts utopian and 

dystopian discourses present in Costa Rican society, the former performed by the 

international community and the nation’s government and the latter by the local 

community.  The objective of this chapter is to illustrate the present situation in the 

country and show the contradictions that exist in the national and international perception 

of it, without analyzing the causes for present levels of violence, which would require a 

much more in-depth study of the population and statistical indicators for a long period of 

time.  In addition, I am not considering violence related to drug trafficking or gangs 

because these crimes are targeted at certain individuals and not at the average citizen; in 

                                                        
3 Official website for the Department of Justice and Peace:  http://www.mjp.go.cr/  
4 Information about the Falcon Group and other security firms can be found at: 
http://crmercado.com/view.cfm?adid=2323 
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other words, the victims are not randomly selected, as is the case with the violence I am 

analyzing.  The acts considered for this chapter could be classified as violence from 

consumerism, meaning that they are brought about by the desire of material possessions 

and the inequality in wealth allocation.   

 Costa Rica is considered the greatest democracy of Latin America, the 

Switzerland of Central America.  Most tourists describe Costa Rica as a beautiful country 

with wonderful beaches, a great variety of birds, marvelous forests, friendly and 

welcoming people, but above all, as the safest and most peaceful country in Latin 

America. Throughout its history Costa Rica has been an example of a great democracy, a 

country that has managed to exist without an army, which was officially abolished 1949.  

This fact is especially significant considering that the country is located in Central 

America, an area that has long been the stage to many political conflicts, including 

dictatorships, military governments, and civil revolutions. 

 Added to the previous description are my own personal childhood memories of 

life in Costa Rica.  I was born and raised in there, and all my memories, perhaps a little 

embellished by my own nostalgia, add up to the image of the perfect country.  So it was 

not surprising that for my research I would choose a topic related to Costa Rica.  In a 

class during my graduate studies, I read a book by Victor Vich, El discurso de la calle.  

Los cómicos ambulantes (The Discourse of the Street.  Street comedians).  It instantly 

became my inspiration for this chapter; I intend to analyze the street performances in 

Costa Rica in the same manner in which Vich did with the street performers in Peru.  In 

his study, Vich produces an ethnographic analysis in which he utilizes elements of 
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various academic fields to examine the work carried out by these performers.  Vich spent 

six months doing his research as a participant-observer, which allowed him to become so 

close to the performers that they did not see him as an intruder, but rather as someone 

they could trust.  The analysis he presented at the end of his field research allows the 

reader to explore the elements that are present in the performances and, at the same time, 

demonstrates how the discourse found in oral tradition is utilized by these performers to 

participate in the economic activity of the country.  This is, after all, their only means of 

earning money to survive.  Vich’s study is an important contribution to the understanding 

of how members of the underprivileged classes manage to make their art available to 

audiences who share their socio-economic situation.  During the performances, these 

individuals make a parody of themselves, the audience, politicians, and people in power.  

Furthermore, there are discussions about social classes, race, and gender issues.  For my 

research, I intended to observe the elements of national identity utilized by Costa Rican 

street performers and analyze the effectiveness of their performances.  From these 

observations, I proposed to develop a better understanding of Costa Rican national 

identity from the popular classes’ perspective.  In the past, San José, Costa Rica’s capital, 

was the stage for countless daily street performances; informal artists performed their acts 

on sidewalks and in parks.  Their skits were entertaining; they made fun of political and 

religious figures, the “sele” (Costa Rican National Soccer Team) and the main soccer 

clubs.  For a coin, they made the audience laugh. 

 Soon after I started my research, I came to the realization that the Costa Rica of 

my childhood had disappeared.  Had I imagined it?  I found myself wondering about my 
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own recollections.  Instead of finding street performers in San José, I found people in 

despair.  A couple told the story of how their youngest daughter had been killed for $200, 

and how their oldest daughter was forced to watch her sister being raped and killed.  

Later that same night, the oldest daughter was tortured, losing one of her eyes as a result.  

I saw a mother of a 17-year old boy who had been murdered for a cell phone.  The stories 

kept flowing in.  Parents were organizing themselves to demand an answer from the 

president, but there was a deafening silence in return.  I started hearing about the 

“marchas”, organized demonstrations taking place in different parts of the country.  The 

topic of my research changed abruptly; instead of observing artistic performances, I 

started observing political performances.  One of the most convincing reasons for me to 

work with these types of performances came from a participant in one of the 

demonstrations; she begged a CNN reporter to tell the world that Costa Rica did not have 

an army, but it was fighting a terrible war right there on its streets.  When I met her, we 

talked and she asked if I could write my thesis on their movement because they want the 

world to know exactly what is going on in Costa Rica.  Citizen security has never been 

more threatened; the sense of insecurity is the greatest it has been at anytime in the 

country’s history.  People are afraid that by showing any of their possessions, they might 

attract violence against themselves.  This made my research more difficult since I did not 

feel safe taking pictures or videos on the streets because the equipment might be stolen.  

Nevertheless, through newspapers, internet, and television, I continued exploring the 

issues related to violence. 
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 In concrete terms, the topic of this chapter has not changed as I still intend to 

analyze street performances, but instead of only concentrating on artistic performances, I 

include performances that illustrate the life of Costa Rican society in present times, such 

as demonstrations and an art exhibit.  I show that even though most of the street 

performances have disappeared from San José in an effort by the government to 

“beautify” the city, there are still a number of acts that can be studied as performances.   

 I base the analysis for this chapter on data obtained during five months of research 

in Costa Rica, where I was a participant-observer or an observer of many performances.  

During this period I took photographs and also conducted interviews with many 

participants.  In addition, I also intend to use a corpus composed of travel books about 

Costa Rica and newspaper articles related to the homicides that occur daily in the 

country.  With this data, I intend to show that there are two contradictory views of the 

nation, an international one and a national one.  Why the Costa Rican government, along 

with a large number of individuals and businesses, strive to portray the country as a 

sanctuary in the middle of Central America, an area characterized by violence and 

destruction is not difficult to understand.  The reality is that violence in the country has 

risen to levels never seen before and that the Central American “utopia” has become a 

“dystopia”.  

 

The Utopia 

 Constructing the discourse of utopia along the lines of the concept of “place” 

makes it possible to define Costa Rica as a utopia, especially because this country is 
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portrayed to the rest of the world as a place that serves as an example of democracy, 

peace, and the happiness of its citizens.5  This section explores the descriptions of Costa 

Rica found in travel books, history books, and various articles to show how the world 

continues to see this nation as a utopia in the middle of a volatile area.  It also examines 

the propaganda used by the Costa Rican Tourism and Travel Bureau, henceforth known 

as ICT (Instituto Costarricense de Turismo) to promote the nation to tourists and foreign 

investors.  This agency is in charge of all matters associated with the tourism industry and 

therefore responsible for overseeing the image of the country offered to the world.  In 

addition, Chapter Two explores various internal developments which illustrate the fears 

and violence that Costa Rican residents are presently facing and how the nation is drifting 

away from being a utopia.   

 According to Alison Brysk (2009), Costa Rica is “The Little Country That 

Could”, but “could” what?  It could, despite its size and lack of resources, defend world 

human rights in the same manner as developed countries like Canada and Sweden, have 

done.  In Global Good Samaritans: Human Rights as Foreign Policy, Brysk asserts that: 

 

A generation ago, Costa Rica defied U.S. power to broker a peace accord 

that ended civil wars in three neighboring countries.  Now, that small 

developing country has joined with principled peers like South Africa to 

support the United Nations’ International Criminal Court, the body 

                                                        
5 For further discussion on the discourse of utopias, see Utopia/Dystopia? by Peyton E. Richter (1975). 
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established to bring global justice to gross human rights violators— 

despite U.S. pressure and aid cuts.  (3) 

 

 There is no doubt that being part of the Global Good Samaritans is not completely 

undeserved by this small country whose governments have taken a great interest in 

contributing to eliminate human rights violations in the world.  Furthermore, Brysk states 

that during her June 2003 interviews with “Costa Rican foreign ministry officials” (95), 

the country’s commitment to human rights became obvious when these individuals 

affirmed:  “human rights is a part of our national identity” (95).  Once again, the concept 

of national identity is brought into play to show that “all” Costa Ricans participate in a 

project, in this case the fight for the respect of human rights.  It is clear that Costa Rica 

has throughout its history collaborated with international organizations in searching for 

an end to human rights violations worldwide and that it has taken a very proactive role in 

this fight.  However, I intend to show that the Costa Rican government has overlooked 

human rights violations being committed by its own citizens.  

 Another example of Costa Rica’s quest for world peace is illustrated by its 

important role in the solution of several conflicts in other nations.  This is especially 

evident in Central America.  As a matter of fact, President Oscar Arias was awarded the 

Nobel Peace Prize in 1987 for his participation in the elaboration of the Esquipulas II 

Accords, signed by the Central American leaders promoting an end to the constant 
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conflicts characterizing the area at the time.6  Costa Rica was also honored by becoming 

the headquarters site for the University for Peace, a project initiated by the United 

Nations (UN).  The country is also recognized internationally for being a welcoming 

nation, known to receive immigrants from many countries around the world, especially 

from the isthmus and Colombia.  Costa Rica has become a safe haven for thousands of 

refugees from around the world who are escaping political persecution or are just trying 

to better their lives. 

 Moreover, Costa Rica ranks number one in the Happy Planet Index (HPI), a 

report developed by the New Economics Foundation (NEF) for 2009.7  This report 

measures the ecological footprint of each country and the level of happiness and 

satisfaction of its citizens.  An ecological footprint calculates how much terrain and 

maritime space is needed to generate everything a country is consuming and sending to 

waste.  For such a small country, this is really an achievement, considering that countries 

such as England and the United States were ranked in seventy-forth and one hundred 

fourteenth places respectively.  

 In addition to international organizations and government officials, most travel 

publications also contribute to the view of Costa Rica as a utopia.  Travel guides portray 

Costa Rica as not only the happiest place on the planet, but also the perfect vacation spot 

for tourists from all around the world due to its friendly people, its socio-economic 

                                                        
6 Years of internal conflicts led to civil wars in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua during the nineteen eighties, 
threatening the stability of Central America.  Leaders of other countries intervened to promote an end to the conflicts, 
among them President Arias, who was a key negotiator.  (Berryman, 1994) 
7 New Economics Foundation: http://neweconomics.org/projects/happy-planet-index 
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stability, and the absence of violence that is more characteristic of the majority of the 

nations in the isthmus.  In fact, Insight Guides. Costa Rica (1993), a travel guide 

published by APA Publications, defines Costa Rica as:  

…a small, democratic and peaceful country with a level of social 

development that always seems to surprise first-time visitors.  Despite its 

vulnerable economy and existence in a politically precarious area, 

wracked by wars, Costa Rica defies definition as a Third World nation. 

 There are of course, certain images positioned in the mind, waiting 

to rise up as one considers Latin America countries.  It matters little what 

degree of sophistication one has about these places; they are there, those 

clichés, and will not go away; they are waiting to define a whole people, 

even an entire continental region, with a few facile mental pictures:  

Mexico is Mañana-land.  Tequila and tacos, burros and cactus, fiesta and 

siesta.  Peru is llamas, and Indians in baggy white pants, shawls and hats; 

rosy caramel faces chewing coco leaves.  Brazil is Rio, beaches, Carnival 

and the rain forest, the girl from Ipanema. 

 But Costa Rica.  What and where is it?  Who are its icons, how 

does one level this place? 

 …There are certain qualities about Costa Rica and its people that 

are unavoidably true: Peaceful.  Democratic.  At times more European 

than Latino.  Educated and predominantly middle class.  An official at the 



80 
 

World Bank defines Costa Rica as “the land of the happy medium.” (21-

22)  

 Costa Rica is defined in relation not only to the other Central American countries 

but also to the rest of Latin America.  Tourists are constantly reminded that this small 

country is different and therefore a place for peaceful living, the main difference residing 

in the international perception that Costa Ricans are “true” descendants of Europeans.  

Foreigners acknowledge that Costa Rica cannot be recognized for its food, the clothing of 

the indigenous people (who are non-existent in most travel guides), or even its traditions, 

but this lack of iconic features is often justified with the suggestion that it is due to the 

high sophistication of its society, which is homogeneous and cultivated unlike others in 

Latin America because they are, in essence, Europeans.  In addition, the misconception 

about the absence of social classes is often used by travel guides to explain why this 

country has come to be known as the Switzerland of Central America; according to these 

guides, the predominant middle class is responsible for eliminating all the problems that 

come with the disparity of wealth allocation that results from class inequality.   

 Another example of how foreigners perceive Costa Rica comes from Culture 

Smart: Costa Rica, a travel guide by Jane Koutnik (2008).  When discussing values and 

attitudes, Koutnik states that: 

Costa Rica is an island of stability in an area of political and social unrest.  

Broad social welfare policies have created a self-assured people who live 

in relative comfort.  Ticos tend to look for compromise and peaceful 
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solutions, though when their rights are challenged they have no qualms 

about protesting. (50) 

 The work presented by Koutnik is more than a regular travel guide, and it serves 

as an excellent introduction to Costa Rican history and culture.  However, throughout the 

book we find the same kind of fallacies about Costa Ricans encountered in other travel 

guides.  One such erroneous belief is evidenced in the previous quote in which Ticos are 

perceived as living peaceful lives with none of the social unrest that characterizes the 

other countries in the area.   

