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‘Arisen from Deep Slumber’:
Transnational Politics and Competing
Nationalisms among Syrian Immigrants
in Argentina, –
STEVEN HYLAND JR.*
Abstract. This article examines how Syrian immigrants in Argentina responded to
the intersection of transnational politics and nascent nationalisms between  and
. In particular, it studies the role of Syrian intellectuals in Argentina in advocating
a variety of political allegiances that changed over time as their homelands suﬀered a
series of intense political transformations during the ﬁrst two decades of the twentieth
century. The emergence of Syrian and Lebanese ethnic identities as well as an Arab
racialised identity was the product of distinct political programmes circulating in the
Levant and among the Syrian émigré communities in the Americas, threatening to
undermine the immigrant colony’s sense of community.
Keywords: transnational migration, nationalism, immigrant politics, Argentina,
Ottoman Empire

This article examines how the intersection of transnational politics and
nascent nationalisms between  and  aﬀected Arabic-speaking émigrés
in Argentina, principally in Buenos Aires and the north-western province
of Tucumán. Intellectuals from the Syrian colony in Argentina formed
organisations and published newspapers promoting a variety of political
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allegiances that changed over time as their homelands suﬀered a series of
intense political transformations during the ﬁrst two decades of the twentieth
century. Far from viewing the Ottoman state as oppressive, Syrian immigrants
in Argentina attempted to secure diplomatic relations between Istanbul and
Buenos Aires, culminating in the Consular Protocol of . In the wake of
the  Young Turk Revolution, the Syrian colony organised large-scale
celebrations and intimate receptions across Argentina celebrating the return of
democratic governance. The First World War and the ultimate fall of the
Ottoman Empire, however, provoked a dilemma for this mutual political
identity as shared senses of place and association dissolved. This existential
crisis forced immigrants to grapple with the question of whether or not a
Syrian community existed at all. In this space, nationalist ideologies politicised
ethno-regional identities in new ways and led to a novel racialised political
identity: a fellowship founded on the Arab race. These ideologies created new
fault lines within the Syrian colony in Argentina, principally among the
politically active cultural elite. As the drama in the homelands played out, a
new local, elite-led Syrian–Lebanese immigrant identity emerged in the early
s which attempted to mitigate the divisiveness caused by the politics of
the homeland and to act as the voice of the community.
The central issues preoccupying scholars of immigration to Latin America
have concerned adaptation and integration, the construction and maintenance
of an organised community, and the relationship between immigrants and the
host society. Global processes intersected with local particularities to shape
the migration of people to the Americas, ‘creating a tangle of small local ﬂows
between certain European areas and Latin American regions of arrival’.
An immigrant’s interpersonal social network of his or her hometown and
extended family aﬀected decision processes such as choice of destination,
and worked in conjunction with the immigrant’s skill set to condition the rate
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of adjustment and adaptation, as well as the immigrant’s ability to secure
housing and employment. Once in the host society, immigrants fashioned
informal social networks and formal institutions to recreate a sense of
community and to defend and pursue their own aims and interests. The
emergence of mutual aid societies and an immigrant press was crucial to these
processes, in addition to consolidating a social hierarchy among immigrants.
These formal institutions also helped to engage the host society and defend
immigrants against prejudices and stereotypes manifested by societies in the
midst of profound change. The scholarship on Arabic-speaking immigrants in
the Americas has generally mirrored the concerns of researchers studying
European ﬂows. Scholars have, however, emphasised the prejudicial perceptions held by local society in the case of Arabic-speaking immigrants, and how,
in spite of this perceived intolerance, this immigrant group successfully
integrated into local society. More recently, scholars have begun to examine
how the linkages with homeland politics aﬀected immigrants in the United
States and how return migrants inﬂuenced the development of the homeland.
Scholars of contemporary transnational migration have claimed that the
mass movement of people in the era of globalisation is new and distinct from
the old migration of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for a
variety of reasons. For these scholars, migrants of the early twentieth century
experienced an enduring break with their homeland, while contemporary
migrants maintain close ties with the old country and participate in circular
migration routes. In addition, the last wave of immigration lacked a
transnational sphere, whereas ‘today, immigrants develop networks, activities,
patterns of living, and ideologies that span their home and the host society’.







Baily, Immigrants in the Lands of Promise, pp. –, –; Moya, Cousins and Strangers,
pp. –.
See Ignacio Klich, ‘Criollos and Arabic Speakers in Argentina: An Uneasy Pas de Deux,
–’, in Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi (eds.), The Lebanese in the World:
A Century of Emigration (London: I. B. Tauris, ), pp. –; Christina Civantos,
Between Argentines and Arabs: Argentine Orientalism, Arab Immigrants, and the Writing of
Identity (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, ); Lois Roberts, The
Lebanese Immigrants in Ecuador: A History of Emerging Leadership (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, ); Alberto Tasso, Aventura, trabajo y poder: sirios y libaneses en Santiago del Estero,
– (Buenos Aires: Indice, ); Theresa Alfaro-Velcamp, So Far from Allah, So
Close to Mexico: Middle Eastern Immigrants in Modern Mexico (Austin, TX: University of
Texas Press, ); Nancie L. González, Dollar, Dove and Eagle: One Hundred Years of
Palestinian Migration to Honduras (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, ).
See Sarah Gualtieri, Between Arab and White: Race and Ethnicity in the Early Syrian
American Diaspora (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, ); and Akram Khater,
Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender, and the Middle Class in Lebanon, – (Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, ).
Linda Basch, Nina Glick Schiller and Cristina Szanton Blanc, ‘Transnational Projects:
A New Perspective’, in Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton Blanc (eds.), Nations Unbound:
Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predicaments, and Deterritorialized Nation-States

 Steven Hyland Jr.

The development of new transportation and communication technologies is
the critical diﬀerence, as scholars insist that before the First World War, ‘early
transnational economic and political enterprises were not normative or even
common among the vast majority of immigrants, nor were they undergirded
by the thick web of regular instantaneous communication and easy personal
travel that we encounter today’. These claims overlook much of the historical
record and scholarship on migration to the Americas, however. The fabled
golondrinas, for instance, travelled back and forth working the harvest seasons
in Italy and Argentina prior to the First World War. These sojourners utilised
rapid transportation and instantaneous communication links to facilitate
repeat migrations and constant contact with family and friends.
This study contributes to the body of scholarship on immigrants
in Argentina and the Arabic-speaking communities in the Americas by
examining how transnational processes aﬀected émigrés and their identities
while attempting to situate this story within its larger global context.
