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INTRODUCTION

Writing about contemporary events is one of the most difficult tasks for
a researcher, as the world is changing all the time – and in the current global
climate these changes appear to be less predictable, and occurring at an ever
faster pace – a situation which makes writing about them far less convenient
than writing through the lens of history alone. As historian Eric Hobsbawm
points out in the introduction to his influential work “The Age of Extremes:
The short Twentieth Century 1914-1991,” it is a far simpler task to weave
ideas and unravel issues that have been gleaned from books, original sources
of the period or from the works of later historians. This book marks a
decision to take the hard way. It is intended to provide the reader with an
overview of some of the current issues associated with the social, cultural
and economic relationships between Latin America and China. Culture here
is defined as the “behaviors that characterize a group” – be it Latin
American or Chinese; the reference being made is not to the educational
level of the members of each of the communities that make up these groups,
but to their ancestral foods, dances, movies and traditions.
The work done by Alonso Rodríguez Cháves and Francisco Li González
(Self-organization and association solidarities of the Chinese established
on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica between the 19th and 20th centuries),
which studies the arrival of Chinese immigrants in Costa Rica, describes the
development of the trade unionism of the collective of Chinese immigrants
in Puntarenas and the surrounding communities, and the resulting impact on
the economy. Ronald Soto-Quirós’ (Projects of arrival of Chinese to Costa
Rica in the culí era) analyzes the projects and perceptions of the Chinese in
Costa Rica during the so-called coolie era. Also, Ricardo Martínez Esquivel
(“Playing with Identities”: The National Stadium and the Chinatown of San
José in Re-establishing Relations between China and Costa Rica) studies
national identities and the marginalized “other” taking as an example the
construction of the National Stadium of Costa Rica and the Chinatown of
San José which function as social laboratories.
The following chapters delve into the relationship of Chinese migrants
to Argentina as their receiving country or gradually established home
environment. Luciana Denardi (Chinese migrations to Argentina: Diasporic
bureaucracy, identifications and rituals) proposes an analysis of these
relationships from the 21st century onwards, and Pablo Baisotti
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(Discovering the “Other”. Chinese Immigration and established community
in Argentina) attempts to demonstrate how in recent years the Chinese
community in Argentina has been integrated into the social fabric. Martín
Alessandro Picos Benítez (Transnational migration: socioeconomic
insertion of Chinese immigrants in Sinaloa) explains the arrival of Chinese
immigrants in some of the main cities of Sinaloa, as well as their migratory
processes in the region and their main activities; Ivonne V. Campos Rico
(Traditional Chinese Medicine as an Alternative Therapy in Mexico)
investigates the presence and contribution of traditional Chinese medicine,
particularly that of Mexico, and identifies this as a clear example of a
transfer of ancestral knowledge.
The last articles – of a rather testimonial and non-academic nature – are
of equal value for learning some features of Chinese culture in Latin
America. Yunning Zhang (We are all Diasporic and Traumatized: The
Becoming-Nomad in “Un Cuento Chino”) explores the intertwining of
personal memory and history from the Argentinian film “Un Cuento Chino”
(2011). Luis Cantillo (Building cultural bridges. About Zaixin Hong's
“Finding Macondo: Essays on Colombia”, a publication by Zaixin Hong)
tells us some facts about the art historian and professor Zaixing Hong and
his work that resulted in the first book on Colombian culture printed in
China. Finally, Dominique Rodríguez Dalvard (What are we talking about
when we talk about China? A review of the current Colombian press to find
out how a distant country is presented) vividly describes the rapprochement
between Chinese culture and Colombian society, often hampered by
misinformation and prejudice.
In short, this book deals with the relations between Chinese and Latin
Americans rather than with the relations between Latin American countries
and China. This is an important distinction because they are relations “from
below" where human relations are of vital importance in understanding the
reception of human groups (Chinese) by Latin American societies.
Although these societies are the product – in many cases – of ethnic
hybridization, the acceptance of the “other" has not been free of conflicts or
even violence. Fortunately, in the last decades a gradual opening can be
appreciated towards these migrants coming from China and no longer from
a country at the end of the world – no longer from an alien and exotic world.
Latin American societies, like most societies in the world, are on the move,
and as part of this, acceptance and openness are at odds with xenophobia
and exclusion.

CHAPTER 1
SELF-ORGANIZATION AND ASSOCIATION
SOLIDARITIES OF THE CHINESE ESTABLISHED
ON THE PACIFIC COAST OF COSTA RICA
BETWEEN THE 19TH AND 20TH CENTURIES
ALONSO RODRÍGUEZ CHÁVES
AND FRANCISCO LI GONZÁLEZ

By way of presentation
During the 19th century, China was beset by a prolonged crisis, caused
by a considerable number of natural disasters, overpopulation and political
instability, which was aggravated by the voracity of the hegemonic powers
and the gross inefficiency of the Chinese Empire in satisfying the needs of
its citizens.
Plunged into chaos of unprecedented proportions, China ended up being
swept away by a long global phenomenon characterized by the flow of
workers, capital and technology that surpassed national borders. Accordingly,
other factors included the expansion, economic internationalization and
industrialization of the West, which eventually broke down all national
barriers and demanded global mobilization of cheap labor to exploit
material resources.
