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The discussion on the Recuperemos la Paz forum reveals that the imagined collective identity
of the peaceful Costa Ricans is an argument used not only by politicians, but also by citizens.
Among many sources, the forum statements are a good resource for proving that. Hidden
behind pseudonyms and unwatched while writing their texts, the authors feel safe saying
what they really think.

The cited statements reveal two different things. First, they show that the assumed same-
ness, and the pacifist character, of the Costa Rican national identity is internalized in the so-
ciety to the same degree as in political and media discourses. Arguments made by politi-
cians or the media do not necessarily lead to acceptance in society. If they do, it is a sign of a
very powerful or even hegemonic discourse. Therefore, it is important to consider everyday
discourse as the subjectivation of elite discourses.

Secondly, the statements prove an essential finding of the theory of identity and national
identity: the need for “the others” in order to define “the self,” or the need of distinctiveness
in order to articulate uniqueness (Hall 1994; Hall 1996; Cilla/Reisigl/Wodak 1999). In the
statements, it becomes clear that the immigrants, and especially the Nicaraguans, serve as a

projection screen for incidents and habits that do not fit with the Costa Rican self-perception.

4.2  Foreign Travelers of the Nineteenth Century

As a final source, I will present travelogues from the nineteenth century, as both historical
and foreign perceptions. These sources prove that the Costa Rican nonviolent collective
identity has referent points in history, and that foreigners also certified (or constructed) this
imagined identity.

In 1844, Robert Glasgow Dunlop, a Scottish tradesman, traveled through Central America. He

later published his impressions in a book called Travels in Central America. Therein he wrote,

The people of Costa Rica are almost all Caucasian [...]. Their character differs very

much from the people of all other Central American countries [...]. The life and prop-

erties are very safe there, and for the last four years there had been no bloody deed.
(Glasgow Dunlop 1844)

In 1857, the US citizen, author, and scientist Ephraim George Squier published a book called

Los Estados de Centro América. About Costa Rica he wrote,

The Costa Rican people have a major part of pure Spanish blood, less mixed up with
Negroes or Indians [...]. Nevertheless, their revolutions have generally been less
bloody than those in Guatemala or Nicaragua, which probably can be ascribed to the
circumstance of the social life and homogeneity of its inhabitants, which leads to a su-
perior morality or a more tolerant spirit.

(Squier 1857)

Also in 1857, the Chilean diplomat Francisco Solano Astaburuaga published a book called

Republicas de Centro América. About the Costa Ricans he wrote,
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The people of Costa Rica are generally uniform. There are not many Indians, and the
Mestizos and Negroes are located on the coasts. Intelligent, strong, of good color, and
regular lineaments [...]. The people have decent habits, helpful habits, are moral, and
they love their country very much.

(Solano Astaburuaga 1857)

In 1859, the famous English writer Anthony Trollope published a book titled The West Indies
and the Spanish Main. He wrote many pages about the extraordinary character of the Costa
Ricans. Like the other authors, he also wrote about the Costa Rican “race” first. Unlike the
previous authors cited, he believed that the Costa Ricans had “mixed blood,” and he de-
scribed them as very ugly (especially the women). Nevertheless, he seemed to be less “dis-

gusted” by their characters:

Maybe you want me to write my opinion, on whether the Costa Ricans are a honorable
nation or not. In a certain sense, they are. They don’t steal anything; at least, they do
not commit great robberies. They do not attack anybody in the streets, no life is in
danger for violence [...].

(Trollope 1859)

With mixed emotions, the (at that time influential) German naturalists and geologists Moritz
Wagner and Carl Scherzer also wrote about Costa Rica in a book published in 1856 under
the title of Die Republik Costa Rica in Central-Amerika. They were particularly interested in
Costa Rica’s flora and fauna. Nevertheless, they also wrote again and again about the popu-
lation, too. Their descriptions careen between recognition and disdain. They label the Costa
Ricans as more friendly than all other American “races.” Nevertheless, they see this charac-
ter as a sign of cultural inferiority (Wagner/Scherzer 1856: 175). They sum up their observa-

tions as follows:

In spite of antipathy for the Hispano-American race, one can not deny the frugality
and temperance of the Costa Ricans, once he gets to know them better. Nor their
harmless, compliant, and peaceful minds. With a certain degree of honesty, they have
an advantage over the Mexicans, the Nicaraguans, and all other Central American
races. Property is far less safe in the European metropolises [...] than in San José. One
may travel alone and without weapons through the whole county. One will not come
across wild Indians close to the paths, and the halfway civilized original inhabitants in
the countryside are as friendly to the white race as the creoles themselves.
(Wagner/Scherzer 1856: 175-176)