The bulk of studies examining migrants in Latin America have focused on
Europeans, and have enriched our understanding of these migrants’ important
roles in labour issues, national politics and the politics of belonging. This
emphasis, however, has led scholars to neglect the inﬂuential role that Arabicspeakers played in the formation of modern Argentina and their homelands,
and how concerns with both aﬀected the development and maintenance of an
organised immigrant colony. Yet, the eﬀort by scholars of Levantine migrants
to show the successful integration by a supposedly unwanted immigrant group
has come at the expense of studying the internal discussions, debates and
political considerations that inﬂuenced the shape of the community. As a
result, a fuller picture of this group of people and how homeland politics and
local considerations intersected in their lives is still lacking. This essay attempts
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to build upon an observation by Jeﬀrey Lesser and Raanan Rein critiquing the
monolithic presentation of immigrant communities and ethnic groups. As
they note, ‘examining ethnic groups grosso modo ignores intra ethnic divisions
that are often replicated over many generations’. In the case of the Syrian
colony, the formation of politicised ethno-regional and racialised identities
was extremely sensitive to political processes in the homeland, and ultimately
forced the refashioning of the community and the expulsion of certain
members.
The Ottoman Empire and Syrian Emigration
The Ottoman Empire governed a vast territory stretching west to the Balkans
and Algeria, south to Yemen and east to Basra, and included diverse religious,
linguistic and cultural communities. During the nineteenth century the
Ottoman government initiated a series of reforms, known collectively as the
Tanzimat, attempting to modernise the bureaucracy, military and polity of
the empire while protecting its territorial integrity. In the s a collection of
intellectuals coalesced to create the ﬁrst modern-style opposition movement.
Though really a cultural movement, these so-called ‘Young Ottomans’
founded newspapers to disseminate their ideas, and their eﬀorts helped in
the promulgation of a Constitution in  and the election of the empire’s
ﬁrst parliament. While these reforms were being pursued and implemented,
the Ottomans suﬀered a series of military defeats that sliced oﬀ large portions
of territory and produced thousands of war refugees. The Crimean War
(), the Russo-Turkish War (–) and the Balkan Wars (–) led
to a ﬂood of refugees and the permanent loss of Romania, Serbia and
Montenegro. These external conﬂicts coincided with a series of internal crises
as Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid II suspended the Constitution in , initiating a
-year period of autocratic rule. The government in Istanbul dealt with
famine in Anatolia, lawless Kurdish horsemen, Armenian nationalists and
riots in Mount Lebanon () that led to direct intervention by European
powers and an increase in Christian missionaries. Over time a loose group of
dissidents based in the empire and in Western Europe formed secret societies.
Military members of one secret society, the Committee of Union and Progress
(CUP), revolted against ʿAbd al-Hamid in July , sparking what
is commonly known as the Young Turk Revolution. The result was the
restoration of the Constitution and the transformation of the empire into a
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constitutional monarchy. The CUP initiated a series of reforms aimed at
preserving the Ottoman imperial superstructure and integrating all sectors of
society based upon loyalty to the state. However, the onset of the First World
War and the decision to join Germany in a defence pact against Russia
( August ) unleashed a series of events that led to the collapse of the
empire.
While leaders in Istanbul contended with these issues, emigration from
Greater Syria increased in intensity. The general expansion of the regional
economy and the dissemination of liberal ideology regarding freedom of
movement spurred this traﬃc. The Ottoman provinces of Damascus and
Aleppo experienced a period of economic growth from  to . Greater
agricultural production, the expansion of the railway and increased security
in rural areas all had positive eﬀects on a burgeoning industrial sector,
primarily in textiles, which targeted new urban and rural markets around
Greater Syria. Growing prosperity from the silk industry in Mount Lebanon
accustomed the local population to certain living standards but also increased
the price of land, preventing many inhabitants from purchasing land or
expanding their holdings. Despite competition from the East Asian silk
market, local silk production expanded in the s and achieved its greatest
output, in terms both of bales exported and the value of exports, between 
and . The increasing wealth generated by the silk industry, along with a
sliding level of proﬁtability and the social transformations that the industry
caused, provided the impetus and opportunity for emigration. The
Règlement Organique of , passed in the wake of the  riots,
established a governorship which encompassed all of Mount Lebanon,
excluding the coastal cities of Beirut and Tripoli. In addition, the Règlement
guaranteed freedom of movement, breaking peasants’ historical binds to the
shuyūkh or local secular lords, and coincided with an increase in schools run
by Christian missionaries oﬀering secular education. This notion of
uninhibited passage had ﬁltered into popular culture by the period of intense
emigration, creating ‘venues of social and physical movement within and out
of the country’. While the average peasant was neither rich nor destitute,
land prices, limited employment opportunities and the understanding that
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emigration was a viable option generated this movement. By , between
, and , people from Greater Syria had migrated into the
Americas, with more than , hailing from Mount Lebanon. After the
United States, Argentina was the most popular destination.
Emigration to Argentina mirrored the confessional and regional diversity of
Greater Syria; Arabic-speaking Christians, Jews and Muslims had all left from
Damascus, Beirut, Homs, Hama and Aleppo and their hinterlands, and
settled in Buenos Aires, Tucumán and other provinces and territories by .
The Christians were largely Maronite Catholics, Orthodox Christians and
Armenian Catholics. Jews came primarily from Damascus, Aleppo and even
Jerusalem. Although Sunnis and ʿAlawites were most prominent in Tucumán,
the diverse Muslim community in Argentina also consisted of Shiites, Druze,
and Ismaʿilis.
Argentina and the Emergence of a Syrian Colony
In the  years before the First World War Argentina experienced spectacular
if uneven growth led by the agricultural sector, alongside infrastructure
modernisation and broader economic expansion. With the massive extension
of the railways Argentina became a major exporter of grains and beef,
complementing and becoming increasingly dependent upon the economies
of industrialised countries in Western Europe. Tucumán’s sugar industry,
the largest in Argentina, serviced the domestic market and also experienced
periodic expansion, tripling production between  and . The
country’s population doubled to nearly . million between  and , 
per cent of them foreign-born. Within this ﬂood of immigrants, over ,
Arabic-speaking persons with Ottoman citizenship had arrived in Argentina
by . Nearly half settled in the capital city and province of Buenos Aires.
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More than , Syrians followed the extension of the railway network and
settled in the north-western provinces, with Tucumán being the most
popular.
Argentines struggled to cope with the inﬂux of people and the attendant
problems associated with the process of modernisation, such as worker unrest,
rising crime rates, unstable housing arrangements and fragile labour markets.
An anti-immigrant sentiment thus emerged in Argentina during the late
s as a response to the economic crash, massive immigration and urban
unrest, and intensiﬁed during the ﬁrst two decades of the twentieth century.
As the government of Miguel Juárez Celman sold state assets to service the
public debt in late  and early , unemployment grew and real wages
depreciated, with the result that new immigrants became a cause of worry for
civic groups, newspapers and political leaders. Concerned citizens criticised
federal immigration policy, questioning whether or not the immigrants’
idiosyncrasies and customs could help Argentina’s progress directly or
transform these people into citizens of a modern nation. The ﬁnancial and
commercial breakdown coupled with dissension among the political elites led
to the abortive  revolution and the ultimate fall of the Juárez Celman
government.