 A final source worth exploring is the ICT and its part in constructing the image 

that most foreigners have about Costa Rica.  The main objective of the agency is the 

promotion of the country’s natural beauties and the great variety of activities it has to 

offer the tourist.  Nevertheless, its most powerful bait to attract tourists is the friendliness 

of Costa Rica’s people and the peace that reigns in the nation.  This is evident on their 

website’s welcoming letter written by Carlos Ricardo Benavides, Minister of Tourism, in 

which he states:   

Peace is another essential characteristic of Costa Rica that we cherish and 

protect through the exercise of an authentic democracy, as well as teaching 

our children the civic values to protect it.  All the Costa Ricans feel proud 

of being part of a country that does not have an army (abolished 60 years 

ago); this has allowed us to assign more resources for health and education 

for our people.8 

                                                        
8 Costa Rica Tourism Board (ICT): www.visitcostarica.com/ict/paginas/home.asp?ididioma=2 
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 The ICT describes Costa Rica in the same manner in which it was described in the 

1800’s, which can lead foreigners to believe that this nation is still a safe place for 

everyone.  Benavides’ emphasis on peace and the friendliness of the people is a reflection 

of how the government wants the international community to perceive Costa Rica.  

Tourism is the country’s main industry and therefore the largest source of employment, 

surpassing coffee and banana production.  This fact explains the government’s interest in 

maintaining the country’s image as an oasis in the middle of a desert.  The 

characterization and staging of the nation as a peaceful paradise is crucial for its tourism 

industry if it wants to remain the number one tourist destination in Central America, 

where the rest of the nations have started to compete for foreign visitors at a much 

cheaper cost.  For an economy that depends on tourism, keeping national violence as 

invisible as possible to the international community is of upmost importance, and this has 

to be a priority to the Costa Rican government. 

 

The Dystopia 

 In the last two decades, street crime against citizens of all social classes has risen 

to levels that contradict the iconic elements defining Costa Rica: peace and happiness.9.  

Lack of domestic security has brought about problems worth considering when 

characterizing the country as they are directly opposed to the international image of Costa 

Rica. While the nation continues being honored in world reports for its efforts to bring 

peace to the world and satisfaction to its citizens, the domestic reality is quite alarming; 

                                                        
9 For statistical data about crime in Costa Rica, visit the website of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime:  
http://www.unodoc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/CTS9_6_indicator.pdf  
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the Costa Rican people are living in a state of violence and fear that has forced them to 

become prisoners in their own homes.  The majority of houses in the central part of the 

country are enclosed either by high concrete walls or iron railings that are not intended 

for decoration but for security.  The decorations on the iron bars vary greatly according to 

the economic situation of the owners, but the purpose is still the same, protection from 

criminals.  Figures 10, 11, and 12 show the front of three houses belonging to members 

of different socio-economic classes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10.  House in Alajuela (lower social class).  Photo by Danilo Mora.  
Used with permission. 
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 These figures show how the fear resulting from crime has made it necessary for 

property owners, regardless of social status, to lock themselves up in their own homes.  

Figure 11.  House in Costa Rica's central valley (middle class).  Photograh is the author’s property. 

Figure 12.  House in Alajuela (higher social class).  Photograh by Danilo Mora.  Used with permission. 
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As added protection, the house on figure 3 also has an electric wire (not shown) on top of 

the bars surrounding the entire property. 

 This current period of violence and lack of citizen security in Costa Rica exceeds 

any other periods of violent behavior in the country’s history, and it is changing the lives 

of most residents.  Violent acts happen so often in the country that people have come to 

accept them as part of their daily lives.  In a sense these acts have become performances 

of violence; participants seem to know their parts, and they play them whenever 

necessary.  Criminals know exactly where to wait for their victims, and the victims 

prepare themselves for violence.  These actions appear to be repeated behaviors in which 

the participants and the objects of dispute change but the actions remain the same.  

Individuals are indoctrinated into passive behaviors for their own safety or to avoid being 

killed; people advise each other to give their attacker whatever material possessions they 

are carrying at the time: money, cellular phones, computers, cameras, I-Pods, jewelry, 

and even shoes if they are considered expensive.  Nevertheless, giving all possessions 

without any resistance is no guarantee for safety as in many cases the victims are killed to 

prevent identification of the criminal.   

 During the research, I observed that simple tasks have become sources of fear for 

a majority of individuals; drivers dread having to stop at a red light, especially at night 

when not many cars are around, as they are afraid of becoming target of bajonazos, 

literally meaning to get the driver down or out of his/her car.  In these bajonazos, the 

victim may lose the car, the money, many other possessions, and even his/her own life.  

Walking on the streets is not safe because crimes happen anywhere and they are not 
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necessarily concentrated in a specific area, so that avoiding known crime zones is very 

difficult.  This is not to say that the level of violence is distributed evenly as some areas 

are more dangerous than others, but instead to illustrate that violent acts happen to all 

socio-economic levels and in all neighborhoods.  Although, I stated that street crimes 

seemed to be an effect of a disproportionate allocation of income, the reality is that an 

individual does not have to belong to a higher social class to become the target of 

violence, leading to the conclusion that what is happening in Costa Rica is not a 

performance of middle-class anxiety.  In some cases, people have been killed for not 

having anything to give to the thief.  What makes this study challenging is that the 

analysis has to be based on observation because statistics are not accurate and they do not 

include acts that have not ended in a death.  In the majority of cases, people feel lucky to 

be alive and do not even report the incident.  The main reasons for failure to report a 

crime are: first, if the victim knows the criminal he or she will be in more danger, and 

second, most people do not trust the police. 

 The behavior described above greatly contrasts with the way the Costa Rican 

society viewed crime just three decades ago when the kidnapping of Yorleny Castro 

Sequeira caused commotion among citizenry.  Almost any Costa Rican older than forty 

can tell you that Yorleny was the first person in the country ever kidnapped; her ordeal 

moved the whole country.  Calm returned to the nation when she returned home after five 

days of captivity, and even President Daniel Oduber visited her after she was liberated; 
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the whole country was relieved that she was unharmed.10  Nowadays, this kidnapping 

would not have provoked the same type of response as it did in 1975.  As a matter of fact, 

the “express kidnappings” (Secuestros express) in which drivers are violently forced out 

of their cars, abducted, and large sums of money demanded from their families for their 

liberation are becoming a common crime.  In most cases, the families pay the ransom 

without going to the police, fearing that involving the authorities might bring danger to 

the victims or their families.  There are many differences between Yorleny’s abduction 

and the express kidnappings, but making the comparison provides a good illustration of 

how the perception of violence has changed in the last thirty years and how violence has 

become more accepted. 

 

Responses to violence: Costa Rica por La Paz and Recuperemos La Paz 

 Violence controls the life of the majority of residents, and it has taken Costa 

Ricans a many years to realize that they have to do something to end this dark period in 

the country’s history.  Citizens throughout the nation have started organizing themselves 

and forming groups whose main objective is to end this period of darkness in the country.  

The two groups studied in this chapter are Costa Rica por La Paz (Costa Rica for Peace) 

and Recuperemos La Paz (Let’s bring back Peace). The first movement was founded by 

Roxana Rojas, the mother of a 17-year-old boy who was killed for refusing to give up his 

cellular phone, and the second movement is the initiative of a group of artists who utilize 

their talents to bring awareness to the violence that the country is currently facing.  The 
                                                        
10 Article written by Hugo Solano. Published in Al Día online:  
http://www.aldia.cr/ad_ee/2007/junio/27/nacionales1146820.html  
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two groups have similar objectives and help each other in their campaigns, but they 

approach the issues from different perspectives; Costa Rica por La Paz tries to bring 

assailants to justice and at the same time provide support to the families of the victims 

while Recuperemos La Paz provides a venue for young artists to develop their art while 

creating performances of concern and protest.   

 

Costa Rica por La Paz 

 Costa Rica por La Paz was started in June 2008, two months after the death of the 

founder’s son.  According to Roxana Rojas (Personal Interview, 2008), the idea began as 

she and her family went through all the judicial steps necessary after a homicide; they 

realized that there was no guidance for the victim’s family because the law seemed aimed 

at protecting the criminal and not the victim.  Rojas states; “at the governmental 

institutions there is absolutely no help for any victim; they treat you as if you were 

another number”.  This treatment, which she calls “re-victimizing”, made her realize that 

the justice system in the country did not have any programs in place to help the victims’ 

families.  Re-victimization refers to the perpetuation of the suffering to which families 

are subjected by government agencies and mass media.  In other words, family members 

continue re-living the crime either by not seeing the criminal brought to justice or by 

seeing pictures of the victims on television or newspapers.  As defined by Rojas, re-

victimization is to blame for the victims’ relatives’ inability to bring closure to their 

suffering. 
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 According to Rojas, re-victimization occurs in a number of ways, such as the lack 

of information available to the families about the steps needed to bring the perpetrator to 

justice, the lack of professional support within the system to help families cope with their 

loss, and the insensitivity on the part of the media when pictures of the victims are 

printed in newspapers or shown on television news.  The first two limitations show 

incompetence on the part of the justice system while the last illustrates the apathy that 

violence has brought to the nation and how images of violence, which usually appear on 

the front pages of some newspapers, are exploited to attract more readers.  Figures 13 and 

14 show the pictures of a victim and an alleged criminal published by local newspapers. 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 13.  Picture of man assassinated on August 29, 2009 during an assault.  
Photograph published by Aldia.cr on August 30, 2009.  Photo by Manuel Vega. 
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These figures illustrate one of the strongest reasons for Rojas to state that victims’ 

families continue being re-victimized day after day; she believes that relatives of the 

victims feel disrespected and heartbroken when they see pictures of the crime scene or 

the victim as illustrated in figure 13, which shows how insensitive the media can be to 

their pain and suffering.  Furthermore, Rojas states that the way the victimizer is treated 

is even more upsetting; while many of victims are photographed and videotaped just the 

way their bodies were found, the criminals’ identities are always protected, as shown on 

figure 14.  There may be many explanations for the way the victims and their murders are 

portrayed on television and newspapers; one reason could be that the media might arrive 

at the scene of the crime first and the police do not have the opportunity to cover the body 

before the pictures are taken.  In the case of the criminals, whenever an arrest is going to 

take place, the police arrive first.  Of course, even in situations where the face of the 

murderer is uncovered, the press blurs it to prevent public identification and any 

Figure 14.  Woman being arrested for a crime.  Photograph published by the newspaper 
nacion.com  on September 18, 2009.  Photo by Ronny Soto. 
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obstruction of justice.  Regardless of the reasons for showing the naked bodies of the 

victims and covering the faces of the criminals, the images have the effect of transferring 

memories of cruelty to society without putting the blame on a specific individual, thus 

making violence easier to tolerate.  The nakedness of the victims’ bodies generates a state 

of empathy on the part of the reader or spectator (excluding family and friends of the 

victim) while the hiding of the assailants’ identity makes it easier to avoid the feeling of 

anger because there is no face upon which to direct the action. 

 One of the greatest accomplishments that Costa Rica por La Paz achieved in 2008 

was attracting several thousand participants to the demonstration that took place on 

November 23rd, which was called “Ni un minuto más” (Not one minute more); the 

participants walked from the Central Park in San José to the front of the Judicial Branch 

building.  Because the main slogan for this demonstration was “Not one minute more” 

many people were carrying signs with these words written on them as shown in figure 15. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Figure 15.  Demonstration Participant. The photograph is the author’s property. 
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Signs like these were common throughout the rally, as this slogan has become the 

leitmotif for the various campaigns that have been organized during the last year.  “Not 

one minute more” refers to the ending of the popular minutes of silence that usually take 

place as memorials to victims of crimes or war.  Once the walk was finished and 

everybody was in front of the Judicial Branch building, one of the leaders started the 

ceremony by asking for the observance of one minute of silence for all the victims that 

had died in the hands of unscrupulous individuals.  After the minute was over, the 

meaning of the slogan became evident; there would be no more minutes of silence 

because in order to make their voices heard, the citizens could not remain passive or quiet 

anymore.  Furthermore, it was the breaking of silence that led the organizers to choose 

the Judicial Branch building as the finish point; justice and security is what they were 

demanding and it is precisely this branch of the government that is in charge of providing 

them.  Due to many factors, the demonstration took place on a Sunday, which could have 

made it somewhat ineffective, because for this performance to be complete, the intended 

audience needed to be present.  The members of the three branches of the government 

had to be there to hear the voices of the citizens, and in order for this to happen the rally 

should have taken place on a weekday when these individuals would likely be working.   

Despite these limitations, the movement leaders relied on the media to pass their message 

along and vowed to continue organizing protests in which the whole country could have 

the opportunity to participate either by chartering buses from all the provinces or by 

having simultaneous demonstrations in many areas of the country.  Moreover, just as in 

the past, the words of the National Anthem were used to encourage people to fight for 
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their country against any threat, domestic or international.  For this occasion, the speaker 

chose the following verse:   

When someone tries to stain your glory,11 

you will see your people, valiant and virile, 

trade their rough tools for weapons.  

 After reciting the verse, she continued speaking: 

Here are the valiant people and it is not an army.  They [the government] 

boast to the world of being a country that respects peace because it does 

not have an army, but our army is formed by criminals; it belongs to the 

delinquents.  What peace? Where is the peace?  Our people are dying 

because of those damned individuals. 

