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 This project offers an alternative perspective on the appearance of new forms of 

political community, types of social solidarities, and intellectual spaces in the French 

Mandate in Syria. Most previous scholarship on this period pivots on the presumption of 

once-and-future nationalisms as the driving historical force. The argument here 

articulates this history by reinscribing it into a wartime and postwar landscape of physical 

destruction and mass social, intellectual, and economic trauma. Through a close 

examination of wide variety of French and Arabic primary sources, this project 

emphasizes the traumatic origins of political communities and solidarities in the space of 

historic Greater Syria especially the area of the French Mandate of Syria. Arising initially 

out of the mass physical and institutional destruction of the First World War, this situation 

was reified by the persistence of manifold forms of French physical, economic, and 

intellectual violence. While recognizing the eventual nationalist historical outcomes, this 

project challenges the accepted primacy of its role in defining the historical period it 

emerged out of. The driving historical force in this period was not an amorphous 

nationalism but a shattered society’s intense political, social, economic, and intellectual 

anxieties about their current and future place in a vastly changed world. This defined the 

political shape Syria would assume and better explains how Syria and the region as a 

whole arrived at a nationalist historical outcome.
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Introduction 
Wasteland

 Alighting in one of the newly supplied German aircraft of the Ottoman Air Force and 

flying south from Anatolia over Greater Syria1 in 1916 or 1917, one would have encountered a 

landscape of incredible physical diversity. However, even the uninitiated visitor would have 

understood that all was not well in bilad a Sham. Passing south over the costal ports of Latakia 

and Beirut the normal bustle that accompanied the export of the renowned local tobacco out 

through the former or finished goods from Europe into the latter would have been marked with 

an unnatural stillness. The usually packed quays hosted few ships of any significance, fewer still 

any of the ocean-going freighters typically so common. Looking down on the streets of these 

port cities, one would have been taken aback by thinness of the weekday crowds on the streets, if 

there were any at all. Peering out over the Mediterranean towards the western horizon it might 

have been possible to just make out a grey line of warships stretching north and south, even if it 

would not have been possible to make out the Union Jacks and Tricolors fluttering astern on 

each. Between them and Syria’s coastal ports the only craft plying the sea would have been the 

kind of small fishing vessels familiar to Herodotus during his travels among the Phoenicians. 

 Turing east and climbing up, over the Anti-Lebanon range, the unnatural and erie calm 

that marked the aerial survey of the costal cities would have reprised itself in the Lebanon’s  

innumerable mountain hamlets. Passing low over the orchards and olive groves that clustered 

around these settlements the strange sight of denuded trees would greet our flyer. Passing over 

the Beqqa Valley, a similar scene would be repeated in fallow fields, usual abounding with crops.  

1

1 Roughly the territories of the modern Syrian and Lebanese Republics, parts of southern Turkey especially Hatay, 
northern Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories, and northern Jordan. 



Proceeding further west over the Hauran2 plain on the southwestern edge of the Syrian interior, 

this landscape of agricultural wastage continued across the region’s historically productive grain 

fields. Here, as in the cities on the Syrian coast and the mountain villages of the Lebanon, Druze 

villages were still with the calm was occasionally punctuated by bands of men on horses 

charging into some of these settlements. From the air, it would have been unclear what their aims  

were, though one would have been taken with a sense of unease about these mounted men. 

Compounding this unease was the sight of the cars of the Hijaz railway - the recently completed 

physical statement of the Ottoman Empire’s commitment to development and economic 

modernization - stopped among the fields, abandoned far from any station. 

 Approaching Damascus from the south, the airplane’s occupant might have looked down 

and seen crowds for the first time in his journey. However, these would not have been crowds 

going about their business in the marketplace. A riotous scene around the city’s bakeries would 

have unfolded beneath the winged observer. The raucousness may even have distracted him from 

another equally troubling feature of the landscape: slow moving lines of people streaming from 

the north converged on the outskirts of Damascus. Columns of people crawled toward the city in 

a scene that repeated beneath the aircraft as it made its way up the Orontes Valley to Aleppo. 

Even if the observer could not have known that these were not armies but Armenian refugees 

staggering out of Anatolia, the distance from the air would not have obscured unnaturalness of 

this physical and human geography. Even from a distance these changes in the landscape of 

Greater Syria would have stood out. 

