
Florida International University
FIU Digital Commons
LACC Occasional papers series. Dialogues (1980 -
1994) LACC Publications Network

2-1-1984

Costa RIcan Jewry: An Economic and Political
Outline (Dialogue #29)
Lowell Gudmundson
Florida International University, Latin American and Caribbean Center

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd

This work is brought to you for free and open access by the LACC Publications Network at FIU Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
LACC Occasional papers series. Dialogues (1980 - 1994) by an authorized administrator of FIU Digital Commons. For more information, please
contact dcc@fiu.edu.

Recommended Citation
Gudmundson, Lowell, "Costa RIcan Jewry: An Economic and Political Outline (Dialogue #29)" (1984). LACC Occasional papers
series. Dialogues (1980 - 1994). Paper 39.
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd/39

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by DigitalCommons@Florida International University

https://core.ac.uk/display/46943579?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccp?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/laccopsd/39?utm_source=digitalcommons.fiu.edu%2Flaccopsd%2F39&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:dcc@fiu.edu


COSTA RICAN JEWRY: AN ECONOMIC 

AND POLITICAL OUTLINE 
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PREFACE 
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COSTA RICAN JEWRY: AN ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL OUTLINE 

The h i s t o r y  of t he  Jewish community i n  Costa Rica has been b a s i c a l l y  t h a t  

of t he  Po l i sh  immigrants of t h e  1930s and 1940s and t h e i r  descendants ,  s o  much 

s o  t h a t  y e t  today t h e  terms Pole ("polaco") and Jew a r e  o f t e n  used 

interchangeably i n  popular speach. While Costa Rica d i d  r e c e i v e  a smal l  

number of l a t e  n ine t een th  and e a r l y  twen t i e th  century  Jewish immigrants of 

Sephardic o r i g i n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  some South American Jews a f t e r  1970, of t h e  743 

Jews i n  Costa Rica i n  1941 f u l l y  700 were of P o l i s h  o r i g i n .  In  t he  period 

1929-1939 n e a r l y  s i x  hundred Po l i sh  Jews migrated t o  Costa Rica, w i th  about  

two hundred a r r i v i n g  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  Second World War. In 1978 t h e  

populat ion of t h e  Costa Rican Jewish community was est imated a t  411 f a m i l i e s  

and 1,586 i n d i v i d u a l s ,  perhaps 10% of whom were of post-1970 South American 

o r i g i n ,  and t h e  r e s t  of Po l i sh  descent. '  'Ihis comparat ively miniscule  

immigration of P o l i s h  Jews i n  t h e  1930s led  t o  t he  formation of a v e r y  

t i g h t l y - k n i t  community of s e v e r a l  hundred i n d i v i d u a l s  h igh ly  conscious of 

t h e i r  shared c u l t u r e  and p o s i t i o n  i n  t he  h o s t  s o c i e t y  by the  1950s. The 

s o l i d a r i t y  of t h e  community was f u r t h e r  r e in fo rced  by spo rad ic  o u t b u r s t s  of 

c r e o l e  an t i semi t i sm,  by a shared immigrant experience from res idence  t o  

i n i t i a l  occupat ion,  and perhaps most impor tan t ly  by common v i l l a g e  o r i g i n  i n  



Poland. These f e a t u r e s  of Costa Rican Jewry and i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  development 

w i l l  s e rve  a s  t h e  focus of t h e  fol lowing essay .  In  a p o s t s c r i p t  w e  w i l l  

a t tempt  t o  t i e  t hese  f e a t u r e s  of p a s t  experience t o  t he  contemporary s i t u a t i o n  

and prospec ts  of t h e  l o c a l  Jewish community. 

IMMIGRANTS AND THEIR OCCUPATIONAL EXPERIENCE 

The f i r s t  J e w s  t o  s e t t l e  i n  Costa Rlca a r r i v e d  l a t e  i n  t h e  n ine t een th  

century.2 They were o f t e n  assoc ia ted  wi th  Caribbean o r  North A t l a n t i c  t r ad ing  

houses and of Sephardic o r i g i n .  These few immigrant merchants,  perhaps on ly  a 

dozen o r  two a t  most, were uniformly w e l l  placed i n  t he  l o c a l  socioeconomic 

s t r u c t u r e ,  a t  t imes even occupying p o l i t i c a l  o r  c i v i c  o f f i c e  i n  Costa Rica. 3 

Moreover, one p a r t i c u l a r  immigrant merchant, from Aust r ia  by way of Argentina, 

played a c e n t r a l  r o l e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  h i s t o r y  of t h e  Po l i sh  community a s  w e l l .  

Enrique Yankelewitz founded a department s t o r e  which was perhaps t h e  s i n g l e  

major source  of c l o t h  and garments on consignment t o  t he  ambulatory Jewish 

merchants w i t h i n  t h e  l a t e r  P o l i s h  emigrant group. Yankelewitz, w i th  h i s  " M i 1  

Colores" s t o r e ,  w a s  t h e  f i r s t  employer of a s o r t  f o r  a s u b s t a n t i a l  number of 

t he  immigrants of t h e  1930s. 

The f i r s t  few P o l i s h  Jews t o  a r r i v e  i n  Costa Rica came i n  t he  l a t e  1920s. 

They were young men wi th  some resources  and i n d u s t r i a l  o r  commercial 

e x p e r t i s e .  Whether owners of s m a l l  shops o r  a r t i s a n s  i n  Poland, t h e s e  

i n d i v i d u a l s  brought  w i th  them small  sums, t h e  t o o l s  of t h e i r  t r a d e  and,  most 

impor tan t ly ,  t he  commercial and i n d u s t r i a l  know-how t o  e s t a b l i s h  themselves i n  

t he  h o s t  s o c i e t y .  These e a r l y  s e t t l e r s  were soon followed by fami ly  and 

f r i e n d s ,  forming a t i n y  community f i r s t  t o  t he  n o r t h  of t he  c e n t r a l  market 

d i s t r i c t  of San Jose and then  inc reas ing ly  sou th  and west of t h e  c i t y  c e n t e r .  