 

 This statement summarizes how Costa Rican some citizens feel about the most 

important icon representing Costa Rica in the world, peace.  Violations against the 

security of citizens and attempts against their lives greatly contradict the peace the 

country is known for in the international community, and the leaders of the movement are 

trying to show the world this internal reality.  But the leaders are quick to clarify that 

violence is not the right answer to the problems because that would go against what 

defines the Costa Ricans’ national identity.  She affirmed that one of the biggest worries 

she has is that citizens are opting to arm themselves, which can result in an even greater 

                                                        
11 The Costa Rican National Anthem was written by José María Zeledón in 1852.  The translation above corresponds to 
the last three verses of the third stanza: 
Cuando alguno pretenda tu gloria manchar, 
verás a tu pueblo, valiente y viril, 
la tosca herramienta en arma trocar 
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danger to society as they could kill innocent people in the process of defending 

themselves.  For her, responding to violence with violence would only make matters 

worse.  Moreover, since the violence the country is enduring is not the result of 

governmental actions or even perpetuated by an organized guerrilla group as in other 

countries, the idea of literally arming a group of citizens to fight against violence is not 

an option.  Instead of the use of violence to force government action, the movement 

advocates the use of the greatest weapon citizens have against politicians, their vote.  The 

last paragraph on the communication written to the politicians by Costa Rica por La Paz 

and signed by hundreds of Costa Ricans reads: 

We can foresee in the country’s horizon the next elections.  If you do not 

carry out your constitutional duty of providing security to all citizens, you 

can be assured that we Will NOT support your political agenda with our 

vote.  What's more, only those citizens committed to returning peace to 

our homes and security to our streets will count on the support of all those 

Costa Ricans who want to rescue our country.12 

The movement blames the executive and judicial branches because many 

criminals are set free, due to failures in the Judicial System, even after perpetrating 

horrible crimes, thus putting family members and witnesses at a great risk.  In the past, 

Costa Rica prided itself on having electoral processes that served as examples to the rest 

of the world, transparent and with a high percent of registered voters participating.  

However, in recent years this participation has decreased greatly due to the lack of 
                                                        
12 During the demonstration on November 23rd, 2008, a copy of the letter written to the government and signed by 
participants in the protest was circulated among all present.  In this communication the organizers of the event made a 
list of demands to the three governmental branches.  The cited paragraph corresponds to statement fifteen of this letter. 
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confidence the citizens have in their politicians; absenteeism for the 2010 elections was 

30.9 percent13.  Lack of interest in the electoral process is becoming more and more a part 

of the national identity.  People do not believe that change is feasible and therefore opt 

for individuality and indifference; each person has to take care of his/her own family.  

The speaker criticized of the politicians’ performance to obtain popularity during the 

electoral campaign; she stated that they go to the slums, hug poor children, visit hovels, 

but after they get elected, they forget their promises to improve conditions for these 

people.   

One important factor exploited in the government’s implementation of a national 

identity was the sense of ownership shared by all Costa Ricans; all citizens own the state 

companies, state buildings, and in addition pay the salaries of all the government 

employees.  This last element is what the leaders of the movement utilize as a weapon to 

demand action; one of the speakers stated that the citizens had the right to order the three 

governmental branches to work because they pay the salaries, and just as these employees 

are ready to get their paychecks every payday, they should also be willing to do their 

work to earn their salaries.  In the past, it was the government that used the idea that all 

citizens were equal owners of the country in order to obtain collaboration with its 

political agenda; now, the movement is appropriating and reversing the same concept to 

force the government to respond to their request.  Calling politicians inefficient and lazy, 

and implying that they are getting paid for doing nothing, might not seem the right 

approach, and in fact, it has not achieved much thus far, except for getting the three 

                                                        
13 Source:  Tibunal Supremo de Elecciones.  http://www.tse.go.cr/  
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government leaders to sign promises to do something (The signed document will be 

discussed later).  But as the 2010 electoral process nears, the situation may change: 

placing blame on politicians for the increased violence may actually affect the results of 

the election.   

In addition to discontent with the judicial system, during one of the speeches at 

the Costa Rica por La Paz rally there was a reference to the division of socio-economic 

classes.  As discussed in the previous chapter, this is one of the most important elements 

in the concept of the Costa Rican national identity; historically the idea of a peaceful 

classless society has been at the center of the international perspective of the country.  

Yet, it was concluded from the discussion about Juan Santamaría that his own image 

serves as evidence that there has always been a division of classes and that citizens are 

aware of this fact.  The speaker stated: 

… but these government officials –how wonderful!- they have their 

bodyguards, their policemen.  Their children are very well protected, but 

your children [talking to the demonstrators] go out to work or study 

everyday and they are exposed to a thousand of horrible delinquents that 

walk our streets. 

 
 The speaker makes a clear division between at least two classes: the ruling class 

and the people, the elite and the others, the ones that do not have to worry about safety 

and the ones that are exposed to violence every day.  This separation of classes is not the 

same as socio-economic categories alone because it is exclusively related to political 

power instead of wealth; not every wealthy family is completely exempt from crime.  The 
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target of the demonstration was the ruling class, and therefore it was appropriate to make 

a division that would show how social violence may have not necessarily affected the 

class in power, which in turn would give government leaders no reason to prioritize the 

issue on their political agendas.  In addition, the speaker implies that citizens are paying 

for the protection of the ruling class by stating that they are protected by policemen.  

Bodyguards may be paid by the individuals themselves, but policemen are paid by the 

citizens.  She goes even further by physically separating the classes as she affirms that 

“you are over there, on the top, where delinquency does not reach because the criminals 

do not attack or kill over there at the Presidential House or the higher floors of the 

Supreme Court.”  Again, it is obvious that the separation of classes is one of political 

power and not related to wealth; this is an important fact because violence also affects 

members of the higher socio-economic class that are not involved in politics.  The 

speaker seems to be implying that only the people in power are protected.  For the 

effectiveness of the movement, gaining support from all socio-economic classes is of 

upmost importance as this gives strength to the organization, uniting citizens against a 

common threat.  So far Costa Rica por La Paz has been able to obtain citizen support 

from all the different provinces, as is shown by the fact that individuals came from many 

different parts of the national territory (see figure 16).   
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 The women in figure 16 came from the town of Esparza, which is located about 

two and a half hours from San José. Many other came from Limón, Puntarenas, and 

Guanacaste. 

 In addition to targeting the government by directly making it responsible for not 

taking action to end violence in the country, organizers and rally participants utilized 

many symbols and performative elements to acquire the support of the rest of the 

country.  Many of these symbols were patriotic, such as the use of the National Anthem 

and the flags (see figures 17 and 18).  Here, the flag stands for the unity among all 

provinces. 

 

Figure 16.  Demonstration participants from the province of Puntarenas.  The photograph 
is the author’s property. 2008 
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 Figure 17.  Demonstrators with Costa Rican flag. The photograph is the author’s property.  2008. 

 

 
 Figure 18.  Member of movement:  Let's save Costa Rica. The photograph is the author’s property.  2008. 

 

The flags remind the audience that the fight is for Costa Rica and encourages 

nationalism, which may result in greater support for the movement’s objectives.   This 
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time, the various movements against crime, not the government, are promoting 

nationalism.  In the past, governments have used performances of nationalism to gain 

power and the support of citizens, and to certain extent the demonstrators are doing the 

same but the support they want does not call for a civil war or a confrontation with other 

countries.  Individuals are not being asked to start a war, but rather to use their voting 

right as their weapon to demand action from the government.  Figure 18 shows the 

banner of another group, Let’s save Costa Rica, on which the message is that national 

security is being threatened.  The greater problem is that this time the threat comes not 

from an outsider but rather from the nation’s own citizens.  

In addition to the nationalistic symbols present throughout the rally, there were 

more personalized signs which are common during these types of demonstrations.  Many 

protesters carried signs with the pictures of the murdered family members families (see 

figures 19 and 20), allowing them to show true portraits of the victims who in most cases 

were young and had most of their lives ahead.  The signs told a story that will never 

happen.   
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 Figure 19.  Picture of young victim wearing her school uniform. The photograph is the author’s property.  
2008. 

 

  
                Figure 20.  Picture of man murdered during a “bajonazo”.  The photograph is the author’s 
                property. 2008. 
 

 By carrying the pictures of the victims, relatives are also transferring their 

memories to the rest of the country.  These images typically show happy individuals, who 
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had dreams and ambitions that were abruptly ended by random acts of undeserved 

violence.  In The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 

Americas (2003), referring to “Las Madres of la Plaza de Mayo”, 14 Taylor states, 

The strategy of using photographs of the disappeared that links these 

various movements is also a way of highlighting, rather than filling, those 

vacancies created by disappearance.  Thinking about a DNA of 

performance helps focus on certain kinds of transmission that refuse 

surrogation.  The use of these images suggests, as does the analysis of 

DNA, that nothing disappears:  every link is there, visible, resistant to 

surrogation. (175) 

 Taylor’s argument about the use of photographs can be extended to the 

demonstrations in Costa Rica.  The pictures of victims show the existence of real people 

whose lives can only be continued by objects and memories that represent them and take 

their place in society.  Victims do not disappear because the spaces that they leave vacant 

are not refillable; all objects used by the demonstrators to transfer social memory about 

who the victims were within the community become the connection that prevents a 

complete disappearance.  Many of the signs told stories of what the victims’ dreams were 

or what they were doing when their lives were taken away.  They played sports, worked, 

had families and people who depended on them.  Perhaps, some of the most performative 

symbols used to portray the victims are those related to soccer because the love for this 

                                                        
14 “Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo” is a movement that rose in response to the thousands of people that disappeared in 
Argentina in the hands of the military regime between 1976 and 1983.  This dark period in the Argentinean history is 
know as the “Dirty War”.  Further information on this movement can be found in their website: 
http://www.madresfundadoras.org.ar 
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sport could be considered another element of Costa Rica’s national identity.  When 

victims’ stories include dreams of becoming a professional soccer player, the audience 

shares the sentiment of loss as if it were their own.  The loss of a potentially great player 

not only affects his family but also the rest of the country as he could have become a 

professional player and even played for the national soccer team; in other words, the 

nation could have lost a future hero (see figure 21).   

 

 
               Figure 21.  Soccer player without the body.  The photograph is the author’s property.  2008. 

 

The poster in figure 21 shows a soccer player, but without the body; Rolo has 

been killed but his uniform stays to remind people of his shattered dreams and the fact 

that he belonged to the whole community.  Following Taylor’s discussion, this poster can 

be seen as a DNA of performance that helps the spectator connect with the victim and his 
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survivors.  The sign reads: “Only you are missing, Rolo:  this is the sentiment of the place 

where you were born!”  This is a perfect example of how the empty spaces brought about 

by social violence are not confined to families and friends, but how they extend to the 

larger community, making clear that the threat to security is not individual but rather 

national in nature.  References to the victim’s soccer ability give other citizens a more 

tangible measure of what this human loss really means to the society as a whole. 

Since the demonstration on November 23rd, 2008, Costa Rica por La Paz has 

continued working with the victims’ families to demand an answer from the government, 

especially when it comes to the crime.  Among their achievements is the passing of Law 

8754 (La Gaceta, 2009), Law against organized crime, which according to the Global 

Legal Information Network,  

Establishes the legal framework concept and equated crimes to combat it. 

Defines a special procedure for the facts that qualify the organized crime 

and develops legal measures to protect victims and witnesses. Creates the 

Police Information Platform for the police forces of the country, to share 

information from their records, databases, electronic records, international 

networks of police and intelligence investigations. Creates the Judicial 

Center of Communications in charge of the Judiciary, for the interception 

of communications ordered by criminal courts across the country.15   

 
Even though this law is aimed at crimes resulting from organized crime only, it 

                                                        
15 This description of Law 8754 was published in the Global Legal Information Network (GLIN), a public database that 
publishes world legal documents provided by government agencies.  The law appeared in La Gaceta, the official 
publication of the Costa Rican Government, on July 24th, 2009.    
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represents a step forward for the various groups working against violence in the country 

as it is already preventing some criminals from being set free without punishment and it 

is expediting the judicial process. 

 

Recuperemos La Paz 

This movement was established in response to the increasing violence that has 

taken over the streets of Costa Rica during the last decades.  Its founders’ objective is to 

provide a venue from which individuals can utilize their artistic talents to express their 

feelings against the criminal acts that occur daily in the country and in this manner bring 

awareness to the rest of the nation.  Many local artists have joined the group giving way 

to the development of several artistic performances against violence, which will be 

discussed in this section.  Among their projects, the organization developed a campaign 

aimed at showing, in the most accurate way possible, the reality of the nation and how it 

has fallen into the hands of the criminal underworld; the advertising agency DDB became 

in charge of this campaign in February 2008.16  The most successful campaign, which 

was awarded Gold in the 2009 Cannes, came in the form of a television commercial and a 

series of billboards developed with the intention of showing the violence to which the 

citizens were exposed each day.  On television, the ads replicated criminal behavior and 

offered a series of “laws” to avoid becoming a victim of crime.  The following are some 

of the “Laws of Fear”, as they call them: 

1. You shall not carry cash. 

                                                        
16 Information obtained from:  www.recuperemoslapaz.org 
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2. You shall not take out your cellular phone on the streets. 

