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ABSTRACT 

Using concepts from cognitive anthropology and from social/cognitive 

psychology, an analysis will be made of the gender system in Costa Rican society. A 

qualitative analysis will be made of the traditionally collected ethnographic data. A 

quantitative analysis of psycholinguistic survey materials will also be made. The 

combination of these methods and theoretical approaches will add to and expand on 

the results available from either one done alone. In discussing the gender stereotypes 

of Costa Rican society in historical and contemporary contexts, challenges to that 

cultural model resulting from the Costa Rican's women movement will be discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis will discuss gender stereotypes in Costa Rica. I will present the 

findings of my investigations into this aspect of Costa Rican social life, which I 

researched using different methodologies. I took this sort of approach to try to fill in, 

with fuller details, the emic reality (or local understandings) of gender stereotypes. 

By using different methodologies to investigate the same phenomena I intended to 

provide a more complete understanding of the subject. 

My decision to research in this way was based partly on time and financial 

constraints and partly on my theoretical leanings. Influenced by such paradigms as 

social constructionism (Berger and Luckmann 1966), language and culture, 

ethnolinguistics (Shaul and Furbee 1998), and social/cognitive psychology, or social 

cognition (Ostrum 1984, Morgan and Schwalbe 1990) I looked for a topic that was 

amenable to this kind of research. The time constraints that I faced also pushed me to 

focus on a smaller area of inquiry. With these limitations, I found the best way to 

make sense of a part of the Costa Rican world was to concern myself with one aspect 

of culture and use various kinds of observations. 

Consequently, I chose the gender stereotypes of Costa Ricans as a starting 

point. To figure out what it is to be a woman or a man in that society could 

encompass the total culture and society. In researching this topic I will describe the 

gender system and gender stereotypes in Costa Rican society, based both on field 



research done in the summer of 1998 and on an extensive literature review. I will 

also employ my own and other recent data to discuss the changes that have taken 

place in recent years. I will utilize several methods of analysis. After a review of the 

theoretical perspectives involved, I will use the data to write an ethnographic 

summary. In it, I will discuss traditional and contemporary trends in gender 

stereotypes, and the women's movement in Costa Rica. Second, I will discuss 

contemporary gender stereotypes and relations, based on a survey of young adults 

that I took. Finally, I will analyze changes in gender stereotypes, in relation to the 

changes in the rest of society. In using this approach, I hope to contribute to 

anthropological theory by combining it with the perspectives of social/cognitive 

psychology and social constructionism. 

In the summer of 1998,1 went to Costa Rica to collect data for my thesis 

project. I enrolled in an internship program at a place called ICADS (The Institute 

for Central American Development Studies). They concern themselves with issues of 

social justice such as the environment, international development, and the women's 

human rights movement. The program was ten weeks long, including an initial three-

week period of intensive Spanish lessons. During the days of language practice, we 

also had guest lecturers come in and give presentations over topics of concern for the 

Institute. The program directors also met with the students and arranged meetings 

and internships around the country for them. 

I left on June 1 for San Jose, the capital of Costa Rica. When I arrived in the 

country it was nighttime. The place did not seem too unusual, but that was because I 



felt very anxious at being in another country. At the house where my host family 

lived, I found a small but comfortable home with all of the electronic accoutrements 

that can be found in my own parents' home. A television with cable access, a VCR, 

and stereo sound entertained the Gomez family. There was Roberto and Karol (the 

parents), Andrea and Mariana (sisters, age 19 and 11, respectively), and Roberto Jr. 

(the son, age 17). They had a three-bedroom, two-story house in the neighborhood of 

San Ramon de Tres Rios. That first night I gave them a few tiny gifts I had brought 

and showed them pictures of my own family. The conversation was mild and short 

but Roberto and Andrea were fluent in English. 

In the morning, the sun rose at about 4:45 A.M. It was a little disorienting. 

Before I looked at my clock I thought that I had overslept. Breakfast was bananas, 

oatmeal, and bread and butter. I began that morning the battle with the showerhead 

for hot water. They did not have a water heater (as most Costa Ricans did not either); 

instead there was a showerhead that heated the water as it passed through it. They 

had instructed me on how to achieve best results but it would be a few weeks until I 

actually got the hang of it. 

I took the bus to ICADS escorted by Roberto Jr. It was another activity that I 

would have to become accustomed to. The bus was literally packed when it stopped 

for us. That did not keep it from stopping and picking up each person that wanted a 

ride. To get off the bus is an art, from getting the bus to stop (the signals in the bus 

are usually broken), to getting out of a sardine-can bus before the driver takes off 

again. ICADS was at the end of a guarded street in an upscale neighborhood. I was 



impressed by the luxury of the building and yard. Later, I came to realize that the 

surroundings were part of attracting students from the United States who were used 

to such luxuries. 

Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

The ethnographic report will take into account the postmodernist point of 

view that "culture is contested, temporal, and emergent" (Clifford and Marcus 1986: 

19). I will try to deal with the shortcomings of my ethnographic data, due to time 

limitations and inexperience, by relying on the existing body of literature. I realize 

that the information that I was able to collect is not representative of the larger 

culture, as it was mostly through opportunistic meetings that I was able to collect 

data, and within a limited geographic area. However, I do not feel that these 

limitations completely disqualify the data, or make my conclusions less interesting. 

I collected my data in Costa Rica for about two months during the summer of 

1998.1 used participant observation to the extent of my ability, and interviewed as 

many people as possible to collect data. In doing so I had in mind a cognitive 

definition of culture which treats culture as information instead of behavior. "For 

anthropologists this meant that the seemingly infinite variety of human behavior 

could be understood in terms of cultural rules learned by individuals in society" 

(Hunn 1989: 244). This idea drove me to do research assuming there is a scheme 

(Casson 1983) or grammar (Shaul and Furbee 1998: 139) that one learns as a Costa 

Rican, regarding gender stereotypes and relations. I also tried to be sensitive to 



context, and to the individual's experience in relating his/her responses to my 

inquiries into larger social trends. 

The survey I designed to collect data also had this cognitive conception of 

culture. It was used to collect psycholinguistic data. It is a replication, in part, of 

Osgood's work (Osgood, May, and Miron 1975). 

Research Plan and Design 

The fieldwork to gather the data for this project was gathered during the 

summer of 1998 in and around the city of San Jose, Costa Rica. In over twenty 

interviews I collected data that will be used to write the ethnography. I will put 

gender stereotypes and relations in Costa Rica into the context of the society in 

general. In describing contemporary conditions, I will detail the activities of the 

women's movement in Latin America and in Costa Rica. This will include recent 

changes in the legal status of women in the republic. 

The psycholinguistic data will describe the findings from the semantic 

differential scales used in 1998. These findings will be explained in the context of 

affect control theory (Heise 1987, MacKinnon 1989), which is an extension and 

conglomeration of theoretical perspectives in social constructionism, symbolic 

interactionism, and social/cognitive psychology. The responses of men and women 

in these surveys will provide a link between the macro-level, or structural meanings 

of social items in the culture, and the micro-level, or subjective meanings. 



CHAPTER n 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

I will begin at the level of undifferentiated human cognition in an 

evolutionary perspective. Although I do not intend to give a biological explanation 

for gender stereotypes, this will help to illustrate why I chose certain theoretical 

perspectives that I consider to be basic. My reasoning for this rises out of the need to 

consider stereotypes as a human universal/psychological process. I will move from 

there to a discussion of the human cognizer in a social setting and the relation of 

cognition and affect in human motivation. The reality of the social world in "social 

facts" will then be considered. Finally, I will address the postmodernist's admonition 

to limit generalization and consider the experience of the individual as primary in 

what is called culture. 

Evolutionary Psvchology 

Western philosophy has debated the nature of learning since pre-Socratic 

times. On one side of the debate were the Empiricists, going back to Parmenides, and 

having greatest expression in the works of Aristotle. Aristotle's notion of "'Tabula 

Rasa'" was later adopted by the British empiricists such as Locke, Berkeley, and 

Hume. On the other side of the debate were Protagoras, Socrates, and Plato. These 

thinkers argued for the existence of innate features in the human mind as central to 

the experience of reality. This difference in theoretical perspectives regarding the 



nature of learning has continued in modern science. As outlined above, the 

empiricists believed that what was in one's mind was first experienced as a 

phenomenon external to the person. 

Anthropology's general conception of culture as learned "traditions, customs, 

. . . that govern beliefs and behaviors" (Kottak 1997: 2) would be a phenomenon of 

this type. This is directly opposed to the notion of those that posit that the 

arrangement of the experience is, at least in part, the product of innate mechanisms 

in the psychological endowment. These nativist arguments imply that the cognitive 

architecture will pick up certain properties of the environment and will report on 

them. This is an argument for domain-specificity (Tooby and Cosmides 1989) and 

mental modularity (Fodor 1983) in cognition. 

Domain specificity refers to the "frame problem" (Tooby and Cosmides 

1994) in cognitive science. What information is must be defined so that the 

mechanisms recognizing and processing it can function. The information-processing 

paradigm prominent in cognitive science and psychology (Stillings et al. 1991) 

likens the human cognitive system to a series of information processes. As is the 

case for all information processors, there must be some limiting factor that defines 

what will be attended to by the processor. 

In an evolutionary perspective, the function of a physiological or other 

mechanism must be taken into account. The same is true of psychological 

mechanisms in evolutionary psychology. Given that adaptation to the environment 

depends on the information that an organism possesses, the information processes 



must be adaptive if they are to survive. Furthermore, these processes must be 

domain-specific because of the variability of the environment; one general-purpose 

solution is not going to solve all problems regardless of context (Cosmides and 

Tooby 1994). Another important note is that domain-specific processes/processors 

can operate with incomplete information (Cosmides and Tooby 1994), a fact that 

will be discussed in more detail below. 

Fodor (1983) argued that the human mental architecture has domain-specific 

aspects of information processing. In his theory of mental modules, he suggested that 

the human cognitive system is like a series of somewhat independent modules each 

with a specific function. Fodor extended this insight to include other cognitive 

functions of the mind by proposing "boundaries among the major components of the 

cognitive architecture . . . drawn in a principled way using a combination of 

computational and biological criteria" (1983: 76). One such device hypothesized by 

his colleague, Noam Chomsky, is the language acquisition device (LAD) or 

"universal grammar" (1957). It is argued that there is an innate capacity that allows 

humans to learn a language. This would be one sort of mental module that functions 

to a certain end. 

Psychological features of the human mind temper the plasticity assumed of 

the individual. Domain-specific properties operate on information of a certain type. 

Domain-general properties "are assumed to operate uniformly, no matter what 

content, subject matter, or domain of life experience they are operating on" 

(Cosmides and Tooby 1994: 133). This is the general view of the mind in the social 



sciences, excluding psychology. This belief in general-purpose mechanisms that are 

content-free and structured by experience is part of an intellectual legacy which 

persists to the present day. 

This insight brings me to the point that the information processes in the mind 

are researchable according to function. In fact, to view the mind as an information 

processor is to designate its functionality. Furthermore, to construe the mind as 

functional and as having functions in light of evolutionary theory is to consider the 

functions of the mind as adaptations to the environment that emerged through the 

process of natural selection. This is the fundamental insight of the emerging field of 

evolutionary psychology. 

Generality in the processing of information in a living organism is not 

efficient or adaptive. A domain-general process will have to search the memory 

stores for a much longer time than a domain-specific process. This necessitates 

specialization and predetermines what type of information (which is potentially 

limitless) will be extracted from the environment. In addition to the domain-specific 

processes that extract certain kinds of information from the environment, there must 

be processes that categorize the information and integrate it into the representations 

that we experience on a conscious level. This property of the cognitive structure is 

called "generativity" (Brewer and Nakamura 1995). It refers to the "active" and 

"purposive" aspects of cognition. This is the aspect of human cognitive structures 

that allow for action and interpretation when information is incomplete. An 

information process that is domain-general will not be able to make accurate 



predictions. It would be functionally weak and maladaptive, and should not be 

considered as a valid concept. 

The stochastic process of natural selection results in the preservation of a 

trait, based on how well it functions in that environment. If the "frame problem" is 

applied to the question of the function of an organism's information processes, the 

nature of the adaptive problem that a cognitive function was designed to solve begins 

to emerge. This is the main process and theory of evolutionary psychology 

(Cosmides and Tooby 1994, Pinker 1998). 

Social Cognition 

What I want to emphasize in this discussion is the centrality of the cognitive 

processes and representations in the thought processes of humans in a social setting. 

An individual's stereotypes will constrain what can be represented about an item, 

and they are part of every person's mental apparatus. This is very important for how 

we consider larger social entities. To consider the dynamics of society at a structural, 

or macro-level, begs for explanation at the level of the individual's representation of, 

and role in, the phenomena. At some point, the connection may be made linking the 

individual to the macro-social level, but it cannot be done without careful 

consideration of the cognitive processes in the individual. 