2

2 The Sunni/Druze-dominated plain south of Damascus.



 Were one to leave the aircraft and take the same journey on the ground, a barren, 

depopulated moonscape of environmental, human, and economic destruction in the region would 

have opened before him. A contemporary account evokes what this scene would have looked like 

to such an observer: it also began in the north with Turkey joining the Central Powers in an act 

that would see her “intensifying her grip on Syria and Palestine and the rest of the Arab countries 

which remained under her authority and would annihilate with maximum violence and harshness 

all separatist movement...in those countries.”3 Lebanon, with which Turkey had “old accounts”4 

it wished to settle came in for special attention: Turkey “brutalized Lebanon with nakba upon 

nakba, upon nakba - nakbat of war, nakbat of locusts, nakbat Jamal Pacha...”5

 Describing the events that befell Lebanon and by extension Greater Syria during the First 

World War as a disaster or a catastrophe fail to capture the gravity conveyed in the Lebanese 

writer Mikhail Nu’ameh’s use of nakba. Twenty years before the word entered parlance as the 

description of the expulsion of masses of Palestinians from their homeland in 1948 Nu’ameh 

deployed it to describe the utter devastation of his own country. Nekba, approximately referring 

to an overwhelmingly devastating catastrophe (a “biblical disaster” one might say) comes closest  

to giving a sense of the situation people in Greater Syria found themselves in both during and 

after the war. Since 1948, this word and its usage have been inextricably bound up with the 

Palestinian people’s sense of loss and catastrophic devastation - social, economic, political, 

3

3 “...satusheddid qubtaha ‘ala souriyya wa fulustiin baaqiyy al bilad al ‘arabiyya alati  kanat la tuzal tahat imratha 
wa satestahaq nmtnihaa al ‘anf wa al saraama kl harakat al infisaaliyya...fii tilk al uqtaar.” Nua’meh, Mikhail. 
Seba’oun: hikayat umr 1889 - 1959 wihda althania 1911 - 1923. Dar Beirut lltabi’a wa alnashar. 1964. 38 (my 
translation from the Arabic)

4 “kanat liha fi thimmat lubnan hisabat qadima”, ibid

5 “wa hakatha inhaalat  ‘alayhi bi nakba telwa nakba, telwa nakba - nakbat al harb, wa nakbat al jirad, wa nakbat 
Jamal Pacha...”ibid



physical - that is associated with it. This linguistic association is useful in that it provides some 

insight into the meaning of nakba that befell the people of Greater Syria during the First World 

War. The shock to the society was total. Nothing escaped the fury of the conflict or the famine 

that it invited. 

 In Seventy: tales of an age - in the new world, Nua’meh recounts his experiences as a 

student in Washington state and his life in America, providing a unique perspective on the period. 

As he watched Woodrow Wilson win reelection in 1917, he compared6 Wilson’s election slogan 

of “he kept us out of the War” with the events unfolding in Greater Syria, looking back to his 

native land recounting its trials thus:

“Catastrophe after catastrophe, following catastrophe - catastrophe of war, 
and catastrophe of locusts...thus in the spring of the year 1915 the 
population wakened to a winged disaster of locusts in their fields and their 
vineyards and their gardens and their forests - on the [mountain] peaks and 
on the slopes and in the valleys and spread out to the shores of the sea...

...Then came the turn of the crawling locusts. They conscripted the people 
to fight. (And when they left they carved a hole in the people in which 
they bury the armies uncountable, innumerable.) And yet they attempted to 
dry out the sea with a thimble. They did not become flying locusts and 
depart the earth with the population blotting out the sun but for afterwards 
annihilating all greenery in every field and vineyard and garden. Meaning 
who snatched away the morsel from the mouth of the peasant, and the 
grasses from the mouth of the livestock. Not for a day or a month. Indeed 
for two years with its days and months. 

And such cut off the grain - grains of wheat, or barley, or maize, or any 
edible grain - the most precious in the world, and cut off the search for it 
[grain] the most important job humans do. So in the grain a spark of life 
was preserved. And without it death was swift.