3. You shall not walk alone at night [directed to women]. 

4. You shall never leave your house unattended. 

5. You shall not leave valuable objects in the car. 

6. You shall drive with your doors locked. 

7. You shall not go out at night in certain areas. 

8. You shall hand over everything without resistance. 

9. You shall keep calm and do whatever they [criminals] tell you to do.17 

 

                           Figure 22. Fourth Law.  Photograph published in Recuperemos La Paz's photostream. 2008 

        

 

By creating these laws, the authors are performing the fear that citizens have of 

becoming targets of various types of delinquency.  In addition, they make reference to the 

                                                        
17 Las leyes del Hampa:  1) No llevará su dinero en efectivo.  2) No sacará su celular en la calle.  3) No caminará sola 
nunca de noche.  4) Nunca dejará la casa sola.  5) No dejará objetos de valor en el carro.  6) Maneje con los seguros 
puestos.  7) Hay zonas donde no podrá transitar de noche.  8)  Entregará todo sin oponer resistencia.  9) Mantenga la 
calma y haga todo lo que dicen. 
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common recommendations given to relatives and friends to avoid victimization.  The 

utilization of a list of laws in the campaign makes an allusion to the Ten Commandments 

and suggests that only those individuals abiding by the rules will be able to preserve their 

life in the same manner that following God’s Commandments will bring salvation and 

eternal life.  The government disliked the campaign because it brought to life the one 

aspect of Costa Rican life that it is trying to hide from the world.  Political leaders might 

have seen the campaign as a way of encouraging violence because it gave criminals more 

ideas on how to perpetrate their crimes.  The opposing view was that of the spectators, 

who saw their own fears performed in the ads.  For most Costa Ricans, these laws have 

become rules to live by and many of these situations are rehearsed and performed in the 

mind time after time; if abiding by the first seven laws fails, the victims know that 

following the eighth and ninth may help them survive.  Notice that performance in this 

campaign is still being used as a twice-behave-behavior (Schechner, 2002) but instead of 

recreating the past, it recreates a behavior that is both, present and future.  For spectators 

who have not been the subject of a crime, these representations are not any less real, as 

anyone can become a victim anytime; the performance becomes an expected behavior.  

As a result of this campaign, the presidents of the three governmental branches: Oscar 

Arias Sánchez (President of the Republic or the Executive Branch), Francisco Antonio 

Pacheco (President of the Legislative Branch), and Luis Paulino Moran (President of the 

Judicial Branch) signed a document produced by the movement in which they pledged to 

take action to resolve the problem. Copies of this document (see figure 23) have been 

posted and distributed throughout the country as a reminder to the three government 
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branches of their commitment and, at the same times, it pressures the government to do 

something about the terrible situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

These signs make the inefficiency of the government even more obvious to the 

citizens, who have not seen real change in their security since the signing of the 

document on April 11, 2008, during the celebrations of Juan Santamaría.  The date 

chosen for this event was of special significance because it is a day dedicated to 

remembering the national hero, who gave his life to protect Costa Rica, and accordingly 

the people are asking the government to do the same: Santamaría not only signed a paper 

(enlisted in the army) but also performed his duty to the highest level.  During the 

demonstration organized by Costa Rica por La Paz, copies of the document were handed 

out to the participants while they were told that so far the government had not fulfilled its 

Figure 23.  Agreement signed by the three presidents.  Photograph 
published  in Recuperemos La Paz’ s photostream. 2008 
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promise, and that more pressure by the people was required to force action from the 

political leaders.  Copies of the document reiterate the commitment made by the 

government to bring peace back to the country. 

 Recuperemos La Paz also organized an art exhibition at the Costa Rican 

Children’s Museum called “El valor de una vida” (The value of a life).  This exhibition 

tells the story of fifteen victims of assaults in which the motive was the theft of objects, 

valuable or not, that the victim owned and was carrying at the time.  The following list 

represents examples of the victims’ age and their possessions.18 

 
Name         Age       Reason 

 
Andrés Fallas Vargas   23       Cellular phone 

  
Josué Rojas Morales     17   Cellular phone 

 
Yerlin Marín Salazar   24         $200  

 
Christian Rojas Araya            17   Cellular phone, X-box,  

 
David Rodríguez Aguilar  33        Briefcase (empty) 

 
William Pomar Alvarado  36   Cellular phone, wallet, watch 

 
 Gerald Umaña Ureña  37  Defending his wife  
 

David Alvarado López  16  Defending a friend during  
an assault 

 
 Adriana Gómez Solano 27      I-Pod and other possessions 
  

Jeffrey Zúñiga Zúñiga   19  Cellular phone 
 

Rolando Orozco   25  Unknown 
                                                        
18 The article about the exhibition, published in aldia.cr on February 25, was written by Erick Carvajal and can be 
found at:  http://www.aldia.cr/ad_ee/2009/febreo/25/nacionales1885791.html 
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 The name of the exhibition invites visitors to question themselves what is the 

value of a life because it seems that, currently, the value of a life in Costa Rica can be 

measured by the cost of the object for which these individuals were victimized - the cost 

of a cellular phone, for example.  While the list is just a small sample of all the victims 

who have died during the last few years, it illustrates some important facts: the average 

age of the victims is twenty-four to twenty five with a range of sixteen to thirty seven, 

and most of the victims tend to be males.  Even though these are not official statistics 

about the victims’ profiles, it can be inferred that younger individuals are targeted more 

frequently and that it is more common for men to be victimized than women.  What can 

explain this trend?  First, younger people have a greater tendency than adults to 

publically exhibit their possessions, and they are also more likely to own modern gadgets 

such as a cellular phone (notice that cellular phones appear to be the most desired objects 

by the robbers), which is what the fourth commandment refers to: You shall not take out 

your cellular phone on the streets.  Furthermore, younger men are less willing to 

surrender themselves to their victimizer without a fight, as this might be seen as cowardly 

behavior on their part.  In the case of women, they are constantly told not to fight their 

aggressor because this may make matters worse, and they tend to follow the Laws of Fear 

more carefully than men.  An additional factor that might explain why there are fewer 

female victims is that, in the majority of the cases, men accompany women when they 

need to be out at night or walk in the most dangerous areas; in some instances this fact 

has resulted in the killing of both, the woman and her companion. 
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 In addition to displaying the names of the murdered individuals, the organizers 

created posters displaying pictures of the victims and their stories.  In front of each poster 

they placed a stand with a replica of the object for which the victim was killed.  Family 

members created the posters and wrote the stories.  Unlike the pictures in the newspapers 

that can function as ways of re-victimizing, the pictures and stories in the exhibition serve 

as perpetuators of life, that is, they help the victims to remain alive in the memories of 

society.  Figures 24, 25 and 26 illustrate how the exhibition was organized.    

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 24.  Natalia Trejos, victim of violence. Photograph published  in 
Recuperemos La Paz’ s photostream.  2009. 
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  Figure 26.  Cellular phone as representation of the value of a life.  Potograph published in  
            Recuperemos La Paz’ s photostream.  2009. 
  
  
 For the artists involved with the exhibition, each piece became a representation of 

daily life itself; the spectators are confronted with the reality of the country and are 

reminded that their own lives could have a value attached to the possessions they carry 

with them.  Through this artistic performance of daily violence, the objects displayed 

Figure 25.  Exibition El valor de una vida. Photograph published in Recuperemos La 
Paz’ s photostream.  2009. 
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acquire an important role and become “a front” for both, the victim and the spectator.  

Irwing Goffman (1959) defines front as: “that part of the individual’s performance which 

regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who 

observe the performance” (22).  While Goffman is referring to the performances that 

individuals carry out during their daily lives, the use of front to define the stolen objects 

seems appropriate as they serve as liminal spaces between the victims and the spectators; 

not only do these objects represent the value of the individual in the poster but they 

reiterate the fact that the value of the spectator’s life could indeed be the same as the 

price of the object right in front of him/her;  

 Another performance sponsored by Recuperemos La Paz came in the form of a 

concert by Le Pop, an electro-pop band from Costa Rica.  The performance took place at 

the Central Park of San José with a rather untraditional setting (see figure  

27). 

       
         Figure 27  Le Pop performing in San José's Central Park.  Photgraph published in Recuperemos   La Paz's  
         photostream.  2008. 
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 In their website, Recuperemos La Paz19 describes the stage in the following 

manner: 

It was not the typical stage, full of lights, towers and platform two meters 

high.  It was a simple cage in the best style of the bars of Costa Rican 

houses with a plaster duck and flowerpots.  Inside, Le Pop played its best 

songs with the objective of joining Recuperamos La Paz in their fight to 

make the government aware of their responsibility to give us [the citizens] 

a more secure Costa Rica.20 

 

 As was discussed earlier, Costa Rican families show their fear of becoming 

victims by enclosing their houses with bars and in some way making them look more like 

jails; it is this phenomenon to which Le Pop is referring in their performance.  Going 

back to Goffman’s idea of a front, which in most cases is represented by houses and 

furniture, the front of Costa Rican citizens has taken the form of jails signaling to the 

spectator that the residents are prisoners.  The front displayed by Le Pop is far from the 

stage expected for a music concert, but it provides the setting for a political performance 

of daily life.  After all, that is what citizens are telling the government: without security 

there is no freedom.  

 

 

 
                                                        
19 www.recuperemoslapaz.org  
20 www.recuperemoslapaz.org 
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                                       Figure 28.  Sign displayed during the performance.  Photograph  

                                       published Recuperemos La Paz’s photostream.  2008. 

  
 
  The sign in figure 28, displayed during the performance by Le Pop, forces the 

spectators to recognize that their present situation is not ideal and incites them to fight to 

get their freedom.  The sign reads:  “You don’t deserve to live behind bars.  Get back 

your freedom.  Costa Rica needs the covenant to be fulfilled”, referring to the agreement 

signed by the presidents of the three government branches.  As will be discussed in the 

next chapter, part of the music played by the group also had the purpose of making the 

audience aware of how the issue of violence involves everyone; and therefore, it is 

everybody’s duty to do something to improve the situation.  People have become so 

accustomed to living in cages that, at first, they might have not even realized that what 

they were observing was a replica of their homes and their own daily lives.  Spectators 

might have even thought that the performance was part of a comedy, but later when the 

performative elements started to play, the members of the audience became aware that 
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the bars, the flowerpots, and the plaster duck were part of their own front.  The 

effectiveness of this performance derives from the fact that most spectators see the act of 

living in a jail as a horrifying situation due to the implication it carries about the loss of 

freedom.  The stage confronts the audience with reality; house in the country have been 

transformed from beautiful fronts into jails in which they are prisoners of fear.   

 Recuperemos la Paz continues to heighten awareness of the social violence that 

has taken over the life of Costa Ricans in the last decades.  The leaders of this movement 

maintain a strong association with the other groups that are fighting to bring back to the 

country the peace it once knew.  The artists involved with the movement have made use 

of their talents to perform violence in order to increase citizens’ awareness about how 

violent behavior by criminals has robbed the nation citizens’ most valuable 

characteristics: peace and happiness.  The message of Recuperemos La Paz is simple: 

without peace and security there is no freedom, and without freedom there is no 

happiness.  Costa Ricans have a right to peaceful lives. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter challenges the international view of Costa Rica as a nation 

characterized by peace and the happiness of its citizens.  Government agencies, the 

media, researchers, and tourists alike have contributed to the creation of the image of an 

almost perfect society by constantly reiterating the same elements that were utilized in 

the second part of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when the implementation 

of a national identity occurred.  It is not surprising that the continuous reiteration of Costa 
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Rica as a peaceful democracy has led the international community to perceive the country 

as an oasis of peace in the middle of an area characterized by dictatorships and never-

ending wars.  The problem with this view is that it perpetuates the idea of Costa Rica as 

the Switzerland of Central America, while allowing the local government to ignore the 

present situation in which violence has increased to the highest level in the history of the 

country.   

 Only street violence was considered in this research because it affects all levels of 

society:  rich and poor, women and men, young and old.  Also, street violence is not 

related to organized crime, trafficking of drugs, or domestic violence, which are also 

increasing, but instead is a result of an ever-increasing disparity in wealth; any citizen can 

become the target of a crime by possessing an object the assailant desires: a cellular 

phone, a laptop, money, or an I-Pod.  

 In response to the violence devastating the country many groups have formed and 

are working to restore the peace that characterized Costa Ricans in the past; only the 

Costa Rica por La Paz and Recuperemos La Paz movements have been examined in this 

chapter because their main objective is to bring an end to the present social violence.  The 

greatest obstacle confronted by these movements is the fact that the international 

community does not seem to be aware of the problems facing the nation and, therefore, 

puts no pressure on the Costa Rican government to return security and peace to all 

citizens.  Additionally, the constant praise of Costa Rica in world reports, such as the one 

presented by Alison Brysk in which the country is defined as “The Little Country that 

Could” and the report published by the New Economic Foundation in 2009, in which the 
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nation is ranked number one in the Happy Planet Index, has contributed to the idealistic 

view of the nation.  These reports are based on areas in which Costa Rica has truly 

succeeded, but they fail to take into consideration citizen security as a central condition to 

achieve true happiness and peace.   

 One of the greatest obstacles found during this research is the refusal by 

foreigners to even consider the possibility that Costa Rica is having serious problems 

with violence.  During a conversation with a colleague who had just returned from 

presenting a paper in Costa Rica, she stated that this nation was the safest country she had 

seen; she felt secure everywhere she went.  It was hard for her to conceive that her 

perception could have been wrong, yet if she only had read the newspapers she would 

have realized that crime has taken over the lives of the citizens.  Another barrier observed 

is that foreigners tend to compare Costa Rica to other countries when evaluating the 

extent of violence in the country, thus degrading the problem to an insignificant level.  It 

is not appropriate to look at the social violence in the country in relation to other nations 

because Costa Rica has had a history that differs greatly from the other countries in the 

area, and it has not suffered the same type of political conflicts that other Central 

American nations have faced.  The only valid comparison in the case of this country is 

that of a historical trend.  Looking at violence against citizens throughout history reveals 

an acute deterioration in citizen security. Thus far, things have not improved much in the 

country except for the fact that judges are expediting the legal process and are taking 

more precautions before giving freedom to individuals who have high probabilities of 

becoming repeat offenders.  Movements like Costa Rica por La Paz and Recuperemos La 
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Paz have been able to bring social awareness to the increased violence, and their 

effectiveness in this endeavor has brought more supporters to their cause.  Perhaps the 

greatest success will be achieved during the coming months with the change of president 

and consequent arrival of new leaders to each of the three governmental branches. 