Finally, it's worth mentioning the German journalist Wilhelm Marr, who gained doubtful
fame as a vehement anti-Semite in Germany. In 1863 he published a book titled Reise durch
Central-Amerika. Therein he enthused about Costa Rica, which he called a paradise, espe-

cially compared to Nicaragua, “the world of the lost race” (Marr 1863).
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The travelogues cited prove that the perception of the Costa Rican nation as peaceful, hon-
orable, and different from other Central American countries has a long history. Firstly, the
authors use nearly the same stereotypes that are still part of the Costa Rican national con-
sciousness. Needless to say, they also generalize about the Costa Ricans. Secondly, some of
them express their view of the Costa Rican nation in relation to other Central American
countries. In particular, Nicaragua serves as the negative counter-example, as it still does
today, something we can see in the discussions about Nicaraguan immigrants on the Recu-
peremos la Paz forum. Thirdly, the authors infer the Costa Rican national character based on
certain events or the country’s history in general. As the belief in the concept of human races
was very common in the nineteenth century, this conclusion does not surprise. Neverthe-
less, the authors ascribe Costa Rican history to the national identity and not to the excep-
tional forms of political, economical, and social organization in nineteenth century Costa
Rica, where a more equitable land distribution system was one of many differences to the
other Central American countries (see for example Lindo Fuentes 1993, Gudmundsun 1993
and Samper 1993). While Costa Rican politics, society, and the social contract have funda-
mentally changed again and again in the last 150 years, the imagination of the peaceful na-
tion has persisted and has often been reinvented.

To sum up, it can be noted that there is a strong connection between discourses about crime
and violence and those about national identity in all discourse arenas analyzed. Politicians
use the stereotype of the peaceful Costa Rican nature, as do journalists and the Costa Rican
population. Those making such arguments can resort to historical sources, such as the trave-
logues. So, on the one hand, the perception of a national identity is widespread and often
propagated; on the other hand, violence, crime, and insecurity in Costa Rica do not fit with
this self-imagination. The long history of this perception and its continual repetition in the
present present a heritage that surely puts pressure on a society where this self-perception
conflicts with current experiences and public discourses—that is, those about rising crime

rates and increasing public insecurity.

5 On the Genesis and Transformation of a Peace-loving Nation

In the following discussion, I will describe the historical context of the Costa Rican national
identity and its transformation in the twentieth century. I will show that there are different
historical moments in Costa Rican history that might have enforced a reconsideration of na-
tional identity against the background of “reality.” Although the subject of today’s discourse
about violence and crime is “common” violence and delinquency —while it was rather about
political violence in other periods of Costa Rican history (or is so in the historical review)—I
do not distinguish between different forms of violence in this paper. When studying vio-
lence not as a social fact but rather in terms of the relationship of the Costa Rican society to

violence and crime, the differentiation does not exist (or disperses beyond recognition) in
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the discourse itself. The abolition of the armed forces and any contemporary opposition to
crime and violence are discussed as equivalent expressions of Costa Rican national identity

in the described discourse arenas.

Identity after the Foundation of the Nation Sate

It is no big surprise that nineteenth century travelers perceived Costa Rica as a quiet and
peaceful place. The former colony had just declared itself independent from Spain (1821),
had constituted itself as an independent state (1838), and had proclaimed itself a republic
(1848). Land was distributed much more equitably than in the neighboring Central Ameri-
can countries, a relatively wide middle class inspired by the French revolution had emerged,
and the political system was stable and more or less democratic most of the time. The gene-
sis of the specific Costa Rican national identity was related to the foundation of a liberal
state which made remarkable social achievements (Molina/Palmer 1992; Acuna 1993; Acuna
1995; Molina 1993; Goélcher 1993; Malavassi Aguilar 2005). Foreign travelers with concepts of
natural national identities and human races in the back of their minds could perhaps not
help but see an egalitarian, ethnically homogeneous, and integrative society of small coffee
farmers. Even then that picture was not true. Needless to say, the travelers as well as many
Costa Ricans confused social order with national identity. They also picked out some criteria
and ignored others in order to form their opinions, and they did so in the light of their own
experience and knowledge (Todorov 1982). Firstly, their view only implied the valle central,
the central valley, the country’s political hub and most populated area. Life on the coasts
and in the country's periphery was very different. Secondly, even in the valle central social
life and political order were far less peaceful and egalitarian than the Costa Rican national
myth indicates (Palmer 2004; Malavassi Aguilar 2005). Thirdly, violent elements were part of
the national consciousness in this age too (Garro Rojas 2000: 193). The figure of the national
hero Juan Santamaria may serve as an example. In 1856 the workman and soldier San-
tamaria sacrificed himself in an assault against the outclass army of William Walker, who
tried to occupy Costa Rica. His sacrifice won the battle. Juan Santamaria is today a Costa Ri-
can national hero. Many buildings—like the international airport—are named after him, and
April 11 is his official commemoration day. This national narrative stands for people's love
of freedom, not for their peacefulness. The national symbols also suggest that the nonviolent
element of national identity already existed , but was less solidified than it came to be. The
national emblem contained cannons (which were removed in the twentieth century), and the
national anthem (written in 1903) says, “If anybody tries to tarnish your [the nation’s] repu-
tation, you will see that your people, brave and male, will change their tools for weapons.”
All these examples do not really fit with the image of the later state, without an army and
with a naturally peaceful population. Peacefulness was already part of the spare parts ware-
house of national narratives in the early twentieth century, but it wasn’t yet an essential part