“And winter approached and in none but a few houses was a month’s 
[grain store] stashed away. And the inhabitants knew that in the Beqqa 

4

6 ibid 39



valley grain was for sale. And the Beqqa valley7 was not a day from 
Lebanon. And the “attic state’ pointed up to the peaks of the mountains 
with its tiniest of morsels. So it denied the export of grains from the Beqqa 
to [the rest of Lebanon]. But hunger is an infidel. So it did not take long 
for the people to “march”8 on the Beqqa - men and women and old men 
and old women. They marched on their legs in the day and in the night. 
And in clear weather and the rain and in the snow. So who had some 
amount of money carried money. And who did not have money carried 
something of the furnishings of his house - not of any importance if it was 
a saucepan of copper or a (cloak) of wool or mat or a carpet of fur or a 
robe or a boot...And all their hopes [were] to return with something of 
wheat or of barley or lentils or maize and chickpeas buoyed them on their 
appearance to the biggest and smallest of those starving with hunger.

Hunger inflicted the people from every angle. Who had possessions dear 
to his heart went and sold them but for their weight in flour. Thus life is 
dearer than important possessions of honor. And who did not have himself 
monies nor possessions went searching for trash and the droppings of 
animals to stave off death even if but for a while. The place was barren of 
grasses and agriculture. So the udder is dry. And the grazing pastures were 
deserted...thus a husband does not know where his wife is. And a mother 
does not know where her son or daughter is. Who knows if the refugees 
from the Hauran were cut off. Or joining [in] with one of the tribes 
traveling in Syria. Or [became] cut off bodies scattered on the path or 
buried under the snow.”9 

 Such was the state of Syria in the final Ottoman rule at the end of the First World War. 

Subject to the unforgiving rule of Jamal Pacha and then covered by locusts, the country was the 

unwilling host to Ottoman armies that lived off the land, extracting the entirety of their supplies 

from the local population and economy. Of course, these armies did not only take food and 

5

7 The fertile central valley between the coastal range and Anti-Lebanon range, situated in the modern Lebanese 
Republic.

8 In an ironic use of language here, Nua’meh deliberately uses the verb zahafah, or “to march (an army)” to describe 
both the approach of the Ottoman conscription forces and the “march” of the “army” of the famine stricken. 

9 ibid



supplies but absorbed the people themselves. Fear of the Seferberlik (the Ottoman draft)10  

underlies many accounts of the period and preforms a particular role here in Nua’meh’s account 

of Syria during the war. Clouds of locusts consumed not only the crops, covering every “field, 

vineyard, gardens [sic], forests” from the interior of the country “to the sea” but a second wave 

of “locusts” sets itself upon the people themselves. This “crawling” swarm of locusts took up the 

sons of the villages, and towns, and cities so recently beset by the flying kind speaks to the 

overwhelming sense of siege that Syrian society would have experienced during the war years. 

In this way, Syrians would have experienced devastation in the most Old Testament sense: a 

plague of locusts followed by the slaying of the first born (although the Ottoman army certainly 

did not limit itself to taking only the first born sons of Syrian families). Thus, in having their 

sons taken away to war, these families were not only loosing children but their futures and 

patrimony with them. Between the Allied blockade of Levantine ports and Ottoman armies in the 

Syrian interior both of which compounded the devastating famine, the region faced a disaster 

that was as catastrophic as is was inescapable. 

 As a primary source, Nua’meh’s text is a rich vein to mine not only for the detail he 

provides but also for the striking way in which he illustrates the intimacy of the devastation. 

Even more recent regional histories, particularly those accounts11 of Jebil ‘Amil note the 

problems with the provisioning of food but none seem able to provide either the qualitative or 

even quantitate account of the experience of trauma Nua’meh communicates. It is not merely the 

detail of his account but the way in which we see what a society looks like as it falls apart. The 

6

11 See: Shirareh, Wadah. al umma al qalaqa: al ‘amlun wa al ‘asbiyya al ‘aamliyya ‘ala ‘atba al dowla al 
lubnaniyya. Beirut: Dar a Nahar lil Nashar, 1997, 132.



frantic search for food in a country accustomed to adequate harvests, a child’s vain search for a 

vanished parent, and a mother’s equally pitiful search for her children: this is what a human 

catastrophe looks like. Nua’meh’s commentary on the famine and physical destruction of his 

homeland are situated within a larger retrospective of his life away from his homeland in the 

United States. 

