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Chapter One

Introduction and Theory

Travelers traversing the small country of Costa Rica are often struck by its
topographical diversity. One may drive from Atlantic to Pacific coasts and,
in the course of a few hours, experience rain forests, cool highlands, mountains, deserts and beaches—each spawning distinct economic realities and
cultures. Yet Costa Rica’s historiographical tradition has not, on the whole,
reflected its regional diversity. Historical works have focused on the four
inland provinces of the Meseta Central—the Central Plateau, nestled within
the Central Valley—where cool highland temperatures and rich volcanic
soil nurtured the cultivation of coffee, Costa Rica’s main export crop from
1840 until quite recently. As in other countries of Latin America in the nineteenth century, the development of an export economy, generating valuable
revenue in import-export duties, was a prerequisite for state-building, as
well as for attaining the trappings of modernity. Consequently, Costa Rican
nationalism, as well as explanations for Costa Rica’s peaceful, democratic
traditions, have focused on coffee production and the prevalence of white
yeomen farmers and small family farms in the Central Plateau—a pattern
distinct from some of Costa Rica’s Central American neighbors, whose
exploited indigenous and mestizo populations and large concentrations of
land have allegedly given rise to inequality and dictatorship.
A mythology of whiteness and small family farms—variously termed
the “white legend,” the “rural democracy thesis,” the “white settler myth,”
the “small yeoman farmer myth,” and “la buena sociedad cafetalera” (“the
good coffee producing society”)—was first systematically expounded during
the Liberal Reform era of the 1880s by Costa Rica’s coffee producing elites
as a vehicle for consolidating a popular base in support of and cooperation
with the coffee exporting project.1 As such, it directed its message exclusively
to populations of the highlands. Focusing on whiteness, family values and
small farms in areas that produced coffee, this mythology—part truth, part
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fiction—has had remarkable staying power, resurfacing in various forms
throughout the twentieth century to explain Costa Rican exceptionalism
and embedding itself in the scholarship and culture of the country.
The creation of a body of “liberal historiography,” “liberal mythology,” or “liberal nationalism” in the late nineteenth century was not unique
to Costa Rica.2 Throughout Latin America at this time, “liberalism” developed as a distinct development strategy, aided by ideology, designed and
implemented by elites to help create efficient export economies. Not to be
confused with the classical laissez-faire liberalism of Adam Smith, many
of Latin America’s late nineteenth century ruling liberal elites borrowed
heavily from French positivism, emphasizing the need to centralize states
through the adoption of more authoritarian and interventionist policies.
Costa Rican liberals followed suit but in a slightly different way. Lacking
the authoritarian legacy of neighboring regions, Costa Rica’s governing
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Introduction and Theory	
elites opted for ideologies of social control, avoiding the coercive policies,
particularly with respect to labor, which existed elsewhere in Central America and the greater region. The Costa Rican strategy of privileging persuasion over coercion was dictated by necessity as much as by choice.
During the colonial period, Costa Rica had been a backwater of
the Spanish empire producing little of value for the mother country and
thus remaining relatively devoid of people, colonial institutions, and the
systems of forced labor so prevalent in other parts of the Central American isthmus. With independence and nationhood in the early nineteenth
century came the attraction of the European market for high quality coffee. The early Costa Rican state, dependent on the revenues from coffee,
encouraged the commercialization of coffee employing the existent system
of family labor on the small and medium-sized farms of the Meseta Central. By century’s end, the reliability of the nation’s labor force was threatened by social dislocations caused by the volatility of coffee monoculture,
which resulted in property foreclosures, greater concentration of wealth
and increased urbanization.
Addressing these problems and the general need to centralize the state,
a new modernizing bourgeoisie, often referred to as the “generation of
‘89,” launched the Liberal Reform. Central to this process was not only the
adoption of common Latin American liberal strategies for modernization
such as secularization, educational reform and privatization of land, but
also specific plans to deal with the nation’s labor supply in the context of
a society which since colonial times had been under-populated, which had
fostered the evolution of a free labor system, and during the national period
had failed to attract European immigrants. In the absence of options to
coerce the nation’s labor force, Costa Rica’s liberal elites turned to ideologies of social order and racial homogeneity, and hence cultural and national
identity, as well as a mythology of class cooperation, in order to mold the
population to the exigencies of export capitalism based on the cultivation
of coffee.
The new liberal oligarchy formulated the myth of the white yeoman
farmer as part of a campaign to create a nationalism of consensus amongst
classes. Liberal ideology defined the good Costa Rican citizen as one who
was relatively docile, who aided the process of reproducing Costa Rica’s
more “European” stock of human capital, and who ensured the stability
of family units, as well as the legal transference of property, through legal
church marriages. By extension, those who were “less white” or “less married” did not meet the liberal standard for good citizens. Through such
mediums as public school texts, state-subsidized newspapers, civic ceremonies and official histories, the idea that Costa Rica had always been a

97068_Hayes_05 30.indd 3

5/30/2006 9:53:38 AM