The ﬁrst Argentine elite perceptions of the Syrian colony emerged in the
press during this era of socio-economic distress and political turbulence. Two
negative stereotypes about the Syrian colony materialised in local Argentine
society, namely the mercachiﬂe, or wandering pedlar, and the mendicant. An
Argentine newspaper, El Diario, ran a series of critical articles in 
examining the phenomenon of Syrian immigration and its perceived languid
nature. The perception of the ubiquitous Syrian itinerant pedlar captivated
the Argentine imagination, and the press often called for restrictions on Syrian
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In , the Buenos Aires weekly Caras y Caretas published a
feature on the Syrians, arguing that they were an ‘irritant’ oﬀering ‘detrimental
examples for a working people’. The local press in Salta also criticised Syrian
hawkers and small shopkeepers, declaring: ‘A plague of Turkish pedlars has
appeared, worse than if they were locusts. The police must prevent them from
continuing to commit such abuse’. As the size of the colony in Argentina
swelled, the local political elite began to comment on society in general and
the Arabic-speaking community in particular. For instance, Juan B. Alsina, the
director of the Dirección de Inmigración (Directorate of Immigration),
wrote in the department’s  Memoria, or annual report, that the Syrian
immigrants had ‘no respect for the law’ and ‘belonged to their country’s lower
classes’, and that their common practice of itinerant peddling ﬁlled ‘no need
for exchange’. In , a scandal in Tucumán featuring Syrian immigrants
committing fraudulent bankruptcies produced intense public scrutiny, a
criminal conviction and the need for Alejandro Schamún, a prominent Syrian
intellectual living in Buenos Aires, to publish an article in the local newspaper
defending the colony. Despite prejudicial discourses and occasional public
outrage, the Syrian colony did have important supporters – these included
Minister of Agriculture Damián Torino and Senator Joaquín V. González.
Commentary by Alsina and others led to a programme in  –
spearheaded by Wadi and Alejandro Schamún, publishers of the periodical
al-Salām (Peace) – aimed at drafting recent arrivals from Greater Syria to
work on an agricultural colony in Santa Fe province, an eﬀort that continued
for a decade and was appreciated by local politicians and observers. This
was an attempt to mollify public and government opinion, which had
immigration.
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identiﬁed the link between ‘agricultural and demographic development’
since the s. Moving more Arabic-speakers into the agricultural sector
was also a primary task for the newly arrived Ottoman consul-general in late
. This strategy corresponded with the agricultural boom that Argentina
experienced after it had renegotiated debt repayment with Baring Brothers
in . By  only , Arabic-speaking immigrants, or roughly
 per cent of the community, worked in the agricultural sector, increasing
to , in . While there was an anti-immigrant discourse circulating
throughout Argentina, it is clear that Syrians adjusted to local labour
markets and economic niches while utilising Argentine state institutions to
pursue their rights and protect their interests. Elite members of the Syrian
colony made connections with the Argentine political class and social
institutions.
The initial Syrian immigrants in Buenos Aires overwhelmingly practised
commerce, some  per cent doing so in , as did their compatriots
in north-western Argentina. The existing economic opportunities and
legal rights protecting immigrant trade activities enshrined in the 
Constitution attracted many Syrians. Little had changed in terms of career
vocation by , when two out of every three Arabic-speakers in Argentina
engaged in commerce, with pedlars accounting for more than  per cent of
the merchants. As Akram Khater has noted, the choice of earning money
quickly meant that most immigrants had to choose between commerce and
factory work. Peddling required little start-up capital, preparation or ability,
and as a result commerce became a characteristic feature of the Arabicspeaking immigrant experience throughout the Americas. The profession
also ﬁtted a niche in certain regions, such as Brazil, Mexico and Honduras,
where the commercial sector was underdeveloped and new patterns of
consumption were emerging.
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The number of Syrians residing in Buenos Aires quadrupled from , to
, between  and . This surge in Arabic-speaking immigrants,
which followed the  Young Turk Revolution and the establishment of
consular relations between Argentina and the Ottoman Empire in ,
changed the contours of the colony’s labour force. Although the number of
pedlars remained constant, they became a smaller percentage of the workforce
as the quantity of general labourers doubled. Furthermore, the sharp increase
in the size of this immigrant community led to concentrations in certain
wards in the capital, such as a noticeable slum in the downtown Socorro
district, as well as dispersal into outlying areas. Nearly one-third of the Syrians
residing in Buenos Aires lived in the southern and south-western districts,
where factories, distilleries, meat-packing plants and various other industries
dotted the urban landscape and provided some opportunity for employment. At the same time, the composition of the colony began to shift. The
ﬁrst consul-general of the Ottoman Empire in Buenos Aires, Emir Emin
Arslan, reported in  that  per cent of the Syrian community were
Christians,  per cent were Muslims, and  per cent were Jews. In the years
leading up to the First World War, Muslims represented roughly  per cent
of emigrants departing from Tripoli (Beirut province), and in  they
accounted for  per cent of emigrants leaving the Governorate of Jerusalem.
In Buenos Aires, Muslims made up  per cent of the immigrants coming
from Greater Syria as early as , and this led to the establishment of the
Islamic Society in . Migration from Greater Syria had become a
‘widespread fever, a massive habit’, which led to more arrivals per annum with
weaker social networks, helping to solidify a multi-class structure among
Buenos Aires’ Syrian colony.
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see Soﬁa D. Martos, ‘The Balancing Act: Ethnicity, Commerce, and Politics among Syrian
and Lebanese Immigrants in Argentina, –’, unpubl. PhD diss., University of
California, Los Angeles, , pp. –.
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The colony’s development in Tucumán was directly linked to the
emergence of a merchant elite in the provincial capital of San Miguel.
The earliest Syrians there settled along Calle Maipú, an area several blocks
to the north-west of the central plaza. Over time this area evolved into the
heart of the colony as Arabic-speakers founded churches, set up businesses and
occupied tenements, but the community failed to establish any lasting, broadbased social institutions. The colony suﬀered from intense personal rivalries
among its leading merchants, dividing the immigrant elites, overwhelming
the arbitration mechanisms inherent in micro-social networks and provoking
the utilisation of Argentine state institutions to seek redress. Massive
immigration of Syrians into Tucumán overwhelmed established social
networks that could have absorbed the new arrivals and facilitated adaptation.
The Syrian population in San Miguel de Tucumán also quadrupled between
 and  to ,, and tripled across the province in the same period to
,. At the same time, recurrent crises in the sugar-based regional
economy adversely aﬀected seasonal labour, and jobs became scarce. As a
result, a multi-class social structure solidiﬁed, and Syrians possessing weaker
social networks and working as unskilled and menial labour found themselves
more susceptible to the ebbs and ﬂows of the regional economy.
In  over half of the Syrian labour force in Tucumán worked in the
commercial sector, principally as merchants and itinerant pedlars, Syrians
being more than eight times more likely to be pedlars than the average
immigrant. Some worked as clerks for businesses or employees at state
institutions such as the local police force. One-third worked in unskilled and
menial labour, including Arabic-speaking women who worked as washerwomen, clothes-ironers and domestic servants. Interestingly, Syrians were
more than three times as likely as the average immigrant to be bakers,
suggesting access to capital beyond the realm of dry goods commerce.