Of a group of 210 Pol ish  Jews who emigrated t o  Costa Rica between 1933 

and 1936, the  high point  of a r r i v a l s ,  f u l l y  38% came from j u s t  two Pol ish  

se t t lements :  Zellochow (45), a shoemaker's v i l l a g e  of some 5,000 sou l s  (40% 

Jewish) southeas t  of Warsaw, and Ostrowietz (35),  a c i t y  of 50,000 f u r t h e r  

south of Zellochow. An add i t iona l  9% (19) came from Warsaw i t s e l f ,  while no 

o ther  point  of o r i g i n  could account f o r  over 5% of the    ample.^ The Zellochow 

group came from an  overwhelmingly artisan-based community which had developed 

one-piece shoe manufacturing f o r  the  Russian peasant market. After Polish 

independence i n  1919, t h i s  market was soon l o s t  and the  v i l l a g e  Jewish 

community entered a period of c r i s i s  and d e c l i n e  which eventual ly  led  t o  

s i g n i f i c a n t  emigration, t o  Costa Rica and elsewhere. 5 

The Polish Jews who ar r ived i n  Costa Rica during the  1930s were drawn 

from a t r a d i t i o n a l  v i l l a g e  o r  " s h t e i t l "  background, non-orthodox i n  r e l i g i o n ,  

and p o l i t i c a l l y  l a r g e l y  inac t ive .  Their occupational experience ranged from 

t h a t  of laborer  i n  a r t i s a n r y ,  t o  craftsman, t o  shop o r  s t o r e  owner, b u t  the  

commercial o r  a r t i s a n a l  professions were near ly  universa l  wi th in  the  group. 

Their educational  at tainment had been very  l imi ted  i n  Poland, b u t  they brought 

with them commercial and technica l  s k i l l s  which, together  with t h e i r  l i t e r a c y  

and immigrant s o l i d a r i t y ,  would provide them with major advantages wi th in  

contemporary Costa Rican socie ty .  Between 1930 and 1950 a s imi la r  community 

occupational s t r u c t u r e ,  ranging from c l e r k  o r  laborer  t o  shop owner, would b e  

recreated i n  Costa Rica, b u t  one which would evolve r a t h e r  quickly toward 

w higher s t a t u s  and g r e a t e r  wealth across  the  board than had been the  case i n  

Poland. Eventually, c l e r k s  and l abore r s  here became p e t t y  shop owners, while 

a t  the  higher l e v e l  the  ownership of major commercial and i n d u s t r i a l  



e n t e r p r i s e s  replaced mere shopkeeping as the  mark of d i s t i n c t i o n  wi th in  t h e  

l o c a l  community. 

Upon t h e i r  a r r i v a l  i n  t h e  Costa Rica of t h e  1930s most a d u l t  males worked 

f o r  a time i n  t h e  employ of one of t he  e a r l i e r ,  more wealthy immigrants,  o r  

took up ambulatory s a l e s  of c l o t h  and garments on consignment from these  same 

ind iv idua l s .  The e a r l y  Po l i sh  a r r i v a l s  had n o t  a l l  reached t h i s  l e v e l  of 

a c t i v i t y  t o  b e  s u r e ,  b u t  t h e  Yankelewitz fami ly  and i t s  " M i l  Colores" 

department s t o r e  served as i n i t i a l  employer of many of those  a r r i v i n g  i n  t h e  

e a r l y  t o  mid-1930s. These ambulatory consignee merchants ("buhonero" i n  

Spanish, "klapper" i n  Yiddish) would develop a c i r c u i t  and c l i e n t e l  which they  

would s e r v i c e  p e r i o d i c a l l y ,  bo th  t o  o f f e r  new i tems and, more impor tan t ly ,  t o  

c o l l e c t  i n s t a l l m e n t  payments on p a s t  s a l e s .  This development of i n s t a l l m e n t  

c r e d i t  t o  t h e  lower o rde r s  was by  a l l  accounts  a Jewish innovat ion i n  Costa 

Rican commerce, y e t  today r e fe red  t o  g e n e r i c a l l y  a s  "Pol ish payments" ("pagos 

a l o  polaco"). It was p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  which he lps  t o  exp la in ,  i n  

p a r t ,  such e a r l y  success  and rap id  es tab l i shment  a s  independent shopkeepers on 

the  b a s i s  of ambulatory consignment s a l e s  and p r o f i t s .  

The importance of t h i s  consignment system f o r  t h e  e a r l y  immigrants, a s  

we l l  a s  t h e  speed wi th  which many became independent merchants,  can b e  seen i n  

t h e  account book of t h e  period kep t  by t h e  " M X l  Colores" department s t o r e .  In 

1934 a l l  99 of t h e  consignees l i s t e d  were P o l i s h  Jews, w i th  an  average 

outs tanding  ba lance  of over f i v e  hundred "colones" (about  $250). In 1935 

about  100 of t h e  120 consignees were Jewish, 59 of 63 i n  1936, 30 of 47 i n  

1937, and only  27 of 85 i n  1 9 3 9 . ~  1 appears  t h a t  t h e  period of g r e a t e s t  

p r o f i t a b i l i t y  f o r  "MI1 Colores" was t h a t  of t h e  war yea r s  of 1939-1945,' and 

4 



by t h i s  period former consignees had a l s o  achieved shopkeeper s t a t u s  and 

withdrawn from t h e  ranks  of t h e  door  t o  door  peddlers .  &en s o ,  t h e  

c o l l o q u i a l  term "polaquear" i s  s t i l l  used today t o  d e s c r i b e  ambulatory o r  

" c i r c u i t "  s a l e s  on c r e d i t  of c l o t h  and garments c a r r i e d  o u t  by  b o t h  l o c a l  and 

immigrant merchants. 