In this context of extreme upheaval, millions of affected Chinese saw
leaving their country as the only option for survival. Hence, they went along
different routes to British, French, Dutch, and United States colonies and to
various places in the “New World” that were also in dire need of workers.
With this backdrop, Costa Rica, like other nations on the American
continent, became an imminent recipient of Chinese immigrants. The inflow
is explained by the decrease in the country’s indigenous population and its
low population growth, which highlighted its historical lack of labor force;
hence the difficulty in carrying out major projects launched in the wake of
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the insertion and definitive consolidation of world capitalism in the second
half of the 19th century.
In particular, the initial groups of Chinese laborers managed their entry
and establishment in towns across the Costa Rican Pacific coast in the mid19th century. Eventually, the socio-labor dynamics that the country experienced
as a result of the increase in coffee exports and the activities related to the
construction of the railroad to the Atlantic coast facilitated other migratory
flows to different areas around the national territory. 1
In those who laid down roots in the port of Puntarenas and nearby areas
by the end of the 19th century, elements such as Eastern philosophical
precepts, adversity, nostalgia for, and the remoteness of their homeland and
loved ones brought about the manifestation of truly associative behaviors.
The latter sought to strengthen their bonds of solidarity, sociability,
cooperation, the defense of common interests, the enhancement of their
quality of life, and the conservation and protection of their cultural identity
elements in a foreign environment.
This “informal” and spontaneous spirit of partnership is then “formalized”
from an organizational standpoint – institutionally, socially and legally –
through the creation of the Chinese Association of Puntarenas, in which
ideas, wishes and common aspirations of the immigrant collective would
come together. At the core of its faculties, the association would lead and
execute a series of planned and thought-out actions in decision-making that
would benefit and make an impact on the community.
Part of their rationale and concerted actions was to promote group
cohesion among compatriots living in the same area, as well as forging
deeper ties with the receiving community. To achieve this, they began a
process by which the locals could get to know them and understand the need
to live within a framework of respect despite their differences. It also served
as a strategy to counteract a series of ill-founded stereotypes produced by
local sectors to the detriment of the immigrant collective.
In general, the association made it easier for the immigrants to selforganize and mitigate the challenging situation that they were facing as a
collective. In that sense, with a corporate and representative end in mind,
they proceeded to intervene before government or administrative agencies
– regional and national – in upholding and defending their rights. It became
a mediating institution in discrepancies between outer-group institutions or
individuals and members of the immigrant collective. It also played a key
role in decision-making and in defending, producing and controlling the
social discourse linked to the community.
Because of the solidary and primordial vigor amid the Chinese colony
of Puntarenas, the association established the ideal framework for the group
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to stand out from its arrival until the present day. For the most part, it
excelled by planning major actions inspired and though-out within an
association framework, which ultimately have favored not only the common
interests of the Chinese community but also the well-being of the
Puntarenas community.
Accordingly, this paper firstly relates to the life of the said immigrants,
followed by the concept of unionism as such and that developed by the
Chinese immigrant collective in Puntarenas and the surrounding
communities. It then spells out how the said collective helped to achieve –
within a short time span – upward economic mobility, which proved
beneficial to the immigrant population, but also enriched the Costa Rican
culture and aided the development of the receiving communities.

Those who arrived and stayed
From a geographical standpoint, the areas in which immigrants settled
experienced major growth and economic dynamism. In establishing
themselves, they opted for the ports and peripheral areas, which in a matter
of a few years were transformed into the default headquarters of important
customs offices, shopping centers, supply houses and essentially a place
with a wide range of services, working capital and mining deposits in nearby
sites.
It was precisely the privileged geo-economic conditions of the port of
Puntarenas as an access point to the country which served both as a transit
area for travelers and as a node that articulated and interconnected the most
strategic populated centers of the province of Guanacaste and other
communities located south of the pacific coast (Azofeifa 1991, 6).
Consequently, these sites were turned into cosmopolitan destinations for
national and international companies, and for immigrant groups from
different backgrounds, which in the end would contribute as pioneers and
undisputed protagonists to the demographic, economic, cultural and social
development of the port of Puntarenas (Marín 2006, 96).
In this sense, it was not surprising that in the case of Puntarenas and the
communities nearby and along the coast of the Gulf of Nicoya, the bulk of
Chinese nationals established in the area would show and consolidate a
profile that was similar – and almost exclusive – to that of the Chun-Shan
village in the province of Canton, China (Cabalceta Zapata, 1974, 23),
which immigrants referred to as “[…] a very poor peasant village where
rice, vegetables, sweet potatoes and other vegetables are planted, and houses
made of mud-brick and tile roofs.” (Tacsan Lam, 2017).
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Originally, the immigration flow was mostly characterized by young,
single, childless, low-schooling, male agricultural workers with a weak
foothold in China, which would otherwise force them to return soon
(Margulis, and Leander 1989, 6). However, having been raised and
influenced by a particular ideal of virtuous man and son, they replicated a
hierarchical family structure from their native land. As a result, they had to
continue paying respect to, and providing for, their parents, younger siblings
and other close relatives, who were promised to return one day or otherwise
bring them over once a stable, solid status was achieved (Nieto 2007, 70).