In comparison to other immigrants, Syrians were under-represented as day
labourers, shoemakers and carpenters, but were ﬁve times more likely to be
shoe-shiners. Arabic-speaking immigrants also were over-represented in the
arrest rates for felony crimes. Between  and  Syrians were more than
three times as likely to be arrested for aggravated assault as Spaniards, and more
than twice as likely as Italians. They were three times as likely as Spaniards and
nearly four times more likely than Italians to be arrested for larceny. A portion
of the arrests may be a result of targeting by local police forces, but this cannot
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be the sole causative factor. It is probable that recent arrivals with a poor
understanding of Spanish who were peddling or looking for work in the cane
ﬁelds found themselves in dangerous situations that led to violent altercations;
furthermore, high rates of larceny, which suggest a sense of desperation, are
likely linked to poverty and a need to survive.
The Role of the Syrian Cultural Elite
As the Syrian colony grew, a discernable cultural elite emerged within the
communities. These intellectuals in Buenos Aires and Tucumán viewed
themselves as part of their homeland’s political life and dialogued and debated
with their peers in the Americas, Europe and the Arab lands of the Ottoman
Empire. Many worked as merchants; these individuals were often recognised
for their oral poetics, and also published or contributed to Arabic-language
periodicals. Only a very few worked solely as journalists. At the same time,
Arabic-speakers in Argentina were certainly inﬂuenced by local political
arrangements and the national culture within which they lived. The
excitement surrounding Argentina’s centenary, for instance, ﬁgured into the
Syrian immigrant communities’ embrace of constitutional rule. Alejandro
Schamún, editor of the Arabic periodical al-Salām, received a letter from an
iconic Socialist deputy, Alfredo Palacios, declaring, ‘Liberty is not granted, it
must be won’, in celebration of the ﬁrst anniversary of the Young Turk
Revolution. A delegation of immigrants from Tucumán, led by a Syrian,
participated in the installation of the statue of Argentina’s revolutionary hero,
Martín Güemes, in the neighbouring province of Salta; the event was held on









The data for creating probability tables was taken from the Anuario de estadística de la
Provincia de Tucumán. Only the years  and  are missing from the source data.
I used the  national census population ﬁgures as a constant in ﬁguring the results.
The term used by Syrian intellectuals to address themselves and their peers was adīb
(pl. udabāʾ), an Arabic term denoting a cultured person as well as a man of letters. Many of
these elites were well educated, some even graduating from university, but this was not
necessarily a requirement for recognition as such: see Jūrj S ̣aydah ̣, Adabunā wa udabāʾunā fī
al-Mahājir al-Amīrīkīya (th edition, Tripoli: Maktabat al-Saʾih, ), pp. –.
Lesser and Rein have called for a more sensitive approach to studying ethnic minorities and
immigrant communities in Latin America: see Lesser and Rein, ‘Challenging Particularity’,
pp. –. In particular, they challenge approaches that assert that immigrants lived apart
from or were victims of the host society’s national culture. While I recognise the inﬂuence of
local Argentine society on the Syrian colonies, the emphasis of this essay remains the
consequential impact of political transformations taking place in the Ottoman Empire, the
circulating nationalisms that existed at the time, and how these processes aﬀected Syrian
immigrants.
For a facsimile of the July  note to Schamún, see Akmir, ‘La inmigración árabe en
Argentina’, p. .
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 July , marking the centenary of the declaration of independence by the
United Provinces of South America.
While the size of the Syrian colonies in Buenos Aires and Tucumán grew
considerably in the years before the First World War, these immigrants were
unable to organise enduring pan-Syrian (or pan-Arab) institutions servicing
the broadest sectors of the group. In their place were religious institutions such
as the Maronite churches in Buenos Aires () and Tucumán (), the
Greek Orthodox church in Santiago del Estero (), the Islamic Society
(), and burial societies for Sephardic Jews from Damascus () and
Aleppo (). Ephemeral social and political organisations such as the
Sociedad Juventud Otomana (Ottoman Youth Society), established in ,
and the Union Libanesa (Lebanese Union), founded in , also appeared.
Yet, in spite of this inability to form broad-based social institutions, a vibrant
press materialised and was critical in the creation of the mahjar. The Arabiclanguage press produced in the Americas indicated that these immigrants
considered themselves part of their homeland at every level – politically,
socially and economically. Intellectuals who published newspapers in
Argentina were part of a larger ‘arabophone Republic of Letters’ and viewed
themselves as agents of social and political change, corresponding with the
larger nahd ̣a, or cultural renaissance, in the homeland that had begun in the
middle of the nineteenth century.
These publications were usually in Arabic, possessed particular
political orientations, competed against other publications for the mantle of
community spokesperson, and were for the most part ephemeral. Periodicals
presented news about the homeland, usually in the form of letters from







‘Sr. Nagib Baaclini: su fallecimiento’, La Gaceta,  Oct. .
Mahjar, in Arabic, is a noun of place that means ‘land of emigration’, and was at once a
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to their compatriots who remained in the old country. In contrast to Anderson’s focus on
the nation and its territoriality, it is signiﬁcant that print capitalism, for those in the mahjar,
would be the driving force for creating a shared sense of connectivity across continents as well
as competing nationalisms that emerged towards the end of the First World War: see
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reﬂections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, ), pp. –; Gualtieri, Between Arab and White,
pp. –.
‘Republic of Letters’ is a term from the Enlightenment that may be deﬁned as ‘a community
of discourse about the whole range of knowledge possible to human reason [that] thus
transcends the boundaries of genre’: see Frank Shuﬄeton, ‘In Diﬀerent Voices: Gender in
the American Republic of Letters’, Early American Literature, :  (), p. .
There were notable exceptions, such as al-Salām (–), S ̣ada al-Sharq (–),
al-Jarīda al-Sūriyya al-Lubnāniyya (–) and al-Mursal (–). S ̣ada al-Sharq was
the ﬁrst newspaper to be fully bilingual in Arabic and Spanish: see Abdeluahed Akmir, ‘La
prensa árabe en Argentina’, in Huellas comunes y miradas cruzadas: mundos árabe, ibérico e
iberoamericano (Rabat, Morocco: Universidad Mohamed V, ), pp. –.
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correspondents, information received from recent arrivals and letters from
family members. These publications, most of which were only four pages long,
also provided news about the issues faced, successes achieved and tragedies
suﬀered by immigrants in Argentina, reﬂecting ‘faithfully the life, aspirations
and values of the Arab community’ in Argentina. The Arabic press was
eﬀusive in praising the generosity of Argentina, marvelling at the country’s
wealth and celebrating the freedoms experienced there by immigrants.
Hence, Arabic-language newspapers published in the mahjar are invaluable
sources for assessing the state of immigrant community life, the aﬀairs
circulating within it, competing concerns regarding the politics of the
homeland, and what the intellectuals believed were the responsibilities of
immigrants to the host society.