 The volume of Seventy: tales of an age that this excerpt is drawn from is subheaded “the 

new world,” evoking a distance between him and his home on manifold levels. His words not 

only help frame an historical investigation but bring into sharp relief precisely the extent to 

which this was a very human tragedy in such a way that is otherwise difficult to capture. The 

catastrophe of the war - nekbat al harb - haunts both examples of his poetry as well as his 

memoirs. The famine, and especially the effect it had on his countrymen lurks throughout his 

writing. This is particularly poignant in his narration of the loss that stems from the upheaval and 

dislocation associated with the famine. Hunger, Nua’meh tells us “is an infidel,” using the 

powerful word kafir that carries with it damming spiritual as well as temporal implications. Here, 

hunger is as all-consuming as it is evil, breaking down social structures and relationships in its 

relentlessness. Spurred on by hunger, families are shattered by the search for food, with husbands 

unable to find their wives, mothers unable to find their children all of whom are just as likely as 

not to be lost on mountain paths or buried under a blanket of snow. In scenes that evoke the 

images of refugee columns and campus of displaced persons so ubiquitous in contemporary 

conflict zones, Nua’meh effectively illustrates what an atomized society looks like. 

 The catastrophe Syria and its people experienced in the war years was at once vast and 

intimate. Each person would have had a close relative or friend who had died either in battle or 

7



from the famine. Whereas certain areas of France and eastern Europe experienced the ravages of 

war up close between 1914 and 1918, in no other theatre did the conflict so completely engulf a 

society in the way it did in Syria. No part of Greater Syria escaped the conflict either in terms of 

the environmental catastrophe of insect infestation, the resulting famine, or the conscripting 

Ottoman army and the battles it threw Syrians into, or as host to fleeing refugees. Everywhere 

and everything “not for a day or a month. Indeed for two years with its days and months” in 

some way experienced the “catastrophe of the war.” As the locusts of spring 1915 engulfed all 

vegetation, so too did the war engulf all of Greater Syria. 

 So total was the environmental and human destruction of the war that Nua’meh advises 

those returning to region in the years after the war:

 ...Do not ask when you return to the home country for the bosom of friends;
 For hunger has left us no friends with whom we may speak intimately
 Except the shadows of our dead.12

In a country subjected to years of famine and privation, only “shadows” of the former society 

remained. This ghostly image of of Syria is an effective description for a land where perhaps 

500,000 out of a population of less than four million perished in the space of the war years. 

However, Nua’meh evokes not only the massive scale of death and destruction, but the all-

enveloping sense of atomization and disorientation that this catastrophe brought with it. Both 

emigre intellectuals like Nua’meh as well as those Syrians who had never left their villages in the 

mountains of the anti-Lebanon range or the verdant farms of the Syrian jazeera contended not 

only with a the physical devastation of the famine but a sense of alienation that came with it. In 

the space of a few years, one in four of their countrymen had died, the economy had been 

8

12 Nu’aymah, Mikhail. “My Brother” Arthur John Arberry (trans.), Modern Arabic Poetry. London: Taylor’s Foreign 
Press. 1950.



shattered, and four hundred years of cultural and intellectual history were forcibly ended by the 

imposition of French rule. The experience of the war years in Syria was not a matter of being 

effected either by the famine, or conscription, or combat, or economic devastation, by the sum 

total of these forces. Thus the Syria that emerged from the war into a new, uncertain, and French-

dominated future would have been as Nua’meh says a country of “shadows.”

9



Chapter I
Trauma, Memory, Devastation, and Cultural Obliteration

 Perhaps as many as 500,00013 people died from starvation and related diseases between 

1915 and the effective extension of direct French rule throughout Greater Syria in the summer of 

1920, out of a population of under four million.14 With figures like these, the scale of the disaster 

Syria faced dwarfed by far the casualties in the trenches of the Western Front or on the 

battlefields of Poland and western Russia.15 Moreover, this number does not even take into 

account the influx of Armenians fleeing massacres in Anatolia who died from the combined 

effects of their privations upon researching Syria.16 Syria’s cities, principally Aleppo and 

Damascus would host more than 100,000 Armenian refugees by the end of the war.17 To be 

certain, some areas of Greater Syria suffered more than others, with Ottoman authorities meting 

out especially harsh punishment and repression for particular areas in costal Syria (in modern 

Lebanon) and acute instances of starvation and disease in the cities of the Syrian interior. Yet, 

even the overwhelming devastation these figures suggest fail to capture the full scale of the 

10

13 The institutional collapse that accompanied the final years of Ottoman rule in Greater Syria makes a preise 
determination of casualty figures difficult. However, based on a combination of European diplomatic reports 
especially from previously unexamined German and Austro-Hungarian diplomatic and military reports Linda 
Schatkowski Schilcher excavates point to a figure as high as 500,000. The percentages were certainly higher in some 
areas than others with perhaps 200,000 dead in northern Lebanon alone, though devastation was generalized 
throughout Syria. See Schilcher, 229 notes 2-13.