The e x t e n t  of t h i s  occupat ional  and p r o p r i e t a r y  advancement can b e  

f u r t h e r  seen  i n  t h e  l e g i s l a t i v e l y  mandated "census" of t he  Jewish community i n  

1941.8 While 76 of t h e  218 males r e g i s t e r e d  were y e t  ambulatory merchants 

("buhonero"), f u l l y  99 were independent shopkeepers.  In a d d i t i o n ,  t h e r e  were 

some 13 a r t i s a n s ,  5 i n  leatherworking,  3 merchant manufacturers of food 

products  and f u r n i t u r e ,  and most impor tan t ly ,  6 manufacturers of c lo th ing  ( 3  

of whom were major merchants a s  we l l ) .  

Despi te  t he  obvious improvement i n  t he  economic s tanding  of nea r ly  a l l  

members of t he  community over t h e  1930s, t he  d i f f e r e n c e s  between shopkeeper 

and t r a v e l i n g  salesman, between manufacturer and shopkeeper, remained and were 

perhaps magnified i n  t h e  process  of community formation.  In  an  i n t e r n a l l y  

generated 1952 census of Jewish employers we cap tu re  a glimpse of t h e  g r e a t  

d i s p a r i t y  been t h e  few i n d u s t r i a l i s t s  and t h e  shopkeeper majority. '  In 1952 

Jewish employers were heav i ly  concentrated i n  two b a s i c  a c t i v i t i e s :  c lo th ing  

manufacture (52% of t h e  1,283 workers employed i n  t he  average month by  t h e  146 

employers r e p o r t i n g )  and c lo th ing  and garment r e t a i l  s a l e s  (27%). Without 

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  among manufacture and r e t a i l  s a l e s ,  a d i s t i n c t i o n  which would 

prove f a l s e  i n  t h e  p r a c t i c e  s i n c e  major i n d u s t r i a l i s t s  were themselves 

merchants f i r s t ,  we can judge the  s i z e  d i s p a r i t y  of community e n t e r p r i s e  by  

the  fol lowing f i g u r e s .  Those f i rms  which employed l e s s  than 5 s a l a r i e d  



workers accounted f o r  f u l l y  68% (100 of 146 c a s e s )  of a l l  f i r m s ,  b u t  only 

16.8% of a l l  workers (214 of 1,283). Thus, t h e  t y p i c a l  Jewish shopkeeper 

employed only  one i n  s i x  workers,  by t h i s  t i m e  n e a r l y  a l l  n a t i v e  Costa 

Ricans. Those f i rms  which employed from 5 t o  20 workers made up 18.5% of a l l  

f i rms ,  w i th  23.1% of employees, while  those f i rms  employing over 20 workers 

accounted f o r  13% (19 cases )  of f i rms  b u t  f u l l y  60.2% (773) of workers. The 

l a r g e s t  of t hese  i n d u s t r i e s ,  a c lo th ing  manufacturing p l a n t ,  employed an  

average of 80 workers per  month dur ing  1952, while  t h e  community-wide employer 

average was b u t  2.7 workers. 

This s t o r y  of economic advance, a l b e i t  h igh ly  uneven and unequal,  dur ing  

t h e  1930s and 1940s has  continued along p a r a l l e l  l i n e s  i n t o  t h e  p re sen t .  'Ihe 

few major f i rms  w i t h i n  the  community f u r t h e r  acce l e ra t ed  t h e i r  expansion 

dur ing  the  1960s, thanks t o  t h e  s t imulus  of t h e  Cent ra l  American Common 

Market. Today, any f u r t h e r  expansion i s  inc reas ing ly  based on expor t s  t o  

e i t h e r  t he  United S t a t e s  o r  o t h e r  non- t rad i t iona l  markets i n  t h e  Caribbean. 

Perhaps t h e  s i n g l e  major divergence from t h e  p a t t e r n  revealed by t h e  1952 

employer census i s  t h a t  of t h e  emergence of a second gene ra t ion  of Jewish 

p ro fe s s iona l s  and academics s i n c e  the  e a r l y  19708, about  which we w i l l  have 

more t o  s ay  below. 

ANTI-SEMITISM I N  COSTA RICAN POLITICS 

Soon a f t e r  t h e i r  a r r i v a l  Po l i sh  J e w s  became a t o p i c  of gene ra l  s o c i a l  and 

p o l i t i c a l  commentary, no t  a l l  of i t  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  o r  favorable .  Those opposed 

t o  o r  simply c r i t i c a l  of t h i s  immigration d id  no t  immediately r e s o r t  t o  open 

anti-semitism of t he  kind which would l a t e r  s u r f a c e  i n  t h e  r h e t o r i c  of t h e  



"Pol i sh  plague" o r  "odious Jew" v a r i e t y .  However, as e a r l y  as 1936 t h e  

p o l i t i c a l  oppos i t ion  w a s  p i l l o r y i n g  the  t h r e e  time Pres ident  RLcardo Jim6nz 

f o r  h i s  "favori t ism" toward ques t ionable  immigration and "undesirable"  

elements.  In  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e i r  a t t a c k s  upon t h e  l e g a l i t y  of e a r l i e r  

immigration, t h e  c r i t i c s  a l leged  t h a t  t h e  peddlers  c a r r i e d  "Communist 

propoganda" i n  t h e i r  bundles ,  t h a t  upon e n t r y  they  had promised t o  become 

farmers  r a t h e r  than  merchants,  and t h a t  they  were undes i rab les  i n  gene ra l .  