Generally speaking, the immigration influx to Puntarenas was made up
of free, willing individuals, who had planned and agreed on the activities
that they were going to carry out upon leaving their Chinese hometowns.
This implies that there was prior knowledge and a sufficient level of trust
among the parties involved in order to facilitate the insertion of the
newcomer to the economic dynamics of the port of Puntarenas and its
surrounding areas.
Although the bulk of immigrants had a predisposition to engage in
agricultural activities – just as they did in their places of origin –, most of
them had to venture into commercial work and service delivery, given the
fact that those who had arrived earlier had long since undertaken and
consolidated projects of this type. This led to subsequent arrivals choosing
to learn and continue the trade or the economic activity of Puntarenas-based
friends or relatives (Chan 1991, 6).
This propensity did not prevent them from achieving better economic
conditions and undertaking for-profit projects on their own, which allowed
them to gain independence and generate jobs. 2 They tried to reproduce and
apply the system οn distant, dispersed and unassisted sites within the region,
with the planned idea of causing minimal damage to the other members of
the Chinese colony. This resulted in a diaspora of small restaurants, hotels,
grocery stores, warehouses and laundries, which ultimately proved
successful; especially when merchants strived to offer their customers novel
merchandise and food products imported from China and the United States
that were difficult to acquire in the country (Sánchez Orozco March 8,
2018).

Solidarity and unionism
The said scenario considers the line of reasoning of some authors who
believe that human beings self-recognize as belonging to a place when they
are away from it. In addition, when people go through the vital and
“traumatic” experience of immigration, there is a need to affirm their
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identity amid the differences. Therefore, in the case of the groups of Chinese
immigrants based in the port of Puntarenas and its surroundings, elements
such as the Eastern philosophical precepts, adversity, the nostalgia and the
remoteness of their homeland and loved ones allowed for the display of a
truly association behavior (Azofeifa 1991, 278).
In the case of Chinese immigrants, the broad nature of their association
behaviors – developed at the intragroup level – helped to strengthen the
bonds of solidarity as well as conserve and protect the identity elements,
among other aspects of the original culture, which allowed to sustain and
preserve group conscience (Marín 2006, 86-97). Issues such as sociability,
cooperation, defense of common interests and enhancement of life quality
in a foreign and unfamiliar environment came to be seen as the set of main
arguments and actions developed at the end of the 19th century (Cabalceta
Zapata 1974, 23).
At the core of its faculties, the association – which entailed a vocation
of permanence, stability and internal organization – led and executed a
series of planned and thought-out actions in decision making that would
benefit, and make an impact on, the immigrant collective, and allow them
to participate in public affairs with the right to equality and recognition
(Nieto 2007, 70). The Chinese association movement as such promoted
group cohesion among compatriots living in the same area, as well as
forging deeper ties with homologous or like-minded groups established on
a local, regional, national or even international level (Martínez Esquivel,
and Araya Arias 2015, 47).
In countries where the presence of Chinese immigrants was most
noticeable, a wide network of these organizations was built up, and – almost
simultaneously – official diplomatic delegations or consulates of the
Chinese government were established in some of these groups’ important
cities or areas of influence. The goal of the representations was to deepen
diplomatic and commercial relations with different countries. The consular
offices would offer support to its citizens in processes that required control
and surveillance of the fair and effective application of the legal system
governing the receiving locations, all to avoid possible violations and
abuses to the detriment of Chinese residents in foreign territories (Chan
1991, 6).
It was in Panama that the first organized Chinese charity was founded
under the name of Way On back in 1882, which was reorganized in 1904
and renamed Chinese Charity, a legal organization that acquired the land
that became the still-active Chinese cemetery. The aims of the organization,
as issued in its founding document, were totally unionistic in nature by
intervening in disagreements among its members, upholding their rights and
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improving relations with local communities (Margulis, and Leander 1989,
253).
Also notable was the founding of other groups such as ‘The Chinese
Consolidated Benevolent Association in New York’ (1883), Vancouver
(1884), Peru (1885), Portland (1886), and Seattle (1887), among others
(Chan 1991, 6). The most transcendent one internationally was the Hawaiibased ‘United Chinese Society’ (1883), especially because it is a complex
organization that brought together in parallel different sub-communities of
Chinese immigrants characterized by specific cultural expressions,
backgrounds, divisions, hierarchies and identities. A segmentary lineage
society, it united and confederated several Chinese associations, whose
representations or identifying segmentations were conceived according to
economic, political, social, cultural variables, such as the clan, lineage,
dialect, religion, ethnic group or village from which they descended (Nieto
2007, 68-69).
In general, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Chinese associations
were created in several parts of the American continent, which were vital in
the social organization of these immigrant communities. Their association
spirit is materialized – from an organizational, social and legal standpoint –
in the form of associations, in which the ideas, desires and common
aspirations of a specific collective come together.
From a legal perspective, an association gives the members of a
community the liberty to form – by themselves or with others – entities that
have a legal status that is different from that of its members. In other words,
a collective body has the power to constitute what some have called a
“center for the imputation of rights and obligations,” with the intent and
purpose that its members freely and legally conform to it (Carbonell 2011,
13).
