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Introduction

I first became interested in Costa Rica through conversations with my friend Jorge
, a 36-year-old male Costa Rican who arrived in this country as a child, at the age of 8.  He speaks passionately of his home country, and often makes comparisons between his life here and what he knows life to be like there.  

Invisible Population

There is a tendency among many Americans to “lump together” all Spanish-speaking immigrants. English teachers especially should look closely at the cultural contrasts between, for example, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, so as not to take the essentialist view, and consider them all as part of the homogeneous mental category of “Hispanic” or “Latino.” While these broader terms may indeed reflect individual students’ self-perceptions, it’s necessary to recognize the qualities of their more specific cultures.  In conversations with Jorge, it also occurred to me that it might especially important for Costa Ricans, or “Ticos,” since they do not necessarily consider themselves Latino at all (Biesanz et al, 1999).

My research on Costa Ricans led me to other differences between them and other Spanish-speaking immigrant populations.  Generally speaking, Costa Ricans are not fleeing their country due to extreme poverty or dangerous political situations; most come here at the behest of their companies, to pursue a degree in an American university (as in the case of Jorge’s parents), or because they have married an American citizen (Chase, n. d.).

One of the reasons Costa Rican immigrants may go unremarked is that it’s very difficult to find statistics on the size of the Costa Rican immigrant population in the U.S. The information doesn’t appear on websites for either the Census Bureau, USCIS, the CIA World Factbook, or the Costa Rican embassy. A Google search on Costa Rican immigrants in US turns up information in the other direction—Costa Rica is a very popular retirement spot for Americans. An article on the site Everyculture.com states that “Only 57,661 Costa Ricans have immigrated to the United States since 1931,” however, this article is neither dated nor annotated (Chase, n. d.).

Add in the fact that English is a second language for many Ticos (the Costa Rican embassy website lists English alongside Spanish as one of its most widely spoken languages), and Costa Ricans can easily “disappear” into the larger population of Latino immigrants speaking Spanish-accented English. However, this does not necessarily mean that Ticos integrate seamlessly with U.S. culture, as we shall see. 

In Culture Shock: Costa Rica, Claire Wallenstein (2003) calls the early European settlement of Costa Rica “the poor relation of all the Spanish colonies (p. 20).”  While social distinction and opportunity were based on the Spanish class system, meaning only noble hidalgos could own property, the upper crust of the colonial hidalgos chose to make their homes in more profitable colonies, leaving Costa Rica to the poorer provincials.  It had no gold, and between domination tactics and disease brought in by the original conquistadors, there weren’t enough natives to support a plantation economy, resulting in a population of poor, isolated farmers working their own land and struggling to survive (ibid).

Because of this early history, the Costa Rican popular self image still emphasizes self-reliance and individuality.  This seems very similar to American self-perception; however, the Ticos also see themselves as a polite, peace-loving, and accommodating people, making much of the fact that they disbanded their standing army in 1949 (Biesanz et al, 1999).   The Tico value of quedar bien (avoiding conflict, being accommodating and amicable) does not always result in saying what one means; like the face-saving strategies of many Asian cultures, quedar bien can take precedence over honesty, a possible source of frustration and culture clash (Wallenstein, 2003).

In addition, Costa Ricans, like Americans, talk proudly of their “melting pot” culture; the truth there seems to be like our truth, that the “melting pot” is really an effort to assimilate all newcomers into the mainstream culture.  The Costa Rican embassy’s website boasts of the country’s racial diversity: “though most of the country’s 4 million inhabitants descend from Spanish immigrants, many families originated in other parts of Europe, Africa, Asia, and Central America.”  However, it’s obvious that some kinds of diversity claim a higher status than others—European influence, according to the website, is hallmarked by language and architecture, while the indigenous influence consists of tortillas and ceramic handicrafts.  

Wallenstein (2003) paints a more realistic picture of racial diversity in Costa Rica: according to her, the mainstream of Tico society is mainly focused on its “white” European heritage.  However, she says, the majority of the original colonists were male, forcing them to marry indigenous wives, thus diluting both Spanish and indigenous bloodlines.  The result of this is curious double-image: one could say that Ticos are the “whitest” of all Latinos, considering their very small, isolated remaining indigenous population; or, considering the frequent intermarriage in its early history, one could consider Costa Rica to be the very “melting pot” depicted by the embassy, with everyone having some amount of “mixed” blood.