Ult imately,  t he  commercial competi t ion o f f e red  by t h e  newcomers was t h e  source  

of most i r r i t a t i o n .  The o t h e r  charges ,  immigration i r r e g u l a r i t i e s  included,  

were s o  vague o r  f a n c i f u l  a s  t o  b e  e a s i l y  d ispa tched  w i t h  a pamphlet which was 

equa l ly  intended t o  r e b u t  t h e  charges and r i d i c u l e  those  making them. 10 

This i n i t i a l  polemic over t h e  "polacos" coincided w i t h  t h e  1936 

P r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n .  The winning candida te ,  t h e  conserva t ive  Le6n Cortbs,  

was c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h e  pub l i c  mind wi th  t h e  ant i -Jewish p o s i t i o n ,  a s  

we l l  as be ing  v i s c e r a l l y  anti-Jim6nez. Cort6s and h i s  admin i s t r a t i on  (1936- 

1940) have a l s o  been considered by h i s t o r i a n s  a s  perhaps t h e  h igh  p o i n t  of 

Costa Rican anti-semitism." Cort6s d i d  not  make t h e  Po l i sh  ques t ion  a major 

i s s u e  e a r l y  i n  h i s  term, l i m i t i n g  himself t o  t h e  naming of a German c i t i z e n ,  

Max Ef f inge r ,  t o  head the  immigration s e r v i c e .  Ef f inger  d i d ,  on occasion,  

deny e n t r y  t o  those  "not of Aryan race",  e t c . ,  b u t  even t h i s  p o l i c y  was 

circumvented q u i t e  f r equen t ly  by r e l a t i v e s  of those  a l r e a d y  r e s i d e n t  i n  Costa 

Rica . l2 Nevertheless ,  Cort4s d id  a l low some 159 Po l i sh  Jews t o  e n t e r  t h e  

country over h i s  f o u r  year  t e r m ,  a s i g n i f i c a n t  r educ t ion  from t h e  50180 per  

year  of t he  e a r l i e r  admin i s t r a t i on ,  b u t  ha rd ly  a r a d i c a l  c l o s i n g  of t h e  

borders .  Moreover, dur ing  t h e  1940 e l e c t i o n  campaign and t h e r e a f t e r  , t he  



C0rt4s admin i s t r a t i on  was a c t u a l l y  c r i t i c i z e d  by  t h e  triumphant candida te ,  

Rafael Angel Caldero'n Guardia, f o r  having been too  l a x  i n  t h i s  r ega rd .  13  

During the  waning months of h i s  admin i s t r a t i on  Cort4s had begun t o  

s t i f f e n  h i s  p o l i c i e s  on immigration and Jewish r e g i s t r a t i o n  and c o n t r o l  i n  

gene ra l .  In 199 only 14 Jewish immigrants were admitted and only  2 followed 

i n  1940, a r e s t r i c t i v e  po l i cy  which caused t h e  p r o t e s t  and i n t e r v e n t i o n  of 

P a r i s i a n  and North American Jewish o rgan iza t ions ,  t o  no a v a i l  .14 Cortes 

argued,  a s  would t h e  in-coming Pres ident  Calder6n, t h a t  r e s t r i c t i v e  

immigration p o l i c i e s  were n o t  anti-Jewish per  s e ,  and i n  any case  were needed 

t o  main ta in  t h e  na t ion ' s  "equi l ibr ium i n  i t s  s o c i a l  and economic l i f e . "  A t  

the  same time ( l a t e  1938 and e a r l y  1939), Cortbs ordered the  r e g i s t r a t i o n  of 

a l l  Jewish r e s i d e n t s ,  t h e i r  domic i le  and occupat ion,  without  eve r  achiev ing  

t h i s  end thanks t o  genera l ized  non-compliance on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  a f f ec t ed  

i n d i v i d u a l s  . 
The a t tempt  t o  r e g i s t e r  and "control"  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of Jews i n  gene ra l ,  

and Jewish merchants i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w a s  c a r r i e d  forward by Pres ident  Calder6n 

soon a f t e r  h i s  inaugura t ion  i n  1940. In f a c t ,  i n  h i s  inaugura l  address  

Calder6n accused h i s  predecessor  of having allowed " the  l a r g e s t  Po l i sh  

invas ion  of t h e  ~ o u n t r y " , ' ~  while  he i n s i s t e d  t h a t  "commerce should b e  t h e  

e n t e r p r i s e  of persons e s t ab l i shed  i n  t h e  count ry ,  t o  avoid t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

d i s l o y a l  competi t ion which, i n  t h e  p r a c t i c e ,  has  been shown t o  b e  the  g r e a t e s t  

t h r e a t  t o  Costa Ricans' p rospe r i ty .  "I6 Calder6n, a s  Cort6s b e f o r e  him, 

responded t o  t he  clamor on t h e  p a r t  of r e t a i l  merchants i n  gene ra l  (Spaniards,  

I Lebanese, and Germans i n  p a r t i c u l a r )  t o  l i m i t  t h e  "peddler" t r a d e .  Some 120 

I of t hese  "nat ional"  merchants17 demanded t h a t  Calder6n open a congressional  



i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t he  problem, t o  which he acceded by naming Deputy Ricardo 

Toledo t o  head t h e  Inves t iga t ive  Commission which would r e p o r t  i t s  f i n d i n g s  i n  

March 1941. This was, i n  f a c t ,  t he  h igh  p o i n t  of ove r t  ant i -semit ism i n  Costa 

Rica up u n t i l  t h a t  t ime, and no t  t h e  Cortds/Eff inger  yea r s  of vaguely pro-naz i  

symbolism. 