The way in which we interpret and try to comprehend such social 
events- that is social cognition- is in principle no different from the way in 
which we interpret and try to comprehend any event whatsoever, whether 
social or not. (Gleitman 1992: 306) 
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The cognitive architecture of the human mind, in general, functions similarly 

when referring to either a natural or a social object (Ostrom 1984). However, when 

the issue of meaning and knowledge is introduced, the social nature of cognition 

becomes a central feature. At the general/theoretical level, items will be perceived, 

processed, and memorized to the extent determined by innate features and 

motivations derived from experience. In the social setting, meanings will be attached 

and attended to differentially, for a variety of reasons, including goals (Srull and 

Wyer 1986), motivation (Kunda 1990), and busyness (Hastie and Pennington 1993). 

Categorization of objects is a way of treating two or more objects as in some 

way equivalent, to constitute and access knowledge and make predictions (Medin 

1989). Stereotypes are constructs that accomplish categorization. An accepted 

version of the concept is: 

. . . that a stereotype is a consensual belief held by members of one group 
concerning the characteristics of members of another group . . . it is also a 
theory about how members of another group look, think, and act, and how 
and why these attributes are linked together, (von Hippel, Sekaquaptewa, and 
Vargas 1995: 178) 

This provides a conceptual background for referring to these properties and their 

manifestations, in the beliefs of the group in question. 

Stereotypes are like a frame (Minsky 1986: 245) into which information is 

assimilated and which suggests the interrelationship of the parts of the frame. 

Another name for this more generalized mental structure is "Schema" (Bartlett 

1932). According to Neisser (1982: 211) schemas are "the medium by which the past 

affects the future". In this manner, we can operate on ambiguous and incomplete 

11 



information. This is tantamount to a theory-driven approach to interpreting 

phenomena. In such a way humans "tend to disambiguate social information" (von 

Hippel etal. 1995: 187). 

Studies have shown that our stereotypes can and do affect the quality and 

quantity of processed stimulus information (Moscovici and Personnaz 1991, 

McGurk and McDonald 1976). It is also important to note that "we cannot process 

information for which we do not have schemas" (Neisser 1982: 214) in relation to 

the previous discussion of the plasticity of the human mind. 

The "schematicity" or "chronicity" (Srull and Wyer 1986) of a stereotype is 

central to understanding its representation and processing. The more reliant that an 

individual is on her stereotypes to perceive and interpret information, the more 

schematic they are said to be for that domain of experience. An example would be 

the performance of an expert at her specialty. She performs that task well because 

the mental schema is readily available and active. The same applies to thinking about 

others as if using a stereotype. It is important also to note that, "When schemas are 

necessary for comprehension people seem unable to reinterpret information that has 

been schematically encoded" (von Hippel et al. 1995: 190). 

There is an infinity of information in the environment, even with various 

levels of selective, domain-specific processes operating. Therefore, we can 

understand stereotypes as a means of organizing experience in an additive and 

subtractive way. Piaget's theory of cognitive development (1952) explains that the 

dual processes of assimilation and accommodation account for the formation, 

12 



maintenance, and revision of schemas or stereotypes (Gleitman 1992: 361). A 

stereotype fills in missing information and eliminates other types of information in 

the service of efficiency and minimal effort. The "cognitive miser" principle (Medin 

1989) states that the human information processing system will use a minimum of 

effort in reaching an understanding of phenomena. Here it is useful to think of 

stereotypes and schemas as heuristics, whose properties are that, "they are 

judgmental procedures that overemphasize particular properties of the data and 

ignore other properties . . . " (Sherman and Corty 1994: 117). 

Stereotypes are very resistant to change (von Hippel et al. 1995). For an 

individual case to change the root attributes of a particular representative stereotype, 

the target (stereotyped item) must be very typical in other aspects of the general case 

(Johnston and Hewstone 1992). The person categorizing the individual 

representative will also need to have some sort of goal of individuation or motivation 

towards accuracy in impression formation. Otherwise she will not escape the 

confines of the stereotype (Srull and Wyer 1986). Understandably, if a construct is 

highly generalized, it will be able to account for some degree of variability in 

information. 

The most likely response to experiences that would disconfirm the larger 

stereotype is for the person to subtype (Johnston and Hewstone 1992). This amounts 

to a sub-category into which the atypical individual(s) will fit. However, stereotype 

revision is likely to occur in response to stereotype-inconsistent information 

involving common traits among many members of a stereotyped group (Johnston 
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and Hewstone 1992). Only if a trait observed in many members of a group is both 

diagnostic and erroneous, is the stereotype is likely to change (Beike and Sherman 

1994). This scenario is unlikely however; given the fact those stereotypes have a 

"kernel of truth" and are somewhat accurate in describing their referents. 

Cognition and Affect 

Meaning is more than just cognitive. It also has aspects that encompass the 

affectual, or emotional. "Affect registers out reactions to objects and events around 

us and our successes and failures in dealing with them . . ."(MacKinnon 1994: 9). 

Osgood (1974, 1975) argued that affect is the "other side of the coin" with cognition, 

that forms our stereotypes. The theoretic relation of cognition and affect in 

social/cognitive psychological research is similar to this (Clore, Schwarz, and 

Conway 1994). In Chapter IV, this concept will be discussed and applied in terms of 

"Affect Control Theory" (Heise 1987) where affect will be considered a central 

component in human motivation. According to one proponent of this view, "affect is 

the dynamic principle of human motivation, mobilizing action in the search for 

functional or gratifying experiences and the avoidance of dysfuctional of displeasing 

ones" (MacKinnon 1994: 9). This topic will be further discussed in Chapter V. 

Gender Stereotypes 

Gender stereotypes are a special case of stereotypes and have peculiar 

qualities that differentiate them from others. They refer to the characteristics of 
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males and females (Kottak 1997: 316), indicating the salience of (biological) sex at 

the level of perception. One's gender is high in importance for fundamental identity. 

It is one of the key differentiating factors in human societies and the basis for 

division of labor. Therefore, this particular cognitive construct is indelibly and 

deeply linked with every aspect of a group's mental organization, and hence, social 

life. 

This deep link may be based on motivational factors arising from 

rationalization processes (Hoffman and Hurst 1990). That is, the gender stereotypes 

have a component not based on the perception of the other gender, but instead on a 

belief in the correctness of the concepts. In a longitudinal study relevant to this 

discussion, Robert Stoller (1992) found that a mutilated male that was socialized and 

raised as a female did not have any pronounced dispositions toward male qualities. 

The study provides evidence for the primacy of socially shared and constructed 

schemas that assign roles to the individual over any biologically determined actions 

or thoughts. This will be discussed below in reference to socially constructed reality. 

Social Constructionism 

Everyday life presents itself as a reality interpreted by men and 
subjectively meaningful to them as a coherent world. (Berger and Luckmann 
1967: 19) 

Culture has been called "extrasomatic" (Kottak 1997: 129) to refer to the fact 

that it is an adaptation made to the environment that is made through non-biological 

means. The common definition of culture (Tylor 1871) provides the subject matter of 
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anthropology. Geertz (1973) modifies the definition of culture, so that it becomes 

patterns of information about the physical environment and all of its accoutrements. 

It becomes a mentalistic definition of culture. Tyler's cognitive anthropology (1969) 

proposes watching how people go about their daily routines in a cultural setting. The 

focus is on the meanings according to which those persons operate and make sense 

of their activities and world. This takes into account not only the subjective 

significance of phenomena, but is sensitive to the social context, thus linking the 

subjective and the social. 

This is nevertheless somewhat functionalistic, because it operationalizes the 

concept of culture as what it is necessary to know in order to perform in an 

appropriate manner within a setting. This emic organization of ideas treats culture as 

a symbolic means for adaptation (Hunn 1989). Knowledge for each domain of social 

life amounts to a generative cultural grammar (Shaul and Furbee 1989: 139). The 

insight that culture is the forms of things that people have in their minds for 

interpretation (Goodenough 1957) relates it back to the foundations of American 

anthropology and the linguistic relativism hypothesis (Shaul and Furbee 1998: 22, 

McGee and Warms 1997: 128). 

The linguistic relativism hypothesis is a problem recognized early in the 

history of United States' anthropology and its school of "historical particularism" 

(McGee and Warms 1996: 128). Historical particularism is the promotion of the 

belief that each culture has its own system of navigating the world and is valid 

within its own context. Related to this paradigm and out of the work of Boas came 
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the theory of linguistic particularism (Shaul and Furbee 1998: 30). Linguistic 

relativism was an expansion of Boas' work by Sapir and Whorf that stated, "that 

different languages, having different structures, have different psychological effects" 

(Shaul and Furbee 1998: 35). In concert with the theme of this paper, the grammar of 

a particular language can also be considered as a mental template for experience. 

In cognitive anthropology the concept of schemas is also used. In its usage 

here the concept also refers to knowledge structures and processes that organize and 

represent knowledge (Rice 1980, Casson 1983). The discussion of cognitive function 

on a biological and psychological level tried to establish that schemas are a cross-

culturally valid construct. To use schemas as a research heuristic alone would only 

reflect the researcher's theoretical leanings. I think that the full discussion of 

schemas here establishes an important rejoinder to the postmodern critique. 

Postmodernism and Ethnography 

If "culture" is not an object to be described, neither is it a unified 
corpus of symbols and meanings that can be definitely interpreted. Culture is 
contested, temporal, and emergent. Representation and explanation-both by 
insiders and outsiders-is implicated in this emergence. (Clifford 1986: 19) 

Epistemology for a postmodernist refers to the micro-level at its most liberal. 

Theoretically, the postmodernist puts the individual at the center of attention as 

actively negotiating and creating meaning with signs onto which her own meaning is 

attached. Intersubjectivity is a word that is virtually profanity and any attempt to 

speak of it must be conditioned by a qualifying statement as to its analytical usage. 
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In modernism, the subject was evaluated by a seemingly objective criteria that 

applied to every member of a culture (and by definition, was social). The 

methodology for investigation here was "semiology" (Saussure 1966) where there 

was system of language and meaning (langue) and the actual utterances made 

(parole). In postmodernism the subject is the creator of meaning that is most 

important. This makes the claim that a psychological reality in one person, shared by 

others who share that individual's culture is questionable, if not untenable. This 

dilemma is pervasive because the observation that epistemology is variable and 

meaning is temporary is valid. However, there is a materialistic answer to the 

problem. 

Relevance Theory and Pragmatics 

Sperber and Wilson (1986) approach the problem from the field of 

pragmatics. Pragmatics considers the relations between signs and their users or 

interpreters. It takes as a maxim the fact that, "A single sentence, with a single 

semantic representation, can express an unbounded range of thoughts" (Sperber and 

Wilson 1986: 35). In this field there have been proposals as to the nature of shared 

representations between persons based on the hypothesis of a "mutual-knowledge" 

(Sperber and Wilson 1986: 147). This hypothesis refers to the underlying context of 

a situation, shared between two individuals, as a basis for an interpretation of an 

utterance. This view admits that communication is intended to do something that is 
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never entirely achieved because of the idiosyncratic differences of each individual's 

mind. 

An initial hypothesis to explain human communication is Grice's principles 

of inferential communication (Grice 1975). This model proposes that humans 

recognize a communicative act by inferring that the communicator has the intention 

to communicate and that they have something to communicate. Grice's theory uses a 

principle of co-operation as the basis of communication. This principle explains why 

a communicative intention is recognized and acted upon. It also proposes some 

maxims on which communication is based and which all communicators implicitly 

know. The value of Grice's theory is that it proposes that there is both a 

communicative intention and an informative intention that has to be recognized in 

order for communication to take place. 

Relevance theory expands on Grice's principles to provide a cognitively and 

evolutionarily sound treatment of communication. The concept of a cognitive 

environment, which is the set of facts that are manifest to an individual, is proposed. 

Something is manifest to someone if that person is capable of representing or 

inferring it and accepting it as a true representation of the world. They propose that 

items that are more manifest are more likely to be given attention. As discussed 

above, human cognitive abilities focus on context and content-specific information 

about any given phenomenon. This means that selective attention will be paid to 

certain aspects of the environment and to the representative items of a domain. 
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The basis on which communication takes place is called the mutual cognitive 

environment. Certain features of the environment are manifest to humans and certain 

features of the environment are more or less salient according to the history of that 

individual. When communicating, humans act on the good-faith assumption that the 

communicator is trying to express something of relevance to the audience. The 

purpose behind a human individual's gathering information is to create for herself 

the best possible representation of her environment. In communication, her goal 

remains the same. The information communicated is therefore processed in such a 

way as to assure that the communicator's informative intention is satisfied. This is 

done by a cognitive search for a representation that integrates the information 

communicated into the individual's representation of the world. This scenario 

suggests that communication does not always achieve its intended outcome, because 

miscommunication does occur. However, the information communicated is 

processed by the individual according to the principle of relevance, to achieve its 

most positive effect: an increase in knowledge and a more elaborate and accurate 

map of the world. 