Following this line of argument, the rights due to all persons of assembly
and of association were protected and guaranteed by the legal system of
democratic governments (Juspedia 2011), as they are considered to be
fundamental rights and freedoms set forth in subsections a. and b. of Article
16 of the American Convention on Human Rights:
a. Everyone has the right to associate freely for ideological, religious,
political, economic, labor, social, cultural, sports, or other purposes.
b. The exercise of this right shall be subject only to such restrictions
established by law as may be necessary in a democratic society, in the
interest of national security, public safety or public order, or to protect
public health or morals or the rights and freedoms of others. 3
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In accordance with the provisions of these postulates, the associations
did not pursue the profit of lucrative benefits, as is the case with other
socioeconomic units such as companies and other for-profit organizations.
In this way, although associations can respond as trade groups or chambers
of commerce in some contexts, voluntary affiliation of the people within the
collective who shared common, well-meaning goals prevailed in their
natural and foundational principles, the said goals being related to specific
topics and realities concerning civics, politics and culture, among others
(Juspedia 2011).

Creation of Puntarenas Wasion Chinese Association
The Chinese who put down roots in Puntarenas used to get together at
the house of one of their own at the end of their daily work activities. These
encounters were mainly held in the home of the Sánchez, Acón or Wong
family. These were their preferred meeting points because of the hospitality
and care that the hosts would provide to their visitors (ANCR, Municipal
Series 12784).
The meetings were informal and spontaneous, so these spaces served to
develop and consolidate an organization of social and work networks that
occurred both in the new context and with people from their native villages
in China. 4 As the income of the immigrants increased, the usual meetings
of what was popularly called the "Chinese colony of Puntarenas" were
transformed into more complex and formal association activities (Marín
2006, 19-25) which provided all kinds of support and that in many cases
served as a substitute for normal family life (ANCR, Municipal Series
12784).
In general, the number of these gatherings – which facilitated social ties
and business deals of an informal nature and even those taking place within
the group, since the late 19th and early 20th centuries – increased and delved
into opportunities to improve the wellbeing of all immigrants, especially
those who were in a vulnerable situation or in need of urgent assistance to
settle. These emerging actions are considered to be undisputed antecedents
to the creation of the Chinese Association of Puntarenas, which was founded
on October 27th, 1909. Once officially registered, the unionistic quality of
the so-called Chinese colony of Puntarenas achieved a formal, legal status
(ANCR, Gobernación Series 682).
In that sense , it is important to highlight that the relatively belated
establishment of the association – as was the case with the rest of them
surfacing around the country – was due to the latency between the arrival of
the first immigrants and subsequent ones, the process of settling in and the
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cementing of the ties interwoven by the immigrant community (ANCR,
Municipal Series 12784).
In contrast to other Chinese associations in countries around the
continent and the rest of the world, its confirmation and organization were
based on simple principles, stemming from their place of origin or specific
identities. Accordingly, opting into it was voluntary and relatively
homogeneous because the immigrants came from the same place, so they
shared linguistic, ethnic, cultural, and familial elements, as well as a “filial
piety” type of relationship, which was traditionally of great significance and
devotion within the immigrant group (Nieto 2007, 67).
As the Chinese Association of Puntarenas Wasion (which in English
means Circle of Merchants of the Celestial Empire) enrolled the local
Chinese that for the most part were engaged in commercial activity, its
organizational structure served to join forces and counteract the systematic
attacks by local and national merchants who sought to discredit, and stir up
animosity against, the economic power wielded by the Chinese (Martínez
Esquivel, and Araya Arias 2015, 54).
Faced with this scenario, the members proceeded – with a corporate and
representative end in mind – to intervene before government or
administrative agencies in upholding the legal principle of due process.
Specifically, they sought to overrule a lawsuit brought to Congress by local
merchants urging that the Chinese be excluded from any commercial
activity (ANCR, Gobernación Series 23282). Because of the implications
of their demands, the Chinese merchants called on the respective authorities
to reject the said petition as they were considered unfair and without any
legal or argumentative support. In addition, they argued that granting the
local merchants’ petition would oppose and violate the principles stipulated
in the Costa Rican constitution, which stated that “every man is equal before
the law, without distinction of nationality” (ANCR, Congreso Series
10264).
As part of the strategies led by the association, the manner in which the
immigrants teamed up to circumvent the Costa Rican legal system of the
late 19th and early 20th centuries is also significant; riddled with racist
executive orders, the legislation banned the entry of individuals of Chinese
nationality into Costa Rica, a situation that eventually worsened and
violated their individual rights, as well as their integrity and dignity as
humans (ANCR, Gobernación Series 1733).
Without a doubt, the association – at the core of its faculties – provided
help and support to newly arrived immigrants or those who were in transit.
This way, it cemented social solidarity and raised awareness among its
members of belonging to a cohesive cultural group with common interests
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and responsibilities (Bermúdez 2012, 83-94). In particular, it advocated
endorsing their common issues as countrymen and protecting and assisting
each other amid their adversity and hostility. Support networks were
established for those Chinese who, due to their social fragility and lack of
links with local society, had to display associative survival behaviors
(Margulis, and Leander 1989, 6).