120 
 

CHAPTER THREE 

PERFORMING COSTA RICA’S POLITICS:  PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS 

2010  

Introduction 

 The presidential election in Costa Rica took place on February 7, 2010.  The 

candidates made use of many political performances in order to obtain voters’ support.  

This was a difficult task because citizens have lost their confidence in politicians due to 

the problems the country currently faces.  Just as could be expected from the discussion 

in Chapter Two, the issue of citizen security was at the center of the political agenda for 

the majority of the candidates; at least six out of the nine candidates for president named 

citizen security as one of their main three government projects.  The campaigns were full 

of promises to stop violence in the country and to give back to all citizens the peaceful 

nation they once enjoyed; candidates pledged to be firm and unrelenting with criminals in 

order to return peace to the nation.  At the same time, voters continued to question the 

promises and demanded that candidates provide concrete plans to free the country of 

street criminals. 

In this chapter, I make use of the methodology of performance studies and visual 

culture studies to analyze the campaigns of the main candidates, in an attempt to evaluate 

the role which the issue of violence and the elements of national identity play in their 

political campaigns.  The analysis focuses on the top four contenders: Laura Chinchilla, 

Otto Guevara, Ottón Solís, and Luis Fishman, it is based mainly on the websites of the 

candidates and internet advertisements appearing in sites such as www.youtube.com.  
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Due to the level of citizen insecurity in the country and the lack of confidence Costa 

Ricans have in their politicians, candidates resorted to the creation of political 

performances geared to convince voters that the Costa Rica of the past can be restored, 

and that the country can once again become the Switzerland of Central America, that the 

imagined utopia can become a reality. 

 

Laura Chinchilla 

As most analysts predicted, Laura Chinchilla, candidate for the National 

Liberation Party, won the election by an ample margin, becoming the first woman 

president of Costa Rica.  Chinchilla’s biggest obstacle was the fact that she belongs to the 

governing party, which is being blamed by the majority for the high levels of violence in 

the country.  Even though citizen security was the first issue offered in her governmental 

plan, Laura Chinchilla did not to mention it as much as other candidates due to the fact 

that she was the vice-president and secretary of the Department of Justice for the previous 

government.  She offered to add funds for the police force and reminded voters of what 

she had already done to alleviate the problem of violence.  Her promise with respect to 

citizen security was to appropriate an additional fifty-seven billion Costa Rican colones 

(approximately one hundred million U.S. dollars) a year to the police.  Even though, there 

was no mention in her proposal of the funding sources to cover this expense, she was 

very specific in listing the areas to which the money would be allocated, for example, 

increasing the number of policemen, buying new equipment, installing video-cameras in 

various public spaces, and building a national academy for policemen.   
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Figure 29 shows a poster in which Chinchilla promotes her promise to allocate 

more funds to citizen security and, in addition, illustrates some of the elements used by 

her campaign to portray her as an independent and honest candidate sure to change the 

future of the country. 

 

 
Figure 29.  Laura Chinchilla's poster located alongside a main road in Santa Ana, San José.  Photograph is the 

Author’s property. 
 

Chinchilla’s slogan“Firm and Honest” makes an allusion to the constant 

accusations by groups like Costa Rica por la Paz and Recuperemos La Paz that violence 

in the country has reached, its present levels due to the lack of law enforcement by the 

government.  She offers to be firm, implying that criminals will not get away without 

punishment and that the police will be better prepared to avoid the mistakes that allowed 
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criminals to act with impunity in the past.  Calling herself “honest” shows an attempt on 

her part to separate herself from the Costa Rican political scandal of the nineteen nineties 

that resulted in various presidents being tried by the judicial system and even being 

sentenced to jail.  Looking at figure 1, the reader may notice that she was portrayed as a 

very professional woman with a strong character, alluding to the fact that she is not a 

puppet of President Arias.  Her image appears to one side of the poster and her body is 

slightly tilted, signaling a non confrontational position, which is further stressed by the 

fact that she smiling.  Her face is in frontal position, giving a sense of security by the 

implied promise that she will show her face for the country and will care for it like a 

mother does.  Holding her hands together in front of her breast transmits the idea of 

motherhood; she is ready to carry the country just like a mother carries her baby.  This 

image was very effective in her campaign as shown by the fact that after the elections 

many Costa Ricans started calling her “Laurita”, showing a differentiation between her 

and previous presidents as a result of her gender. 

Other candidates constantly accused Chinchilla of being handpicked by Arias so 

he could continue ruling the country.  As part of his campaign, Ottón Solís (candidate for 

the Citizen Action Party) launched a series of videos accusing Chinchilla and another 

candidate of being puppets of other politicians (see figures 30 and 31).  The performance 

presented in this particular spot is that of a press conference: Chinchilla is asked a series 

of questions to which she only answers after a group of men, including President Arias 

and his brother, Rodrigo Arias, tell her how to respond.  She repeats the exact words 

these men say.   
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Figure 2.  Laura chinchilla portrayed as a puppet.  Image from www.ameliarueda.com3. 

Figure 30.  "Puppeteers" (www.youtube.com/watch?v=GHNb2r_Bq4U)  

Figure 31. Laura portrayed as a puppet.  (www.youtube.com/watch?v=GHNb2r_Bq4U)  
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This ad gave Chinchilla the opportunity to play with the issue of gender.  Was she 

portrayed as a puppet because she is a woman in a chauvinistic society in which only men 

are perceived as capable of running the country?  Basing her response to the political 

advertisement on gender biases allowed her to direct her own campaign to the female 

population in a more direct form.  She could appeal to the unity of women against men, 

even though her lack of participation in women’s movements sets her apart from the 

feminist movement in the country.  Up to this moment, Chinchilla had not represented 

herself as offering a feminist perspective. By blaming the attacks on gender prejudice, 

however, she transformed her campaign into a fight for equal gender rights.  This 

approach can be labeled as a contradiction to her campaign because her running mates are 

two men, which to some critics showed her lack of commitment to the advancement of 

women in the country.  Furthermore, the responses21 posted on the internet about the ad 

are evidence that gender rights did not play an important role in this presidential election, 

and that the ad was perceived as a parody of Chinchilla and the PLN.   

Eva Carazo, a well-known feminist in the country, asserts that Laura Chinchilla 

still operates within the old patriarchal system22.  I do not agree with her assertion.  If this 

                                                        
21 A few of the reactions to the ad published on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7l8x2f-T9oQ:  
“That’s the way in which the PLN has always treated us, like puppets, and now they complain.” 
“It is not a chauvinistic ad, it would have been the same if it were Kevin Casas, Arias’ favorite until he messed it all 
up with the Memorandum of Fear. To be a puppet, you don’t need to be a woman!  We don’t want more thieves, men 
or women.” 
“That you take it personally for being a woman is your problem, because there is another one (ad) against Otto 
Guevara, a man.” 
“The PLN candidate says that this spot is chauvinistic.  I, as a woman, don’t see it in the same manner. She has 
followed in the steps that other individuals have drawn for her; she has not been authentic. She has demonstrated that 
she is a puppet, and even worse, a puppet of Arias. 
22 See Eva Carazo’s interview:  http://www.informa‐
tico.com/index.php?scc=articulo&edicion=20100106&ref=‐‐00896. 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were the case, she would not have been able to climb up the political ladder to the top as 

she has successfully done, but Chinchilla’s anti-women defense is a weak argument 

because the other candidate parodied in Solís’ campaign is a man, Otto Guevara.  In 

Costa Rican politics, it is common that the leaders of the political parties continue having 

a strong effect on the government once their candidate is elected.  Since President Arias 

is at the moment the most powerful member of the PLN, it is not surprising that a great 

number of Costa Ricans see Chinchilla as a possible continuation of his government, 

especially because she has had a very active role in his cabinet. 

Trying to divert attention from her image as a puppet, Chinchilla strove to portray 

herself as an independent woman.  In most of her ads she appeared in the front 

symbolizing her independence and ability to lead the country, an indication of her 

intention of positioning herself in the front of the people (see figure 32).   

Figure 32.  Laura Firme y Honesta.  Picture taken from www.laurachinchilla.com  
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While Chinchilla wanted to convey the idea of offering a government that would 

not be a continuation of the present one, she consistently appeared wearing green, white, 

or both colors, the colors of the National Liberation Party (PLN).  The word adelante, 

which appeared in many of her advertisements, has various meanings: ahead, forward, 

and farther off.  By using this particular word, Chinchilla emphasized her leadership 

position within her party and the country; she offered the nation a strong leader, who 

would steer the country forward and out of the current crisis.  To her, Costa Rica needs 

leaders that will take control of the country, and she vowed to do just that; she will take 

control of the streets. 

In Chapter Two, I analyzed the performance created by the Costa Rican rock 

group, Le Pop, in which Costa Rican residences were depicted as jails, an allusion to the 

way the majority of the families in the country protect themselves from intruders by 

surrounding their houses with wrought iron bars.  The home-security sentiment is shared 

by many organizations working to bring peace back to the nation and the majority of 

citizens.  The PLN appropriated this security concern by showing their outrage in one of 

their posters (figure 33).   
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    Figure 33.  PLN poster on violencia.  (www.laurachinchilla.com)  

     

 
The first part of the ad reads: “Los ladrones sueltos; y nosotros encerrados.  Es 

increíble que los ticos vivamos encerrados en nuestras casas, mientras los ladrones andan 

libres por las calles” (“The robbers go free; and we are locked in. It is incredible that we, 

Costa Ricans, are locked in our own houses while the robbers walk free on the streets”).   

In the past, people did not even worry about locking the front doors of their houses 

because the level of security was such that individuals did not feel threatened by crime.  

Now, houses not only have fences but also have more than one front door and even more 
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than one lock on each door.  Stating that, “it is incredible that [we] Costa Ricans have to 

lock ourselves in our houses” distanced Chinchilla from the government and from any 

responsibility in the high levels of violence afflicting the country.  By including herself as 

one of the citizens forced to live behind bars, she removed herself from the ruling class 

and joined the people.  In doing so, the candidate became a uniting force; the words under 

her name on the lower-right corner of the ad, Nos une (Laura unites us), re-iterated the 

notion of a nation characterized by the unity of its citizens and the lack of class division.  

One of the complaints listed during the demonstration of Nov 23rd, 2008, was precisely 

that the ruling party did not have to worry about becoming victims because they were 

“too high” to be touched by it.  The demonstrators saw the Costa Rican government as an 

entity completely separated from the rest of the population; Chinchilla appeared to be 

sending the message that she understood the problem of citizen insecurity because, like 

the rest of the population, she was susceptible to becoming a victim and had also become 

a prisoner in her own home. 

In addition to making reference to the issue of citizen insecurity, Chinchilla made 

extensive use of the elements of national identity that have been exploited by many 

leaders in the past.  In the opening statement to her governmental plan, she asks: 

Who would have predicted that a disarmed democracy could have not only 

survived but also flourished and become an example to the world while 

located in the middle of a region destroyed by the conflict between 

dictators and the guerrilla…? (3) 
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 Costa Rica’s lack of an army was used to remind citizens of how they have been 

privileged to live in a country that has not gone through the same kind of violence that 

the rest of Central America has endured through the years.  By comparing the nation to 

the other countries in the isthmus and overemphasizing the absence of a military force, 

Chinchilla diminished the magnitude of the present crisis of violence that exists in the 

country.  She continued by adding that everything the country has achieved through the 

years has been accomplished in “democracy” (3).  As discussed in Chapter Two, the 

myth of Costa Rica never having to resort to violence to resolve its internal conflicts 

persists to the point to which a Costa Rican Army seems to have never existed, while in 

reality, it did until 1949.  This emphasis on a Costa Rica characterized by non-violent 

processes invited voters to support candidates that could find peaceful ways to return 

security to all citizens and encouraged individuals not to take justice into their own 

hands, which could happen as more and more Costa Ricans arm themselves. 

 Chinchilla continued the national rhetoric by using in her campaign the idea of a 

society in which all individuals feel that they have equal membership; all have the same 

rights and privileges, as do all members of a family.  Just like Felipe Molina (1851) spoke 

of Costa Ricans as “Hermanicos” (41), Chinchilla defined the country as a nation in 

which all individuals are part of a “hermandad” (brotherhood) (4) and all members have 

the responsibility of caring for each other.  Here, the candidate tried to call voters to unite 

for the common welfare because she blamed individualism and indifference for the 

internal crisis.  She went further by stating that: “this tendency to individualism leads to 

the sacrifice of public assets to the private sector” (4).  The subject of the privatization of 
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public assets has always been an issue that has divided the country because since the 

beginning of the Republic, Costa Ricans have always prided themselves in the ownership 

of the state companies. The idea of allowing foreign investors to own, partially or totally, 

those assets or to compete directly with these national companies poses a threat to 

national ownership.  In the past, the imagined participation in ownership of national 

assets has motivated nationalism and even a willingness to fight to preserve these 

possessions.   

