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ANYONE WHO HAS TRAVELED TO Population (2020 estimate for both countries): 

El Salvador and Costa Rica recently has surely sensed significant 

differences between these two countries. El Salvador is poorer, 
0 

rougher, and seems more dangerous. Costa Rica is more tourist 

and coffee buyer friendly, has better roads and facilities, and is 

wealthier. El Salvador is plagued by gangs, some of which have 

roots in the United States. These differences began to appear 

by the late 19th century, despite the facts that the countries are 

similar in topography and population size, are located close to 

each other, and have long histories of growing coffee. 

Two readable new books provide numerous insights about 

coffee in El Salvador and Costa Rica and why those countries 

appear to be so different to this day. The Saints of Progress is about 

land and politics in the Tarrazu Valley, where districts and towns 

are all named after saints. Progress, despite occasional outbreaks 

of violence, has characterized Costa Rica and fed its people's 

pride. Coffee/and focuses on James Hill, his wealth and power 

in El Salvador in the early 20th century, and his exploitative, 

even lethal labor practices. During the 20th century, the country 

exploded twice into mass violence. 

Before reviewing the books and their stories of land, labor 

and race, a few figures referenced in the CIA's World Factbook are 

in order. 
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El Salvador: 6,481,102 

Costa Rica: 5,097,988 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita: 

El Salvador: $8,000 (No. 129 in the world) 

Costa Rica: $16,900 (No. 85 in the world) 

(Highest globally is Luxembourg at $113
1
197. The U.S. figure is $55,761, 

ranking 23rd in the world.) 

Agriculture's role in GDP: 

El Salvador: 12 percent 

Costa Rica: 5.5 percent 

(This metric is a good predictor of a country's poverty. Compare 

Afghanistan at 44.3 percent to The Netherlands at 1.2 percent.) 

The most important and complicated numbers for comparative 

purposes and for understanding these new books have to do with 

race. Using the countries' own terminology, 86.3 percent of the 

Salvadoran people are "mestizo," meaning of mixed Spanish 

and Indigenous descent. Then there is "white" at 12.7 percent, 

"Amerindian" at 0.2 percent, and "Black" at 0.01 percent. 