The p r i n c i p a l  recommendation of t h e  Investigative,Commission was a s  

sweeping a s  i t  w a s  unworkable. Jews should b e  g iven  res idency  upon promising 

no t  t o  work i n  commerce b u t  only i n  a g r i c u l t u r e  o r  i n d u s t r i e s  n o t  y e t  

developed l o c a l l y .  Con t r ad ic to ra l ly ,  a l l  Jews, a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t s  and c a p t a i n s  

of i ndus t ry  a s  we l l  as the  merchants,  were t o  b e  expel led one year  a f t e r  t h e  

conclusion of t h e  war i n  Europe. 18 

No f u r t h e r  s t e p s  were taken as a consequence of t h i s  l e g i s l a t i v e -  

i n v e s t i g a t i v e  e x e r c i s e ,  b u t  t h e  i s s u e  d i d  s u r f a c e  aga in ,  t o  a  l imi t ed  e x t e n t ,  

i n  t he  1944 P r e s i d e n t i a l  campaign. Cortbs r a n  aga in  and attempted t o  bu i ld  

upon h i s  "an t i -  polaco" image, while  t h e  o f f i c i a l  and winning candida te ,  

Teodoro Picado Michelski,  was openly pro-Jewish. Picado, of P o l i s h  Cathol ic  

background on h i s  mother's s i d e ,  had long been f r i e n d l y  w i t h  i n d i v i d u a l  Jewish 

f a m i l i e s  and b i t t e r l y  denounced Cortbs e a r l i e r  appointment of Ef f inger  t o  

supe rv i se  immigration .19 However, t h i s  sudden s h i f t  i n  p o l i t i c a l  

a l l i a n c e s ,  w i th  Jews now inc reas ing ly  i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h e  o f f i c i a l  p a r t y  and 

candida te  ("calderonismo" , headed momentarily by Picado) ,  was a s  misleading a s  

i t  was p o t e n t i a l l y  dangerous. With the  outbreak of c i v i l  war i n  1948, Costa 

Rican Jews were i n c r e a s i n g l y  a  c a p t i v e  a l l y  of t h e  o f f i c i a l  p a r t y  and a  t a r g e t  

f o r  a t t a c k  by  c e r t a i n  extreme f a c t i o n s  of t h e  oppos i t ion .  



The 1948 r evo lu t iona ry  movement led  by Josd Figueres opposed t h e  

r e e l e c t i o n  p re t ens ions  of Calder6n Guardia. The much d isputed  e l e c t i o n ,  under 

t h e  supe rv i s ion  of Pres ident  Picado's "calderonista"  admin i s t r a t i on ,  had 

p i t t e d  Calder6n a g a i n s t  t he  r i g h t i s t  candida te  O t i l i o  Ulate .  Figueres  and h i s  

small band of fo l lowers  claimed a n  Ulate  v i c t o r y  and e l e c t i o n  fraud by the  

pro-Calder6n admin i s t r a t i on .  Upon t h e i r  triumph, they  claimed, they  would 

i n s t a l l  Ulate  a s  P re s iden t ,  b u t  t h i s  they  would i n  f a c t  c a r r y  ou t  only a f t e r  

a n  eighteen-month i n t e r i m  "Junta" had ru led  by dec ree  and r e w r i t t e n  t h e  

Cons t i tu t ion .  

Ula te ,  a p r o v i n c i a l  p o l i t i c i a n  and newspaperman, had been assoc ia ted  wi th  

some of t h e  most outspoken "anti-polaco" p o s i t i o n s  dur ing  t h e  1940s. Ce r t a in  

of h i s  fo l lowers ,  as wi th  those of Figueres ,  were openly an t i - s emi t i c .  Ihe 

outbreak of bombings, t he  sacking of t h e  Jewish temple i n  San Jose  and s t r e e t  

g r a f f i t i  warning the  "Jewish dogs" convinced community l e a d e r s  of t h e  need f o r  

d i r e c t  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  midst  of a c i v i l  war which w a s  r a p i d l y  developing i n  

f avo r  of t h e  r e b e l s .  lPko of t h e  community's l e a d e r s ,  Salom6n Schif t e r  and 

David Sikora,  made t h e i r  way t o  t h e  advancing r e b e l  f o r c e s ,  encamped o u t s i d e  

of t h e  c a p i t a l ,  t o  meet wi th  Figueres and d i s c u s s  t h e  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  

f ac ing  Costa Rican ~ e w r y . ~ '  Figueres c a t e g o r i c a l l y  dec l a red  h i s  new 

government's i n t e n t i o n  t o  pu t  a s t o p  t o  t h e  out rages  and t o  r e s p e c t  i nd iv idua l  

l i b e r t i e s .  I h i s  was taken a s  a personal  guarantee  and g r e a t l y  f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e  

eighteen-month process  of t r a n s i t i o n .  Indeed, many have mistakenly come t o  

b e l i e v e  t h a t  Costa Rican Jews a r e  and always have been p a r t i s a n s  of Figueres 

and h i s  movement ( P a r t i d o  Liberaci6n National), j u s t  a s  t h e  r o l e s  of Jimenez, 

Corttls, and Calder6n have s o  o f t e n  been confused. To b e  s u r e ,  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  
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g r e a t  popu la r i t y  of Figueres among Jews d a t e s  from t h i s  i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n  t h e i r  

f a v o r ,  b u t  p r e c i s e l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  more i n t r a n s i g e n t  f a c t i o n s  w i t h i n  h i s  own 

r e b e l  fol lowing . 
Once t h e  In te r im Jun ta  l ed  by Figueres re turned  power t o  P re s iden t  Ulate, 

i n  l a t e  1949, t h e  "Pol ish question" resur faced  and l ed  t o  t h e  f i n a l  major wave 

of ant i -semit ism i n  modern Costa Rican p o l i t i c s .  Ulate  had c l e a r l y  expressed 

h i s  own view of Jews i n  a 1946 e d i t o r i a l .  Therein he pra ised  t h e  e a r l i e s t  