Before the First World War, the émigrés, especially those who published
newspapers, formulated a Syrian identity as the hegemonic Arabic-speaking
immigrant group in Argentina and the rest of the Americas. The creation of
this identity took place in dialogue with intellectuals who were based in Beirut,
Cairo and Damascus. In the critical years after  Levantine newspapers
disseminated competing nationalist ideas to readers, including the mahjar. It
was these ideas and debates that also animated the Arabic press in Argentina
and elsewhere. Syrian immigrants in Argentina were an important part of this
discussion, yet there has been scant scholarship examining the intersection of
transnational ideological currents that inﬂuenced their political dispositions
and modes of participation with local particularities such as democratic
governance and economic opportunity in Argentina.
Transnational Politics and the Syrian Colonies
As the Syrian colonies negotiated the realities of living in Argentina, they also
had to contend with intense political transformations in the old country.
Settled immigrants in the Argentine mahjar had petitioned the Ottoman state
to establish diplomatic relations with Buenos Aires since , even sending a
delegation of émigrés living in Buenos Aires who met with Sultan ʿAbd






Ibid., p. .
Ibid.
For North America, see Khater, Inventing Home, pp. –; and Gualtieri, Between Arab
and White, pp. –.
Eliezer Tauber, ‘The Press and the Journalist as a Vehicle in Spreading National Ideas in
Syria in the Late Ottoman Period’, Die Welt des Islams, : / (), pp. –.
Samuel Baily and José Moya have brieﬂy discussed the role of homeland politics in regard to
the Italian and Spanish communities, arguing that neither group was overwhelmed in
forming community institutions. In a separate work, Baily and Ramella excised the portion
of letters dealing with politics in Italy, saying they were of minor importance: Baily,
Immigrants in the Lands of Promise, pp. –; Moya, Cousins and Strangers, pp. –;
Baily and Ramella, One Family, Two Worlds, pp. –.
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al-Hamid II in Istanbul. The Arabic-speaking communities in the Americas
possessed ‘close and friendly contact’ with Istanbul in spite of pockets of
political dissidence within them. Before the outbreak of the First World
War the Syrian colony shared an Ottoman political identity which acted
as a unifying factor across broad sections of this immigrant group and
demonstrated widespread loyalty to the Ottoman state through expressive
culture and public celebrations. Similar sentiments emerged among Syrians in
the United States and Venezuela.
Arabic-speakers in Argentina organised large public events and published
several periodicals that pledged and celebrated their loyalty to the Ottoman
state, especially in the wake of the  Young Turk Revolution. The
restoration of the Ottoman Constitution and the return to democratic
governance provided a heady elixir of communal identiﬁcation and a source of
pride that was commemorated by the Syrian colonies throughout Argentina.
For instance, the Comisión Sirio-Otomana (Syrian–Ottoman Commission)
organised a mass patriotic event held on  September  in the Casa Suiza,
located in the capital of Buenos Aires, honouring the July revolution. The
organisers published a poster in local periodicals that featured the Ottoman
coat of arms and images of ﬁve key ﬁgures of Ottoman socio-political life: the
Young Ottoman author and thinker Namık Kemal Bey (–); the
ﬁnancier of the Young Ottoman Party, Mustafa Fazıl Paşa (–); Sultan
ʿAbd al-Hamid II (–); one of the authors of the  Ottoman
Constitution, Midhat Paşa (–); and the director of Meschveret, the
organ of the Young Turk Party, Ahmed Rıza (–). These leaders did
not represent the Young Turk movement (save Ahmed Rıza), nor did they
come from the Arab lands of the Ottoman Empire, but Syrians in Argentina
identiﬁed them in some way with the return to democracy. The symbols were
uniquely Ottoman, as opposed to Arab, Syrian or Lebanese. In consequence
the Syrian immigrants were not yet well informed about the events unfolding
in Istanbul, as they conﬂated members of the Young Ottoman movement with
the Young Turks and incorrectly recognised Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid’s role in
restoring the Constitution.





‘Arribo del cónsul otomano’, La Nación,  Oct. ; ‘Los Turcos en Buenos Aires’, Caras y
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On the day of the  September event, the Liga Albanesa (Albanian League)
held a public demonstration commemorating the ‘transcendental resolution’
of Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid II. That night the Syrian colony’s most
distinguished members celebrated with its most humble ones beneath
Ottoman ﬂags and Chinese lanterns; many families congregated in the
elevated theatre boxes in the Casa Suiza. In the hallway and reception room,
‘trophies and emblems highlighted the crescent moon and the Turkish
national colours’. On the proscenium, an ensemble of girls, one portraying
Liberty, performed. To the right stood a portrait of Midhat Paşa, the ‘glorious
martyr and source of inspiration of the Constitution of ’. The event
commenced with a rendition of the Argentine national hymn, which was
followed by the Ottoman anthem.
Leading members of the Syrian colony gave speeches lauding the grandeur
of the Ottoman Empire, newly incorporated into the world of free societies.
They remembered the ‘martyrs who gave their blood for the liberty of Turkey
and honoured the memory of Midhat Paşa’, and recognised, among the
‘current and most brilliant leaders of the Young Turks’, Prince Sabahaddin.
In addition the orators saluted the generosity of Argentina, a country ‘that
countenances sustained battles for giving liberty to other people, whose aurora
glows ﬁnally on their distant homeland’. In an impromptu act, a celebrant gave
a ‘vibrant speech’ from a chair in the middle of the crowd. The following
July the Syrians in Buenos Aires organised a massive celebration at the Coliseo
Argentino, one of the capital’s premier theatres, to mark the ﬁrst anniversary
of the Constitution’s restoration. At the festivities ‘more than , Syrians
were congregated on a memorable night to applaud in every tone the happy
event that came to transform the socio-political life of the Turkish nation’.
The outburst of Ottoman national pride could be seen far beyond Buenos
Aires. Elias Turbay, a merchant based Tucumán, composed a poem, entitled
‘How Beautiful Freedom Is and the Constitutional State’, praising Midhat
Paşa and Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid II. The Syrian colony in Salta, a province
just north of Tucumán, held a banquet in October  celebrating the







Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid II had Midhat Paşa killed in Ta’if, a town near Mecca, in  while
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restoration of the Constitution. The event was held in the exclusive Club 
de Febrero, suggesting a measure of communal organisation and acceptance on
the part of local salteño society. In , Nagib Baaclini (a merchant in San
Miguel de Tucumán), Elias Turbay and Simón Hamati (who had recently
arrived in Tucumán from Buenos Aires) established a periodical, al-Fatā
Suriyya (Young Syria), ‘on the occasion of the Ottoman Constitution’.
In spite of these celebrations, anti-Ottoman movements formed throughout
Syrian émigré communities around the world. In early  the Paris-based
Syrian Society, founded by Nakhla Pasha Mutran and his brother Rashid Bey
Mutran, announced the formation of the Arab Society in Argentina, which
advocated Syrian independence and separation from the Ottoman Empire.
On  March  a Buenos Aires-based Arabic-language newspaper,
al-Zamān, published by Miguel and Naguib Samra, printed a letter to
the president of the Ottoman parliament entitled ‘Protest from the
Syrian Émigrés in Argentina against the “Syrian Society” in the City of
Paris’, eviscerating the claims of this organisation. The letter announced that
Syrians and émigrés in Argentina declared their ‘genuine loyal attachment and
authentic ﬁdelity to the Constitution and the unshakeable Ottoman unity,
as … we witnessed in the public demonstration we organised to celebrate it’.