14 George Antonious in The Arab Awakening (New York: J.B. Lippincott Company. 1939. 241) puts the figure at 
“less than four million. Zine N Zine in The Emergence of Arab Nationalism ((with a background study of Arab-
Turkish relations in the Near East). Beirut: Khayats. 1966) cites a figure of 3,675,100 for the population of Syria 
(including: Aleppo, Syria, Beirut, the semi-autonomous sanjaks of Jerusalem and Zor, and Lebanon). See Zeine, 
160.

15 ibid

16 L. Schatkowski Schilcher. “The Famine of 1915-1918 in Greater Syria.” Problems of the Modern Middle East in 
Historical Perspective: Essays in honor of Albert Hourani. Reading: Ithaca Press (for Garnet Publishing Ltd.). 1992. 
229-58. 229

17 Gelvin, James: Divided Loyalties: nationalism and mass politics  in Syria at the close of Empire. Berkeley and 
Los Angeles, California: University of California Press. 1998. 43



human tragedy that befell the region and its people. Historians have tended to underestimate the 

extent of suffering during the famine or localize the majority of its impact to the Christian 

villages of Mount Lebanon. Certainly, disproportionate wrath of the Turkish authorities was 

visited upon northern Lebanon where perhaps as many as 200,00018  people in this traditional 

stronghold of resistance to outside rule died. However, suffering was generalized to the whole of 

Syria, not only in terms of famine but the preponderance of disease and pestilence which were 

exacerbated by the Allied blockade and infected soldiers moving between the front and civilian 

areas.19 

 The famine receives only passing mention in Steven Hemsey Lonrigg’s seminal Syria 

and Lebanon Under French Mandate20 despite this disaster’s central role setting the stage for the 

much of the Mandate itself. Rather than the emphasis on suffering on the coast and in Christian-

dominated parts of the Lebanon that come from early histories of the period such as George 

Antonius’ The Arab Awakening,21 the German and Austro-Hungarian diplomatic correspondence 

Linda Schatkowski Schilcher examines shows the famine to be at least as devastating in the rest 

of Syria as in the Lebanon.22 The German sources which Schilcher excavates also reveal 

frightening accounts of cannibalism and child murder as effects of starvation. The bread riots in 

Damascus of 1917-18 (although from German reports we know there were riots as early as 

11

18 Schilcher recounts that the German informant Sandel related that the Ottoman Mutasarrif of Lebanon put his 
official death toll at 200,000 in reports to Istanbul. See Schilcher, 229 note 3

19 Hitti, Philip. Syria: A short history. London: MacMillan. 1959. 239

20 Longrigg, Steven Hemsey. Syria and Lebanon under French Mandate. London: Oxford University Press. 1958. 
48-9, 76.

21 See: Antonius, George. The Arab Awakening. New York: J.B. Lippincott Company. 1939

22 Schilcher, 230



191623) illustrate that the truly horrific conditions of costal Syria and the Lebanon were reflected 

in the interior.24 Moreover, those in the rural areas closer to food production fared little better. 

Austro-Hungarian diplomatic correspondence notes railroad workers who raided fields for their 

unripe fruit and the Jewish Correspondence Bureau reported that far from being only the source 

of municipal riots, in the countryside and deserts were untold thousands suffering from 

starvation.25 From the costal cities where Maronite women were reported to have been 

kidnapping and eating children to the quiet starvation in the Hauran and desert, the whole of 

Syria that regularly produced more food crops than it consumed26 wasted away. The Syria that 

emerged from the First World War and into the Mandate period was a land whose people had 

been utterly decimated.