In general, the association became a mediating institution in conflicts
between other organizations or outer-group individuals and members of the
immigrant community. It also played a key role in decision-making and in
defending, producing and controlling the social discourse linked to the
community. In particular, it was the immigrants’ medium to participate in
public affairs on a level playing field, as enjoyed by the bulk of the Costa
Rican society.
The Chinese Association also carried out diplomacy and intermediation
work with official representations. As if they were small embassies, they
used to receive on behalf of the entire Chinese community committees or
delegations that frequently arrived at the port of Puntarenas. It was common
to find reports in the newspapers of the time announcing and covering the
visits paid by the different national and provincial authorities, including
presidents, ministers, congress people, governors and other personalities.
In particular, the visit of the Chinese diplomat Tam Pui Shum, who left
Mexico on December 12th, 1910 on an official tour throughout the Central
American region with the aim of paving the way for the establishment of
diplomatic relations between his country and the isthmus countries. Tam
Pui Shum's visit was highly anticipated by members of the Chinese
community of Puntarenas, as they intended to receive him with top honors
at the venue that was being built for the Chinese Association popularly
known as the Chinese Club in downtown Puntarenas. They made sure to
double their efforts so that the construction work was finished on time and
officially inaugurate it as part of Tam Pui Shum’s visit. 5
The diplomat's visit was discredited by some media outlets oddly due to
the great preparation and organization displayed by the Chinese Association
of Puntarenas. Among other aspects, it was seen as excessive and ridiculous,
as it made several of its members cut their braid, of those that still had it. 6
“The arrival of the yellow nobility, to the point that not even when the most
respected Delegate of His Holiness arrived was there such a display of joy
and enthusiasm.” 7 Tam Pui Shum's visit to the Chinese Association, several
newspapers and education centers helped to soften the aggressive tone used
to criticize the Chinese community in the country.8 Among other aspects, the
authorities of the Government of Costa Rica, in an effort to ingratiate
themselves with the diplomat, allowed for the indiscriminate and
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uncontrolled arrival of Chinese immigrants during the diplomat's stay in
Puntarenas (ANCR, Hacienda Series 70).

Intra-group association activities
Initially, the Chinese Association of Puntarenas was affiliated with both
the Chinese based in that port and those located elsewhere in the province
of Guanacaste. Therefore, it strictly kept track of the immigrants residing
throughout the area (ANCR, Gobernación Series 682). In general, the
Chinese Association of Puntarenas was organized just like it would have
been in China, with a family and patriarchal structure, which revered
ancestors and respected the opinion, filial piety, dominance and
subordination of old age over youth (Apuy-Epinoza 2000, 19). Therefore, it
was normal for the eldest, most respected male to become the undisputed
leader and authority figure of the organization and the one who would make
the important decisions (Li Kam 2018). 9 “The elders that had lived in the
area the longest, like my grandfather, became the patrons, and everyone
would listen to them. Like plant managers, they would decide on who to
help and who would help whom” (Tacsan Lam, A. 2017) 10.
In addition to seeking and ensuring the welfare of its members, the
preservation of the original culture was one of the key goals of the Chinese
Association. The fact that most immigrants came from the same place of
origin and were organized within a kinship system (clans) constituted a
space for connection that could not be ignored or dismissed living in an alien
country (Chevrier 1987, 25).
The immigrants’ primary drive to safeguard the Chinese sociocultural
identity led the organization to promote the constant use of symbols and
repetition of rituals, which was supposed to support immigrants in keeping
a sense of community away from their homeland. Language as the first and
most natural means of communication was seen as an effective instrument.
However, immigrants who arrived as adults retained their original language,
but the second generation understood their parents' language as well as
Spanish (Nieto 2007, 69).
What characterized the Chinese as a culturally differentiated group – as
well as a linguistic, historical, historical-mythical, religious and biological
community – was the frequent practice of inbreeding relationships, that is,
the establishment of marriages with members of the same group, though not
necessarily between relatives (Chang Vargas 1992, 11). This link served the
function of perpetuating cultural traits, as well as maintaining solidarity and
cohesion within the group (Hernández Jirón 1990, 16).
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Therefore, a Chinese home was seen as the ideal and pertinent goal, but
it turned out to be difficult; the fact that the immigration influx had initially
been comprised of males resulted in them marrying women of Costa Rican
origin, which led to changes in their family institutions, and to failing to
pass Chinese culture on to their children. This was further exacerbated by
the absence of the Chinese father at home, due to his devoting most of his
time to working either as a freelancer or salaried worker. Undoubtedly, the
difficult economic conditions that the immigrants encountered upon their
arrival forced them to devote themselves entirely to their jobs, mostly in
trading, which by its nature reduced the time they spent engaged in family
activities (Kim 1982, 30).