Jewish immigrants (Sephardic Jews?) "who made t h e  c o f f e e  groves f l o u r i s h  

copious ly ,  cont r ibu ted  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of i n d u s t r y ,  and i f  
some of them entered i n t o  commercial a c t i v i t i e s  they  d id  s o  
i n  l o y a l  competi t ion,  without  a d e s i r e  t o  absorb 
everything.  . . .Those who have introduced r a c i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s  
i n  manners and customs a r e  t h e  Po l i sh  Jews....They have a 
s e p a r a t e  s o c i a l  l i f e ,  they  marry without  t h e  contamination of 
c r e o l e  blood,  and even i n  d e a t h  they  p r e f e r  t h a t  t hey  be 
covered i n  t h e i r  cemeter ies  by a d i r t  d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  
which covers  o t h e r  mor ta l s .  'Ihose a r e  r a c i a l  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  
and Costa Ricans a r e  n o t  t h e  ones who a r e  making them....They 
have n o t  come t o  c r e a t e  weal th  b u t  t o  d r a i n  i t  away and t o  
t r y  t o  t ake  over n a t i o n a l  and long-standing f o r e i g n  
t rade . .  . .& i the r  have they  come t o  r a i s e  up b u i l d i n g s ,  b u t  
r a t h e r  t o  make more grave  the  housing problem f o r  Costa 
Ricans...they have undertaken mass n a t u r a l i z a t i o n s ,  no t  o u t  
of convic t ion  nor l ove  f o r  t h e  land which s h e l t e r s  them, b u t  
ou t  of c a l c u l a t i o n  and wi th  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  of t h e  l o c a l  
Communists ( t h e  Picado admin i s t r a t i on? ) ,  which t i e s  them t o  
t h e  na t ion ' s  p o l i t i c s  and makes them l i t t l e  loved by  p u b l i c  
opinion..  ..They do  not  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  solving any 
problems,...(but) c o n s t i t u t e  one of t he  g r e a t e s t  plagues 
which we suffer....You ( t h e  Jews) should n o t  b e  i r r i t a t e d  by 
t h e  complaints of Costa Ricans; you have l e f t  them wi thout  
homes t o  l i v e  i n ,  you a r e  taking from them one of t h e  few 
prosperous a c i t i v i t e s  of t he  p re sen t  day; you do n o t  i n v e s t ,  
nor produce; you t r y  t o  c r e a t e  monopolies i n  some a r e a s  of 
commerce....Go t o  t h e  count rys ide ,  a s  you promised when you 
en tered  the  country; work t h e  l a  , g i v e  evidence t h a t  you 
want t o  be product ive elements.  "P 11 2 

The vanguard of t h e  an t i -Po l i sh  campaign was a so-called " P a t r i o t i c  

Junta" of merchants,  l e d  by one Alejandro Garcia A. 'Ihis "grey eminence" of 



Costa Rican anti-semitism had r e l i eved  himself of a l l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  by 

arguing t h a t  " Jews  a r e  repudiated because they themselves a r e  odius  i n  t h e i r  

way of l i f e . "  La te r ,  he would even claim t h a t  Jose  Figueres had "sold out" t o  

t h e  Jewish colony. 22 

This p a r t i c u l a r  campaign came t o  a head i n  l a t e  1951 and e a r l y  1952 w i t h  

pub l i c  demonstrat ions a g a i n s t  Jewish commerce, i n  May 1952, and bomb a t t a c k s  

a g a i n s t  two merchants' s t o r e s  i n  June. Then P res iden t  Ula te  and h i s  Foreign 

Minister  (and l a t e r  Pres ident )  B r i o  Echandi even tua l ly  stopped t h i s  campiagn, 

b u t  no t  u n t i l  ex t ens ive  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r epo r t ing  and a v i s i t  by Rabbi Maurice 

Perizweig of t h e  World Jewish Council of New York had made i t  a p o l i t i c a l  

l i a b i l i t y .  Perhaps the  most r evea l ing ,  and damaging, r e p o r t  was t h e  s t o r y  

which appeared i n  t h e  New York nmes under t h e  grave  t i t l e  "Costa Rican Jews 

Under Attack ." Author Sidney Gruson repor ted  t h a t  : 

" m e  campaign began wi th  t h e  Jewish New Year of l a s t  
September (1951), supposedly by a group c a l l e d  the  ' P a t r i o t i c  
Junta ' ,  w i th  an t i - semi t ic  propoganda i n  t h e  newspapers payed 
f o r  by t h e  Junta  ( a  f r o n t  f o r  t he  more powerful merchants who 
suppor t  t h e  campaign)...; t h e r e  a r e  n e a r l y  1,250 Jews i n  250 
f a m i l i e s  i n  a Costa Rican popula t ion  of 800,000...98% l i v e  i n  
San Jose  (and work) i n  t h e  t e x t i l e  i n d u s t r y  and r e t a i l  
t rade . .  . S i m i l a r  campaigns were suf foca ted  i n  1934 and 1949, 
by t h e  then  P res iden t s  (Jim6nez and Figueres) .  . . .Both Ulate 
and ( h i s  Foreign Minister)  Mario Echandi were implicated i n  
t he  acceptance of t h e  campaign....In an  in t e rv i ew Mr. Echandi 
s a id  t h a t  t h e  campaign w a s  no t  a g a i n s t  J e w s  of non-Polish 
o r i g i n ,  who had i d e n t i f i e d  themselves w i t h  t h e  n a t i o n  by 
means of marr iage o r  i n  o the r  ways. It i s  a g a i n s t  those  wh 
have no con tac t  w i th  Costa Rica o u t s i d e  of t h e i r  commerce. t r 9 3  

After  t he  1952 a f f a i r  never aga in  would ant i -semit ism b e  s o  openly 

expressed o r  t o l e r a t e d  i n  Costa Rican p o l i t i c s .  One o r  two v e r y  minor 

exchanges of opinion between P a l e s t i n i a n  and Jewish f i g u r e s  would be  repor ted  

i n  t he  l o c a l  p re s s ,24  b u t  no longer  would l o c a l  commercial compet i tors  f i n d  



p o l i t i c a l  f o r c e s  w i l l i n g  t o  s e rve  a s  spokesmen f o r  an t i - s emi t i c  views. 