In addition, the protest made six proclamations. First, despite the claims of
Pasha Mutran and the Syrian Society, the colony had never heard of Pasha
Mutran having a party or a following in Argentina. Second, the only society
that the colony in Argentina knew and cared to know was the Free
Constitutional Ottoman Society. Third, the community in Argentina stood
ready to resist physically those who slandered the Ottoman state or continued
to advocate the division of the country along ethno-national lines. Fourth,
Syrians in Argentina, regardless of creed, informed the Ottoman society that
they did not challenge its ﬁrm hope for the empire. Fifth, they requested that







James Scobie, Secondary Cities of Argentina, p. . Scobie incorrectly states that the
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the venerable Ottoman parliament should refute the current of thought
espoused by the group in Paris by informing and educating the youth. Finally,
they declared that people in the Argentine mahjar did not agree with anything
that appeared in the publications of the Parisian society and rejected every
claim that ‘harms the country or Ottoman society’.
The establishment of consular relations in  between Istanbul and
Buenos Aires coincided with an intensiﬁcation of emigration from Greater
Syria to Argentina. In addition, the protocol arranged for the founding of an
Ottoman consulate in Buenos Aires. On  October , Emir Emin Arslan,
the ﬁrst consul-general, arrived aboard the steamship Chili to an exuberant
welcome by a crowd of , Ottoman subjects. In preparation for Arslan’s
arrival a mass of people, including members of the Unión Siria (Syrian Union)
and the Sociedad Israelita (Israelite Society), marched from the hall of the
Young Ottoman Society. Immigrants waving banners and ﬂags from all three
organisations led the march. Another parade of Syrians marched to the central
docks from the southern neighbourhood of La Boca. After the crowd had
waited for more than three hours, Arslan’s ship, ﬂying the Ottoman ﬂag at full
mast, docked, and bands from the Young Ottoman Society and the Israelite
Society performed the Argentine national anthem, the Ottoman hymn and
the Marseillaise. Consul Arslan oﬀered words of thanks to the throng of
compatriots and to Argentina for its generosity.
The reception committee then ushered Arslan into a waiting car and set oﬀ
for the Plaza Hotel, the fanciest hotel in the capital. A procession of people
on foot, extending over several city blocks, followed a motorcade of 
automobiles ‘occupied by Turkish men and women’. The excitement grew
when Argentine spectators from the balconies overlooking the famed Calle
Florida began saluting the ‘colectividad otomana’, or Ottoman community, as
the marchers below praised Argentina. Once at the hotel, Arslan appeared
on a balcony overlooking the assembled Ottoman subjects and the Plaza San
Martín and oﬀered his thanks to the organising committee. From the crowd
a gentleman representing the Ottoman Jewish community expressed
satisfaction at the coming of the ‘representative of Turkey’. After moving on
to the editorial oﬃces of the Arabic-language periodical al-Salām, the bands
played the national hymns again; the crowd then dispersed ‘with the same
enthusiasm demonstrated during the entire day’.
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Syrians in Argentina maintained connections to the Ottoman government
and various Arab movements in the immediate years before the war.
They questioned the vice-president of the Ottoman parliament, Suleiman
al-Bustani, about the slowness of the political reforms promised by the CUP;
sent an envoy to a  conference held in Egypt concerning political reform
in the Ottoman Empire; received an appeal for support from the Lebanese
Committee of Paris regarding political reform proposals in ; and
entertained a request for editorials relating political positions in regard to the
Ottoman Administrative Decentralisation Party’s platform. Hence, allegiance to and aﬃnity for the Ottoman Empire was widespread in the Syrian
colonies, and cut across class lines and religious identities. Expressions of
loyalty to the Ottoman state were not particular to Buenos Aires, but rather
seemed to galvanise many in the Argentine mahjar. Indeed, these sentiments
were similar to those found in other Syrian émigré communities in the
Americas.
As a sign of the increased economic and political importance of Tucumán
to the Syrian communities in Argentina, in April  Elias Turbay – the
merchant and poet based in the small town of Río Seco, which serviced the La
Providencia sugar factory – invited Simón Hamati to move his family to
Tucumán from Buenos Aires with the promise of a printing press to support
his writing. Hamati had begun publishing a periodical entitled al-Nasr, or
El Aguila (The Eagle), in the federal capital in January . Turbay,
who became al-Nasr’s distributor and authorised agent (wakīl in Arabic) in
northern Argentina, worked with Nagib Baaclini to secure the start-up capital
to purchase a printing press, an eﬀort noted as a ‘noble work’ and a service to
the welfare and success of the Syrian colony. In addition to the publication
of Arabic-language periodicals in Tucumán, intellectuals were involved in
various forms of literary and cultural activity. By  the cultural elite in the
Tucumán mahjar, through its body the Lajnat Taʿzīz al-sih
̣ ̣āfa (Journalism
Stimulus Commission), called for the establishment of the al-Rābitạ
al-Adabiyya al-Tūkūmāniyya (Tucumán Literary League) to encourage and
cultivate journalistic endeavours and the arts. These intellectuals initiated an
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impressive period of cultural production that yielded poetry recitals, theatrical
performances and nine periodicals by .
For Arabic-speakers in the mahjar, however, the competing loyalties of
regional identiﬁcation, national loyalty, religious aﬃnity and village origin
experienced intense strains during the transformative events of the First World
War. The catastrophe of famine and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in
the Levant provoked a ﬂuid and contested environment in Argentina wherein
symbols took on new, at times ﬂeeting meanings as Syrians in the mahjar
struggled to come to terms with the transformational events aﬀecting their
homeland. The emergence of competing nationalist visions among the Syrian
cultural elite throughout the Americas initiated a visceral debate, which
included the communities in Argentina.
Two main schools of thought dominated the Argentine mahjar during the
First World War: one advocated remaining a part of the Ottoman Empire
with a federal constitution, and the other lobbied to leave the empire and
create a large Arab confederated nation. In the winter of  Syrians
in Argentina established the al-Ḥizb al-ʿUthmānī (Ottoman Party). The
platform of the party had six points: to defend the territorial integrity of the
empire; to combat ‘internal despotism’; to transform the empire into a
‘confederation of states’ with complete autonomy and free internal elections;
to make Arabic an oﬃcial language like Turkish; to distribute administrative
positions proportionally among the cultural groups within the empire; and to
use all means necessary to educate the ‘Arab masses’ and prepare them for the
elections that would follow the war. Following the announcement of the
Great Arab Revolt against the Ottomans, led by Hussein, the Sharif of Mecca,
some members of the Ottoman Party left to form the al-Ḥizb al-Watanī
̣
al-ʿArabī (Arab Patriotic Party), joining others who had not been members
of the older party. This political entity called for the total independence of
all Arab lands and the establishment of a large uniﬁed confederation.
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In addition to these larger political currents there was a smaller movement
led by the Maronite Lebanese missionary priests, who encouraged France to
assume the role of guarantor of Lebanese independence. Following the
establishment of the French mandate in Greater Syria in , however, the
question of Lebanon became the crucial issue that divided the Syrian colony in
Tucumán and throughout the Americas.