Feminism and Postmodernism 

A less materialistic way of answering the postmodern critique is also made 

by feminist theory. A radical decentralization of the subject to the point of looking at 

him/her in a vacuum does not allow for a foundation on which to build a social 

movement (Best and Kellner 1991: 206). In the politics of identity, a common set of 
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attributes will be found that the members of a group can value as their cause. In 

establishing the qualities of difference between individuals, social movements must 

maintain a basis for membership as well. The postmodern critique was essential in 

providing a justification for such social movements. Being able to question the 

validity of the established order was a first step. Nevertheless, there is a defensible 

platform on which to stand (even in postmodern times) from which one can describe 

social phenomena qua social phenomena. This cannot be done without some 

generalization, but this should not cause the possibly useful information to be 

dismissed out-of-hand. 
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CHAPTER m 

COSTA RICAN BACKGROUND 

Introduction 

Beyond categorizing male and female, gender stereotypes assign 

characteristics that prescribe certain behaviors and beliefs that even extend down to 

the level of individual personality traits. In addition, there is a dichotomy between 

male and female characteristics which have even finer distinctions within each 

classification in a particular taxonomy. This entire construct is the frame for gender. 

This chapter will discuss these things in Costa Rican society. 

Facio (1996) divides Costa Rican society into three realms for analytical 

purposes. There are the "formal-normative," or legal component, the structural 

component, and the cultural component. This tripartite division will be used in the 

discussion to follow. In this chapter I will discuss the gender stereotypes of Costa 

Rica as they relate to laws and culture. These issues will be presented from the 

perspective of the women's movement in Costa Rica. This point-of-view will also be 

maintained in the discussion of the cultural aspects of gender. By the cultural 

component here I mean the "content and meaning" that gender stereotypes acquire as 

social facts. I will also discuss the relation between these two realms. In lesser detail, 

I will describe the structural component, here, the content of the laws and social facts 

given in practice. I will present a more detailed report of the actual manifestation of 
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gender stereotypes in the next chapter. A brief discussion of the Costa Rican 

women's movement will also be included. 

In discussing gender stereotypes as they exist in a given geographic-cultural 

area, certain generalizations must summarize the diversity and variation of beliefs. 

Historical circumstances have made gender a concern of women, understood through 

a critical/feminist perspective. Much of the analysis of the conditions faced by 

women and men in their respective gender roles in Costa Rica has involved women 

and the women's movement. For this reason, my perspective in discussing gender 

stereotypes in Costa Rica will be that of women. 

The Legal System and Political Life 

We are a legalistic nation, and what is more we belong to the Roman 
legal tradition. The law is what makes reality . . . Here the law is more 
important than anything and what isn't in the law doesn't exist. Mimi Prado 
(vice-minister of culture) 1989 (cited in Saint-Germain and Morgan 1991: 
53) 

In the Roman legal tradition the formal law comes before the social reality of 

the law. Once it is established in the legal code, then behavior is expected to follow. 

This is the pattern that Costa Rica follows in its legal system. The Costa Rican legal 

system has been an important sociocultural reality in relation to gender stereotypes, 

particulariy in regard to the conditions of women. There have been many debates 

and subsequent laws passed that have had effects on gender stereotypes and the 

conditions of women in Costa Rica. However, it is necessary to discuss the cultural 

reality and background of the gender system before changes can be considered. 
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Costa Rica is a small. Central American nation of about three million people. 

It is located to the north of Panama and to the south of Nicaragua. The Pacific Ocean 

borders it on its Western shores and the Caribbean Sea on its eastern shores. Overall, 

the country is about the size of West Virginia. At least half of its population lives in 

the Central Valley in the San Jose metropolitan area. The country's economy 

depends on the tourist industry year-round, but also is built upon banana and coffee 

exports and various textile-manufacturing plants (E.T.C. 1997). 

Costa Rica's political system is unique for the region in that it does not have 

a military, and has been so since the 1948 revolution. This reason, among others, has 

inspired Costa Rica to refer to itself as the "Switzerland of Central America." The 

end of the 1948 revolution brought about the establishment of the modem-day 

republic of Costa Rica under its current constitution. The rationale behind the 

abolition of the military was Costa Ricans' recognition of their place in the Western 

Hemisphere and in Central America (Biesanz 1982: 26). They could not afford to 

build an adequate military given their financial conditions, and could rely on 

international help in case of foreign invasion. In lieu of mihtary spending they opted 

for an expanded public education and health care system subsidized by the federal 

government (Biesanz 1982: 27). 

Democracy and peace are national values in Costa Rica that are an important 

element in the national self-image. In the context of Central America the Costa 

Rican pattern of government is unique. The emphasis on democratic values is just as 

important as the maintenance of a peaceful existence (Biesanz 1982: 9). Costa 
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Ricans can observe the contrast between their own and other nearby countries in 

turmoil. Certainly during the 1980's, Central America's "lost decade," Costa Rica 

felt unique among its neighbors with its relatively trivial political problems. Not that 

regional problems were not of concern to Costa Ricans. In 1988, then President 

Oscar Arias won the Nobel peace prize for his efforts in promoting regional peace 

and stability. The legal system ties in with the democratic values of Costa Ricans. 

Politics is a national pastime in which many persons participate (Biesanz 1982: 184). 

Elections have a high rate of participation (over 80%). In every election from 1949 

until the 1986 election the "ins" were ousted. This is one fact that Costa Ricans take 

as evidence of a well-functioning democracy. Political participation is very 

important for the Costa Ricans. However, their form of participation leads to the 

question of the substance of their democracy. Their impulse to "quedar bien" 'get 

along well with others' (Biesanz 1982: 10) may be at root of the lack of other kinds 

of involvement. Biesanz (1982: 204) questions the substance of a well-functioning 

democracy with regard to Costa Rica. She suggests that voting may simply replace 

participating in the formation of policies. 

Along with the belief in a healthy democracy the Costa Ricans pride 

themselves on their promotion of equality. In its eariy history, Costa Rica had many 

small landowners (Biesanz 1982: 4). Over the years this eariy condition has been 

upheld as a national value, even though it may not actually be true. There is a class 

structure in Costa Rica in which large gaps exist between the elites and the rural 

subsistence farmer. In regard to race there are also inequalities. Minority groups like 
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Caribbean Negroes have suffered many injustices in their history, including not 

being considered full citizens and having their movements around the country 

restricted. 

Where democracy, equality, and peace are national values for Costa Ricans 

and are upheld as the guiding principles of the political and legal order, the 

manifestations of them, and the social and cultural realities they produce, may seem 

disparate and off-course. There is a gap between the ideal and the real in Costa Rica. 

In terms of gender issues, there has been a long history of discussion of the legal 

status of women in Costa Rica. With the passing of the "Ley de Promocion de la 

Igualdad Social de la Mujer" (law for the promotion of the social equality of women) 

in 1990, some Costa Ricans felt that an act of justice was done for women. 

Provisions for political participation and the protection of female workers' rights 

were included in the law. But, as is evident from the substance of the Costa Rican 

democracy, precautions had to be taken, and vigilance maintained to ensure that the 

legal status of women affected their social status. Members of the women's 

movement in Costa Rica were suspicious that with the passage of this law, women 

would be satisfied and cease to work for social change (Saint-Germain and Morgan 

1991). This was the experience of many women's movements internationally, after 

the achievement of the right to vote. 

The relationship between legal reality and cultural perception of that reality 

can be summed up in the Costa Rican celebration of the century of democracy 

(1889-1989) (Saint-Germain and Morgan 1991). This "century of democracy" was 
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only forty years long for women, because the constitution of 1949 established the 

right of voting for women. Nonetheless, a celebration took place and a plaza was 

dedicated. Labor rights, education, health, and property rights had all been 

guaranteed in some form early on in the republic's history. The substance of these 

laws was never up to standards acceptable by women. After the right to vote was 

guaranteed in its legal codes, Costa Rica appeared highly progressive; yet, the 

women in the country were still dissatisfied. 

The struggle that eventually led to the adoption of the law for the social 

equality of women was an answer to the pervasive injustices that women perceived 

in their country. There was a large woman's initiative to get this proposal into the 

debates of the legislative assembly, and eventually passed. This law was influenced 

by the existence of, and adoption of the United Nations Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) (Saint-

Germain and Morgan 1991). This international edict attempts to guarantee the 

protection of women's human rights by eliminating all forms of discrimination. The 

CEDAW definition of discrimination is: 

Any distinction, exclusion, or restriction made on the basis of sex which has 
the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment, or 
exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis or equality 
of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the 
political, economic, social, cultural, or any other field. (CEDAW 1980, in 
Facio 1996: 12) 

The language of CEDAW, with its sweeping condemnation of discrimination 

in the seemingly exhaustive "fields" gave support to the women of Costa Rica, and 

inspiration to use in drafting and pushing a law such as the 1990 law of real social 
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equality for women. It makes laws that are discriminatory in their effects illegal; its 

definition of discrimination must be used; and it establishes that discrimination in all 

areas (including private life) is not acceptable (Facio 1996). A key figure in the legal 

analysis of Costa Rica's laws from a gender perspective is lawyer Alda Facio. She 

outlines the conditions of women in the three components mentioned, legal, 

structural, and cultural. Her paper also points out how laws are considered to be 

antecedent and causal in effecting change in Costa Rica's culture. In five points she 

explains the points on which Costa Rican and Latin American feminists have 

focused to achieve their current gains. These points are: 

1. Women live in an inferior position in society compared to men. 

2. The CEDAW definition of discrimination is useful for 

challenging laws (if one's country has adopted it) 

3. Language is important for its power of definition (seated in the 

male) 

4. The importance of working with a gender perspective (i.e., 

recognition of gender as a social construction). 

5. The importance of raising consciousness about androcentrism in 

law. (Facio 1996) 

Androcentrism is the term used to describe the conceptual fallacy of using 

man and the male to represent universal humankind (Facio 1996). This kind of 

thinking works like ethnocentrism, where one's cultural standards are applied to 

those to whom they do not apply fairiy. Consequently, those to whom such standards 
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are unfairly applied are seen as "Other." Feminist ideology finds that women are 

seen as "Other" in androcentric thought. This means that they are not seen as fully 

human. In the legal code of Costa Rica there are laws pertaining to the right to a life 

free of violence, stereotypes, and job discrimination, the right to a healthy family 

environment, political participation, health care, and social security (Badilla and 

Blanco 1996). However, if these laws are written from an androcentric perspective, 

then the effects are potentially discriminatory. 

Social and Cultural Conditions 

Androcentrism is a concept that applies in the cultural component of society 

as well. It can serve to illustrate other aspects of the status of women as a general 

concept. In language androcentrism is manifested when the male is used to represent 

the human. As outsider, the woman is seen as not completely human. This mental 

organization of social concepts here highlights the position of women. It 

simultaneously explains the reason for the inferior position of women. If the man has 

the power to define, and the power to assign value to actions, thoughts, and entities, 

then he is in a position of power and superiority. 

To be in a superior position there must be justification. The justification for 

male ascendancy and female subordination in Costa Rica in particular and Latin 

America in general is referred to as machismo (Bustos 1979, Biesanz 1982: 12, 

Saint-Germain and Morgan 1991, Facio 1996, Chaney 1979: 32). This concept also 

encompasses a group of behaviors and beliefs that will be discussed below. 
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Coincident with machismo is the female complement to it called "marianismo" 

(Bustos 1979, Chaney 1979: 47, and Biesanz 1982: 12). This is the mental 

organization of the gender system that undergirds the behaviors in everyday Costa 

Rican life. 

The family in Costa Rican society is seen as the fundamental unit of society. 

This means the nuclear family, but can also include the extended family and larger 

kinship networks. The traditional organization is that of patriarchy in which the 

father is considered the head of the family. The cultural ideal of Latin America is 

called "familism" (Ingoldsby 1991). This refers to the conceptualization that the 

family is placed ahead of the individual. Costa Ricans spend much of their time with 

their immediate families and kinfolk (Biesanz 1982: 89) and the family is very close. 

There are many incidences of female-headed households in Costa Rica but these are 

not thought of as the ideal representation of the Costa Rican family. Again, 

patriarchy is the implicit organizing principle for the family. 

Patriarchy and familism are positive concept labels that are associated with 

machismo. Machismo is "the belief in the natural, inborn superiority of men over 

women in anything political, economic, or intellectual" (Biesanz 1982: 12). Two 

aspects of machismo are aggressiveness and hypersexuality (Ingoldsby 1991). The 

male must assert himself physically in all situations and, must be promiscuous with 

many females to satisfy his identity as a macho individual. According to the glosario 

de terminos sobre genero machismo is a 

"Fenomeno sociocultural que exalta los valores masculinos, la hombria, la 
virilidad, el poder de los hombres, expresado con violencia, fuerza y, ante 
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todo, la actitud de superioridad y dominio sobre las mujeres " (a 
sociocultural phenomenon that exalts masculine values, maleness, virility, the 
power of men. It is expressed with violence, force, and above all, the attitude 
of superiority and domination over women) (Moreno 1996: 16). 

The interplay and distinctions between machismo and familism then, are a matter of 

degree and perspective. 