of national identity.
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The Epoch of the 1940s

In 1948, Costa Rica experienced its most violent moment of the twentieth century (Lehoucq
1993; Lehoucq 1998: 97ff). Although the armed conflict only lasted some weeks, nobody
would deny the violence of this epoch. The civil war was the culmination of the violent dec-
ades of the 1930s and 1940s. Following the world economic crisis of 1929, the living standards
of many Costa Ricans changed notably. The apparent egalitarianism of bygone times was
gone, if it ever had existed before. Especially on the banana plantations on the Caribbean
coast, but also in the wvalle central, socialist ideas began to gain more and more acceptance in
greater parts of society. The government reacted with a double strategy. On the one hand,
demonstrations, strikes, and other struggles (like occupations of factories) were put down
with a lot of violence by the police. On the other hand, the government started to enhance
living standards through the implementation of a welfare policy. The civil war emerged
mainly due to differences about communism and its integration into politics. President Rafael
Angel Calderén came to a pragmatic agreement with the communist party and the labor un-
ions to implement social policies, while his opponent José Figueres insisted on strong anti-
communism. After prevailing over the government in the civil war, Figueres continued with
the social reforms but banned the communist party (Bell 1971; Lehoucq 1993; Lehoucq 1998;
Molina/Palmer 1998; Lépez 1998). Most important is the fact that the civil war did not lead to
an authoritarian regime, as was typical of coups d'état, but to another democratic regime and
the building of an exceptional welfare state in the second half of the twentieth century.

The action with the most powerful influence on Costa Rican exceptionalism was the imple-
mentation of the welfare state. The act with the most symbolic power and of greatest impor-
tance to the transformation of Costa Rican national identity was the abolition of the armed
forces. This act is the most powerful symbol of peacefulness in the national identity today. In
fact, back then it was more like a clever move to eliminate a powerful risk factor for the
young junta and to avoid paying back old debts to the authoritarian regimes in the
neighboring states, who had armed Figueres for his ordnance. Morales-Gamboa and Barany

describe the consequences of the civil war for the national consciousness as follows:

This mythical sense of identity was enhanced by the outcome of the civil war, by the
consolidation of new state-civil society relations and the resultant accentuation of dif-
ferences with neighboring countries. After 1948 the self-image of Costa Ricans as the
“Swiss of Central America” became a cornerstone of national consciousness.
(Morales-Gamboa/Barany 2003)

According to Sarasin, the discourse about the nation’s nature collapsed because of the reality
in this crisis, the civil war, and therefore transformed itself. The nation had to reinvent itself

after 1948 in order for this break to become not a trauma but a recommencement.
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Identity and Peacefulness after the Lost Decade of the 1980s

After its victory in the war, Figueres’ junta proclaimed the Second Republic of Costa Rica. In
the following years, the educational system was reformed, social security systems including
health insurance and a pension system were established, and other steps to improve infra-
structure and living standards were taken. Therefore, institutions such as the banking
houses were nationalized and many public institutions were founded, for instance, the Insti-
tuto Costarricense de Electricidad (ICE), which would later provide electricity and telecommu-
nication for nearly the entire society (Hoffmann 2007: 11). During this period, the idea of the
peaceful nation expanded (or experienced a revival) and became established as a corner-
stone of national identity.