Chinchilla made it clear; however, that competition is necessary for the benefit of 

the consumer.  This position alludes to her support for the various free-trade agreements 

in which Costa Rica is participating or negotiating in present times.  One of these treaties 

is the Central America-Dominican Republic Free-Trade Agreement with the United 

States (CAFTA-DR), which brought about great division in the country even before the 

previous elections.  President Oscar Arias won the 2006 elections by a small margin and 

mostly as a result of his platform promising the implementation of the agreement.  Even 

though his position in favor of CAFTA-DR won him the election, the actual passing of 

the treaty faced great opposition, and it did not take place until after the first Referendum 

occurred in the country in October 2007.  Even after the historic referendum, 

implementing the agreement proved to be a difficult task for Arias and the members of 

his cabinet who included Laura Chinchilla.  Opponents see CAFTA-DR as a process that 

will destroy the nation in the interest of a few; even though the treaty was signed and is 

being implemented, many still see it as a decisive factor in their vote.  During a 
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demonstration in San José on September 2, 2008, a group of protesters performed the 

ritual of Costa Rica’s funeral (figure 34). 

 

               
               Figure 34.  Costa Rica's Funeral.  Photograph is the author’s property. 
 
 According to these protesters, Arias’ government was selling Costa Rica to 

foreign companies and in a sense killing it by passing the treaty.  For Chinchilla, 

distancing herself from issues like this was a difficult task due to her role in the 

government.  To her advantage, the issue of CAFTA-DR became less significant because 

there is no reversal to it, but since other treaties are being negotiated, the opponents’ 

discontentment remains.   

 The last element of national identity that Chinchilla used in her campaign was the 

issue of a strong middle class with which she associates.  In her government plan, she 
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asserts that “the reduction of poverty and the construction of a great, prosperous, and 

secure middle class go hand in hand” (4).  Throughout this study, I have proposed that 

another myth of the Costa Rican national identity is the idea of a society without socio-

economic division, in which the majority of the population belongs to the middle class.  

The prosperity and high development of the country have traditionally been recognized as 

the direct result of having a middle class that encompasses the majority of citizens, 

leaving almost non-existent lower and higher classes.  This element can still be used in 

the definition of the Costa Rican society because there is not a clear definition of social 

classes and, in this manner, members of higher and lower classes can be classified as 

belonging to the middle class. An example of this is the case of Laura Chinchilla, who 

declares that she grew up in a middle class family, but fails to define the term; she is the 

daughter of Rafael Ángel Chinchilla Fallas, who was Costa Rica’s Comptroller General 

for two terms.  By not identifying the various socio-economic levels within the middle 

class, politicians, not only from the PLN but also from other political parties, are able to 

continue the myth of a Costa Rican society characterized by socio-economic equality.  In 

emerging economies the strengthening of a middle class must be a central objective as 

this eliminates the discontent of the majority and brings economic prosperity to the 

country.  However, what Costa Rica has seen in the last decades is a growing economic 

disparity between rich and poor that is potentially responsible for the rising levels of 

violence. 

 Costa Rica’s violence and its economic crisis were the most decisive issues for 

voters in the 2010 presidential election, but for Laura Chinchilla the highest priority was 
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to break away from her association with President Arias, who received the lowest 

approval ratings of his presidency in a poll carried out by the research firm Unimer and 

published by La Nacion (local newspaper) on January 19, 2010. 

 

Otto Guevara 

 Otto Guevara, candidate for the Libertarian Movement, ranked second as a 

favorite to win the election. He was hoping to obtain enough votes to force a second 

round to the election, which never occurred.  According to electoral rules, the winning 

candidate must obtain at least forty percent of the votes; when this principle fails, the two 

top candidates go to a second election and, for Guevara, this would have represented a 

real opportunity.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Guevara’s platform was based on offering a change in the way government 

enforces the law and treats criminals (see figure 35). The use of red in this campaign is an 

Figure 35.  Guevara's slogan:  "Let's make the change now”.   
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4rpPgVh3J4g)  
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important characteristic because the parties that consider themselves as possessing leftist 

tendencies usually use this color.  The Libertarian Movement (ML) classifies itself on the 

political spectrum as center-right, and this seems appropriate looking at its position with 

respect to many issues, especially those related to privatization and free-trade 

agreements.  Choosing red as their color gives the Libertarians an image of radical 

change: Costa Rica needs governments that will depart from politics as usual, and the use 

of this color effectively conveys this idea. Furthermore, they call themselves a 

“movement” instead of a party, in an attempt to convince their audience that they 

represent change for the nation.  Guevara’s campaign showed that he had an ample 

vernacular knowledge (jokes, rituals, language) of Costa Rica’s culture, and used it to 

appeal to a wide audience.  His ads were characterized by constant reminders of the level 

of citizen insecurity that has changed the life of Costa Ricans, and of the inefficiency of 

the government.  

Guevara’s campaign was very different from Laura Chinchilla’s in that she 

resorted to nationalism whereas he turned to citizen outrage.  As discussed earlier, 

Chinchilla constantly reminded voters about the privileges of being Costa Rican and the 

obligation of the citizens to fight to protect the peace and the progress of the country.  

Guevara’s campaign, on the other hand, served as an ongoing reminder that the country is 

in the hands of criminals; he did not allow citizens to forget the violence that blankets the 

country, nor who is to be blamed for it.  He made extensive use of visuals through 

advertisements on television and the internet, in which, more than offering promises, he 

confronted the people with performances of the daily life of Costa Ricans.  Two perfect 
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examples of this strategy are his advertisements called “Covered Faces” and “The Naked 

Man”.   

“Caras Tapadas” (Covered Faces) was a satire intended to remind the audience 

that in Costa Rica the identity of the criminals is protected in order to safeguard them 

from possible retaliation from relatives of the victims.  He promised that he would 

uncover criminal’s identities so that the whole country could recognize the assailants 

(figure 36 and 37). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 36.  "Caras tapadas" 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TjdaNJxjbg&feature=related)  

Figure 37.  Otto unmasking the criminals.  
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8TjdaNJxjbg&feature=related)  
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These images illustrate the sentiment of many victims and their families; the 

media always make an effort to hide the faces of criminals while the same treatment is 

not afforded to victims, pictures of whose uncovered bodies appear in newspapers, and 

on television.  Guevara blamed Arias’ government for maintaining laws that keep the 

identity of criminals hidden from the public and claimed that, with Chinchilla, the faces 

of criminals would continue being covered.  The campaign promise to uncover criminals 

was an important issue to voters because people believe that many criminals would not 

become repeat offenders if their names and profiles were publicized; repeat offenders 

were responsible for several of the worst crimes committed in the country last year.  

Guevara portrayed himself as the redeemer of the nation.  In figures 36 and 37, the 

position of his body bears a similarity to the cross of Jesus Christ, and the criminals on 

each side allude to the two men that were crucified with Jesus; they deserved a 

punishment for their crimes, just like the delinquents in Costa Rica do.  Also, Guevara 

can be perceived in this ad as representing the innocent citizens that are victimized each 

day in the country. 

In the series of video-clips about El Chingo (The Naked Man), a man decides that 

the best way to protect himself from robbers is to walk around in his underwear.  Figure 

38 shows the opening scene of this advertisement, which was set during the day.  The 

semi-naked man is walking around a park in San José and at some point, an individual 

sitting on a bench asks, “What is going on? Why are you naked?” and the man responds, 

“Because this is the only way for them to see that I am not carrying anything, and then 

they won’t rob me”.  
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Guevara’s use of humor to denounce a real problem did not detract from the 

seriousness of the situation.  The man is not really naked because he is wearing 

underwear but the color of his boxers does give the spectator a sense of nakedness 

because it blends with the color of the man’s skin, becoming an extension of the 

individual’s body and not an item intended to hide anything.  This man is almost 

transparent, allowing the spectators to position themselves in his place and at the same 

time reminding them that street crime does not target a group of individuals fitting a 

particular profile but rather all citizens at any time.  When El Chingo answers the 

question, he talks louder and looks around as if he were not talking to the man but to 

other people in the park.  He is talking to any thieves who might be within earshot, hiding 

Figure 38.  Political spot:  "El Chingo".  Image taken from http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4rpPgVh3J4g  
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behind their clothes and waiting for their target.  By doing this, El Chingo shows his fear 

and sense of insecurity.  The other people in the image are looking at him for different 

reasons: the thieves because they have realized that this man is not carrying any 

possessions and the others because it makes them consider their own vulnerability.  In the 

upper left corner of the image, the fear of other participants can be observed by how the 

man protectively holds his briefcase and how the woman safeguards her purse.  After 

making it clear that he has nothing, El Chingo recovers his sense of security and 

continues walking, but in a much happier manner.  Once this scene is over, Guevara 

comes on and states, “You don’t have to go around naked.  I am going to show a strong 

hand to all delinquents so that you and I can walk peacefully while thieves are where they 

ought to be, in jail”.  This performance arises from common behavior observed daily in 

the country; people leave their possessions at home as a way of avoiding becoming 

targets of criminals, in this manner protecting their belongings and their own lives.  As 

was discussed in Chapter Two, not carrying possessions with them does not completely 

protect people because, in some instances, people have been killed when their attackers 

became angry after realizing that their victims had nothing to rob.  The second video clip 

of El Chingo shows that nakedness is not an assurance of security (figure 39); there are 

no real “rules” that a person can follow to avoid victimization. 
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Figure 39 shows El Chingo looking at what was left of his dog’s collar.  In 

another video, people are instructed to get dogs to protect them, and this is precisely what 

the man does; he gets a dog and walks around with him, but this proves to be 

unsuccessful because somebody steals his dog.  Perhaps this time, Guevara is carrying his 

performance to an extreme, but to Costa Ricans, it only shows elements of truth; the iron 

bars have not prevented residential break-ins, leaving no personal items in cars has not 

discouraged criminals from breaking windows to look, and what’s even worse, people 

have been killed for having nothing to offer criminals.  Individuals are faced with the 

dilemma of going “naked” or carrying at least an item for insurance.  Leaving their 

valuable possessions at home might protect them from becoming targets, but not carrying 

anything worth stealing might cost individuals their lives.  There have been instances in 

which victims have been killed for having no money or anything else the robber might 

Figure 39.  A thief just stole El Chingo’s dog.  
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vHfOeyF6cT4&feature=related) 
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want.  Referring to these crimes, people say, “Lo mataron por limpio” (They killed him 

for being “clean”); limpio in Costa Rican slang means being poor, not having any money.   

Guevara takes his performance even farther by adding a final clip to the saga 

(figure 40).  This time, El Chingo finds a stronger man to help him recover the dog, only 

to end up being attacked by the man that had stolen the dog in the first place. 

 

 

Guevara portrayed the Costa Rican reality in a detailed and realistic manner; a 

man goes to help the victim and becomes a victim himself.  The man expresses his grief 

by saying, “See? This happened to me for getting involved”.  People are afraid to help 

victims of crime because they do not want to become targets; one of the complaints of 

Costa Rica por La Paz is precisely that citizens have become indifferent to other people’s 

problems as the result of the fear associated with crime.  Criminals are acquitted because 

Figure 40.  Men were robbed.  (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewm5by1owKU)  
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witnesses refrain from testifying against them in order to avoid becoming a victim and 

making their families a target.   

The participants in all the clips seem to belong to the same social class, the 

working class, an assumption based on their clothes.  By projecting the image of a unique 

socio-economic class, Guevara directed his message specifically to members of that 

group.  This campaign was geared to the average citizen, who cannot afford to pay for a 

bodyguard or live in an area protected by security guards.  The ad also illustrates citizen 

indifference to the problem; the naked man could have been the victim of a crime, but 

only one person chooses to ask what happened.  Individuals on the right side of the image 

on figure 38 do not even turn to offer help and continue walking without looking at the 

“crazy” man; turning back would imply an involvement that could make them targets of 

crime, as happened to El Chingo’s friend.  The same response is repeated in figure 39, in 

which only one young woman decides to question the man, and the rest of the people 

ignore the situation.   

To Guevara, Costa Rica’s reality is characterized by unemployment, crime, and 

corruption, but just like the other candidates, he vows to put an end to the crisis and bring 

change to the nation.  Figures 41, 42, 43 are part of another video-clip that deals with 

these problems.  The skit is presented in the form of a riddle, “What is the name of this 

play?”  In the next scene a young man appears (figure 41) and the announcer says, “a 

man that cannot find a job”, then a young woman comes out (figure 42) and the male 

announcer says, “a young woman who had just had her cellular stolen”.  Finally, in figure 

43, a man without a face comes out and this time the announcer explains that this man is 
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a corrupt man who is making fun of these two young people.  The name of the play is 

“Costa Rica’s Reality”.  Just as in the previous videos, Guevara confronted his audience 

with the true crisis Costa Rica is facing and at the same time blamed political corruption 

for the situation.  The use of young people indicates a need for new leaders, new ideas, 

and change; he appealed to the younger population because they represent a great 

percentage of the voters and the future of the country.    

 

Costa Rica’s Reality23 

                               
                     Figure 41.  Unemployed man.                                        Figure 42.  Victim of an assault. 

       

                                 
                                                           Figure 43.  Corrupt man. 

  

  

                                                        
23 Figures 41, 42, and 43 are part of the spot called “Costa Rica’s Reality”.  It can be found at 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYAqqib4xyo  



144 
 

The stop sign appears in the second scene as a reminder that only Guevara, with 

the help of the younger generation, can bring change and an end to the crisis while the 

unidentified corrupt man can only bring destruction and death, symbolized by the black 

silhouette.  The viewers are not told who the corrupt man is, and in this manner are 

invited to become participants of the performance by identifying the man or woman 

depicted in the image.  To some, the man could be Arias or any member of his cabinet, 

and to others he could be any of the politicians involved in the recent political scandal.  