b r e o v e r ,  t h e  l o c a l  Cathol ic  h i e ra rchy  adopted a remarkably pro-Jewish 

p o s i t i o n  e a r l y  on and never took any a c t i v e  r o l e  i n  t hese  campaigns.25 An 

accu ra t e ,  i f  whimsical,  r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  d e c l i n e  t o  near  i r r e l e v a n c e  of t h e  

"Jewish quest ion" i n  Costa Rican p o l i t i c s  can b e  seen  i n  t he  popular 

j o c u l a r i t y  regarding t h e  l o c a l  "Arab/Israel i"  c o n f l i c t  of 1978. In t h e  

P r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  campaign of t h a t  year  a major oppos i t ion  candida te  was 

of Lebanese o r i g i n  while  t h e  wife  of t h e  o f f i c i a l  p a r t y  candida te  was of 

Jewish descen t  (of t h e  Yankelewitz fami ly  c o i n c i d e n t a l l y ) .  Such a sense  of 

e t h n i c  humor would have no doubt been hard f o r  many p a r t i c i p a n t s  of t h e  

p o l i t i c a l  b a t t l e s  of t h e  1930-1952 period t o  app rec i a t e .  

POSTSCRIPT : CONTEMPORARY COSTA RICAN JEWRY 

Since the  1950s Costa Rican Jewry has  no t  only escaped d i r e c t  p o l i t i c a l  

a t t a c k ,  i t  has witnessed major i n t e r n a l  change a s  we l l .  From a colony of 

p e t t y  merchants and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  congregated c l o s e  t o  t he  c e n t r a l  market 

d i s t r i c t  of San Josd, t h e  community has evolved toward g r e a t e r  r e s i d e n t i a l  and 

occupat iona l  complexity.  Perhaps most important  has  been the  r ap id  development 

of second and t h i r d  gene ra t ion  p ro fe s s iona l s  f a r  ou t  of propor t ion  t o  t h e  

community's s i z e ,  l eav ing  behind shopkeeping a s  t he  t y p i c a l  Jewish 

occupat ion.  b r e o v e r ,  community i n s t i t u t i o n s  beyond t h e  synagogue ( f i r s t  

founded i n  1932 and moved t o  t he  p re sen t  s i t e  i n  1955) and the  "Centro 

I s r a e l i t a  S i o n i s t a  d e  Costa Rica" (founded i n  1931-32 and reformed 

d e f i n i t i v e l y  i n  1934 a f  ter some i n t e r n a l  d i s c o r d )  have been consol ida ted ,  

p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  community school  (Escuela D r .  Jaim Weizman), founded i n  1960 



and now inc luding  k indergar ten ,  primary and secondary schools .  This has 

tended t o  o f f s e t ,  t o  some e x t e n t ,  a  no tab le  s e c u l a r i z a t i o n  and a c c u l t u r a t i o n  

of t h a t  same second gene ra t ion  of p ro fe s s iona l s  and academics, away from 

t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o s i t y  and community insu lar i sm.  

Both t h e  1941 and 1952 censuses of Jewish occupat ions showed an  

overwhelming merchan t / i ndus t r i a l  ma jo r i t y  among a d u l t  males.  By t h e  l a t e  

1970s, however, Jewish surnames were inc reas ing ly  prominent i n  Costa Rican 

p ro fe s s iona l  c i r c l e s .  In an  informal  survey of membership among l ead ing  

p ro fe s s iona l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  i n  1978, Costa Rican Jews, only 0.08% of t he  

n a t i o n a l  popula t ion ,  accounted f o r  1.6% (23) of i t s  medical d o c t o r s ,  2% (3 )  of 

i t s  a r c h i t e c t s ,  1.2% (10)  of t he  c i v i l  engineers ,  10% (10) of t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  

engineers ,  2% ( 3 )  of t h e  mechanical engineers ,  b u t  only 0.2% (5) of t h e  more 

c r e o l e 4  ominated and t r ad  i t ion-b ound l e g a l  p ro fe s s ion  .26 This movement i n t o  

the  f r e e  p ro fe s s ions  has been p a r a l l e l e d ,  and perhaps even exceeded, i n  t h e  

ranks of u n i v e r s i t y  academics, where Jewish men and women of l e t t e r s  have 

occupied leading  p o s i t i o n s  s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y  1970s. However much t h i s  d ive rgen t  

gene ra t iona l  experience has t r i e d  f a m i l i a l  and community harmony, i t s  e f f e c t  

society-wide has been q u i t e  p o s i t i v e .  In a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  obvious c o n t r i b u t i o n  

t o  t h e  n a t i o n a l  s o c i e t y  and economy, t h e  emergence of a  second gene ra t ion  of 

p ro fe s s iona l s  has  r a d i c a l l y  a l t e r e d  the  h o s t  s o c i e t y ' s  percept ion  of t h e  

Jewish community. No longer  l imi t ed  t o  t he  h igh ly  v i s i b l e  and coveted 

a c t i v i t i e s  of r e t a i l  t r a d e  i n  t e x t i l e s ,  Costa Rican Jews have outgrown t h e  

scapegoat r o l e  i n  l o c a l  p o l i t i c s  which dogged t h e i r  f o o t s t e p s  i n  t he  1930s and 



Today, a s  i n  t he  p a s t ,  Costa Rican Jewry has tended t o  adopt a uni ted 

p o l i t i c a l  s t ance  only v i s  a v i s  t h e  ques t ion  of t h e  s t a t e  of I s r a e l .  As  e a r l y  

as 1943 t h e r e  was a l o c a l  "Pro-Palestine Committee", which gained t h e  support  

of Costa Rican i n t e l l e c t u a l s  a s  we11 .27 A v e r y  few youth a c t u a l l y  e n l i s t e d  i n  

t h e  far-off s t r u g g l e ,  whi le  most co l labora ted  more i n d i r e c t l y  sending funds t o  

t he  New York and P a l e s t i n e  headquar te rs  of t h e  movement.28 In October 1947 