What does all of this mean for the American encountering a Costa Rican immigrant?   While at first glance our attitudes towards many things can seem quite similar, the underlying history and current situations mean that assumptions of commonality will not always be valid.  

Large and Small Cultures

There is an even more important consideration, however, in terms of avoiding both essentialism (Costa Ricans are just like other Latinos) (Holliday et al, 2007) and universalism (Costa Ricans are just like “us”) (Bennett 1993): Holliday’s distinction (pp. 62-64)  between “small” and “large” cultures.

The notion of “large” culture, according to Holliday, is essentialist—it is based on a “prescriptive desire to seek out and detail differences” between “ethnic, national, international entities (p. 63).”  In other words, large culture starts from the assumption that a group (e.g., Latinos) will share certain traits that make them distinct for other groups (e.g., Americans), and then proceeds to itemize the details of these distinctions.  

“Small” culture, on the other hand, rather than examining differences between ethnic or national groups, seeks out cohesive behavior patterns in any social grouping, and is concerned with “social processes as they emerge (p. 64).”  Furthermore, while large culture is static (Latinos are like this, they have always been like this, and always will be), small culture is dynamic, attempting to capture “the sum total of al the processes, happenings, or activities in which a given set of several sets of people habitually engage (Beales et al 1967, qtd in Holliday et al 2007).”

While it seems evident that large culture does comprise a significant part of how a person forms their identity, I think it is a very dangerous mistake to assume that it is the only influence on this process.  Large culture is something one is born to; like Sleeping Beauty’s birthday gifts, its influences are thrust upon one willy nilly, and may have benign or malign effects on one’s sense of self.  Small cultures, on the other hand, can be encountered throughout one’s life, and membership can be the result of conscious choice rather than of birthright.

Jorge, for example, acknowledges that he is heavily affected by his Costa Rican childhood and the cultural values he grew up with—but some of those effects make him not more Tico, but less so.  Many of the small cultures (or “subcultures”) in which he claims membership are the result of actively rejecting his large culture heritage: notably, his rejection of strict Catholicism in favor of an atheistic form of Judaism.

In many ways, Jorge exhibits many of the “typical” traits of the Tico self-image: he shows an almost over-the-top (to an American) amount of affection to his loved ones (Wallenstein 2003, p. 98), practices a high level of quedar bien in his manner, and prides himself on individualism and self-reliance.  However, as will become evident in the interviews, he often displays these traits in a distinctly non-Tico manner.  Conversely, some of the “typical” Tico traits seem to be missing from his comportment: for example, Latin machismo, in the sense of infidelity or philandering (ibid, pp. 106-107), seems to have almost completely passed him by, though he flirts outrageously, and is involved with several lovers at a time.

How he manages this last without infidelity is a trait that is neither Tico nor American, but partakes of yet another of his small cultures.  Another aspect of our interviews will address the various small cultures to which Jorge belongs, in an effort to discover how they interact with his birth and adopted cultures.  As a bisexual, polyamorous, Jewish, Unitarian geek, there is a lot to discuss here; some of these subcultures do not exist in Costa Rica at all, and the ones that do have their own Tico slant to them.  
Informant and Methods

Jorge arrived in this country as a child, though he was actually born in Chattanooga, TN, due to what he calls a “timing mistake”: apparently, the plan had been for his parents to wait until they graduated to start their family, but he was born just seven weeks after their graduation.  Eight months later, the family moved back to Costa Rica.  This effectively gave Jorge dual citizenship, but currently he holds only US citizenship—though he never renounced his Costa Rican rights, he hinted at certain difficulties with the US government over holding dual citizenship.

Jorge’s early childhood was spent in the suburbs of San José; the one he lived in longest was Coronado, which he describes as a multicultural suburban neighborhood, with good access to public transit, allowing him to spend a much of his free time in the city.  He traveled to the US about once a year on holiday, to visit family in Tennessee, and when the time came for his father, a computer mainframe programmer, to return to the US seeking work, Chattanooga is where they returned to.  Jorge’s later childhood and early adulthood were spent in the American South, moving from Tennessee to Alabama to Louisiana and finally to the suburbs of Atlanta.  