Machismo has a deep root in Latin cultures since before the time of Christ 

(Chaney 1979: 39). As a social construction it exists at a very basic social level 

because of its interconnections with other aspects of culture. The whole ideology is 

based, as has been discussed, on the biological reality of sexual differences. As with 

all social constructions, the ascribed characteristics are seen as natural and self-

evident. Because of his superior position, "man granted himself more rights than 

duties and to woman, . . . he gave more duties than rights" (Bustos 1979: 51). This 

system extends from basic housework duties to the positions that women are allowed 

to pursue and achieve in the public sphere. Men are supposed to maintain their 

superiority and authority over women by promoting the women's economic 

dependence on the male, which speaks to the question of women working outside the 

home. Furthermore, and in explanation, "in comparison to his own ego the woman 

must appear frail, inept and needing constant assistance to solve problems,. . ." 

(Andrade 1977: 14). 

The inferiority of women and authority of men over women is part of the 

ascribed status of gender in macho cultures. Women in these cultures are socialized 

to want their men to be strong and to protect them (Ingoldsby 1991). Men are 

socialized to be callous, aloof, and strong. With inferiority comes dependence, 
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submission, and lower self-esteem (Facio 1996). With perceived superiority, the 

male has the responsibility of providing for his family economically. This economic 

role as well as the role of head protector constitutes maleness in the machista 

culture's family. Males are not supposed to be close to their children or wives, as 

they are not supposed to be emotionally attached. It has been suggested that this 

pattern of disregard on the part of the father fosters the propagation of the machista 

pattern of socialization in his sons (Ingoldsby 1991). 

In the area of sexuality "both sexes consider it normal that man be 

'polygamous' and woman 'monogamous'" (Bustos 1976: 48). This tradition leads 

males to establish and reassure their maleness by the sexual conquest of females. 

"To take advantage of a young woman sexually is cause for pride and prestige" 

(Ingoldsby 1991: 7) and, "to use or abuse the woman sexually is to enhance and give 

meaning to his life" (Andrade 1977: 14). To show and tell of one's virility and 

sexual conquests is part of what it is to be a man in a macho culture. 

A subtle differentiation is made by referring to machismo as an unconscious 

impulse (Facio 1996), as opposed to sexism, which is seen as a fully conscious 

quality of behavior. Sexism is the manifestation of the values that place the male 

over the female in social and cultural status. Both machismo and sexism are based in 

androcentrism. For example, when both the mother and the father have a work 

meeting at night it is the father's which cannot be missed (Facio 1996). Machismo 

can be a simple manifestation of maleness, or concern with male relevant issues. In 

this case the man can be called a "varo«" or said to be acting ''varoniF (like a man). 

32 



With men as the definers of value and heads of family in the society, women 

must assume a subordinate, but complementary role. The female in the machista 

culture undoubtedly plays an important (sub) role as accomplice to her 

subordination. This trend is referred to as ''marianismo" (Bustos 1979, Chaney 1979: 

47, and Biesanz 1982: 12). The female is imputed to have the qualities of "spiritual 

superiority," moral superiority, and is "semi-divine" (Chaney 1979: 47). This belief 

balances the extremes that macho men go through to prove their manliness. It is the 

place of the woman to be submissive, self-sacrificing (ser abnegada), and pure 

(Chaney 1979: 42). She is to be a mother to her children and be at their beck and 

call. She will hold their needs as superceding her own and only her husband will take 

precedence over them. Marianismo's belief in moral and spiritual superiority 

justifies female submissiveness and self-denial (Biesanz 1982: 90). 

As would be expected, the female is predominantly taught the role of 

homemaker. She is socialized to be more dependent emotionally and less intelligent 

(Biesanz 1982: 90). These roles are promoted in the schools. An educational 

example was the schoolbook "Paco y Lola" used in Costa Rica until very recently 

(Facio 1997). This book, used to teach reading, showed husband and wife in daily 

routines, such as "Mama washes the dishes while Papa reads the paper" (Facio 1996: 

32). Females are expected to be totally engrossed in their roles as mother and wife. 

Housework is considered fundamental for a woman (Bustos 1979), even in cases 

where she may have a full-time job outside the home. 
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This cordoning of the female to her roles as mother and wife places her in the 

home by necessity. However, with the growth of the job market, women's jobs have 

become available and even essential to maintain and improve the quality of life. This 

has created for the female two worids of work: "In the end, women wind up working 

double days, or taking their daughters out of school to help them at home." And, 

women's unpaid work (work at home) must still get done (Cunningham and Reed 

1995). Implicit in this scheme is the separation for women between the public and 

private spheres (Furiong and Riggs 1996). 

The inclusion of the female into the public sphere of life has produced a 

phenomenon known as the "supermadre" (Chaney 1979: 5). The image of woman as 

mother and wife toiling after every other member of her family at her own expense is 

still upheld. These qualities are translated into the public sphere in such a way that 

women are found doing the most "motherly" duties in society at large. Tasks such as 

family planning or maternal health delivery are much more common for women 

here, as opposed to policy-making or upper-level management (Furlong and Riggs 

1996). It is true that "Costa Rican women typically hold traditionally 'female' 

positions in the national level political arena" (Furlong and Riggs 1996: 11). It is 

also true that a woman was a pre-candidate for the office of the president in this 

decade. Notwithstanding this portrayal of the Latin American woman in public life, " 

. . . in Costa Rican society motherhood is considered the pinnacle achievement for 

women" (Furiong and Riggs 1996: 6). What has been found is that "in Latin 

America, a woman's success in life is often measured by how well she conforms to 
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this stereotypical image of a 'proper' woman rather than by her individual skills, 

accomplishments, and contributions to society" (Furlong and Riggs 1996: 6). 

Conclusions and Contemporary Issues 

The gender system essentially divides the society into two halves. Fifty 

percent of the population makes for a formidable group with which to contend for 

justice. The conflict between the genders is largely foregone because of the 

socialization process. Gender socialization must begin from birth to install the 

stereotypes. Like all stereotypes, it will have some basis in reality. Biological 

differences are important but the social reality of one's gender role is key (Stoller 

1992). 

Females are a social group that has been considered a minority or out-group 

(Coates 1993: 7). Intergroup relations between those in power and their subordinates 

can occur in two ways; acceptance or rejection of inferior status (Tajfel 1981). 

Rejection of inferiority is the path of the feminists. They are struggling with a 

redefinition of gender identity and gender ideology. The focus on language comes 

from recognition that the power to define grants the power to make things invisible 

as well. Along with this is the recognition (perhaps tacit) that the struggle itself 

creates a forum in which the identity is redefined by group participation (Britt and 

Heise 1997). This explains identity politics in terms of shame and pride, or stigma 

and prestige (Goffman 1965: 5). Moving from femaleness as stigma to femaleness as 

prestige symbol is at the center of the women's movement. 
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opposition to androcentric thought has been a point of resistance for these 

Costa Rican feminists. In redefining political equality from a gender perspective, the 

definition of what a human being is has been addressed. Alda Facio (1997) attacked 

the androcentric habit of allowing the male to account for the whole of humanity in 

an essay. Other authors have written on the history of women and certain women in 

the republic. Yadira Calvo has written of women eariy in Costa Rican history that 

serve as icons for the modem feminist movement (1997). But, as described in great 

detail in "The Costa Rican Women's Movement" (Leitinger 1997), their movement 

is one composed largely of channels for action. 

With the lack of law enforcement of rights guaranteeing freedom from abuse 

coupled with the stirring fact that one in every three Costa Rican women are the 

victims of domestic violence, a purpose of the women's movement must be action. 

Traditionally, Latin American men were free to determine and carry out punishment 

in their own homes to their wives and children as they saw fit. This was because of 

the conceptual separation of the public and private spheres. Given the frequency of 

the occurrence, it is probably safe to say that the old beliefs are still largely intact. 

Centers have been established that aid in the denunciation of the abuser. One of these 

institutions is the Ombudswoman office (or "Defensoria de la Mujer'') established 

during the Arias administration. Another is CEFEMINA (Carcedo 1997) or "Mujer, 

no estas Sola" (woman, you are not alone). Both of these foundations are trying to 

solve the problem by educating and supporting women and their human rights to live 

a life free of violence. As a rallying point, the women's movement attacks the 
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cultural, structural, and legal edifice that confines Costa Rican woman to the status 

of second-class citizens. Women being seen as less than men by nature (Beauvoir 

1953) and by act (Ortner 1974), has been a near-universal feature of human society. 

This point connects the movement in Costa Rica with women's movements 

internationally. 
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CHAPTER V 

INTERVIEWS ABOUT GENDER 

The fieldwork that I did consists largely of interviews with different 

individuals. In each case my goal was to understand how the person thought about 

gender. I began very simply as this was my first fieldwork experience, but as I 

became more experienced and comfortable I did not deviate much from my initial 

approach. I remained focused on the topic of gender and how it is perceived to 

function in society. 

In this chapter, I will summarize the interviews in a tabular form with a short 

discussion of each, and will follow this with a more general discussion of the 

findings. 

Interviews 

14 June, Andrea Gomez (Daughter/sister, age 19) talked about stereotypes of 

men, women, brothers, and sisters. She had been an exchange student for a year in 

which she attended school in New York. Her English was excellent and she had a 

sort of bi-cultural perspective on Costa Rica. We talked in the living room one night 

while watching TV. Her mother and little sister were present and took part in 

answering some questions. I began with asking her to describe the roles of members 

of the family. Her main points were: 
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1. Father (padre) is primarily responsible to provide for the family 

economically. Fathers are considered the seat of power for the family. 

They are heads of the family and have the final say in all decisions, yet 

are always aloof from their family. 

2. Mother (madre) is expected to take care of home and children. To her 

husband she is supposed to be sumisa (submissive). Where the father is 

considered to be head of the household, the mother is the person that 

actually carries out all of the activities that have to be done, and so is seen 

as the parent who is, in effect, responsible. 

3. If a mother/wife works outside the home she is not always allowed to 

spend her money as she sees fit. 

Machista fathers are very strict with girls. The sons may be outside in the 

streets while the daughters are cleaning up after them in the house. The Father has 

the responsibility to work and provide economically for the family. He has the final 

decision in all family matters and in his wife and children's personal lives at some 

level. Fathers are the head of the family and are leaders. They are strict with their 

families but also have little time for them because of their occupations. With their 

daughters they are stricter and curtail their activities outside the home. Sports 

(futbol) play a large part in the lives of many Costa Rican men. Andrea characterized 

men as sports aficionados and machistas. They are also not involved with their own 

children on the level that their mothers are. The mother may have to approach the 

39 



father for her children to get his attention and permission for the child to speak to the 

father. The rest of the family may actually be afraid of the father. 

The mother (madre) is first and foremost sumisa. She works to take care of 

kids and their homes. The madre is seen as amiable, protective (especially with 

girls), involved in the lives of her children, and submissive to the man of the house. 

The term "sumisa" was used to describe the characteristics of the Costa Rican 

women by the majority of the persons I interviewed. This did not seem to fit with the 

"marianismo" discussed in Chapter II. Another point that was brought up many 

times in different interviews, as well as here, was the reference to the mother as the 

responsible parent. This refers to the role that the mother plays in the family, related 

to all other members. If something needs to be done, it is the mother that will take 

care of it. She is expected to be in contact with the children's school, clean the 

house, buy the food, make sure the bills get paid, provide for the children's 

transportation, and ensure the family is fed. 

The power in the family is unmistakably located in the father figure. 

Simultaneously, the seat of responsibility for the everyday functioning of the family 

rests with the mother. It seems as if people recognize the law of patriarchy, but live 

by the practical rule of matriarchy. An important distinction that was made many 

times during this discussion was that although this is the traditional way in which the 

majority of the Costa Ricans see themselves in the family institution, it was not 

entirely so for their family. I found it a bit apologetic, but also, perhaps a little naive 

for Andrea to think of her own family as so outside the mainstream. 
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16 June Magda Jimenez was the assistant director of the internship program 

at ICADS. She was a graduate student in sociology at the UCR in San Pedro. Other 

than our similar educational and age backgrounds, we also shared a strong sense of 

pessimism towards our surroundings; she made for a wonderful correspondent, 

information source, and friend with whom I spent a lot of time. 

1. In dating, females are expected to ser naturales (be natural), that is to 

display the qualities that are considered to be naturally endowed, for 

example, to be pacificadora (calming, conciliatory) in the event of 

conflict. Passivity is the key to attracting and keeping males. 

2. Males are expected, encouraged, and rewarded for having multiple sexual 

partners where women are castigated and demonized for the same 

behavior. 

3. Sexual activity for females is ideally restricted to marriage. To have sex 

outside of marriage is to be labeled "that kind of girl" which is 

tantamount to "un-marriageable." 

4. Women who are not passive and do not accept their subordinate roles risk 

having their sexuality questioned. 