There is even a possibility that some would identify this person as all those criminals who 

are on the streets as a result of the failures in the judicial system, which is to blame for 

releasing repeat offenders.  

Another element used in this advertisement is the color green, representing Arias 

and his political party.  It is no coincidence that the Libertarian Movement uses this color 

to persuade the audience to think that the present government and, by association, Laura 

Chinchilla, are responsible for bad economic decisions that brought about the country’s 

economic crisis; and furthermore, to think that they are also to blame for the lack of law 

enforcement that has resulted into so many criminals being free, demonstrating the 

inability of the leaders to protect the Costa Rican citizens. 

Guevara’s visual campaign has been effective in attracting attention, not only 

from his followers but also from opponents who criticize his excessive use of videos as a 

way of avoiding having to discuss his government plan.  This assertion could have some 

truth to it because the ML government plan was not released until the second week in 
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January, about three weeks before the elections, and it does not differ greatly from the 

PLN’s plan. 

 

Ottón Solís 

 Ottón Solís was the candidate for the Citizen Action Party (PAC), of center-left 

tendencies.  The name of their main campaign was “The Costa Rica We Want” (figure 

44) 

 

                                        
                                                     Figure 44.  Slogan:  "The Costa Rica we want"  

                            http://pac.cr/2010.php  

 

What is the Costa Rica that everybody wants?  In his website, Ottón stated:  

We aspire to build a better country, freer and more independent, that 

safeguards its sovereignty; its continental, insular, and marine territory; its 

Constitution and its laws.  A country based on rights, capable of 

guaranteeing citizen security without sacrificing human rights.  A country 
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committed to pursuing the common wellbeing and international solidarity 

to confront the challenges of world poverty.2 

 

 Solís’ campaign was a reflection of what seemed to be his main goals for the 

country; in a simpler approach, he aimed at becoming the people’s president.  Older 

generations remember the times when the candidates for president travelled the country 

and actually visited people’s houses; voters felt that they actually knew the contenders on 

a personal basis.  Unlike Chinchilla, who in most of her ads appeared to be separated 

from the people, Solís made an effort to appear as part of the crowd, not in front of them 

but with them (see figure 45). 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

In addition to positioning himself as part of the crowd, he also dressed in a way 

that made him appear as an “average” individual.  In the majority of the images of the 

other two candidates, they were easy to recognize, but with Solís, only those people that 

know him can identify him.  In other words, for a person not familiar with the Costa 

Figure 45.  Ottón with a group of supporters. 

http://pac.cr/2010.php  
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Rican candidates, the task of determining who Solís is in the image could prove difficult.  

Figure 46 shows Solís riding his bike around a park in Heredia and stopping to talk to 

people in the park.   

 

 

 

 

                                                                  

 

   

 

 

In figure 46, Solís could be seen as a man from the past: he rides a bike or the bus 

and walks to get to wherever he needs to go to reach the people. This took the audience 

back to a time when Ticos did exactly what he is doing, and Costa Rica was a different 

country where peace and happiness were the main elements of the national identity.  He 

appealed to the nostalgia felt by so many Costa Ricans who yearn for the way the nation 

used to be.  Both older and younger generations long to have their nation back, a nation 

where neighbors knew each other and a crime could shake the whole country because the 

citizens were not as tolerant of violence as they are now.  Ottón Solís projected an image 

of caring for people, change offered in the form of solidarity and unity, and of president 

who would work for the people, with the people.   

Figure 46.  Solís riding a bike. http://pac.cr/2010.php  
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The PAC attempted to persuade the country to fight for the preservation of the 

Costa Rica of our ancestors; they did this in many ways, but most specifically in the 

image of the national hero.  Who else could better represent the Costa Rican ideals than 

Juan Santamaría, the poor Alajuelan who sacrificed his life for the wellbeing of his 

fellow citizens? Figure 47 depicts Juan Santamaría as a supporter of Ottón Solís. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Juan Santamaría is not only the national hero but also the greatest role model of 

citizenship and nationalism in the nation; he was ready to fight and give his life for Costa 

Rica and did so with the only weapon he had, a torch and a rifle.  By replacing part of the 

rifle with the flag, the PAC made a call to all citizens to utilize their weapon, their vote, 

against the government, corruption, and crime.  Voting for Solís signified a vote for 

change, and also a rejection of Arias and Chinchilla.  The establishment of Juan 

Santamaría as a hero was frequently exploited during the late eighteen hundreds by the 

political leaders in an attempt to construct the concept of a national identity that would 

define all citizens of the country.  As discussed in Chapter One, the image of Juan 

Figure 47.  Juan Santamaría with a flag from the PAC.  
http://pac.cr/2010.php  
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Santamaría instead of serving as evidence of a Costa Rican society characterized by 

homogeneity and absence of socio-economic division, confirms that the elements of 

national identity were a political fabrication.  Solís did not seem preoccupied with Juan 

Santamaría not representing the whole country because what he attempted to convey was 

that he was with the people and not the elite and ruling classes. 

Ironically, while Solís’ campaign was responsible for the “Puppet ads”, and it 

failed to reveal that before founding the Citizen Action Party he was connected to the 

PLN.  Ottón Solís was the National Economics Minister and Political Planning during the 

first half of Oscar Arias’ first term in office (1986-1990).  Furthermore, the use of Juan 

Santamaría not only persuaded followers to use their suffrage right as a weapon but also 

gave Solís an opportunity to embody the elements of heroism; it implied that if he had 

been elected, he would have become the hero for whom the country is longing.  He 

promised to fight to eliminate corruption, inequality, citizen insecurity, and all the other 

problems in the country in order to preserve the country in the same manner Juan 

Santamaría did. 

Solís’ campaign was a clear attempt to distance himself from past connection to 

the Arias’ government, and to appeal to the working and lower classes.  It appeared that 

his main objective was to be perceived as an average man from the crowds, the populist 

candidate who could really understand the situation Costa Rica is facing and could 

become the new national hero. 
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Luis Fishman 

 Luis Fishman, candidate for the Social Unity Christian Party (PUSC), is, 

according to his latest campaign, “el menos malo” (the least bad).  Fishman recognized 

that Costa Ricans have lost their confidence in politicians, a fact confirmed by the lack of 

interest in the elections and voter absenteeism of over thirty percent.  By calling himself 

the least bad, he accepts his responsibility and that of all politicians in the crisis of 

violence that the country is going through and by doing so, he tried to persuade the 

audience to see him as the honest candidate.  The candidates put out campaigns that 

attempt to hold each other responsible for the country’s crisis.  Fishman not only blamed 

the other political parties but also blamed his own.  During a chat on January 19, 2010, 

Fishman explained how the idea of this campaign arose: 

When I started to travel the country, three months ago, I felt the 

disillusionment of Costa Ricans, not only with the political parties but also 

the candidates because they come every four years to ask for votes and 

then, they forget the people.  When people tell me that they do not like any 

of the candidates, I encourage them to participate and vote, even if it is for 

the least bad; there will always be somebody who is less bad. 

 This campaign was composed of various videos in which people say that they will 

vote for The Least Bad as in figure 48.   
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            Figure 48.  Pregnant women chorus singing "The Least Bad" song.                
           (www.youtube.com/watch?v=MbhYN5dvyB8&feature=related)  
 
 Why pregnant women?  Fishman explains that their babies represent the future of 

the country, the start of something new.  These young mothers are promising to vote for 

The Least Bad in order to guarantee their children a better life.  Interestingly enough, the 

women in the video look very similar to each other; white and thin.  While they were far 

from representing the average Costa Rican female, these women reminded the spectator 

that the ideal Costa Rican is still white, without racial diversity, and part of a classless 

society.  The young women in this ad appear to be part of a very select group and 

therefore a group that would only choose the best for their children.  The women contrast 

greatly with the “baby” that appears in the ad (figure 49); while the young mothers-to-be 

are “beautiful” and well dressed, the baby is ugly and is almost naked. 
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 According to Fishman, this ad foreshadowed the next part of his campaign, which 

was supposed to be about the family24.  The baby represents the politicians of the country 

and serves as a parody of the inefficiency of all political leaders.  By including himself 

among the bad candidates, Fishman tried to persuade people to think of him as the best of 

the bad options.  This campaign seemed to be a reflection of the way in which Costa 

Ricans have come to see the elections; voters do not believe political promises and make 

fun of all the campaign ads created by the different parties.  Fishman was able to take the 

sentiment of the people and perform it in a humorous way; people will always remember 

him as the least bad.  The use of the grown up man as the baby hints at the view most 

Costa Ricans have about the political leaders: they are like babies in diapers who depend 

                                                        
24 I did not see any ads as part of the campaign about family. 

Figure 49.  "The Baby" in Fishman's ad.  
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=MbhYN5dvyB8&feature=related)  
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on others to make decisions.  In addition, the ad shows the way in which gender is used to 

basically construct a nation and its future.  That is, women are the vessels to build the 

future.  But the future’s ideal citizen is a male.    

 Like the other candidates, Fishman also touched on the issue of citizen security; 

his logo for the campaign read, “Fishman gives me security” (figure 50).   

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The colors used are the same as the Costa Rican flag, but these have been the 

traditional colors of the PUSC, which is also known as La Unidad.  Historically, this 

party and the PLN have been the ruling parties and the most influential in the country. 

But, due to a political scandal in the country that ended with its most powerful leader, 

Rafael Angel Calderón, sentenced to five years in jail; La Unidad was not likely to be 

among the top candidates.  Nevertheless, Fishman travelled the country and campaigned 

as much as the other candidates.  His main video about security was called, “Movieron la 

parada” (They Moved The Bus Stop), in which a woman goes to a bus stop only to find it 

Figure 50, Fishman's Logo . 
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vR1sC46-B1k&feature=related)  
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moved to a more secure place (figure 51).  This notion of moving a bus stop refers to the 

way the government reacts when a particular stop becomes dangerous due to so many 

criminals operating in its surroundings; the stop is simply moved to a less dangerous 

zone. 

 

                      
                             Figure 51. They moved the bus stop. (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vR1sC46-B1k) 

 
 There is no doubt that this advertisement was directed at the working and lower 

classes since they are more likely to use public transportation.  A woman looks very 

confused and is upset because she cannot find the stop; it has been moved to a safer 

location.  This has become a common practice in the country, and bus stops are 

frequently moved from one place to another to avoid crime. What usually happens, 

however, is that the delinquents move to the new location, making the solution 
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ineffective.  In the same video, a man breaks into a car and steals a purse while the 

woman is at the stop sign (figure 52). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This is a performance of one of the most common violent behaviors in the nation. 

Driving has become a dangerous activity, and drivers are afraid of being attacked while 

stopping at a stop sign or at a traffic light.  In this skit, the man breaks the window and 

takes the purse.  The woman wants to protect her belongings, but she is hesitant, probably 

because she knows that she cannot do anything.  The reader may notice that her hands 

become a shield for the rest of the body because her objective at the moment is to protect 

her life.  After the thief leaves, she comments that this happened before in the same place; 

criminals seem to have their favorite “working” places.  In this spot, Fishman states that 

there are two thousand five hundred identified criminals in the country, and he promises 

Figure 52.  Man stealing purse from car.  (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vR1sC46-
B1k)  
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that he will clean Costa Rica of those delinquents.  In this advertisement, the most 

noticeable aspect is the chaos and excessive movement of cars and people, which I 

believe is a reference to the anxiety and fear that have become elements of the Costa 

Rican national identity. 

 Fishman converted his campaign into a political parody in an attempt to gain 

attention from voters.  This did not win him the election, but gave him the opportunity to 

attack the main problems faced by the Costa Rican society in present times.   

 

Conclusion 

 The Presidential election in Costa Rica gave the various political parties the 

opportunity to propose solutions to the problems faced by the country.  The issue of 

violence was by far most exploited by the different campaigns; candidates showed great 

imagination in presenting the issues.  

Laura Chinchilla utilized the elements of national identity that have been used to 

characterize Costa Rican society since the Republic was founded in the eighteen 

hundreds.  By doing this, she appealed to the nationalism that has traditionally defined 

the Ticos; she offered to defend the country and guide it to a better tomorrow; she vowed 

not to allow any foreign entity take away what belong to all Costa Ricans.  Laura 

Chinchilla promised to bring Costa Rica back to the peaceful nation it used to be. 

However, the country will have to wait a long time before any improvement resulting 

from the change in power becomes evident due to the time it takes to implement laws. 
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Otto Guevara made extensive use of technology to make his point.  He 

concentrated his campaign on the issue of citizen insecurity, and recreated the 

performances of daily life to the internet and television in the form of political videos.  

His aim of showing the reality of the country was effective in that people could 

sympathize with the situations performed in the video clips. The use of visuals in his 

campaign allowed voters to interpret in their own way the message, which in some cases 

was the reality experienced by the spectator. 

Ottón Solís resorted mostly to the traditional campaigning in Costa Rica, in which 

the candidates travelled the country to convince the voters in a more personal way.  His 

main platform was the re-establishment of the Costa Rica of our ancestors; the country all 

citizens want and for which they are willing to do anything, even sacrifice their lives like 

Juan Santamaría.  According to Solís, in order to resolve all its problems, Costa Rica 

needs to return to its roots and become again a nation in pursuit of happiness and security 

for all its citizens. 