As an adult he resides in Fremont, about an hour south of San Francisco.  He has a degree in Computer Information Systems from Devry Institute, and works as a Systems Administrator.  He is recently divorced from his wife, and shares joint custody of their autistic son.  He lives with one of his girlfriends and her three children; his son lives with them every other week.

His English is very fluent, due partly to his American schooling, partly to having English language classes in grade school in Costa Rica, and partly to the influence of American and British television (leaving him with a curiously hybrid accent that is neither British nor American nor Hispanic).  He also has an innate talent for and interest in languages that has led him to study French, Italian, and Hebrew.

Jorge and I met through other friends at a music gathering, about five years ago.  He and his family have been friends of ours ever since.  Now that he lives in California, we make a point of visiting him when we go out there for my husband to attend the Game Developers’ Conference in San Francisco.  Consequently, my first interview with Jorge took place in a café in the Mission District of San Francisco, and was digitally recorded.  Our subsequent two interviews were via webcam, over Skype, using Pamela recording software.  I did not find him to be any less forthcoming over the internet than in person; if anything, he was more so, since the time between interviews had given him a chance to think about what he wanted to say.
Large Culture
Several differences between Costa Rica and the US came up in our interviews, especially as I encouraged Jorge to comment on things I had found in the course of my reading.  For example, there is the American attitude toward war and the military.  Every reference I looked at emphasized the disbanding of the Costa Rican army.  Jorge agreed that this pacifism is a large portion of Costa Rican identity, and added that he feels there is a strong sense in the US that everything can be solved through war—for example, a common metaphor is that any social problem is attacked by a war: the war on drugs, poverty, homelessness, etc.  

One of the apparent similarities between American and Costa Rican culture that I have alluded to in the introduction is our shared self-perception of being almost rebelliously individualistic and self-reliant.  Jorge finds the expression of this aspect of American culture to be very different than the way it is expressed in Costa Rica, noting specifically that Americans are more likely to disrespect authority the farther away it is.  As he put it, “Americans will say that the president is a purebred pedigreed SOB, but will always call a traffic cop ‘sir.’”

He’s also rather amused at the way Americans will obey rules even when there’s no one around to enforce them.  He tried to tell acquaintances in Costa Rica how a four-way stop works, explaining that everyone is meant to take turns, and that yes, you do have to stop even if no one else is there.  They asked him (paraphrasing), “so the US is so rich that they can afford to put a traffic cop at every one of these intersections to enforce this?  And he’s armed, right?”  (He admits that this anti-authoritarian streak makes Costa Ricans very difficult to organize!)

Since we began our interviews in San Francisco, where homelessness is rampant and practically considered a lifestyle alternative, and since Jorge’s own life story includes a bout with homelessness, I asked him about the Costa Rican attitude regarding the homeless.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, he told me that Costa Ricans are mainly sympathetic, and that public policy is largely similar to that in San Francisco—very liberal and compassionate--except for the fact that the government can’t quite agree on what to do to help.  He attributes this to the fact that, while the liberals are in power, there are “just enough conservatives to vote them down.”  Jorge’s personal attitude toward homelessness, however, is a good deal less sympathetic.  Rather than automatically assuming a tragedy is behind every panhandler, he says, “I was on the street because I was a git, and I stopped being homeless when I stopped being a git.”

One of the integration problems Jorge had early on was that, living in the Southeastern US, the schemata for much of the humor he heard were based on racism and ethnic stereotypes.  Not only were the stereotypes different from those he’d grown up with, he explains that racial humor in Costa Rica has a much less negative slant than it does here.  His interpretation of racial humor in Costa Rica is that it’s all in fun, with everybody  making fun of everyone else.  He assures me that even the people on the receiving end of the humor feel this way, that nobody takes anything seriously,  “nothing is sacred,” and political correctness is simply unknown.  Not that hurtful insults don’t exist, he says, but rather that they are personal, and not based on group identity.  (We will examine this some more when we address the small cultures of bisexuality and geeks.)