"Ser naturales" (to be natural) implies these and other aspects of demeanor 

for women. Passivity is an important trait in the stereotypic construction of the 

female, just as agency, or the active principle in social interaction, is for the male. In 

dating, the male must always make the first move. Magda described the typical 

behavior as "sutil prostitucion" (subtle prostitution) where a male will approach a 
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female by buying her a drink in a bar. This is supposed to obligate the woman to 

give attention to him. In all cases, the female waits for the approaches of the male. 

One trait among males that I found everywhere confirmed was the 

acceptance and even approval of multiple partners for the male in sexual 

relationships. It is actually a source of pride for males and is actively sought. For 

women, such an option is available, but only at great expense to good reputation and 

possible future plans. Women are supposed to be chaste, but to appease the desires 

of males for sex at the same time. The problem for females is that a relationship may 

not last if they do not have sex with a man. Simultaneously, they must concern 

themselves with what happens if they have sex and then lose the man. Costa Rican 

men seek multiple sex partners but look for virgins for marriage. When a woman 

consents to sex it is sometimes because she believes that she will later marry that 

partner. 

For sexually active women there is the risk of being labeled "that kind of 

girl." This essentially renders one unmarriageable. According to the stereotype, men 

there do not fall in love while the women do. Men are looking for the right kind of 

woman to marry which means chaste and mother-like "naturaleza." Women in 

relationships are prone to falling in love with a man. They will therefore dedicate 

themselves to a man; at which point the double standard comes to bear on the 

direction of the relationship. Either they will have sex (not marriageable) or not 

(relationship may not last, but woman is marriageable). Of course this is the 

stereotypical situation and reality may differ. 
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A further thing that stigmatizes females as "that kind of giri" is the use of 

contraceptives. If a female has sex and suggests the use of them she is seen in a 

different manner than if she had not suggested them. In a story about a friend of hers, 

Magda told me how a friend decided to have sex with a boy she wanted to marry. 

She wanted to seem chaste even in this situation and so, did not suggest 

contraceptives. Poetically perhaps, she became pregnant and was abandoned by the 

boy. In another case, a boy she knows had sex with a girl, got her pregnant, and was 

planning on marrying her in the future. She assured me that the former story is much 

more common in the lives of Costa Rican women (ticas). 

Related to the above, I understand the points made by Magda and other 

women about the problems with sexuality for Ticas. If a female becomes sexually 

attracted to a male she becomes scared. She is in danger of committing an act that 

could have a great impact on her personal life. More than the physical probability of 

pregnancy, she may be more concerned with what she will become in the community 

if she does agree to sex. Sexual desire is therefore mostly a negative thing for ticas 

outside of marriage. 

25 June, Magda Jimenez - Talked about gender terms to compile a list of 

terms for the EPA scales 

1. Women will interpret words that pertain to identities in terms of ser (to 

be), where men will interpret the same word in terms of tener (to have). 

This was a comment that Magda made in relation to the discussion of how it 

was that I intended to measure the subjective realities of Costa Ricans. In particular. 
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we were discussing what modifiers would be used with stimulus items in the EPA 

scales (discussed in Chapter IV). We decided that we did not have a good measure 

for this aspect of subjective reality in the EPA survey. Magda and I came up with 

other forms of inquiry to test this statement later. However, this test is not further 

discussed in this thesis. 

28 June, Andrea Gomez and her friend, Thelma (both age 19) talked about 

relationships with males: 

1. The double standard of sexual activity for the female and male in Costa 

Rica does not matter as much as it used to. 

2. Males are caWed perros (dogs) and females (perras) with a positive and a 

negative connotation respectively. The same entity (dog) is used as a 

compliment when applied to males and as a grave insult when applied to 

females. 

3. Males are usually expected to make the first move in meeting a female 

and asking her out. 

30 June, Julieta Smith (Grandmother of Andrea Gomez, age -70) Talked 

about conditions of women and change related to economic development. 

1. Women in modem Costa Rican society are much better off than they 

were in the past because of the existence of opportunities outside of 

traditional roles, i.e., outside the home. 

2. Feminism is misleading because it tries to change the feelings that people 

have about men and women. The focus should be instead on creating 
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more economic opportunities for women. Julieta saw economic 

development and job proliferation as the greatest sources of positive 

change in the conditions of women. 

3. She had been on a neighborhood council in the 1950's that promoted 

voting in the neighborhood and had learned that women could do 

anything that men could do. 

5 July, Jose Cruz (ICADS internship program director, age 32) Talked about 

stereotypes of women and deviants. 

1. The educational system and the church in Costa Rica uphold patriarchy 

and machismo. 

2. The popular saying "Dios es un hombre" (God is a man) describes the 

relationship between male and female as assigned by the church. Males 

use this saying to justify the advantages they enjoy over females. 

3. The church does not favor the use of contraceptives, sex education, or 

abortion. These things are considered to be anti-machista as well. 

We also discussed the life of his mother as a woman who did not accept or 

exhibit the traditional role and attitudes expected of her. During this story, he 

contrasted the expected roles of women with the behavior of his mother. She 

moved herself and her children to the city. She kept to herself and did her job. In 

deviating from the expected role in the way that she did, there were certain 

related terms that were used to identify exactly what she was in her culture. The 
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following set of rules for naming such female deviants was derived from the 

story of Jose's mother. 

IF: Estd Loca (is crazy) 
Incapacidad mental 
THEN: Ldstima (Pity) 

IF: Bruja (Witch) 
THEN: Miedo (fear) 

Evitar (: avoid) 

IF: Frustada socialmente o antisocial (socially frustrated) 
THEN: No hablar (do not talk to) 

IF: Ensimismada (self-absorbed)/ Egoista (selfish) 
THEN: no incluir (not included) 

Figure 1: Deviant women in Costa Rican society. 

9 July, Karina Rojas (Receptionist for ILANUD, age 19) Talked about religion in 

her generation. 

1. She was part of a church that used the New Testament more than the Old 

Testament. She said that hers was an evangelical religion and that women 

were seen as equals to men. 

Karina insisted that her religion empowered women to be part of society but 

that they were also interested in personal salvation. I deduced that hers was a 

Protestant form of Christianity. She insisted that her religion did not relegate females 

to the status of servant. However, the traditions associated with the Bible were also 

not ignored. 
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9 July, Roberto Gomez - Talked about gender stereotypes, domestic violence 

and economic development. 

1. Not all men are machistas. Machismo is not as big a problem in Costa 

Rica as some say that it is. 

2. Domestic abuse is not only males abusing females, wives also beat 

husbands but no one reports it. Other kinds of domestic abuse such as 

psychological abuse take place. 

3. International organizations promoting women's rights are creating more 

problems than they are solving. Women are encouraged to imagine that 

they are abused and used unfairiy by men. These international 

organizations are trying to get involved in all countries and do so by such 

measures. 

4. The International Monetary Fund and the Worid Bank do not force 

countries to reduce social spending to meet structural adjustment 

programs. Instead, a list of suggested programs to cut are given to a 

country receiving aid, which is then able to make its own decisions. 

Roberto was one of the few males that I had the chance to talk with regarding 

my subject matter. His answers and emphasis seemed to be more systemic and less 

related to personal relationships. He referred to larger trends in society such as 

decreased social spending resulting in less public funds for the educational and 

health systems. He was portraying such phenomena as the results of hard decision

making on the part of the government. When it came to the treatment of women in 
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Costa Rica he was more personal. He was quick to use his relationship with his wife 

as an example of the changing character of the Costa Rican family. He spends a lot 

of time with the family and is very accessible to them. He helps wash dishes and 

grocery shop. He claimed that males were not machistas; instead, it was the 

international organizations that created the concern with such behavior. I could not 

discern whether he thought that domestic violence and the subordination of women 

in Costa Rica was a problem prior to the introduction of the concept, or whether it 

was sensationalized by the propaganda campaigns of the International organizations. 

Roberto suggested that the level of severity and frequency of domestic abuse, 

associated with the term "machista," and of concern to international organizations, 

was exaggerated. There was, in his view, not such a problem before those 

organizations' involvement in Costa Rican society. However, I asked him how such 

abuse takes place and what a woman would have to be doing for her spouse to beat 

her. For this he gave a few examples. She might call him a homosexual, tell him that 

she is leaving him for another man, or make fun of his inadequacies. With what I 

perceived as conviction, Roberto told me how these were things that happen between 

men and women in the home and, I assumed that he was saying at the time, should 

stay in the home. 

13 July, Ligia Salazar (Program assistant at ICADS, age -30) Talked about 

gender stereotypes and life expectations. 
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1. Females are not supposed to partake in sports activities with males. They 

are considered weaker, more delicate, and incompetent. If a male displays 

any diminished ability he is said to play like a girl. 

2. If a girl shows skill beyond that of a male in some activity, she will 

threaten the male. Males see women that perform well in a negative way. 

3. The family assigns different expectations for males and females (see 

Table 1 below). 

Table 1. Male/female expectations 

Gender Expectation 
Male: 

Female: 

To have a good job 

To do well in school 

To support the family economically 

To fulfill career expectations 

To have a domestic-related job/education 

Academic studies, if any, should take place before marriage 

To get married and have kids 

To make family central to her own life 
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4. Girls are not encouraged like boys are to succeed and establish themselves 

in society. 

5. Women do not like to go out alone. They do not want people to think that 

they are alone. If a woman is seen by herself people will wonder where 

her husband or "director" is. 

6. Women and men do not like to see people they know alone. It is 

important for everyone to have a companion. It is more important for a 

woman to have a companion, or be seen as a potential victim. 

7. Women must constantly assert what their relationships are with men (as 

non-sexual) or they will be seen as giving in to male wishes. Men are 

always pushing the limits. 

When a girl is an "hija de papi" (daddy's girl) she exhibits the 

following traits: proper, honest, pleasing, docile, feminine, coquettish, 

passive, has no opinions of her own, conservative, religious, happy with life, 

and a good future mother. These are the traditional role qualities for this 

conformist female. The proper place for a female in this society is under the 

care of a male. The interview with Ligia outlined a set of terms related to the 

concept of woman as victim and a woman on her own. 

1. Desamparada: has to be protected because she could be taken advantage of, 

cannot maintain herself. 

2. Mujeres solas: Need help and comfort 

A. Viuda (widow) family is dead. 

3. Amante (Mistress): negative connotation 

4. Testaruda: Rebellious and modem (negative connotation). 

Figure 2: Woman that is alone. 
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If a female is not under the care of a male there are certain options for 

identifying her. For a woman on her own there are identities that connote positive 

roles, or at least those that dispose others to take a positive attitude toward her. These 

would be desamparadas or viudas. This is opposed to the deviant identity of a 

testaruda. A girl labeled in this way will be "very modem" and "liberated." She is a 

"rebel" because she is either: "gay, sick, or delinquent." This would be a woman 

who is alone but is not a victim. Another type of single woman that is not a victim is 

the mistress, also a negative term. 

14 July, Maria Suarez (Institute of Community Development and 

Communications by Women - ICDCW, age -45-50) is an activist in the intemational 

women's movement. She co-founded the FIRE (Feminist Intemational Radio 

Endeavor) as a means of communicating throughout the world with other women. 

She has been important in the last decade in establishing and defending women's 

human rights with the United Nations, in Central America, and within Costa Rica 

itself. She came to ICADS during the first week to lecture on such things as the 

intemational women's movement, the Intemational Monetary Fund (IMF), the 

Worid Bank and their Stmctural Adjustment Programs (SAPs), and the feminization 

of poverty. I was, of course, delighted at the opportunity to discuss such things as 

they related to my thesis project. Later during the time that I spent in Costa Rica I 

visited her at her institute in Villa Colon. 

1. Human rights were linked to domestic violence in Belize by using 

intemational pressure against the death penalty in the case of Magdalena 
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(discussed below). This made things happening in the private sphere part 

of public discourse. 

2. Human rights are not given and were not initially universal. They did not 

at first include certain races and sexes (genders). It is necessary to 

universalize these rights and make them known and acknowledged. 

3. 25 November 1997 was recognized as the intemational day against 

violence towards women. Violence against women is seen as systemic; 

one in three Costa Rican women are victims. This phenomenon was 

traditionally invisible because it was part of the private sphere. 

16 July, Cindy Gonzalez (Director of CEFEMINA, a support group for 

victims of domestic abuse, age -35-40) Talked about the relation between gender 

and domestic violence, and the conditions of women and development. 

1. Culturally, the crime of domestic violence is unrecognized. Though the 

laws against it are on the books, they are not enforced. It is still not 

considered a public offense by Costa Ricans because it is committed in 

the private sphere. 

2. Traditionally many women who were victims have done nothing and told 

nobody of the abuse that they have suffered. Many women still live in 

silence. 

3. Economic development does not change the conditions of women with 

regard to gender. Rather, it creates more work for them without 
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improving the quality of their lives. They are still abused at an alarming 

rate. 

17 July, Isabel Cmz (Mother of Jose Cmz, age -50-60) talked about the 

conditions of women and change. 

1. 85% of Costa Rican men are machistas, which means that they devalue 

women. Women, as mothers and wives, are partly to blame for their 

conditions because they allow men to act as they do. 