Given this scenario, the association stepped up the undertaking of
several cultural and social activities, in which all its members could
participate, regardless of their age and sex, along with non-members of the
association. Community activities thus became sought-after chances for
gatherings and communication among immigrants. They opened up an
opportunity to get together, raise awareness of their commonality, evoke
nostalgia of their homeland, relax, develop friendships, and exchange
information and news about their country of origin (Chang 2018). 11
Among the most important festivities observed by the Chinese
Association was the celebration of the Lunar New Year, also known as the
Spring Festival. It was one of their most anticipated, meaningful and stircausing celebrations. Preparations began seven days before, with three days
of actual celebration. It featured artistic representations, commemorative
speeches, banquets and special meals to be enjoyed on such an important
date. They would also have beautiful floral arrangements, which hung on
windows and doors of the association, businesses and houses of the Chinese,
all of which symbolized the call of good luck, cleanliness and order, not
only in the association but also in the homes and businesses of all the
members (Chang 2018).
With the passage of time, the association managed to establish its
headquarters at an office called the Chinese Club, which meant they no
longer had to use a regular house to carry out their meetings as was done at
the beginning. With the arrival of more immigrants, it was decided to build
an actual head office with the financial contribution of all members, which
gave the opportunity to do all kinds of activities, such as Spanish classes for
newly arrived immigrants, marriages, birthday celebrations, parties and
different social exchanges that took place with members of other Chinese
associations that would eventually be founded in several of these groups’
areas of influence, in communities of Guanacaste (ANCR, Governorate of
Limón Series 681).
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Solidarity actions at the intragroup level
The previous presence of Chinese in Puntarenas allowed the association
to organize itself to mitigate the difficulties and challenging circumstances
faced by later immigrant groups. With union and loyalty as their yardstick,
all members contributed to the support of newcomers, so this unique
cohesion partially mitigated the helplessness and poverty that some of them
experienced.
Thus, the association managed to provide assistance to the immigrants
who were lacking accommodation. For these purposes, it collaborated with
the relocation of these people in houses, commercial premises or other
places, which previously settled Chinese had arranged or given away on a
provisional basis. A Chinese adage proclaimed – as a solidarity principle –
that “where there was a Chinese, there was a place to sleep.” This way, if
an immigrant did not have a family member, friend or relative who could
provide accommodation, he had secured a place to stay for at least the first
days upon their arrival.
Given the constant and growing flow of Chinese immigrants who
intended to stay or who used Puntarenas as a stopover, efforts were extended
to conceive a large, well-equipped space that would serve as a shelter. It
also happened that the Chinese who had arrived and put up small hotels in
the area received immigrants in exchange for them working without pay in
cash, particularly for cooking, cleaning and even agricultural tasks (Li Kam
2018). Once settled and receiving initial help, immigrants who planned to
stay were taught essential aspects of the receiving culture, the Costa Rican
currency, survival expressions in the Spanish language and other basic
information, which was convenient for them to facilitate their interaction,
integration and proper growth in the new environment (Li Kam 2018).
After this stage, they were mostly incorporated into the activities of the
commercial establishments or businesses of Chinese with whom they were
acquainted or those who without knowing them gave them the opportunity
to work with them temporarily. It was common among the immigrants to
adhere to the principles of tenacity and perseverance, so the idea of
remaining in this condition for a limited time prevailed. It provided enough
time to gain experience, learn more about the environment and plan the
appropriate route to follow in the near future (Apuy-Epinoza 2000, 23).
In this context, immigrants were aided in steering their autonomy and
independence with a financial fund called the Solidarity Financial Plan. In
California and other Latin American countries where Chinese groups
arrived, it functioned as a mechanism of solidarity and mutual help. It was
sustained and capitalized by monthly fees or extraordinary contributions
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accrued from association members. The money collected through this
procedure was administered by the association to extend priority credits to
newly arrived immigrants in need of economic fluidity to establish
themselves (Acón Chan 2018, 30). The credit operations were carried out in
a non-profit and in a no usury spirit, so the credits were issued in favorable
terms and without interest payments. 12
The fulfillment of the obligations was guaranteed under the word,
confidence and moral control of the group. What mattered was the return of
the money by the beneficiary, so that the same capital was transferred as
credit to another person who needed it. Although it was rare, in cases of
insolvency and non-compliance with settling the financial debt, beyond not
being entitled to a credit in the future, the actual burden weighing on the
defaulting debtor was the stigma that he would face from the Chinese
community (Wong Soto 2017). 13 To any Chinese, such a situation was
humiliating and excruciating. The values of work, truth, sincerity, respect,
honesty and living a righteous life were solemn, unshakeable principles that
governed their lives in all their dimensions. In that sense, the mindset and
lifestyle of the first Chinese immigrants were ethically driven, having clear
boundaries between the duties and rights of each person (Apuy-Espinoza
2000, 17).
Granting credit could also be made in kind. To this purpose, grain, crops,
groceries and all kinds of merchandise were delivered as payment. 14
Another helpful practice was to provide merchandise to a family member,
friend or to trusted people to open and stock their own businesses in other
areas, though some did so with the double intention of helping and
expanding the market (Li Ng 2018). Within that network, the warehouse
owned by José Chen Apuy located in the port of Puntarenas had a leading
role in supplying and distributing merchandise to businesses and incipient
Chinese subsistence warehouses surfacing in various communities 15 of the
peninsula and the banks of the Gulf of Nicoya (Tacsan Lam 2017).