Moshh Gurany, r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t h e  Jewish Agency i n  P a l e s t i n e  v i s i t e d  the  

Costa Rican community and was a l s o  gree ted  p u b l i c l y  by Pres ident  Picado, who 

expressed h i s  support  f o r  t h e  I s r a e l i  cause which was t o  triumph t h e  fol lowing 

year  .29 This occasion was marked wi th  g r e a t  f e s t i v i t y  and thanksgiving by 

Costa Rican Jews, as the  major l o c a l  newspapers of t h e  t i m e  bea r  wi tness .  3 0 

However, none of t h e  more ambit ious a t tempts  a t  a Z ion i s t  p o l i c y  of emigra t ion  

from Costa Rica t o  I s r a e l  proved notab ly  succes s fu l  among t h e  youth of t he  

community . 
Costa Rica's r e l a t i o n s  wi th  t h e  s t a t e  of I s r a e l  have been v e r y  c l o s e  and 

f r i e n d l y  s i n c e  1948. Instrumental  i n  t h i s  development, a s  w e l l  as i n  defus ing  

l o c a l  ant i -semit ism a f t e r  1948, was Figueres' a s s o c i a t e s  i n  t h e  founding of 

"Liberaci6n Nacional", Luis Alberto Monge and Benjamin Nufiez Monge t h e  

c u r r e n t  P re s iden t  of Costa Rica (and t h e  unsuccessful  1978 candida te  whose 

wife  , Doris Yankelewitz , was the  o b j e c t  of t h e  "Arab/Israel i"  d i s c u s s i o n  

mentioned above),  was t h e  na t ion ' s  f i r s t  Ambassador of I s r a e l ,  and he and h i s  

wi fe  have remained a c t i v e  i n  b i - l a t e r a l  r e l a t i o n s  s i n c e  then.  Nufiez, a 

Cathol ic  p r i e s t  and l a b o r  o rgan ize r ,  l i kewise  formed p a r t  of t h e  1948-1949 

i n t e r i m  Junta  government of Figueres and would l a t e r  s e r v e  a s  Ambassador t o  

I s r a e l .  Perhaps the  h igh  p o i n t  of a f f e c t i v e  t ies between Costa Rican Jews and 



I s r a e l  w a s  reached wi th  the  S t a t e  v i s i t  of then  Foreign Minister  and now Prime 

Minister  Yitzak Shamir t o  Costa Rica i n  Mid-1982. Continued amicable 

r e l a t i o n s  a r e  based on b e n e f i c i a l  coopera t ive  arrangements i n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  and 

i n d u s t r i a l  development w i th  t h e  Costa Rican government, a s  much a s  on l o c a l  

Jewish sympathy and support  f o r  I s r a e l .  

Despi te  t h e  o f t e n  rumored i n c r e a s e  i n  I s r a e l i  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  and arms 

supply t o  right-wing regimes i n  Cent ra l  America, and the  an t i -Z ion i s t  and pro- 

P a l e s t i n i a n  p o s i t i o n s  of Nicaragua's Sandin is ta  government, Costa Rica's 

r e l a t i o n s  wi th  t h e  Jewish s t a t e  and t h e  l o c a l  community's t i e s  have no t  become 

a n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e  of any s i g n i f i c a n c e .  b r e o v e r ,  t h e  a l l e g e d l y  a n t i -  

Jewish a c t s  of t h e  e a r l y  Sandin is ta  period i n  Nicaragua o f f e r  more of a  

p a r a l l e l  w i t h  Costa Rican r evo lu t iona ry  upheaval i n  1948 than  today. PJot  on ly  

i s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  c l ima te  of contemporary Costa Rica r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from 

t h a t  of i t s  neighbor,  b u t  t h e  Jewish community i s  f a r  l a r g e r ,  more 

heterogeneous and s e t t l e d - i n  than  i t s  i l l - f a t e d  and miniscule  Nicaraguan 

coun te rpa r t .  To b e  s u r e ,  weal th  i n  g e n e r a l ,  and Jewish weal th  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

has  i t s  d e t r a c t o r s  i n  Costa Rican p o l i t i c s ,  and t h e r e  undoubtedly i s  

cons iderable  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  a  f u t u r e  r e v i v a l  of an t i - s emi t i c  p o l i t i c s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  p a r t  of a  r i g h t i s t  r ad i ca l i sm coming out  of t he  worst  pre-1948 

o l i g a r c h i c a l  t r a d i t i o n .  b r e o v e r ,  t h i s  same o l iga rchy ,  a s  w e l l  as segments of 

t h e  urban middle c l a s s ,  main ta in  a  c e r t a i n  degree  of resentment toward Jews, 

on t h e  b a s i s  of t h e i r  much commented m a r i t a l  endogamy, a s  w e l l  a s  t h a t  of 

t h e i r  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  educa t iona l  and p ro fe s s iona l  achievements i n  

competetive f i e l d s  . 



A l l  of t hese  f a c t o r s  notwithstanding,  Costa Rican Jewry and i t s  prospec ts  

appear r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  f a t e  genuinely feared  i n  t h e  mob-ruled 

sp r ing  of 1948. Community s t a b i l i t y  and permanence i s  based on the  legacy of 

the  e a r l y  and s u b s t a n t i a l  " s h t e i t l "  immigration from Poland, a s  w e l l  a s  on t h e  

inc reas ing  he terogenei ty  w i th in  t h e  colony s i n c e  t h e  1960s. Such a 

contemorary f a t e  and f u t u r e  c e r t a i n l y  were t h e  d r i v i n g  f o r c e  behind t h e  e a r l y  

immigrants, t he  s a c r i f i c e s  of t h e  "klapper" merchants,  and t h e i r  reunion wi th  

fami ly  members l e f t  behind v e r y  s h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r .  
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