When I asked Jorge to talk about quedar bien, he explained it much as I had found it in my reading, describing it as a face-saving social construct designed to avoid social conflict.  He says that when he does use it, it’s an automatic result of his upbringing, a subroutine running in the backgrounds of his interactions.  My observation of Jorge is that he is excellent at avoiding conflict, though I’m not sure I would say it was due to the face-saving of quedar bien.  He is simply so confident, and so reasonable about presenting his point of view, that it is difficult to consider arguing with him!

When asked about whether he felt quedar bien might be perceived by Americans as insincerity, he said that this is akin to what Californians feel about Southerners, that they are far too superficially “nice,” and would prefer directness.  He noted that his mother has an easier time interacting with Southerners, due to this cultural similarity, than with his Californian friends.

Wallenstein (2003) devotes a section of her chapter on Tico social customs and attitudes to machismo, which she explains almost exclusively in terms of male sexuality, claiming that male infidelity is rampant in Costa Rica.  Jorge believes infidelity is no more “rampant” there than it is in the US—about equal, he said.  When I asked him about machismo, he felt it had more to do with the masculine qualities of toughness and aggression—specifically in the face of a threat to clan and family, in which case all family members, male and female, would rise to the occasion.  (He also notes that the word macho, in Costa Rica, is merely the slang term for “blond.”)

Jorge does not exhibit what most Americans think of when they hear the word machismo—the aggressive sexuality and the cocky pugnacity—nor does he appear to be the kind of philanderer that Wallenstein describes.  It would be easy to assume this latter, given the string of girlfriends he consorts with, but as we shall see in the next section, he operates under a far stricter ethical code in this regard than is at first evident.
Small Culture
It would be an error to assume that Jorge’s character is entirely formed of his large culture associations.  On the contrary, an equal part of his self identity springs from his membership in several small cultures, some of which do not even exist in Costa Rica.
Religion
Since 1949, Catholicism has been the official state religion of Costa Rica, though other religious communities are allowed to practice (Biesanz et al 1999). An observer who knew only of his Costa Rican upbringing would naturally assume Jorge to be a devout, or at least practicing, Catholic, but Jorge’s spiritual journey has taken him far from the faith of his childhood. 
Catholicism 

Jorge says that while there were other religions in evidence when he was growing up, and he lived for a time near a large (for Costa Rica) Jewish neighborhood, there was a sense that all “real” Ticos were Catholic; non-Catholics, no matter their origins or ethnicities, were considered somewhat foreign.

Coming to the US didn’t necessarily change that perception.  He went to a Catholic church with his family, and even his schoolmates who weren’t Catholic talked about Jesus and the Christian god, so there didn’t seem to be much difference between the religion his family practiced and the religions he saw all around him.  

However, he says he never took it seriously, and by the time he entered adolescence, he was “lethally sick of all of it,” and hated pretending to believe what he didn’t.  At 17 he got up the courage to stop going to church, causing what he refers to as “two to three months of total war” with his family.
Wicca

During late adolescence and early adulthood, Jorge read a variety of religious texts, trying to puzzle out where he might fit.  He eventually made enough friends in the Atlanta pagan community that he started investigating Wicca, and for a while he found a home with its liberalism and emphasis on individuality.  It’s not a religion that the mainstream readily accepts or is even comfortable with, but he felt by this time that he wasn’t doing very well at fitting into mainstream American culture anyway.  “If I’m gonna be  weird, I might as well go all the way,” is how he put it.

However, eventually the religious trappings of Wicca became as troublesome to him as had those of Catholicism.  By this time, he was starting to become more and more certain that he didn’t believe in a deity at all, and he felt that, yet again, he was pretending to believe something he didn’t, merely to get along.  Another difficulty he found himself having was that Wiccans, by virtue of that very individualistic emphasis that he found so appealing, are notoriously difficult to organize into a community.  So while he enjoyed the independence of conscience Wicca allowed him, the supportive community he sought was lacking.
Judaism
Jorge’s interest in Judaism grew out of several things: first, the Jewish friends he had  throughout his childhood and adolescence (despite the overwhelmingly Christian communities in which he was brought up); secondly, an interest in the modern Hebrew language, which led to an interest in Jewish ritual and culture, and finally, an admiration for the fact that Judaism not only allows for, but expects scholarly questioning.  He also talked about identifying with the feeling of not quite fitting into the dominant culture.  But he’d held back from embracing Judaism because by this time in his spiritual exploration, he’d realized that there was no room in his belief system for a god.  He stumbled by accident on a small offshoot movement called Jewish Humanism.  Jewish Humanists practice the ritual and cultural aspects of traditional Judaism in a humanistic framework, which generally rejects the concept of a deity.  It was in the Bay Area Jewish Humanist congregation of Kol Hadash that Jorge felt he’d finally found the spiritual community he was looking for.