Syrian intellectuals in Tucumán actively participated on all sides of
the nationalist debates circulating throughout the Americas relating to
Ottoman political life. Control of the Arabic printing press was critical to the
propagation of these competing ideologies in north-western Argentina. In
May , Hamati and Turbay lost the printing press; Miguel Hadle, a
prominent Syrian merchant in Tucumán, bought it and turned over editorial
management of the periodical to José Khoueiry, a Lebanese nationalist and
member of the Buenos Aires-based independence organisation the Lebanese
Union. This group renamed the publication al-Watan
̣ (The Nation), and
began publishing under the new name in September . Hamati accused
Khoueiry of possessing an ‘infatuation’ for all things French based on France’s
historic role as protector of Maronite Catholics; indeed, many disagreed with
Khoueiry’s positions, and this apparently led to a decline in readership and
advertising receipts.
Antonio Eleas, a Maronite immigrant living in Tucumán, wrote a
controversial essay in response to al-Watan
̣ in October . A well-educated
merchant and son of an Ottoman oﬃcial from Banias in Syria, Eleas’ two-part
essay in a Tucumán daily, La Gaceta, entitled ‘El Líbano’ (‘Lebanon’), was
disseminated throughout the Argentine mahjar and, in testament to its
importance, was republished in Nagib Baaclini’s S ̣ada al-Sharq (Echo of the
Orient) in late . Eleas argued that Mount Lebanon had been condemned
to uncertainty and poverty by poor governance and retarded economic
development. Nevertheless, the creation of a network of schools in the
nineteenth century had given Mount Lebanon’s inhabitants access to
education and ‘free ideas’. The limitations of sericulture, or raising silk
worms for silk production, partly inspired massive emigration from Mount
Lebanon into the mahjar, principally in the Americas. France, in this moment,
was viewed as Mount Lebanon’s saviour. The Young Turk Revolution
changed the dynamic, however – the reopening of the Ottoman parliament,
complete with politicians from Mount Lebanon, was tantamount to
the renunciation of the autonomous privileges that the area had enjoyed
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since . Eleas pointed out that various men from prominent Mount
Lebanon families, such as the consul, Emin Arslan, saw their world as part of
the Ottoman Empire. In the most controversial passage, Eleas proclaimed
unequivocally that Lebanon was an integral part of Syria, and Syria of the
empire. He further critiqued the emphasis on religion as a point of division
among people of the same Arab race.
Eleas’ declaration dismissed the notion that Mount Lebanon constituted a
separate entity distinct from the rest of Greater Syria. It also directly
challenged the platform of José Khoueiry’s al-Watan
̣ by arguing that Mount
Lebanon was a part of the Ottoman Empire. These sentiments, strongest
in the Argentine mahjar during the years shortly after the Young Turk
Revolution, faded away as the war played out and famine gripped the old
country. Nevertheless, many in the Syrian colony desired to remain a part of
the Ottoman Empire, a position that transcended religious diﬀerences. Eleas
also forwarded the notion of a solidarity based upon the idea of a shared
Arab race that superseded religious identities, and his comments criticised the
increasing politicisation of religious identities. In the Syrian colonies
the politics of belonging was initially based upon a shared sense of place and
community and a shared socio-economic status; religion was merely one
variable among several, but not the principal fault line of separation. Though
their immediate results were short-lived, the emergence of al-Watan
̣ and the
essay by Eleas ushered the politics of home and of the First World War into
the Tucumán mahjar’s daily discussion.
At certain moments, the internal politics of the Syrian colony intersected
with Argentine public political sentiments. Under President Hipólito
Yrigoyen, Argentina maintained a policy of strict neutrality during the First
World War in order to facilitate trade with all parties. Imperial Germany’s
campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare, however, led to the sinking of an
Argentine merchant ship, the Monte Protegido, on  April . Eleven days
later, on  April, , people demonstrated against the German attack on
the Argentine vessel in front of the government house in San Miguel de
Tucumán. During the protest Nagib Baaclini gave a speech in Spanish on
behalf of the Syrians in Argentina. Declaring that he and his compatriots were
‘oppressed by the barbarous Turks’, Baaclini unleashed a verbal assault on the
Ottoman Empire, Germany’s ally in the war eﬀort. He commented on the
despotism of Sultan ʿAbd al-Hamid II and on the failure of the Young Turk
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Revolution. He announced that the Arabs had ‘arisen from their deep
slumber’, led by their king, Hussein, the Sharif of Mecca, and rejected
the attribution of Syrians to the ‘murderous Turk’, ʿAbd al-Hamid. He
concluded, ‘Down with the Turks! Long live the Arab Caliphate!’
The idea of establishing an Arab caliphate in place of the Ottoman variety
appealed to many Syrians in Argentina, but religious identities were beginning
to be politicised in a way quite unlike anything previously experienced within
the colony. It would be a mistake, however, to believe that religious
identity necessarily predicted the political ideologies and movements to
which an individual adhered. The politics of belonging in the mahjar did not
divide along religious lines before the seminal event of the First World War,
and similarly many Christians in Argentina believed in a racialised identity
and supported the idea of a kingdom led by Hussein. Of particular note is the
venue chosen by Nagib Baaclini; like Antonio Eleas, Baaclini chose an
Argentine forum to engage in an internal debate on the Syrian colony.
Claiming to speak for the community at large, Baaclini repudiated the
Ottoman state and, by proxy, those who still supported the government in
Istanbul – and he did it in front of thousands of Argentines.
The debate that Baaclini stirred in this public manner was caustic and
internally divisive, provoking violent confrontations. As in the Arabic press in
the United States, where ‘talk of compromise turned to talk of confrontation,
separation, and full-ﬂedged independence’, the debates over the political future
of the Levant reached a fever pitch in Buenos Aires and Tucumán as the war
proceeded apace. The editorial board of al-ʿAlam al-ʿUthmānī
(The Ottoman Standard) in Buenos Aires argued on  February , ‘We
are Arabs. But we are Ottomans before anything else. Our [position] is
related … [to] the principles of the Ottoman Constitution’. Yet, that same
day, al-Mursal (The Missionary), a highly respected periodical produced by
Maronite priests in Buenos Aires, published an urgent call to form a ‘General
Syrian Society’ that would lead the independence movement. Interestingly,
this announcement speciﬁcally included Lebanese as a group within the larger
Syrian body politic. Clashes between the directors of al-Mursal, al-ʿAlam
al-ʿUthmānī, al-Shams (The Sun), and Simon Hamati’s al-Nasr became
acerbic in tone and also involved Arab nationalists based in São Paulo in
Brazil. The conﬂict in the papers was manifested in ﬁghting on the street.