It is worth mentioning that the only way to ship the merchandise to these
businesses was by sea and river, through cabotage services. The difficult
route of the small boats, which extended inland from the Gulf of Nicoya,
along the mighty Tempisque River and other smaller ones, began at landing
stages in Puntarenas. 16 Due to its distribution and confluence, the rivers
made it possible, after more than ten hours, to reach several estuaries where
small and improvised berths known as ports allowed terrestrial connections
with distant villages from there to be established (Tacsan Lam, A. 2017;
Sánchez Orozco 2018).
Despite all the negative stereotypes that some local commercial sectors
spread to the detriment of Chinese immigrants, the latter did not displace or
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cause distortions or negative effects on the original economy. On the
contrary, they had the vision of filling gaps in the services available,
establishing chains of subsistence warehouses and agricultural and livestock
companies, around which truly populated centers sprouted (Azofeifa 1991,
7).

Association activities with outer group
The Chinese association spirit was inspired by several praiseworthy
principles, among which was that of maintaining good relations with the
receiving community in general. As an institution, the association assumed
several substantial roles in order to achieve this task. It concerned itself with
the local community getting to know them and understand the need to live
within a framework of respect despite their differences. Similarly, this
served as a strategy to reduce the wrong and ill-founded stereotype that local
merchants built and disseminated to the detriment of the immigrant
collective (Marín 2006, 19-25). 17
Consequently, the influence and the positive effect of capital accumulation
that they managed to acquire in the short term – by both the high relative
level of savings and the effect on the capital stock and productivity – helps
in understanding the animosity stirred up by the local commercial sector to
the detriment the Chinese. However, unlike other places in the Americas
where immigrants were targets of a series of protests and clashes with
government troops, in the port of Puntarenas these confrontations were
absent or relatively insignificant. 18
In general, the Chinese immigrants cultivated friction-free relationships
in the communities in which they arrived and settled in Puntarenas and the
surrounding communities. Their relations with the popular sectors were
friendly and no major rejection was perceived; on the contrary, they
collaborated with the smuggling of more immigrants and as valuable
witnesses as part of the registration process for the 1911 Chinese census
(ANCR - Gobernación Series 535). 19
The generosity of the Chinese immigrant manifested itself in different
ways; they were supportive at a time when there were heavy floods caused
by the Bolsón and Bebedero rivers in Guanacaste, among other natural
disasters. In the midst of the calamity, they got involved with the community
by facilitating, either on credit or as a courtesy, supplies from their
warehouses to all the people of the affected villages (ANCR, Governorate
of Limón 597). In this sense, they donated land and collaborated with
resources to build major infrastructure projects such as roads, hospitals,
schools and temples among others. Undoubtedly, their enormous
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contribution to the communal development resulted in the cultivating of a
sincere appreciation among the locals, who considered the emergence of the
Chinese community as an indisputable merit for the integral development
of the communities. 20
Ever since, the Chinese have been recognized in the historical memory
of Puntarenas and many Guanacaste communities for their generosity. José
Chen Apuy in particular, was for many years a benefactor of the Red Cross
and of the former San Rafael Hospital in the city of Puntarenas. Similarly,
the Li, Ajoy, Tacsan, Acón, Apuy, Achío, Ajún, Ching, Sánchez, Chen and
Chan families – among others – aided in the economic development of
communities in which even their legacy is remembered with great respect
and admiration (Wong Soto 2017).
The immigrants contributed the behavioral principles necessary for the
socio-cultural integration to the Puntarenean community, given the vast
distance from their families and communities. There would be a prevailing
vision of integrating into the area they inhabited rather than the country, and
of creating a local, communal history: “The Chinese did not say they came
to Costa Rica but to Pun-tai-lin, which they believed to be a country.” (Li
Kam 2018).
The enhancement of the cultural elements of the immigrant group also
served as an effective mechanism for sociocultural integration. Rather than
encouraging and imposing its culture, it reproduced and shared some of its
identity and economic, symbolic, political and cultural elements with the
locals. In that context, the association organized special events to express
their hospitality so adults and children from the community were invited to
attend receptions, banquets, artistic shows and exhibitions and so on
(Cubillo Rodríguez 2011, 86).
Through these types of activities, a sincere identification of the
immigrant with the local community and vice versa was produced, which
was deepened through religious syncretism, mixed marriages and the shared
culture, in which there were practically no differences. All residents
participated in traditional festivities, such as the Virgin of the Sea Festival,
sports activities, patriotic holidays, commemorative festivities (ANCR,
Governorate of Limón 597 and 681, and Gobernación Series 535) such as
Double Ten (the National Day of the Republic of China on October 10th) to
which local Puntarenas authorities were invited (Wong Soto 2017).
It is likely that on Sunday, because of repeated pleas from the neighborhood,
there will be another Chinese audition, similar to the one that took place last
Sunday at the venue that the Chinese colony is arranging to establish its club.
In Puntarenas, taste and fondness for good music are taking hold, and they
want to exceed their fans’ expectations. 21
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By way of conclusion
Establishing an association, at its core, does not pursue lucrative
benefits, as is the case with other socioeconomic units. Only a common goal
will prevail, which will be related to aspects that benefit and have the most
positive effect on a particular community. In the case of the Chinese
immigrants, the broad nature of their association behaviors developed at the
intragroup level, helped to strengthen the bonds of solidarity, as well as
preserve and protect the identity elements, among other aspects of the
original culture, which allowed for the development and sustenance a group
conscience.