The Jewish Humanist community is very small in the US, and Jorge is doubtful that such a community exists in Costa Rica.  The closest thing would probably be Reform Judaism.  There is a small Jewish population in Costa Rica, and Biezanz et al (1999) report that though Jews are prominent in government, politics, and prestigious professions, there remains a stereotype of Jews as “greedy and clannish,” and “they are generally not considered ‘full’ or ‘pure’ Ticos (p. 119).”  
Unitarianism
It was Jorge’s ex-wife, Marion
, who first introduced him to the Unitarian Universalist church in a suburb of Atlanta.  Unitarians are “committed to the practice of free religion, or the belief that human beings are free to heed an inner summons of reason, conscience, and intuition (Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Atlanta).”  He resisted at first, feeling that the local congregation felt “too much like church.”  It’s true that UU does derive from Christian and Jewish traditions (ibid)--services can often resemble non-denominational Christian services—and this Christian “feel” made Jorge uncomfortable.

However, after moving in with his current domestic partner, he once again revisited a Unitarian congregation, in  the Bay Area, and this time felt much more at home, both socially and spiritually.  What appealed to him this time?  The social and community aspects were key, particularly since Kol Hadash only meets once a month.  He also appreciates the fact that many UUs practice a core religious structure with the ideals of Unitarianism laid on top, so he was not forced to give up his interest in Judaism for another doctrine—in fact, the doctrine of UU specifically encourages an eclectic approach to spirituality (ibid).  He was also impressed with the content of his partner’s children’s religious education classes, which he said are not about faith indoctrination, but rather “instruction on being respectful to other people, [and] on being champions for the dignity of other people.”

Unitarians do exist in Costa Rica, but very little information is available about them; the most forthcoming source is a Wikipedia article on the International Council of Unitarians and Universalists, which lists Costa Rica under a heading of “Unitarian groups which are in contact but with no formal link to the ICUU,” and then goes on to state that they are “apparently inactive.”  The only mention of Costa Rica on the ICUU website is a note that Costa Ricans were among “representatives of emerging UU groups” attending a leadership seminar in Argentina.  It seems likely that UUs would be well accepted in Costa Rica’s anti-authoritarian atmosphere, but equally likely that, as with the Jewish population, not being Catholic would count as a social stigma.
Sexuality

Early Dating Life and Marriage

When I asked Jorge if he’d met with any objections from his family about marrying a non-Latino woman (Marion is a Caucasian American with family roots in Canada), he explained to me that he’d very seldom dated any Latino women, since they were few and far between in the areas of the Southern US he’d grown up in.  At any rate, his dating life was not a topic of conversation in his household when growing up, and the only guidance he got about sex from his conservatively Catholic parents was largely negative.  

By the time he announced his marriage, the concern, though couched in terms of  race, was largely about class and literacy.  Another member of Jorge’s family had married an American woman from “the back hills of Tennessee,” who was functionally illiterate.  In Costa Rica, so he tells me, there is a great deal of discrimination against people who do not avail themselves of the easy access to education provided by the government.  A common insult, in fact, is maleducado, “badly educated.”  Marion, however, far from being badly educated, had studied in Zaragoza, Spain, and was functionally fluent in Spanish, thus making a favorable impression on Jorge’s family, despite her Americanness.

Polyamory

“Polyamory has been defined as the philosophy and practice of loving more than one person at a time with honesty and integrity. Synonyms for polyamory are responsible, ethical, and intentional, non-monogamy (McCullough and Hall, 2003).”

Before Jorge got married, he was what he calls a “serial monogamist,” jumping from one short-term relationship to another.  Part of the reason for this, he feels, is that he was trying to shoehorn himself into a paradigm that simply didn’t fit.  This discomfort, far from dissolving when he got married, persisted.  At the time, he felt it was a moral failing that he couldn’t maintain  a monogamous relationship with his wife; now he draws an analogy with gay men who try to force themselves into a straight marriage in order to “pass.”