In the 1980s, Central America tumbled into two crises, an economic and a political one. Follow-
ing the world economic crisis of 1979, prices increased worldwide. People had to abstain from
things that weren’t essential. Therefore, the Central American “dessert economies” lost their
markets due to the drop in demand for their main export products: coffee, sugar, and fruit. The
living standards of many Costa Ricans changed for the worse, and unemployment, public debt,
and poverty increased (de Alonso 1994; Rovira Mas 1989; Bulmer-Thomas 1987: 237ff).

Costa Rica was able to water the social crisis down through both the provision of social pro-
grams and reinforced industrialization. Nevertheless, agriculture and country life began to
change and, accordingly, elements of the national identity again began to conflict with social

reality.

The image of a white, rural, yeoman farmer, peaceful, and egalitarian Costa Rica—to
name the essential components of that identity —has been eroded by rampant urbani-
zation accompanied by greater violence (especially domestic violence), and, above all,
by the consolidation of a class culture.

(Palmer/Molina 2004: 320)

While corresponding less and less with social reality, peacefulness became a more and more
powerful national symbol in the context of the second Central American crisis—the political
one. This crisis was marked by the violent conflicts in El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicara-
gua. The contra war in Nicaragua led to increased Nicaraguan migration to Costa Rica. Con-
tra troops also operated in the Costa Rican north. Therefore, the government had to react to
the conflict, and society started to react to the appearance of “others.” Immigration became
the focus of public discourses about “being swamped by foreigners”; the overloading of the
social system; and possible dangers emanating from the immigrants, especially rising vio-
lence and crime (Huhn 2005). To articulate differentiation, the Costa Rican’s own identity
had to be defined or verbalized again. Costa Ricans were able to resort to many tropes about
themselves and about the Nicaraguans. The old story of their supposed peacefulness and
the coexistent savagery of the Nicaraguans was an important one, also fed by political proc-
esses. Nicaragua was in civil war; Costa Rica declared itself neutral and the president (Oscar

Arias) received a Nobel Peace Price in 1987. The nonviolent national identity seemed more
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than obvious. Another quotation from Oscar Arias, from a speech given in the United Na-
tions General Assembly in 1986, closes the cycle of the discourse on peaceful national iden-
tity between 1948 and the 1980s:

I come from a nation without arms. Our sons have never seen a tank and do not know
gun ships, warships or canons [...]. I come from a small nation that has rejoiced in
democracy for over hundred years. In my country nobody —no man and no woman—
knows repression [...]. My nation is a free nation.

(Arias 1987)

The collective imagination of the naturally nonviolent character of the Costa Rican nation
had arisen invigorated from a crisis of national identity discourse once again.

For some years, Costa Rica has again been stuck in a crisis. After being ignored for a long
time, the problem of corruption became the focus of public discourse when three former
presidents were convicted of corruption in 2004. At the same time, the government had
started to break down the Costa Rican social state by privatizing the old pillars of the system:
the state-owned institutes and companies. The controversy regarding the privatization of the
ICE has been a particular symbol of social conflict since 2000 (Hoffmann 2007). The debate
about the future of the exceptional social state peaked during last year's CAFTA conflict.
Both conflicts have destroyed national unity (or revealed that there never was unity) and
provoked revived identity crises. Costa Rica has been divided into two embittered parties in
each case. The corrupt ones and the righteous ones and the self-proclaimed advocates of so-
cial justice and the self-proclaimed advocates of economic progress, respectively. All parties
consider themselves to be the legitimate keepers of the holy grail of Costa Rican national

identity, while the gap between self-perception and social reality gets bigger and bigger.

6 Conclusions

Violence and crime in Costa Rica as physical acts are no invention or imagination. I do not
want to create the impression that there is no “real” crime in Costa Rica (although an act is
not a crime per se, but only when it is labeled and socially accepted as such). However, there
are problems in the public exposure of violence and crime which result less from the phe-
nomena themselves than from the public discourses about them. As Laclau and Moulffe
point out, even if an earthquake happens or a roof tile falls down, factually, really, and be-
yond anyone’s will, the question remains as to whether its objective specificity is socially
constructed as a natural disaster or God’s will (Laclau/Mouffe 2000: 144).

The public perception of insecurity and calls for law and order have increased significantly
in Costa Rica in recent years (see also Cordoba 2006: 13), and fear of crime is out of all pro-

portion to crime rates. According to Garland, this trend also exists elsewhere:



20 Huhn: A History of Nonviolence: Insecurity and the Normative Power of the Imagined in Costa Rica

Public opinion polls since the 1970s [from Great Britain and the United States] show
that the majority of people believe that the crime problem is bad and getting worse
and that crime rates will continue to rise in the future: a belief that persists even in pe-
riods where both recorded and actual rates are stable or declining.