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Following two weeks of violent street demonstrations among the Syrian
colony in Buenos Aires, the acting Ottoman consul-general dispatched a letter
to the interim Argentine foreign minister demanding that the local authorities
prohibit the ﬂying of the Lebanese Union’s ﬂag from particular buildings
owned or inhabited by members of the association. Pointing out that this
group was a separatist organisation, the Ottoman consul-general reminded his
counterpart that Mount Lebanon remained an Ottoman territory and
listed the addresses perpetrating the oﬀence. The confrontations in the
newspapers and at street rallies ultimately led the pro-Ottoman community to
quit the so-called barrio de los turcos (Turkish neighbourhood) and relocate to
Calle Venezuela.
While political crises within the Syrian colonies became evident across
Argentina, Jamil Mardam, a Muslim from Damascus and future Syrian prime
minister, and Dr. César Lakah, a Greek Catholic Syrian and French citizen,
led a recruiting mission for the Paris-based Syrian Central Commission,
arriving in Argentina in November . Made up of Syrians living in Paris,
this organisation received state funds from France, sought the liberation of
Syria under French protection, and pursued donations and volunteers from
the Syrian émigré communities in the Americas. The mission raised ,
francs and a group of volunteers from the communities in Brazil, and an
additional  recruits from the colony in Montevideo, but did not achieve
the same success in Argentina. The envoys met immediate resistance from
the Lebanese Union, which opposed the goal of a uniﬁed Syria, bristled at the
absence of a Maronite on the mission, and launched a propaganda campaign
against the envoys. As a result, Mardim and Lakah focused on the colonies in
north-western Argentina; however, the Maronites there resisted collaborating
with the Greek Orthodox (who were mostly from the province of Damascus),
Melchite, Armenian, Druze and Muslim communities.
The beginning of the new decade witnessed the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire and the fall of King Faisal in Damascus. The s were a volatile time
for those immigrants who kept close watch on events in their homelands. Arab
nationalists viewed the short-lived monarchy of Faisal I in Damascus as the
realisation of their dreams and political activities in Argentina. France’s
forceful deposition of Faisal in July  and the subsequent creation of
the state of Greater Lebanon, which would become the French-dependent
Republic of Lebanon in , became critical events for Lebanese nationalists.
In addition, Argentina received dissident intellectuals from these newly
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formed states during the early years of the French mandate, which was ratiﬁed
by the League of Nations in . In the face of these divisive developments,
still other Syrians in Argentina began to establish organisations and periodicals
eschewing the separatist issues dividing the community and advocating a
politics of Arab cultural unity. For instance, young Syrian intellectuals formed
the Jamʿiyya al-Shabība al-Muttah ̣ida (United Youth Association) in San
Miguel de Tucumán on  June . This group held public events, published
a newspaper and staged plays. Members of United Youth utilised the printing
press to further their mission. In January , Gabriel Candalaft and Wadi
Hadle, in collaboration with Nagib Baaclini, launched an Arabic monthly
literary review, al-Hadīqa (The Garden). In the opening editorial, the directors
declared:
When all the American mahjar newspapers harped on politics, especially religion and
politics, each newspaper considered a policy to be the correct one for the nation and
the homeland [‘al-ummah wa al-watan’],
[and supported it] with proofs and evidence.
̣
Then, [each newspaper] announced its opinion to the people. [One newspaper]
proclaims that Lebanon must be completely independent, another will proclaim that
Lebanon should join Syria and unite the two countries, another supports occupation,
and many others [support] right and wrong ideas about religion and politics … As a
result, both Syrians and Lebanese ﬂoundered together in darkness, confused which
policy to listen to and which one to join.

The editors suggested that the inability to coalesce around a policy satisfying to
all concerned resulted from poor national education. As a pedagogical tool, the
editors viewed novels as the ‘ﬁrst school’ and the ‘true way to reach the summit
of civilisation’. In short, the proposed literature would inspire love for the
homeland and evade the realm of divisive politics. The presence of Baaclini
on the editorial board of al-Hadīqa is interesting because he would later
become a supporter of France and its mission in Lebanon. Nevertheless, his
call for a cooling-down of political rhetoric among the community would have
carried some weight and, at the very least, exempliﬁed the concerns of the
leaders of Tucumán’s Syrian colony about the rise in political tensions.
In the inaugural edition of the United Youth Association’s periodical,
al-Shabība al-Muttah ̣ida (United Youth), the group unequivocally declared
that it would neither ‘enter the doors of politics’ nor ‘plunge into the
“religious issues”’. These leaders instead focused on the issues that they felt
would strengthen the unity and solidarity of Syrians in Tucumán. The
periodical featured research on commercial issues and articles on literature,
history and society. The intentional avoidance of religion and nationalist
politics provides a glimpse into the internal debates surrounding the politics of
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belonging and the stresses that threatened to fragment the elite of the Syrian
colony.
Conclusion
The First World War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire provoked an
existential crisis for members of the Syrian colony in Argentina, leading to the
dissolution of a shared sense of community. The emergence of politicised
ethno-regional and racialised identities among Arabic-speakers in Argentina
was brought about by transformations in the home country. Indeed, the
Sultan’s subjects had shared a broad-based Ottoman political identity, but the
First World War created a space where Syrian intellectuals in Tucumán and
Buenos Aires could publish periodicals disseminating competing nationalist
discourses and information about separatist movements. These debates,
which occasioned internecine violence in Argentina, situated Syrians in an
arabophone Republic of Letters that connected them to peers throughout the
Americas and in the homeland. This shared imagined space gave émigrés a
stake in the destiny of their homeland and the opportunity to fashion anew a
sense of place and community in Argentina.
Transnational politics and processes produced enduring consequences
for Syrians residing in Argentina. The role and place of the old country was
ever-present among many, if not most, Arabic-speakers, and the creation and
evolution of Syrian and Lebanese identities in the mahjar was a contentious
aﬀair; divisions followed political ideologies and not necessarily religious
loyalties. Hence, homeland politics overwhelmed the cohesion of a larger
Syrian community, in this sense oﬀering a comparison with the German
case and a contrast with the examples of the Spaniards and Italians.
Furthermore, the politics of the French mandate in Syria and Lebanon and the
pursuit of self-determination by committed Arab, Syrian and Lebanese
nationalists in Argentina ultimately led to the fragmentation of the Syrian
cultural elites in Buenos Aires and Tucumán. The fashioning of a Syrian–
Lebanese community by these immigrants in the early s, in the shadow of
European colonialism, stood in diﬀerence to Italian state attempts to organise
its citizens in Argentina and elsewhere.
The role of transnational politics and processes among immigrant colonies
in Latin America, therefore, is not well studied, yet is full of potential. These
communities were neither walled oﬀ from local society nor detached from the
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issues of their homelands. Sensitivity to the transnational component thus
situates immigrants in a milieu that is at once distinctly local, and yet not
bound by national borders. Émigrés utilised a variety of strategies to maintain
contact with, and contribute to, their families who remained behind, yet
transformative political issues in their countries of origin had a direct impact
on these communities throughout Latin America, in relation to both internal
organisation and inter-immigrant relationships. These people sat at the nexus
of global processes and local particularities, and thus inﬂuenced and were
aﬀected by cultural, social and political change both in the old country and in
their new surroundings. Greater sensitivity to these intersecting processes will
allow for an assessment of the entirety of the immigrant experience.
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