Amusingly, it was not only Jorge who was having these feelings of discomfort with traditional monogamous marriage.  At about the same time as he was exploring the website for a local polyamorous meet-up group, Marion had also stumbled across the same information.  Somehow they decided to approach each other on the same night, with the same information, and decided to meet with the local group and decide how they felt about it.  It turned out to be a successful experiment, and both are still practicing polyamorists.  (Jorge assures me that it wasn’t polyamory, but other issues, that broke up their marriage.  I have been friends with Marion since I met Jorge himself, and have also met several of his girlfriends, and have concluded that he is correct—neither he nor Marion nor anyone else they’re involved with seem to regard polyamory as anything but a positive influence on their lives.)

Other members of his family were less accepting of their unique circumstances, however.  When Jorge decided to come out to his mother, she declared that this was something only Americans could possibly think of.  “If you were dating a Mexican girl, you’d be dead in the street,” was her comment. Wallenstein (2003), as I mentioned, says that sexual infidelity is not only common in Costa Rica, but expected  among men.  Jorge tells me that polyamory is not the same thing at all, since it is rooted in open communication—and points out that it is a better alternative to the lying and underhanded behavior associated with cheating.

While a Google search on “polyamory in Costa Rica” turns up precious little in the way of real hits (and polyamory is a community which seems to thrive on the internet), a quick search on Costa Rica on the dating site Interracialpolyamory.com turns up more than 50 results.  Jorge has dated two poly Latina women (though not Ticas), and known several others.  That these women were living in the US at the time may be relevant.  Most significantly, when I asked Jorge how he felt these parts of his personality meshed with his Tico heritage, he replied, “generally they don’t.  I didn’t have a definition, I didn’t know non-monogamy existed.”

 Most people don’t, except in the context of marital infidelity.  The poly model seems unthinkable for anyone (most of us!) brought up with an automatic assumption of monogamy.  His mother’s reaction was typical: “You're making this up. Nobody would do this. It doesn't exist. It doesn't have a name!"  He had to point her to the Spanish translation of the Wikipedia article on the subject before she would believe him.  Her final word on the subject was, "so essentially you're telling me you're as weird as if you were gay, but you're not gay."


To which Jorge replied, “Fair enough.”

Bisexuality

Jorge is not out to his mother about being bisexual—one thing at a time!  At the moment, the significant romantic relationships in his life are all with women, anyway, so it doesn’t seem urgent.  In a strange twist (though perhaps not so much for them), it was Marion who first intuited that Jorge might have bisexual leanings, though it was many years before he explored this aspect of his sexuality.  Currently, he has chosen not to participate actively in homosexual and bisexual pride activities, though he won’t deny his orientation if asked.  In terms of his sexuality, his small culture affiliation is much more with the poly community than the gay community, though he does not reject the possibility of future participation in the latter.

When I asked Jorge how homosexuality is treated in Costa Rica, he replied that CR is probably the most gay-accepting nation in South or Central America, possibly second to Argentina.  He explained that, as with racial humor, homosexuals are more the subject of humor than of vilification, pointing out that the Spanish word “playo” doesn’t carry the level of hatred that its US equivalent, “fag,” does.  

According to Rick Stern, a psychologist and gay rights activist quoted in Wallenstein (2003), “being gay in San José is probably better than being gay in a similarly sized city in the United States,” and there is no official censure of gays in Costa Rica, since a 1990 ruling that police raiding a gay bar had acted illegally (p. 110).  