2. Men receive the benefits of economic development and women get more 

work. 

3. Human rights are superficial and do not affect everyday life. Laws are 

written but are not enforced. The state claims that the sexes are equal and 

does nothing more. 

This interview was with Jose's mother, described to me in our first interview. 

I was a little intimidated for two reasons. First of all, I was to interview her alone, 

and she did not speak English at all. Second, her life story inspired in me a respect 

for her assertion of her own individuality, as Jose had told me. Her emphasis on the 

conditions of women was on the complicity of the women themselves. She thought 

that everyone had a choice in life as to how they want to live. If a man is treating a 

woman badly she always has the (difficult) choice of leaving. Coming from her I 

could understand such a point of view. She had undertaken to accomplish her goals 

as a single mother and woman and knew that it really could be done. She did not 

have a positive outlook toward the "advances" made in economic development, and 
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the passing of human rights and women's laws. She had the outlook of someone that 

concerned herself with her own life and conditions, just as Jose had told me. 

17 July, Flor Calvo (Employee of the Ministry of planning, age -40-45) 

talked about the changes in the conditions of women and men. 

1. Women are primarily responsible for the home and children but this has 

changed in the last ten years. Women are more incorporated in 

production; they have more information on their legal rights, and they 

participate more in politics. The traditional family has been 

disintegrating. 

2. Machismo gives men power over women. Men have more power and 

access to opportunities. Economic development favors men. 

3. The culture fosters inequality between men and women. The educational 

and religious systems support this inequality. In the home the father and 

the brothers have the power. In school, the texts reinforce the ideologies 

of machismo (Paco y Lola stories), and the church establishes the man as 

the head of the family. 

4. Feminists are seen as lesbians and along with the intemational human 

rights organizations, do not help everyday life. They have their own 

interests in society. 

5. Costa Ricans do not like to take responsibility; they like informal 

organizations, and make no promises as to what they will do. 
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Paco y Lola was a grade school textbook used in Costa Rica until only 

recently to teach reading skills. The text was attacked by feminists because of the 

content of the lessons. In the lessons, simple, everyday occurrences were portrayed. 

These were of such things as mama cooking while papa reads the newspaper, mama 

cleaning while papa eats, etc. These traditionally patriarchal episodes were found to 

be offensive and irresponsible in the indoctrination of young children, and so were 

revised. This text was mentioned time and again throughout many interviews. 

The rejection of national women's liberation movements in Costa Rica 

modeled on those of the North happened because of their impersonality and 

confrontational stance. The non-confrontational position preferred by Ticos was 

mentioned in the previous chapter (See Biesanz 1987, 12). The attraction to the 

informal organization, mentioned here by Flor, seems to coincide with other 

principles of Costa Rican behavior (i.e., not making promises). Nevertheless, it 

seems to be a change from the "traditional family in the home with the door shut" 

paradigm. 

18 July Jose Cmz talked about a book by Gaetano Cersosimo; Los 

Estereotipos de los Costarricenses. This book reports what the author has found as a 

set of national stereotypes held by Costa Ricans about themselves and others. 

1. One "autoestereotipo" (self-stereotype) of Costa Ricans is that they have 

a high level of education. They consider themselves one of the most 

highly educated and progressive nations in the world. 
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2. Costa Ricans are very culturally uniform and are conformists. They 

conform to their cultural pattem of being non-confrontational and 

indirect in expression of their wishes. They contrast themselves with the 

Nicaraguans who they see as making abmpt and revolutionary changes 

in their society. 

3. Costa Rica is a state with rights for its citizens. The law is good and it 

functions well. The country has real equality for its citizens. 

4. Costa Ricans have physical characteristics like Europeans. They are 

closely related to Europeans "racially" and because of this are more 

beautiful than other Central Americans. 

19 July, Marta Herrera (aunt of Magda Jimenez, age 70-75) talked about 

conditions of women in a more mral setting. We took a day trip out to the farm 

where she and her husband live near the mountain town of Puriscal. 

1. Life in the countryside is more simple and tranquil. The women of the 

city are different physically and psychologically. Rural women are 

simpler and city women are more sensual and coquettish. 

2. Both men and women in the country are more religious and interested in 

the family. Men are just as unfaithful in the country. 

3. Families are poorer in the country. Men use the family's money to go out 

and find women. This is partly the fault of the woman because she does 

not stop him. Women will more likely work harder around the home to 

deal with their husband's infidelity. 
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4. Women leam how to be mothers and take care of the children and home. 

They will respect their men with whom they are equal by the word of 

God. 

5. Changes in women have occurred, such as; they have become more 

materialistic, they dress differently, and there are women police. 

Mrs. Herrera, Magda, and I compiled a list of "bombas" (sayings) that are 

popular with Costa Ricans. Some of them were very idiosyncratic while others were 

shared in the United States. One relevant saying is, "Hijo de tigre, nace pintado" 

(The son of a tiger is bom with stripes). It refers to the view that a son will take after 

his father. The connotation is sexual prowess and activity. The most important one 

which I heard elsewhere was, "Cada uno en su casa y Dios en todo" (Each in their 

home and God in all of them). This is the traditional organization of Costa Rican 

society and family life in a succinct statement. 

20 July, Marieta Quesada (founder of "La Panaderia de las Mujeres Ciegas" 

(Blind Women's Bakery), age -40) talked about the lives of women with disabilities 

as opposed to the lives of men with disabilities. 

1. A woman with a disability is doubly limited in Costa Rican society. She 

is considered inferior twice. 

2. Only about 20% marry and most of these women marry men with 

disabilities as well. They typically become housewives and stay primarily 

in the home. 
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3. Men with disabilities are sometimes more macho than men without 

disabilities because they feel they have to prove themselves more than 

others do. 

23 July, Hilda (?) (Professor of Spanish at ICADS, age -35-40) talked about 

conditions and stereotypes of Caribbean (Negro) Costa Ricans. 

1. Blacks in Costa Rican culture are a very independent and dignified 

people. They recognize their limitations and deal with them. Negro 

women in Costa Rica have a history of being very self-reliant and 

successful in their lives. They typically do not get married or start 

families until they have achieved their life goals. 

2. The determination of the Negro woman in Costa Rica and the Caribbean 

comes from a strict upbringing. After slavery, the Negroes have leamed 

to be more disciplined and perseverant. They take for granted that 

because of racism they will have less resources and chances to succeed in 

life. 

Lectures of Maria Suarez 

The revolutions of the 1980's in Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador 

raised certain questions about the specific needs and goals of women in Central 

America generally. Their goals were seen to be secondary to the more pressing goal 

of liberation. This kept women in the secondary status that they had had previously. 

In effect this ensured that in addition to whatever goals were achieved by the larger 
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goals of the revolution (in which women played a central role) women would still 

have to fight for their own goals at a later time. Essentially, the concems of women 

were not important enough for the men to devote time to them. 

The subordination of the goals of women in the stmggle for political 

independence and self-determination, in a time of economic stress, could have been 

expected and predicted given the cultural background of Latin America. Women 

who did insist on the inclusion of women's goals on an immediate basis were 

likened to traitors. The women's movement in Central America later related this 

experience to the story of La Malinche. They reinterpreted the standard story of La 

Malinche (Crow 1946: 75) and produced a revisionist account that places her in a 

different light. She was a native American in the time of the Conquistadors that was 

kicked out of her village because she was a daughter coming from a rape. Her 

collaboration with Cortes is believed to have been important in the defeat of the 

natives. She is seen as a traitor to her own people, yet it was her own people that 

rejected her in the first place. Some of the women's movements have adopted the 

name "Las Malinches" as a result. 

The secondary status of women and their concems is at the root of the 

phenomenon known as the "feminization of poverty" (Kottak 1997: 329). It is 

simply the disproportional representation of females in the ranks of the poor. This 

relates to the incessantly incorporating march of globalization. Globalization divides 

the areas of the worid into production and market zones. Since capitalism prevails, 

gain in one area is made at the expense of another's loss. These zones of the 
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economy are further divided into formal and informal sectors. The formal sector is 

tantamount to the public sphere of life in which more and more women have become 

involved. 

The informal economy is that which is not recognized nor paid for, in the 

formal economy. This consists largely of domestic chores, cooking, cleaning, taking 

care of the children and the elderly, etc. As has been discussed, these are considered 

the responsibility of females in Central America and Costa Rica. In the economic 

assessment of an area, formal economic indicators do not include the informal 

economy. This marginalizes women as involved in the economy. In their dual-

responsibility workday, half of what women do is unrecognized. This accentuates the 

banal observation that "Feminism is the radical notion that women are people too." 

In 1989 a Costa Rican woman named Magdalena living in Belize was 

arrested for the murder of her husband, a local Church pastor. She claimed that it 

was in self-defense against his physical abuse. Belize, having recently gained its 

complete independence from England, was anxious to show the justice its legal 

system could produce. The Central American women's movement became involved 

in the case. Maria Suarez and others went to talk to Magdalena in jail. By this time 

she had resigned herself to the fact that she was going to be executed. They worked 

with her and discovered her story. She had been beaten within inches of her life on 

numerous occasions. She had told a friend shortly before the killing that she 

expected to soon be dead. When her husband was about to beat their children she 

killed him. 

60 



At this time there was little public recognition of the reality of domestic 

violence. If laws were on the books, it was nevertheless a cultural tradition that what 

happens in the home is the business of the father as head. Domestic violence was an 

accepted fact. This woman's life was in danger over the killing of her husband. 

However, through intense effort and the mobilization of a global network, the 

Central American women's movement was able to influence Belize to dismiss the 

case. Intemational human rights organizations applied political pressure and the 

woman went free. 

After this case, the issue of women's human rights, specifically the right to 

freedom from domestic violence, was discussed in intemational tribunals. At the 

United Nations conference in Vienna in 1992 the legislation was adopted that made 

domestic violence, or violence against women, a violation of human rights. The 

Organization of American States and the Republic of Costa Rica also adopted the 

legislation. The next conference concemed with women's issues was in Cairo in 

1994 and was concemed with reproductive rights. After this came the 4'*̂  UN 

conference on women in Beijing, China. The continuation of the stmggle here was 

not what the women had in mind; instead of introducing new information and 

proposals, they had to face a backlash against their 1992 gains. 

Males, arguing that the private sphere is a cultural institution, created the 

backlash. They insisted that such legislation affects the private lives of people and 

that it was wrong. In the 1992, a similar argument had been made. Opponents 

claimed that with this law the state sought to legislate morality. Women's response 
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involved slavery and its abolition. They made a connection between slavery and the 

conditions of women and the difference between the public and private spheres. In 

the end, the law was maintained, but at the cost of fmstrating other goals by having 

to stop forward progress and defend established rights. 

Women's concems were shown to be inherent in the human rights stmggle 

worldwide before this episode. The United Nations definition of human rights was 

not, at first, an inclusive one. Feminists felt that it was too androcentric because it 

used the male as the universal. This has been changed for UN definitions of human 

rights today but still lags in Amnesty Intemational's definition. Focusing on this 

aspect of human rights tries to change the conceptualization of woman as below 

man. The implication is that the typically invisible, or subordinated, concems of 

women are now central to consideration. 

The intemational women's movement used this strategy of bringing laws to 

bear upon society because they feel that legality precedes acceptance. In the case of 

Costa Rica this has been suggested explicitly. Theoretically, the law is a subset of 

rights. When included in law they come to be accepted as actual rights. For the 

feminists in this case, supporting the adoption of laws is a way of establishing the 

rights both legally, and getting these rights into open discussion in society. It is 

hoped that introducing these laws will eventually serve to remedy the overall 

stereotype of women. It will change not only the stereotype of women, but also of 

men, because, as she says, "Gender is a limiting constmct, both men and women 

have something to lose." 

62 



Discussion 

Contrasting many of the interviews done with women, with the report of the 

interview done with Roberto Gomez, I think, shows the differences in reality 

experienced by men and women in Costa Rica. He emphasized to me the artificiality 

of the claims and purposes of much of the women's movement. He did not seem 

necessarily to be denying a decline in govemment spending in the social sector, 

which leads to the feminization of poverty according to Maria Suarez, or that 

domestic abuse takes place. Instead, I got the impression that these were issues of 

secondary importance. It stood out to me as a vindication of what the feminists call 

androcentric thinking. I think that they have discemed well the Costa Rican male 

mind. Furthermore, the difference in frames, or stereotypes, between males and 

females, has been shown, if only in a cursory manner. 

I found again and again that women would describe men as machistas. For 

most women, it meant more than being abusive. Strictness and aloofness were 

important descriptions of fathers. Husbands were usually called lazy or busy with 

other work. Yet they were always considered the active, powerful participants in an 

exchange between males and females. Still, many women emphasized the complicity 

of women in their own oppression. 

