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Definition

For the Costa Rican case, anticlerical laws are
understood as the government dispositions
decreed between July 18 and September 1, 1884,
to the detriment of the power of the Catholic
Church hierarchy in the country. The name was
given by the traditional Costa Rican historiogra-
phy. They were named under the wrong premise
that these laws contributed to the separation of the
State and Church in Costa Rica and the seculari-
zation of society; although, these events never
happened.

Introduction

Many political, social, economic, and religious
elements must be clear to understand the reason
of the anticlerical legislation enactment. The first
point that must be explained is that in 1870, by a

coup, the liberals took the Costa Rican executive
branch in which the general Tomás Guardia
Gutiérrez and the liberal vision were consolidated
based on the 1871 Constitution. The moderniza-
tion process of the country becamemore prevalent
with this event. The process was characterized by
a development of the state apparatus for a superior
control over the population through the expansion
of different governmental bodies like the educa-
tion (Quesada 1992; Molina 2016), the medicine,
and the police. This governmental development
and control was considered not only because of
the governors’ interest in the controlling itself but
also because of the growth in population, the
expansion on the agricultural frontier, and the
economic progression in Costa Rica after 1850
(Sandí 2012). The economy grew, on the first
place, because of the coffee production (Hall
1991). After 1880, it was because of the construc-
tion of the railway to the Caribbean and the
banana production in the same area (Casey
1978). This development should not be mistaken
as an elimination or reduction of poverty. On the
contrary, poverty grew because of the few hands
involved in land grabbing and the crisis in the
agro-export-oriented system (Gudmundson
1993; Viales 2005; Montero 2014; León 2012).

From a social point of view, it can be indicated
that modernity was introduced in the country
since the 1950s, in the nineteenth century and
until the first half of the twentieth century. During
this period, there was a growth in the quantity of
theaters, hotels, bars, meeting and entertaining
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centers, science studies, newspapers, magazines,
and many more elements of modernity (Chaves
and Díaz 2005; Fumero 2005). On the same line,
new philosophical movements like the Krausism,
Freemasonry, Anarchism, and others arrived
(Molina and Palmer 1996, 2005; Oconitrillo
1991; Morales 1995; Martínez 2017).

The year 1880 was fundamental for the history
of the Costa Rican Catholic Church. The apostolic
delegate residing in Costa Rica, Msgr. Luis
Bruschetti, was informed that the second bishop
of Costa Rica was going to be the Pauline
Bernardo Augusto Thiel. This was due to an
order of León XIII and the acceptance of the
payroll presented by the president Tomás Guardia
(Sanabria 1982). The new prelate knew the reli-
gious reality of the country due to a 9-year
vacancy combined with his undeniable adhesion
to the Holy See. He was especially aware of the
romanization process of the clergy and the
believers living in Central America. Therefore,
he made a lot of changes in the religious life of
the diocese. He carried out the first diocesan
Synod in the history of Central America in 1881
and established the clergy conferences for a better
spiritual and theological preparation of the clergy.
He committed himself to get to the entire national
territory through his pastoral visits. Also, he
founded two publications to increase and facilitate
education and communication with the clergy and
the believers. The first one, El Mensajero del
Clero, was a monthly magazine directed to the
priests. The second one, El Eco Católico, was a
weekly newspaper aimed at the Costa Rican par-
ish. These changes did not please a part of the
clergy and the governors.

Besides the all the previous context, there were
particular events that strained the relationship
between the Catholic hierarchy and the liberal
governors. These events were (1) the conflict in
the San Ramón Library, (2) the desecration of La
Merced temple in San José, (3) the sermons and
problems of the Pauline missionary Krautwig in
Puntarenas, (4) the death during a duel of Eusebio
Figueroa, (5) the opening of a door between the
National Institute and the Major Seminar, and
(6) the attempt of Adelita Esquivel to get in the
Sisters of Sion community. Along with this, there

was the fact that Tomás Guardia Gutiérrez died in
1882 and Próspero Fernández took control of the
executive power. A group of positivist liberals
closed to the masonic ideas came with him, like
the Guatemalan Lorenzo Montufar and the
nationals José María Castro Madriz, Bernardo
Soto, Ascensión Esquivel Ibarra, Carlos Durán,
and José Durán. All of them, under their ideas
about modernity, the pressure that they received
from the dictator Justo Rufino Barrios from Gua-
temala, and the events that occurred during
1882–1884, pressured to declare the called anti-
clerical laws of 1884. These laws were:

On July 18th, the expulsion of the bishop and the
Jesuits was declared. On July 19th, the cemeteries
were secularized. On July 22nd, the establishment
of the monastic orders and religious communities
was prohibited. The religious residents in the coun-
try were submitted to the authorities and laws of the
Nation; likewise, the votes cast in those communi-
ties were unknown. The prohibition of the clergy to
be part of the public education, financed by the
State, and to fight against the secular education
was established on that same day. On July 28th,
the Concordat signed with the Holy See in 1852
was abrogated. On July 30th, the collection of alms
for the Catholic worship was prohibited without
having fist solicited and obtained the permit given
by the governmental authorities. On August 18th,
the right of priests to charge for burying corpses in
old cemeteries under their administration was can-
celled. Finally; on September 1st, 1884, all types of
processions outside of the temples were prohibited
without the correspondent permit given by the
State, except for the Corpus Christi, the Holy
Week, and the town’s Patron Saint processions.
(República de Costa Rica. Colección de la Leyes y
Disposiciones Legislativas y Administrativas 1884)

Characteristics: Between the Symbolic
and the Real

For many scholars, these laws were the break
point of the separation between the State and the
hierarchy of the Catholic Church in Costa Rica,
but this never happened. Behind this hypothesis, it
was hidden the apathy to look for primary sources,
a misreading of the historical facts, and a mean-
ingless attempt to homogenize the Costa Rican
history to the events that occurred in France,
Mexico, or Guatemala (as reference, Picado
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1989). On the first place, there was never a sepa-
ration between Church and State in Costa Rica.
The State and the society were never declared as
secular, and most importantly, the governors
never promoted the separation of the powers. As
a proof, to Rome all relations continued. After the
expulsion of the bishop, the State asked the clergy
for help to convince people to take action in their
fight against Justo Rufino Barrios (Sandí 2010). In
the communication between the liberal leaders
and the Holy See in the later 1884, Rome was
asked to change the bishop for one closer to their
liberal ideas. Therefore, here it is not demon-
strated a real intention for the separation of the
institutions but rather for control.

The group of laws decreed between July
18 and September 1, 1884, should be understood
under the premise of the control and power that
the liberals wanted to demonstrate to society and
every entity in the country. For instance, the edu-
cational reform of 1886, which met the positivist
Spencerian vision of Mauro Fernández (Quesada
1992), was intended not only to the detriment of
the power of the Catholic hierarchy but also to the
power of the local governments and in favor of the
centralization of the executive branch.

Doubtlessly, the 1884 laws were a real event
because they were decreed and published. How-
ever, their implementation was more symbolic
than real. For instance, the expulsion of Thiel,
the priest Luis Hidalgo, and the Jesuits was justi-
fied to people and the Holy See by alleging that
the expellees had serious intentions of promoting
a revolution and deposing the government. This
fact was never proven, but it was proven that their
departure followed the behavior developed in
other countries like Mexico or Guatemala (Sandí
2010). In fact, the bishop came back to the country
thanks to a political agreement. It had conditions
on his return if he presented political commitment
to the candidature of Bernardo Soto in 1886. The
bishop accepted the terms and came back to the
country in that same year (Sandí 2017).