(Garland 2003: 107)

The media, politicians, and also neighbors fuel this fear through the continual repetition of
the affirmation that crime and violence are a widespread problem and a threat to everybody.
This constant repetition creates a problem perceived as “real.” In an investigation about the
social perception of public insecurity in Costa Rica, El Salvador and Nicaragua, we found
clear signs that the validity of insecurity in Costa Rica is socially constructed. In interviews,
most of the people argued that they know about the omnipresent threat because they read
or see it in the news everyday, because the government confirms it, and because people talk
about it all the time. The authentication, in turn, leads to prevalent calls for law and order,
higher penalties, and tightening of the law (Huhn 2008). We have highlighted different as-
pects of this powerful discourse (see also Peetz 2008; Oettler 2007). The mediative element

between crime and fear is the public discourse:

Sensationalist treatment of violence and delinquent events can generate a climate of
fear and a strong feeling of vulnerability in the population, which is not always real or
in correspondence with the observed level of violence.

(Arriagada/Godoy 1999: 10)

Fear of crime in Costa Rica can not be seen as a logical consequence of crime rates or a “real”
threat. The crime statistics—as the most frequently named reference in public—do not nec-
essarily support the social relevance of crime and violence and the fear of crime. Neverthe-
less, the sources cited prove the existence of another nexus that could be more illustrative
against the background of the introduced theory. As I have shown, crime, violence, and in-
security in Costa Rica are often discussed as problems of national identity, while, con-
versely, the image of national identity is based on the absence of violence. This clash of iden-
tities remains abstract when seen as antithetic facts. The theories introduced at the beginning
of this discussion help to resolve the apparent contradiction. As I have shown, the public
discourse about violence, crime, and insecurity in Costa Rica is conducted as a discourse
about morals or the nature of the nation’s character —at least partly. The continual affirma-
tion that social facts such as crime and violence are unimaginable in Costa Rica due to the
peaceful national identity obfuscates social processes and changes and simultaneously af-
fects public discourses on violence and crime. The reference to a nonfactual peaceful identity
constructs a diffuse in-group that needs one or more out-groups to define itself. This process
leads to mistrust, xenophobia, generational conflict, and social exclusion, rather than to a
solution to the problems. Crime and violence could therefore be seen as such a big social
problem simply because they shouldn’t exist in Costa Rica. In the Costa Rican self-

perception, violence and crime are unthinkable, or they are perceived as exterior to the iden-
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tity of the protagonists. Violence and a nonviolent identity are entangled constructed reali-
ties in Costa Rica.

Finally, I want to underline the historical dimension of the constructed Costa Rican social
reality as well as the social context of the discourses. As the Costa Rican national identity is
not a natural fact, it was not created in one piece in one historical moment. Its continual re-
invention has an enlightening history. To answer the questions of why Costa Rican identity
is in crisis over the discourses on violence and crime, and vice versa, and why there is a spe-
cific discourse on violence and crime on the basis of identity and tradition, the historical
perspective is crucial. Therefore, the historical analysis of the continual self-invention of the
Costa Rican national identity reveals much about the country’s past and present and allows
for well-founded conclusions about the structure and meaning of current social discourses
about the state of society.

Further investigations of the interaction between the Costa Rican national identity and “the

talk of crime” should analyze and empirically solidify

a) the genesis of the idea of national nonviolence, its transformation over the years, and
especially its mediation in society and

b) the formation of violence and crime as social problems. Here, the transformation of the
social concepts of violence and crime has to be analyzed, too. Finally, not everything that
is discussed as violence or crime today was always sensed or discussed in that way. For
example, domestic violence once did not exist as a named element (and was therefore
not “real”). Nor did specific forms of violence against children at schools. Caning was

education, not violence.

An extensive inspection of the historical changes in the form and substance of the entangle-
ment of the discourses themselves and their mediation in schools will be the next steps.®
This investigation has to account particularly for social changes as possible cause variables
in the transformation of discourses and perceptions. Many trails lead to a better understand-
ing of the changing reality in Costa Rica. Blackouts on the basis of the affirmation that these
processes are unexplainable in the naturally nonviolent Costa Rican nation are not part of

the process; they lead only to simplistic and stereotypical interpretations.

8 School books or teaching materials are important sources, because they contain “valid knowledge” about
their time. What is taught at schools is widely undisputed in society.
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