I wanted to focus on the interviews done with Jose and Ligia because of the 

set of pseudo-mles that they proffered. Working with both of them after the stories 

that they told about the intricacies and subtleties of meanings led to my lists. In this 
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format I hope to emphasize the social component to meaning. Arguably, as the 

individual leams her culture, these mles are applied by Costa Ricans. In the next 

chapter I will continue to produce more lists of concepts that, I will argue, are 

subjectively related to each other in the Costa Rican mind. 
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CHAPTER V 

PSYCHOLINGUISTIC SURVEY DATA 

It has been found that affective organization of socially significant items 

stays relatively stable intra-culturally, and that intracultural gender differences 

account for less difference than intercultural comparisons (MacKinnon and Keating 

1989), particulariy in the realm of sexual-erotic sentiments (Schneider 1999). 

Semantic differential ratings by both male and female Costa Rican undergraduates 

suggest that this is not always the case. Using an explorative K-means cluster 

analysis it will be demonstrated that there are significant gender differences in 

affective organization of concepts for Costa Ricans. 

Theoretical Background 

Culture is information that allows a person to act appropriately in particular 

contexts in the society in question (Goodenough 1957). This characterizes culture as 

a production system, or "grammar," a pattem of perception, thinking, and/or feeling 

that yields effective actions in one's environment, social or otherwise (MacKinnon 

1994, Hunn 1989). These organizing principles (culture) also include(s) a socially 

imputed, stmctural organization of both the cognitive and affective components of 

experience (Heise 1987). Cognitive refers here roughly to conscious and linguistic 

components and affective refers to emotional. However, the interrelationship of 

culture and social stmcture is subtle and important. Social stmcture is the pattem of 
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social behavior that exists among a certain group, and this is different from culture, 

which is cognitive. Yet, one cannot conceptually exist without the other: there must 

be a system of understanding in order to produce behavior, and conversely behavior 

occurs in pattems that lead to a certain understanding of phenomena. This produces 

"people perceiving, thinking, or feeling things together" (Wallace 1983: 57). 

Affective responses to social information are also considered part of the social 

environment and, by definition, are shared. This allows for a comparison of 

sentiments among different groups 

Social cognitions may be infinitely complex in their particularities, but are 

comparable in the area of affectual response (MacKinnon 1994, Heise 1987). This is 

explained in MacKinnon (1994) using the "principle of complementarity" and the 

"principle of inextricability." These refer to the singularity of apparently dual 

phenomena and the inseparability of items perceived to be separate, respectively. 

The analytical separation between cognition and affect betrays these principles. It 

has been suggested in recent years by proponents of the "warm view" of cognition 

that the separation between cognition and affect for the purposes of analysis may be 

erroneous (Clore, Schwarz, and Conway 1994). Osgood (1974: 22) called the 

combination of the affective and cognitive components one's "sentiments" and called 

the distinction between the two as "two sides of the same coin." His analogy utilized 

these principles and allowed the theoretical establishment of a psycholinguistic 

methodology. 

The psycholinguistic definition of a concept is that its "semantic similarity is 
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indexed by similarity in distribution of usage" (Osgood 1974: ). For Osgood this 

meant that the usage of a concept had to be measured in terms other than the 

cognitive/linguistic representation. In other words, because it was not always 

possible to hold up something and ask what it is, there had to be another way to get 

comparative meanings. He developed a semantic differential scale that measured 

meaning along three dimensions: evaluation, potency, and activity (EPA) (Osgood 

1974, Osgood, May, and Miron 1975). The EPA scales were developed in one of the 

largest social scientific projects ever undertaken. In over 25 countries woridwide, 

various surveys and fieldwork established cross-culturally that the qualifiers used 

with the greatest frequency were these EPA dimensions (Osgood, May, and Miron 

1975). This provided a means by which to compare cross-culturally the 

cognitive/linguistic items that were literal translations yet were widely disparate in 

actual usage. The EPA semantic differential scales make identities, behaviors, 

settings, and objects comparable. Theoretically, the meaning of concepts is shared 

among a group of persons in their affective and cognitive components. 

Methodologically, we can compare these items to each other in three-dimensional 

semantic space using the EPA scales. 

Affect Control Theory 

Affect control theory (ACT) is founded on symbolic interactionism theory in 

sociology. The basic premise is that there is in human society a plethora of selves, or 

individuals, which interpret the meaning of their own and others' behaviors since 
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there is no inherent meaning. People are constmcting the meaning of things and 

behaviors by their symbolic, and subjective, importance. In combination with the 

proposed complimentarity of cognition and affect, ACT suggests that affective 

meaning is also constmcted in this manner. However far meaning is shared among 

persons of a culture establishes how much one will see symbolic meanings and their 

affectual components, as shared socially. 

Building on this ACT takes identities as packages of meaning. Associated 

with an identity are certain emotions that are socially appropriate (Schneider 1996). 

When her husband dies a wife is likely to develop a high salience for the 
role-identity of a widow and is expected to experience and express grief at 
his funeral. When a woman marries. Bride becomes a salient role-identity 
and she is supposed to feel joyful at her wedding. (Schneider 1996: 7) 

This applies to each particular culture's idiosyncratic arrangement of role-identities 

and emotions. 

People tend to maintain emotions that are characteristic of their salient 

identities (MacKinnon 1994: 32). Behaviors of others serve to either affirm or deny 

the roles they play. If a person is perceived to be acting her role properly, i.e. 

displaying the proper emotions, others will affirm her in that role. If she is acting 

improperly others will deny the supposed role. The important note here is that the 

emotions and social expectations of proper role performance become a motivating 

factor (Heise 1992). Motivation to perform the socially/culturally determined proper 

behaviors and emotions, provides a way to theoretically suggest, based on emic data 

arranged in emic categorizations, the stmctures that normal events will follow in 

everyday life. 
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Gender Differences versus Inter-Cultural Differences 

In other research of this type conducted in other countries the gender 

differences were found to be less divergent than cross-cultural comparisons 

(MacKinnon and Keating 1989, Schneider 1999). These findings led to the averaging 

of the scores for gender in order to make cross-cultural comparisons. However, 

variation along gender was found to be more significant in the case of Costa Rica, as 

will be discussed below. The level of abstraction at which the analyst decides to 

focus is both methodologically defensible and intentionally limiting in its 

application. Given two cultures to compare, A and B, the analyst might average 

ratings by gender. One formula to use would be: 

((Male A + female A)/2)-((male B + female B)/2) 

(Schneider 1999) 

We can see that whatever differences may exist between males and females in either 

culture would not be evident with the application of this formula. As discussed, it 

has been empirically established that in certain domains, cross-cultural disagreement 

is greater than intracultural, or gender, disagreement (MacKinnon and Keating 1989, 

Schneider 1999). 

On the other hand, the premise has also been put forth that the cross-cultural 

variance of sentiments among persons from comparable socio-economic classes may 

be less than an intracultural comparison between diverse socio-economic classes 
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(Schneider 1998). This observation can be modified to account for whatever 

subcultures the analyst may choose. Here, it will be modified to accommodate the 

analysis of the variation along the affective dimensions of gender in Costa Rican 

society. 

Procedures 

Semantic differential scales along EPA dimensions were used to measure 96 

terms among two groups of undergraduate students in the San Jose area. The scales 

were designed and terms were chosen in collaboration with a bilingual consultant 

native to the area. Values on the scales ranged from -4 to 4 with 9 total rating 

possibilities including 0 as neutral. The tests were distributed and promoted in 

collaboration with an intemational organization located in San Jose. The 

socioeconomic background of the subjects was largely upper middle-class and upper 

class. Both universities where the surveys were distributed were private law-schools. 

Those tested were undergraduates in a collaborating professor's class. Each of the 

students present at the time of class on that particular day was tested. There were a 

total of 22 female and 9 male responses used for the final analysis. 

Below is an example of the EPA scales used with the test subjects. The 

stimulus item translates as "an enemy." The opposite endpoints of the scale are 

"Good/Bad" (Bueno/Malo), "Weak, Small/Powerful, Big," (Debil, Pequeno/al 

Fuerte, Grande), and "Old, Quiet/ Young, Loud" (Viejo/a, Callado/a/Joven, 

Ruidoso/a). The level indicator labels are neutral, Un poco (a little), Bastante 
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(somewhat), Extremamente (extremely), and Infinitamente (infinitely). These are all 

options used in the original scales designed for use in Spanish-speaking countries, 

used in the original research done as part of Osgood's project (Osgood, May, and 

Miron 1975). 

Table 2: example of survey 

Malo/a [ ] 

Debil, [ 1 
Pequeiio/a 

[X] [ 1 

[ ] 

El Enemigo 

[ ] [ ] 

[ ] [ 1 [ ] 

[ ] [ ] 

[X] [ ] 

n 
[] 

[ ]Bueno/a 

[ ] Fuerte, 
Grande 

Viejo/a, [] [] [] [] [1 [] [] [1 [xlJoven, 
Callado/a Ruidoso/a 

Infinitamente Bastante Neutral Bastante Infinitamente 
Extremamente Un poco Un poco Extremamente 

K-means Cluster Analysis 

This method of statistical analysis was used because: 

Resembling the cognitive organization of denotative categories, K-means 
cluster analysis establishes sets of EPA ratings that are maximally distinctive across 
sets, while being maximally homogeneous within sets (Schneider 1996: 9). 

This was an exploratory procedure, in that the researcher designated at 

random the number of clusters that he wanted. Observing the results, the researcher 

determined if the clusters were distinctive in their denotations. In this particular case, 

the researcher decided that two different numbers of clusters for each gender would 

yield the best explanations. This was for the purpose of observing distinctions 
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between the public and the private spheres. This required statistical manipulation in 

order for the data to evidence itself. 

Ideally, the clusters, which are based on the three numeric scores translated 

from the coding of the EPA scales, will represent connotative, subjective meaning, 

or sentiment. The averaging together of scores from a population will yield an 

average, or cultural, sentiment. A particular numeric/linguistic EPA profile will 

stand for that culture or gender's denotative and connotative meaning. 

Results 

The results will be reported for Costa Rican males and females at both the 6 

and 8 cluster levels. The reasons for this will be discussed below. The final clusters 

and their members will be termed cluster solutions. The solutions will sometimes be 

referred to in a general term; however, when possible the cluster solution will be 

referred to by the term included in the solution itself; for example, "private life" or 

"public life." The reporting will be done comprehensively to show points of 

agreement and disagreement between males and females. 
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6 Cluster solutions: Male and female 

Below are the numeric solutions for the 6 cluster solution to the male and 

female data from the survey. 

Table 3: 6 Cluster solutions. 

Final Cluster Centers (Male) 
Cluster 

E M 
P M 
A_M 

1 
2.46 
1.85 

.87 

2 
2.52 
1.35 
-.60 

Final Cluster Centers (Female) 
Cluster 

E F 
P F 
A F 

.. 1 
-1.71 
-1.42 

-.45 

2 
2.44 
1.06 

.03 

3 
-2.28 
-1.38 

-.51 

3 
-.61 
-.38 
.01 

4 
-.06 
.51 
.29 

4 
-3.00 

-.58 
-.28 

5 
-1.12 

-.55 
-.03 

5 
2.28 
1.76 

.97 

6 
1.39 

.48 

.69 

6 
1.02 

.79 

.63 

The cluster numbers have been assigned at random. The significant numbers 

are the EPA profiles, which are also roughly of the same distribution for both males 

and females. For example, male cluster 3 and female cluster 4 are roughly equal, and 

as will be shown, contain roughly the same terms. The most highly rated cluster 

solutions for both males and females were the EPA profiles for authority figures 

(Schneider 1996, 1999). This consists of a high evaluation score, a medium to high 

potency score, and a very low to negative activity score. The members for both 

males and females were the identities of a nun, grandmother and grandfather, and 

women's rights. For women the authority figures included the concept of private life. 
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At this level of distinction the high rating of private life blends with authority figures 

that are most powerful in the family for the females. The complete female cluster 

here is: a nun, private life, woman, man, father, grandmother, grandfather, human 

rights, women's rights, a doctor, and reasonable. For the males the cluster includes 

"justo" the concept of justice. The concept of reasonableness in authority figures, or 

private life, for females coincides with the concept of justice for the same identities 

for males. 

For males the concept of private life is found in cluster 6. The males' EPA 

ratings for this cluster are significantly different from the ratings given by females. 

What is more interesting is that, for males, at this level of distinction there is no 

differentiation between public life and private life. At the same time, this fact is 

punctuated by the significant difference in the rating of public and private life by 

females. Cluster 6 for females includes the concept of public life. The rating is 

slightly lower than cluster 6 for males. However, many of the identities are the same, 

for example: wife, boss (female), bank director, a plumber, a professor (female), 

innocence, and the laws. 

Apart from the inclusion in this cluster by males of both private and public 

life, there are other inconsistencies between the two clusters. The males include the 

identities of a female pomstar and erotic dancer and the verb "amar" to love. To love 

was part of a different cluster for females that included the home, mother and other 

identities denotative of the family (Cluster 5). The identities of female pomstar and 

erotic dancer were, for females, moderately deviant (identities and behaviors are 
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labeled deviant if they have a negative evaluation rating). Females included in their 

public life cluster the identity of a feminist. The males rated feminists as somewhat 

deviant and located within a cluster with the identity of criminal and the verb 

"odiar" (to hate). 