Similarly, defending their common interests and improving the quality
of life of its members in a foreign environment shaped the set of main
arguments and actions developed by the Chinese collective in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries.
In general, it sought to improve the well-being of all Chinese
immigrants, especially those who were in a condition of vulnerability or
required urgent help to settle. The association promoted an adherence to the
causes of the immigrant collective and provided protection and assistance
in cases of adversity or hostility; for this reason, support networks were
established for those Chinese citizens who, due to social fragility or lack of
links with the local society, had to display associative survival behaviors.
The association thus became a mediating institution in conflicts between
the local institutions or outer group individuals and members of the
immigrant community. It was also a key stakeholder in decision-making and
in defending, producing and controlling the social discourse linked to the
community.
The presence of the first Chinese settlers in Puntarenas allowed the
association to organize itself to mitigate the difficulties and challenging
situations faced by later immigrant groups. With union and loyalty forming
their yardstick, all members contributed to the support of newcomers, so
this unique cohesion partially mitigated the helplessness and poverty that
some of them experienced.
The Chinese association spirit was inspired by several praiseworthy
principles, including maintaining good relations with the receiving
community in general. In this way, immigrants contributed the behavioral
principles necessary for their socio-cultural integration into the Puntarenean
community, given the vast distance from their families and original
communities.
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CHAPTER 2
PROJECTS OF THE ARRIVAL OF CHINESE
TO COSTA RICA IN THE COOLIE ERA
RONALD SOTO-QUIRÓS

Introduction 1
From the 19th century to the first half of the 20th century, the Costa Rican
immigration policy’s main objective –similar to many other Latin American
countries– was to bring immigrants they considered “white” to tackle the
so-called scarcity of workhands (Soto-Quirós 2008, 99-119). Essentially,
the plan was for these ‘whites’ to eventually reside in what is considered the
country’s Central Valley. However, from very early on as a republic,
politics visualized other immigrant groups of different ethnic origins
working different jobs and regions.
Although there are two fundamental works that centered on the topic of
19th century Chinese migration in Costa Rica, produced in the 1970s and
1990s – one executed as a memory in history by a Costa Rican, and another
produced by an American historian 2 – our research offers a very brief
explanation of the projects and perceptions regarding the Chinese in Costa
Rica during the so-called coolie era. We will also try to synthesize new
sources with the use of previous studies.
This research particularly addresses in the period from the 1850s to the
1870s. Chronologically, our contribution’s opening section reveals the first
attempts at bringing the Chinese to Costa Rica, and the results thereof
during the period 1850 to 1855. The second part focuses on projects and
prohibitions of these groups in the 1850s and 1860s. Finally, we intend to
show the experience of the Chinese who arrived particularly for the
construction of the railroad linking the Central Valley to the Costa Rican
Caribbean in the 1870s, and the representations about these migrants which
were generated during that time.
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The first attempts and the arrival of the Chinese coolie 3
In 1848, in the context of the crisis of coffee prices on the international
market, an article in the newspaper La Paz y el progreso proposes the
creation of a society for promoting industry and describes precisely the
desired immigrants in Costa Rica according to the regions of the country:
“We need men of European race for the interior, and men of African race
for the coasts. The society being raised should direct its attention to this
point” (HBNCR, February 15, 1848: “Sociedad para el fomento de la
industria, La Paz y el progreso”, 67).
However, the need for a variety of labor made the idea of bringing Afrodescendants or Chinese immigrants quite attractive. By the 1850s, Costa
Rica was already in the international arena as a possible destination for
immigration. In July 1851, La Gaceta reproduced a series of French and
North American articles in which the country is seen as an excellent
migration destination (HBNCR, February 12, 1851: La Gaceta, 3). From
this perspective, the country is concretely conceived as an eventual terrain
of possibilities for the Chinese. A Costa Rican journal dated April 1850
stated:
In the southern provinces of China, an extraordinary movement of
immigration towards America is currently taking place. The points to which
the sights of the Chinese settlers are particularly directed, are California for
its gold, and the country of Costa-Rica for the importance brought by the
proximal opening of the channel of Nicaragua and the iron road of Chagres.
In California, they will easily rival the Fo-Kienneses with the emigrants of
the European race because they are seasoned to the fatigue, tenacious in their
work, and accustomed to privations. But, as for the emigrants from the
province of Canton, where the climate is tropical, the country of Costa-Rica
is all the more preferable since the gold mines are not lacking there and the
communication between the two seas will considerably increase the value
of these natural products. To this day, no company has thought of exploiting
the immigration of the Chinese. It would be, however, a great element of
prosperity for their colonies, which, like Costa-Rica, are set towards a grand
future (HBNCR, April 13, 1850: Gaceta del Gobierno de Costa-Rica, 504).

The information contained in this Costa Rican official newspaper is an
extract from an article published in Paris a few months earlier. 4 The isthmic
position of this Central American state played a transcendent role in the
imagination of the country as a target region for the mobile Chinese. The
fame of the Central American country was such that some American
newspapers recalled the information of the Beijing Monitor/Moniteur of
Beijing written in Chinese and published in the Chinese capital on January