The secularization of the cemeteries was justi-
fied by saying that it was counterproductive that
the lands were in hands of a private entity, espe-
cially in Costa Rica that negotiated with non-
Catholic nations. In addition, the cemeteries

were claimed to be the place to bury any person,
not only Catholics. The reality is that the State was
interested in having available cemeteries to
exhume the non-Catholic English, German,
French, and United States’s merchants that traded
coffee, bananas, and other imported and exported
products of the country. Thus, it confiscated the
cemeteries managed by the clergy; it was not
necessarily to protect the national sovereignty.
The Soto-Keith agreement signed in 1882 by the
Costa Rican State proves this situation. Minor
Keith was granted 800,000 acres of land if he
finished the construction of the railway to the
Caribbean. In addition, it must not be forgotten
that the problem of the non-Catholics exhumation
was already solved by Tomás Guardia in 1870. In
that year, there was a decree that required all
capitals of provinces and cantons to have an
annexed piece of land in the Catholic cemetery
for the burial of the non-Catholic corpses (Sandí
2010). One example of the symbolic part of this
law is the request made by the parish priest of
Heredia, Ezequiel Martínez Castro, to the Police
Minister. He asked the Minister to take care of the
rebuilding process of his local Pantheon since it
was destroyed by the earthquakes at the end of
1888 (Murillo 2017). Another example of the
symbolic of this law was the complaint presented
to the InternuncioMsgr. Rotta by the supporters of
the Reformist Party. They were accusing the priest
of Piedras Negras for not taking care of the temple
and the cemetery for being involved in politics
(Sandí 2017). Without a doubt, the law of 1884
was not obeyed in every place.

On the other hand, the prohibition of taking
part of the Catholic clergy for the education
financed by the State and of opposing to the sec-
ular education was changed between 1890 and
1892 by pressures of the own clergy. This act
was the one with more opposition from the clergy,
as well as the liberal group. For Thiel, the decree
was his eternal thorn in the flesh until he finally
changed it in 1892. Meanwhile, for the liberal
governors, it was not admissible to accept the
interference of the clergy in the education. The
problem was definitely solved through an execu-
tive decree in 1892. The president José Joaquín
Rodríguez established the religious education in
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public schools from Monday to Saturday for half
an hour. The children, whose parents agreed, were
going to learn Cristian doctrine and Sacred His-
tory. In later years, the clergy administrated public
schools. As in 1903, the government paid the
Pauline priest Agustín Blessing to teach in
Talamanca because no public servant wanted to
go to that place.

In 1884, the Jesuits, Paulines, and Sisters of
Sion were expelled. When they tried to send the
Sisters of Charity away from the country, the
doctors were opposed to the measure because of
their work in the Hospital San Juan de Dios. The
expulsion of the orders was more an act of power
than a real desire from the authorities to distance
the religious congregations from the country.
Sooner rather than later, these came back to the
country (just the Jesuits returned until the second
half of the twentieth century). For example, the
Paulines came back in 1892 to take care of the
Major Seminar. In 1906, the Salesians entered
with the firm conviction, along with liberals, of
developing technical labor in their schools. This
situation shows the benefits that these groups
offered to the liberals; hence, the relationship
between Church and State turned indissoluble.

The laws that prohibited the processions out-
side the temples and the collection of alms without
the correspondent permits given by the govern-
ment were pointless regulations. This type of pol-
icies existed already. At the time, they were more
rigorous than the ones established in 1884, as it is
demonstrated in the works of Sandí Morales
(2010, 2012).

The derogation of the Concordat was the best
example of how, through the years and because of
the political and religious reality of Costa Rica,
the civil governors and the Catholic leadership
came to an agreement. In one way or another,
they established a legal frame and a consensual
pact that founded the same regulations that existed
according to the document signed in 1852. For
example, the State kept on contributing with its
rents to the Catholic Church, as it was stated in the
liberal Constitution of 1871. The Catholics
respected the orders to the point that the fights
between the institutions disappeared after 1894.
Even Rome was part of the game. For each payroll

of new bishops or creation of dioceses, Roman
authorities waited and accepted the civil proposals
of the Costa Rican government.

In conclusion, the anticlerical laws decreed in
1884 were, without a doubt, a demonstration of
power. The purpose was to prove which main
entity had the power in Costa Rica. The State
demonstrated its power, and the hierarchy of the
Catholic Church played the game that the State
wanted. However, the Church claimed its share of
power which was obtained because of the Costa
Rican reality. This situation promoted a union that
the State was determined to maintain in order to
continue with the mechanism of control and “civ-
ilization” over the population. These examples
prove the impossibility that existed in Costa Rica
of the separation of both institutions.
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