Luis Fishman makes a parody of the whole election process by calling himself 

“the least bad” and implying that voters perceive all political leaders in the country as 

bad.  People have lost all confidence in their leaders, and this has led to citizen apathy.  

Fishman recognized this sentiment and thus directed his campaign toward his becoming 

the better choice among all bad candidates.  His hope was that “the least bad” would 

become, in the mind of the voters, the equivalent of “the best”. 

The government of Laura Chinchilla promises to bring Costa Rica back to the 

peaceful country it used to be, but the nation will have to wait a long time before any 
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improvement resulting from the change becomes evident due to  time it takes to 

implement new laws. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Performance Studies provides researchers with a very effective methodological 

tool to explore societies from an inter-disciplinary approach that allows for more in-depth 

analyses of cultural, political and social phenomena in a given context.  The product of 

this point of encounter of many disciplines is an eclectic methodology that lets 

investigators develop a better understanding of a particular culture from different 

perspectives.  Using performance studies for this dissertation has led me to examine 

Costa Rican society from sociology, economics, history, and cultural studies in an 

attempt to comprehend how the invention of a national identity defining “all” Costa 

Ricans developed, and how its elements have been used throughout the history of the 

nation by political and non-political groups to attain support from citizens.  Another 

result of using this approach is a constantly evolving study that has to adapt to changes in 

society that affect the lives of Costa Ricans.  

When I started this project, my intention was to study the elements of Costa Rican 

national identity and how street performers incorporated them into their performances. 

But as the study progressed, it was transformed into a study of crime and the fear it 

creates while maintaining the focus on national identity.  The events taking place in Costa 

Rica while I was conducting field research not only transformed the topic of this study 

but also led me to question my own views of the country.  For the majority of tourists 

who visit this nation every year, Costa Rica continues to be a paradise where they can 

hide away and forget about their daily routines; however, for Costa Ricans it is anything 
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but paradise.  This study was limited to historical comparisons of what the nation used to 

be and what it currently is.  This is particularly significant because one of the reasons the 

international community does not give much importance to the high crime level in the 

country is that most studies about Costa Rica are aimed at comparing this small nation to 

the other countries in Central America.  In doing so, these studies diminish the magnitude 

of citizen insecurity with which residents are confronted on a daily basis.  No doubt, 

Costa Rica has enjoyed a much more peaceful history than the other countries in the 

isthmus, but this does not mean that the present violence is not having an effect on the 

lifestyles of its citizens.  Furthermore, my analysis shows that the manner in which Costa 

Ricans are responding to violence greatly differs from the responses in other countries.  

Costa Ricans’ response is based on their desire to defend what they consider the elements 

of their national identity, which includes peace and the happiness of its citizens. 

 Understanding Costa Ricans’ response to internal problems required a review of 

the implementation of elements of national identity, the topic of Chapter One.  Here, the 

discussion was essential to show that the idea of a national identity defining all citizens of 

the country was a fallacy and that it was a political performance created by the ruling 

class to attain support from members of lower classes.  In their attempt to “purify the 

race”, political leaders intentionally ignored those sectors of the population that did not 

conform to the characteristics of the elite, which was perceived as being white, Catholic, 

and of Spanish descent.  This was possible due to the segregation that populations such as 

the native Costa Ricans and the Afro descendents were subjected.  Further discussion 

proposed that the establishment of Juan Santamaría as the national hero served as a 
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persuasive tool to promote nationalism and a sense of membership among citizens of the 

lower classes.  By elevating Juan Santamaría to the position of national hero, the ruling 

class elevated by association all members of the lower class with him and gave rise to the 

false idea of a classless society, which is a one of the main elements in the definition of 

the Costa Rican national identity.  Regardless of whether Juan Santamaría was an 

invention or a real person who sacrificed his life for his country, the result was a united 

population that believed they all shared the elements of national identity.  The irony in 

the selection of Juan Santamaría as the national hero is that his persona provided 

evidence against the notion of a homogeneous society, which was what the ruling class 

wanted to convey.  He was, after all, a member of the lowest socio-economic class and of 

mixed race.  In addition to creating a national hero, political leaders made extensive use 

of other performative elements such as the development of symbols, including the flag 

and the national anthem, to promote nationalism and a sense of belonging among its 

citizens. 

In spite of the methods employed by the ruling class to transmit the belief that 

Costa Rica was characterized by a homogeneous and classless society, the reality is that 

this nation has always been heterogeneous and has always had a division of classes.  

However, it is possible that what has differentiated Costa Rica from the rest of Central 

America is not what it had but rather what it did not have.  At the time of the Conquista, 

this nation did not possess the treasures the explorers were interested in finding, and 

therefore the country held no interest for them, resulting in isolation from the other 

countries.  The lack of anything profitable to offer to the explorers forced Costa Rica into 
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anonymity and at the same time fostered a different type of hierarchy that depended on 

the cooperation of all socio-economic classes.  This need for class unity gave rise to the 

definition of Costa Rica as a homogeneous society characterized by the contented and 

peaceful nature of its citizens. 

 Chapter One disproves two main features of Costa Rican national identity: its 

homogeneity and the absence of social classes. From the international community 

perspective, however, the other iconic elements defining Costa Ricans as happy and 

peaceful citizens continue being valid even today.   

Chapter Two proposes that there are two main discourses about Costa Rica:  the 

international perspective and the local perspective.  The international view uses the 

original characteristics of Costa Rican national identity to define this nation, while 

individuals living in the country are faced with a reality that is far from affording them 

happy and peaceful lives.  During the last two decades Costa Rica has seen crime slowly 

increase to today’s alarming levels, but the international community seems completely 

oblivious to this fact.  Whether or not Costa Rica is a utopia is clearly a matter of 

perspective.  Many world agencies continue to honor this nation as being an example of 

democracy without considering the violence to which Costa Ricans are exposed on a 

daily basis.  Government agencies and the tourism industry continue to portray the nation 

as a sanctuary of peace in order to keep tourists coming because tourism is most 

important industry in the country.  However, the level of citizen insecurity is so high that 

individuals have opted to live in residences that look more like jails than houses.  People 

are killed for a cellular phone or an I-Pod, and the government does not seem capable of 
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putting a stop to these acts of violence.  This type of street violence seems to be related to 

consumerism, which could be an indication of an inequality that stands in complete 

opposition to the idea of a classless society.  Violence, however, is not exclusively 

directed to a particular class because, as it is shown, all citizens are equally at risk of 

becoming targets.  There are other types of violence in the country, but they are not 

addressed in this study because they are related to other issues such as drug trafficking or 

domestic violence.   

 Even though present violence in the country contradicts the illusion of peace so 

exploited in the definition of Costa Rica, the response by citizens could be seen as a 

behavior in accord with the character of peaceful people.  The demonstrations organized 

by groups such as Costa Rica por La Paz and Recuperemos La Paz are conducted in a 

peaceful manner, and the demands on the government are performed in a non-violent 

fashion.  The leaders of these organizations compare the present situation to an internal 

war: many people die and most citizens are afraid to go out of their houses in fear of 

becoming targets.  Campaigns have been created with double objectives:  advising 

citizens how to behave in order to preserve their lives, and at the same time showing the 

government what the country is really experiencing.  So far, these peaceful campaigns 

have not been very effective in achieving a decline in crime, but with the change of 

government in May 2010, the expectations are high and positive.  Another characteristic 

of the demonstrations is that participants utilize national symbols in order to remind 

citizens that their fight is for Costa Rica.  Even the names of the organizations are 

symbolic and represent a call to protect the country: Recuperemos La Paz asks people to 
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fight to bring back the peace associated with Costa Rican national identity, and Costa 

Rica por La Paz performs the element of peace by implying that the movement belongs 

to the whole country and as such is promoting peace.  The movements even make a point 

of asking citizens not to take justice into their own hands, as this would only attract more 

violence.  The leaders also feel that the greatest obstacle to the movements’ success is 

that without international recognition of the problem, the government will not feel the 

pressure to find a way to end violence.  Another barrier is that most studies compare 

Costa Rica to other nations, and as a result the magnitude of the violence in the country is 

usually ignored.  It can be concluded that Costa Rica is having a kind of internal war 

between those citizens who can still be defined as peaceful and those who cannot.  In any 

case, it is evident that when individuals lose their sense of security and freedom, they are 

less likely to achieve the levels of happiness for which Costa Ricans are praised by the 

international community. 

 The third chapter explores the campaigns of the main candidates for president 

during the latest elections, in which the candidate of the National Liberation Party was 

elected the winner.  Laura Chinchilla became the first female president of the country, but 

to many this signified a continuation of Oscar Arias’ government because she belongs to 

his political party and already had important participation in his government.  Only time 

will tell whether the new president will bring the change Costa Ricans are longing for.   

 What was significant during the electoral process was the use of both the elements 

of national identity and the issues of insecurity in the country as part of the political 

campaigns.  Once again, the constant reiteration of the elements of national identity 



165 
 

seemed to be more effective than promises to stop violence.  Laura Chinchilla recognized 

the need to address the issue of citizen insecurity, but concentrated instead on reminding 

voters of what has made Costa Rica unique and emphasized her love for the country and 

the search for unity among its citizens.  The other three candidates framed their 

campaigns with constant reminders of the acts of violence committed against citizens 

everyday and the effect of crime on the lives of Costa Ricans.  These candidates were 

extremely resourceful in producing performances that re-created the crimes and their 

effect on society.  After the elections, international observers praised the manner in which 

Costa Rica carried out the electoral process, but failed to comment on the campaigns and 

the implication they had with respect to citizen security, peace, and happiness. 

 This dissertation has examined Costa Rica from a perspective which contrasts the 

views that foreigners and Costa Rican residents have of this nation.  This approach 

unlocks a number of ways in which a society can be studied because it is not limited to a 

particular discipline but instead draws from many.  One challenge when studying Costa 

Rica is that foreigners have a tendency to see the country from a romanticized perspective 

and are reluctant to accept the reality that the country is facing problems with street 

violence normally associated with other nations in the area.  When one of my colleagues 

came back from presenting a paper in Costa Rica, she commented that she had never felt 

as safe in a foreign country as she did in this one.  That she felt this way is not surprising 

because the great majority of travel guides and tourists convey this same romantic 

sentiment; in other words, before she even went to Costa Rica, she already was 

predisposed to feel safe even though the possibility of becoming a victim of a crime was 
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always there.  Another instance, after returning from conducting field research in the 

country, I commented to a group of Mexicans of my intention to write about violence in 

Costa Rica, and they replied that what was happening in this country was nothing 

compared to the situation encountered in Mexico D.F. and in many border towns such as 

Ciudad Juárez, Nogales, and Sonora where many people are killed each day.  It is true 

that compared to those and other cities, violence in Costa Rica may seem to be of no 

great concern, but for the residents of this country, violent behavior has taken their peace 

and happiness away, and therefore is a very serious matter. 

 Several questions that remain unanswered in this study merit further research.  

The aim of this research was not to identify the source of violence but to observe and 

analyze behaviors related to it.  Still, the observations point to the ever increasing gap 

between socio-economic classes as a probable reason for the increased violence.  Socio-

economic disparity usually leads to more crime, resulting from the resentment and 

conflict among citizens.  In order to examine this possibility, an exhaustive economic 

study could analyze the actual gaps between groups at different periods of time.  Another 

possibility is that the changes in the composition of population have had an effect on the 

behavior of Costa Ricans and the way they see and tolerate violence.  Analyzing Costa 

Rican population at different periods of time in its history could help in providing a more 

detailed comparison of its evolution and the characterization of its society.  A study of 

this nature would help in determining whether this nation was ever close to achieving 

homogeneity and whether the composition of a population can influence the behavior of 

individuals.   
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 With the implementation of new laws against crime during the last two years, the 

level of violence might be expected to decrease.  Answering this question requires a 

comparative analysis of statistical data, but from observations it is apparent that the fear 

of crime has not changed.  During my last visit to Costa Rica, a year after my field 

research was completed, I stayed in a hotel located in an upscale shopping center, in 

Escazú, San José, surrounded by exclusive stores, that included the Spanish fashion 

designer Adolfo Dominguez and the only IMAX Theater in the country.  My room faced 

the largest parking lot in the center, which was packed every day.  On the first night, I 

was looking through my window when the last movie was over and people started 

returning to their cars.  I observed the behavior of these individuals: they walked very 

fast, almost running towards their cars.  This could seem insignificant if it had been only 

a few of them behaving this way, but almost everybody was moving quickly.  They kept 

looking around as if they were afraid of being followed and attacked, even though the 

commercial center had security guards in many places and there were two guards in the 

parking lot.  After getting into their cars, people closed their doors, and drove off as fast 

as they could without opening their windows, and in some instances car accidents almost 

occurred as a result of the rush.  The first night I observed this situation it seemed 

somewhat comical, but as this defensive behavior was repeated each of the five nights, it 

became clear to me that a climate of fear has invaded the nation and that violence has 

already left a mark on Costa Ricans.  Fear has become part of their national identity 

replacing the peace and happiness they once enjoyed.  In a sense, their behavior was the 

most tragic performance of all. 
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APPENDIX A: 

AGREEMENT SIGNED BY THE THREE PRESIDENTS 
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APPENDIX B: 

LETTER FROM COSTA RICAN CITIZENS TO THE GOVERNMENT 

 

 



173 
 



174 
 

 

 



175 
 

APPENDIX C 

HUMAN SUBJECTS PROJECT APPROVAL 
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