Despite this official tolerance, however, there is still plenty of social disapproval.  Wallenstein  cites a 2001 survey in the Tico Times, where over 30% of respondents indicated that playos were the people they most disapproved of in society (ibid).  It seems that Ticos are happy enough to affect a “don’t-ask-don’t-tell” attitude, but being too far out of the closet still carries some repercussions.  Gay rights advocate Jacobo Schifter (quoted in Biesanz et al, 1999) says, “Gays have been able to reach high positions in Costa Rica [but only if] their homosexuality is hidden.  The price of acceptance has been conversion, total or halfway, to heterosexuality (p. 171).”  And Wallenstein states that it’s common for Ticos who are “too openly gay” to be ostracized from their families (p. 110).  Despite this, Jorge informs me that social ostracism is unlikely.  According to him, his friends and family would all be too busy making fun of him to engage in more hostile forms of homophobia.  
Geek Culture
Jorge developed an early interest in computers, due to his father’s mainframe work.  By the time he was five or six years old, there were computers in the house—the first on he remembers is a dinosaur of a machine his father brought back from a business trip to the UK.  It’s hard to say if he got interested in programming or in video games first, because in the early days of PCs, one led very naturally to the other, and vice versa.  The existing games were few, and “just bloody awful,” so if you wanted more or better games, you had to program them yourself.  Computer enthusiasts would buy a magazine full of lines of code, painstakingly type them in, and hope the end result fired missiles at alien space ships.  If it didn’t, rather than sifting through those thousands of lines of code in the magazine, eventually you got an understanding of how the code worked, in order to find the errors.  This is how Jorge was “seduced” into both programming and electronic music—though he claims to hate programming: he regarded it as a means to an end, a way to get the computer to dance to his tune. 

That there was a geek culture, or that computers and programming could be an entry point to it, was unknown to him until his teen years, when he attended the second Dragon*Con in 1988.  At its inception, Dragon*Con was still largely devoted to role-playing games (RPGs), such as Dungeons and Dragons, and attracted a comparatively scant 1700 attendees (DCI, n. d.).  Jorge was mainly a video gamer, and only a lukewarm RPG fan (and confesses that he doesn’t much care for RPGs even now), so while he found it interesting, he didn’t really “get into it” the way he did in later years. 


Science fiction conventions in South and Central America seem to be a rarity.  We did find one small (1-day) youth-oriented con that took place in 2005, but the website did not include any information as to whether it had been repeated.   Jorge opines that if such a thing were to happen on a regular basis, it would most likely be in wealthy and populous Argentina—but he hasn’t found anything.

The geek culture that does exist in Costa Rica, according to Jorge, is heavily Japanese-influenced, and based around Japanese animation (animé), comics (manga), and video games.  In fact, one of the most common terms for a geek in Costa Rica is “otaku.”  Once a pejorative in Japan, “otaku” is now a relatively benign, even cute term for a geek (Eng, 2001).  

In fact, Jorge insists that there is no overtly pejorative term for being “too smart” in Costa Rican Spanish.  The English words “geek” and “nerd” carry a negative slant in America, rooted in what Jorge considers a strong anti-intellectual streak in our culture.  When such words are used in CR, he explained (spelled “gik” or “gique,” but pronounced as in English), they are generally neutral or even positive, since intelligence and pursuit of education are strong Costa Rican cultural values. (Education is free and obligatory through high school, and Ticos boast a 95% literacy rate.)  The pejorative term for a geek in Castillian Spanish is “teto,” a mild term for “ditz” or “buffoon,” and refers to social cluelessness, not hyper-intelligence, and Jorge tells me that this word is not in use in CR.  In fact, he insists that there is no term meaning “you’re too smart,” adding that he was mystified when he first heard the expression, “you’re too smart by half.”   He finally puzzled out that this was supposed to mean, “you’ve over-thought this, use  your common sense!” but tells me  it’s not something anyone would ever think to say in Costa Rica.
Implications and Conclusion
It should be evident that there is much more to Jorge than the mere fact of his quasi-Latino upbringing.  While he speaks lovingly of his country of birth, and is proud of its national image of independence, education, and pacifism, he is equally shaped by the numerous small cultures in which he has chosen to take part. 
The distinction between large culture as an impersonal destiny and small culture as an expression of free will is significant, because it is in reconciling and balancing these sometimes conflicting elements that one defines one’s personal identity.  I have seldom met a person with a stronger sense of self, and more clearly defined personality, than Jorge.  He has worked hard at consciously integrating his large and small culture influences into a single, cohesive identity.
English teachers and others working with immigrants would do well to remember that their (large) culture of origin is not the only element at play in forming their characters. “Icebreaker” classroom activities, and free-writing assignments, such as journaling, could be helpful in drawing out the details that can fully shed light on students’ unique qualities and interests.   It would be a grave mistake to only orient oneself to the pre-destined large cultures evident in the classroom, without making an effort to draw out individual aspects of students’ small culture choices.   
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