The most negatively rated clusters (cluster 3 for males and cluster 4 for 

females) also differ. Both include the identities of a violator and an abuser and the 

feeling of depression. Females add criminal and machista to their list. Males include 

the identities of an atheist and an abortion doctor among theirs. Traits also included 

in this cluster for males include: weakness, girlishness in a male (afeminado), and to 

be submissive. 

All identities that are explicitly associated with sexuality were found for 

females to be deviant. They were either in clusters 1 or 3, which were significantly 

deviant clusters. For males only the identities of prostitute and masochist were 

significantly deviant. Female pomstar and erotic dancer were significantly positive, 

as discussed above. Other sexual identities were rated by males as virtually neutral 

(cluster 4). 
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8 Cluster solutions: Male and female 

At the level of 8 clusters important differentiations occur that provide an 

important distinction between the male and female results. Below are the numeric 

solutions for this level. 

Table 3: 8 Cluster solutions 

Final Cluster Centers (Male) 
Cluster 

1 
E_M -1.56 
P_M -1.14 
A_M -.20 

2 3 
2.56 -3.22 
1.70 -.85 
-.67 -.93 

Final Cluster Centers (Female) 
Cluster 

1 
E_F -.61 
P_F -.38 
A_F -.01 

2 3 
.97 -2.93 
.77 -.43 
.61 -.98 

4 
-.39 
2.00 

.95 

4 
1.81 
1.42 
1.17 

5 
2.09 
-.21 
-.11 

5 
2.50 
1.77 

.53 

6 
1.17 
.70 
.82 

6 
-1.71 
-1.42 

-.45 

7 
-.32 
.07 
.14 

7 
-3.05 

-.68 
.18 

8 
2.47 
1.83 

.85 

8 
2.50 

.33 
-.17 

At this level of distinction there emerges a distinction for males between 

public and private life. The private life cluster for males comes closer to the 

females'. It includes: a nun, a woman, wife, timidity, and femininity (cluster 5). 

Public life for males (cluster 6) includes many of the same items as before that were 

shared by both males and females. However, the female pomstar, the erotic dancer, 

and to love are also included here as they were for the 6 cluster solution. Both the 

public and private life clusters were for females virtually unchanged at this level of 

distinction. 
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Discussion 

Past research has shown that there is conceptual separation between the 

public and private spheres of life for Costa Rican women (Furiong and Riggs 1996). 

Traditional women's roles were in the home as wife and mother. Women's inclusion 

in the workforce and participation in higher education have been increasing for many 

years, changing their traditional roles significantly. EPA ratings for private life 

among females were consistently in the highest percents. Public life was rated 

significantly lower, but still positively. It was associated with work-related identities 

and behaviors. 

It was necessary to use a finer level of distinction (via increasing the number 

of clusters) to find a distinction between public and private life for males. I suspect 

this may have been the result of the small sample size for males. Interestingly, the 

exercise yielded the findings that sexual identities and behaviors were, for Costa 

Rican males, part of the public sphere of life. This finding supports, and is supported 

by, the discussion in earlier chapters regarding the Costa Rican male's sexuality as 

part of his publicly acknowledged reputation (Bustos 1979). Related to these 

findings I can confirm a connection between erotic dancing and public life. On 

Friday nights at a certain discotech/club I frequented in San Jose, the regular dance 

club would convert into a virtual gentleman's club. Paid models would arrive and 

take tums dancing in the middle of the floor in a provocative and sexually explicit 

manner. Throughout the night they would wear progressively fewer and fewer items 

of clothing. 
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The lowest rated deviants were for both males and females the violator and 

the abuser. I gathered from many people that machista was closely associated with 

domestic abuse. The female EPA ratings showed this to be the case but the male 

scores did not. Males rated the concept as virtually neutral. Traditionally, the male 

stereotype was that of masculinity (Biesanz 1987: 12). While manliness (being 

varonil) has maintained a high rating for both male and female, machismo has taken 

a drop in evaluation. However, from the rest of the data reported here it is fairly 

obvious that the term, and not the stereotype, was the recipient of the bmnt of the 

attack in tradition change. 

Males also rated anti-traditional identities such as atheists and abortion 

doctors as extremely negative. This undoubtedly comes from a religious influence. 

Less extreme but still very negative were the males' ratings of homosexuals, 

lesbians, and feminists. The cultural stereotype of the feminist, as I mentioned, is 

closely related to lesbianism. The low rating of homosexuals may obscure the other 

reasons that men have for the rating of feminists as deviant. 

Further observations that the traditional male role still predominates for 

males come from the ratings of submissiveness, weakness, and effeminacy. These 

are ascertainable to be representative of males and not confused with female traits 

because of the gender system in the Spanish language. The same traits in females 

were rated in this survey by males, and probably because they are more traditional 

for females, and rated very high. These traits were found to be very deviant for 

males. They were at the same level as abusers and violators. 
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Where it seems that males have changed very little, females seem to have 

significantly altered their cultural stereotypes of themselves. This is in comparison to 

the representation of the traditional sumisa wife and mother restricted to the home 

exclusively. The inclusion of women in the public sphere seems to have been the key 

factor in this change. I base this on information from other sources such as Julieta 

Smith and Roberto Gomez (see Chapter IV). From this data, the public sphere is 

associated exclusively for females with identities, behaviors, and traits surrounding 

work and higher education. Females rate this aspect of their life as moderately 

positive but as significantly lower than the rating for private life. Private life is still 

associated with being a wife and mother in a traditional way. Females rate sexual 

identities and behaviors as deviant. 

Males and females differ importantly on sexual identities, criminality, and 

public life. Although this data was not compared cross-culturally, it has been 

established that great differences in rating such as the findings on these aspects 

represent, exhibit cultural "instability" or "conflict" (Osgood 1974, 1975). The 

categorization of one identity by males as considerably positive, while females rate it 

as deviant with a negative sign, is a good example of this conflict. The content of the 

conflicted clusters is useful for observing the distance between male and female 

subjective cultural organization of these concepts. This research suggests that the 

intra-cultural differences in subjective culture in Costa Rica are significant. In the 

future it would be valuable to do a more comprehensive investigation of this 

possibility. If these findings were sustained it would modify the current perspective 
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4G 

on inter- versus intra-cultural differences. From the data reported here, it is safe to 

claim that the subjective differences between the genders are like those suggested by 

Schneider (1999); they differ in their worldview as if they represented differing 

classes within the same society. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this thesis, I have discussed gender stereotypes in Costa Rica. 1 combined 

several theoretical perspectives and different empirical methodologies to approach 

and investigate the topic. In doing so I intended to do two things. I used different 

theoretical approaches to provide a fuller, multi-dimensional description of the topic 

and, simultaneously, to show that different theories were mutually compatible and 

useful. The two empirical methodologies that I used were shown to also be 

complementary because they added to the depth and area of description. 

From the level of evolved cognitive capacity through the individual and 

social cognitive processing, to the emic reality of the social world, up to the 

stmctural level, the theoretical precursors to this project have a connection. I have 

tried to make this micro/macro-level connection in the description of the gender 

domain in Costa Rica. As in Plato's description of the divided line, it is important to 

recognize that all levels, in this case biological, cognitive, and social, are essential to 

the reality of the whole. No level of focus is able to explain alone the matter in 

question: all facets are important for a full understanding. 

The postmodem critique is a sweeping condemnation of the view that there is 

a universal tmth that humans can come to know. It emphasizes that all information 

includes prejudices, implicit or explicit, that tempers its perceived tmth. At its most 

extreme, it makes the reality of the individual temporal and entirely idiosyncratic. In 
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a more mild formulation, postmodernism brings a more qualitative property to social 

reality. However, the biological/cognitive level of explanation used in psychology 

establishes a basis on which wide generalizations can be made. The universal human 

psychological endowment is a sound basis for imputing an underiying similarity of 

information processing and representation. 

Historical and linguistic particularism are central principles in anthropology 

and this thesis. The qualifications to the traditional anthropological conceptions of 

culture provided by cognitive anthropology and ethnolinguistics allow for culture to 

be seen as a system of categorizing the world. Again, from a particularistic and 

postmodem point-of-view, cultures have their own native categories and 

interconnections. These theoretical statements were my guide and inspiration in 

formulating and carrying out my research. 

Methodologically, combining these various theoretical perspectives called for 

employment of various empirical approaches. In anthropology, the traditional 

method of research is participant-observation. It was intriguing for me to be in a 

place observing the people around me, and living in their world. I made quite serious 

faux pas at times, but leamed to act acceptably most of the time. Understanding the 

world around me as the Costa Ricans did was difficult, and I can say without 

exaggeration that I am very far from being able to understand as a Costa Rican does. 

In the domain of gender I have a bit more confidence, but only marginally. 

Interviewing different people gives some insights into this system, but actually 

participating in it is another story. Starting very informally, I proceeded to 
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investigate the responses 1 got during interviews, to produce general models of 

thought and behavior (Chapter III). Just as in any information processing system, 

there are mles for processing. These are the kinds of parameters that I had naively 

hoped to (re)produce. 

The psycholinguistic theory and methodology added the affectual component 

to cognitive functioning. The subjective organization of concepts was linked to the 

social organization of these concepts. ACT provided a basis for asserting that, based 

on mles again derived from social psychology, individuals are motivated to 

adequately perform the behaviors assigned to their salient identities. This theory of 

motivation, together with my empirical findings, suggests that there are two 

subjectively different worlds for Costa Rican males and females, who therefore 

behave differently. 

The traditional gender system, discussed in Chapter II, summarized in the 

dual terms machismo/marianismo, provided a background for the modifications and 

particularities reported later. The passage of laws that establish rights for women are 

tempered by the cultural reality of the adherence to, and enforcement of, the 

country's laws. The sexual profligacy of males and the quiet submission of the 

females in traditional society seem to have changed little from the established 

cultural pattem. The women's movement has mixed reception, according to the 

sample of the population represented here. Interestingly enough, many of the women 

I interviewed were actually active members of the women's movement. 
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Probably the most successful change in the traditional socio-cultural 

condition of women has come in the form of laws. Costa Ricans seem to think of 

themselves as a very legalistic nation. As in the Roman tradition in law, the law must 

first be written in order for the behavior to adapt to it. The women's movement has 

taken advantage of this cultural concept. 

Some suggest that the intemational movements promoting women's human 

rights in the country create an image in the minds of others that skews the reality of 

the situation in Costa Rica. They argue that these organizations have their own 

agendas for changing the country. The organizations are certainly attacking a central 

feature of the culture: the gender system. It is clear that development has provided 

job opportunities and raised the standard of living for many. For feminists, 

development has also brought the feminization of poverty, reduction in the 

accessibility of health care, and poorer quality public schools. For others, these 

things are not recognized. Instead the focus is on the role that personal achievement 

plays in changing the social and cultural conditions of women. 

In public, the male stereotypes of women seem to have changed very little. 

These stereotypes relate to sexual activity in the public realm and to the family in the 

private realm. While women's rights are highly valued, feminists are seen as 

deviants, along with homosexuals. Males still enjoy the advantages given to them by 

the established system of patriarchy. Religion stills defends the traditional 

organization in most cases. 
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Women have seen a significant change in the content of their lives in the last 

fifty years in Costa Rica. Their lives now are stereotypically divided into two 

spheres: the public and the private. The public sphere is somewhat strictly associated 

with work outside the home. Nevertheless, the traditional role of woman as mother 

and wife as the central fixture in the home has not changed. Women have, as it were, 

two areas of responsibility now. As Chaney (1979) called them, supermadres, Costa 

Rican women seek to maintain the home to traditional standards while working a job 

outside the home. 

The changes in the gender stereotype of the male have changed superficially. 

The idea of manliness is still central in the family. Machismo has come to be 

associated with domestic violence. To be labeled "machista" implies domestic 

violence, therefore, the term, but not necessarily the behavior, has become 

stigmatized. One in three women are still abused in Costa Rica. As has been shown 

in the data, the traditional organization for the male is virtually unchanged. This may 

help explain why such abuse takes place. 

As predicted by the discussion of subtyping in stereotype change, the overall 

conception of women has not changed. I have shown that the identity of feminist is, 

for males, negative. Women's rights were assimilated under the mbric of human 

rights and legal rights in general in this legalistic society. Behavior associated with 

sex seems to be a bastion of tradition. 

The main change that I found, then, was that many women now work outside 

the home. I have to agree with the conceptualization of the supermadre. Although 
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the women's movement has done much to bring about stereotype change in the 

society, it is not yet very successful in changing cultural pattems. I foresee that a 

subtype of women as professionals will be established in the public sphere for both 

men and women. From what I have leamed, I believe that the professional woman in 

Costa Rica is becoming a reality. She will not necessarily follow the pattem of the 

supermadre, and perhaps will extend the length of time seen as acceptable for a 

woman to be unmarried and on her own. 
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