 A result of natural disaster and planned acts of terror, the terrible famine of 1915-18 was 

nothing short of a holocaust for the Syrian population. As an American woman related the scene 

in summer of 1916, “it was a common thing to find people searching the garbage heaps for 

orange peel, old bones, or other refuse, and eating them greedily when found. Everywhere 

women could be seen seeking edible weeds among the grass along the roads...”27 However, it is a 

subject that historians not only have largely shied away from or inaccurately related (above), but 

one that many seem unwilling or unable to examine. As George Antonius, who provides us with 

an extensive account of the starvation, notes “one shrinks from a recital of particular cases, and 

there is not place in them for the portrayal of the agony of a human being” such as the terrible 

12

23 ibid, 238

24 ibid, 230

25 ibid

26 Antonius, 204

27 ibid



examples related above.28 The famine, its history, and consequences has inspired films and 

poems but not a great deal in the way of scholarship as most historians of Syria and Lebanon in 

the period before 1970 tend to focus on more readily identifiable events and trends, such as the 

execution of partisans opposing Ottoman rule, the rebellion against France during the Mandate et 

cetera.29 

 Yet, the famine persisted in living memory among its survivors, manifesting itself in a 

number of fascinating ways. Mandatory authorities during the Second World War were extremely 

sensitive to the history of the famine in wartime rationing given that most people in Syria had 

lived through it.30 Politicians during the first thirty years of the Lebanese Republic, many of 

them survivors of the famine, cultivated images of themselves as prosperous and generous 

through personal obesity, becoming known as shahm’31 and fromagistes.32 The caricature of the 

hefty Lebanese politician has clear roots in the suffering of famine years, given the subsequent 

preoccupation with eating. Furthermore, the famine reinvigorated politically inclined local actors 

after the war to push for full independence. The great Lebanese and Arab nationalist Riad a Solh 

is said to have been so affected by the scene of starvation that he redoubled his already strong 

commitment to the project of total independence.33

13

28 ibid, 241

29 Schilcher, 233

30 ibid, 233. For more on the origins of the political economy of food in Syria during the late Ottoman and Mandate 
period see Schilcher, Linda S.“Railways in the Political Economy of Southern Syria 1890 - 1925.” The Syrian Land: 
processes of integration and fragmentation - Bil!d al-Sh!m from the 18th to the 20th century. Ed. Thomas Philipp 
and Brigit Schaebler. Stuggart: Steiner. 1998. 97-112. Book.

31 “perspicacious/gallant”, but also “fat/greasy”

32 ibid

33 Seale, Patrick. The Struggle for Arab  Independence: Riad al-Solh and the makers of the modern middle east. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 2010. 106.



 The persistence of memories of the famine at the popular level are apparent well into the 

1970s, with the effects of the famine continuing to shape social relationships. Michael Gilsenan’s 

important study 34 of violence and masculinity in provincial northern Lebanese village during 

Lebanon’s (comparatively) peaceful twilight years before the outbreak of the Lebanese Civil War 

provides valuable insight into the degree to which the trauma of the famine remained a fixture of 

popular memory. A senior man recounted that “you had to steal from yourself to survive...the 

Turks would be wealthy and the rest wretched.”35 Other stories include of men selling their land 

for a few sacks of wheat and the legendary exchange of a man’s land for a slice of orange. 

 For Gilsenan, these tales are part of the complex social hierarchies of a Lebanese village. 

However, they are clearly also part of the larger issue of persistence of disaster in society’s 

memory. When one villager relates that “my grandfather was bought for a pail of milk in the time 

of the First World War hunger”36 sixty years on from the famine he is giving voice to the 

devastating experience of the famine and the degree to which it punctuates his and his society’s 

history. While these vignettes seem to emphasize suffering in Lebanon, given the evidence of the 

widespread nature of famine we can be fairly certain that they express the effect of the famine 

throughout historic Syria. From them there is the sense of a Syria devastated down to a very 

intimate level, beyond the battlefields and the executions of partisans in Beirut and Damascus 

that the histories focus on. Arabic language nationalist historiography, such as Khayriyya 

Qasimiyya’s The Arab Government in Damascus between 1918 - 192037 emphasizes traditional 

14

34 See: Gilsenan, Michael. Lords of the Lebanese Marches: Violence & Narrative in an Arab Society. London: I.B. 
Tauris & Co. Ltd. 1996

35 ibid, 121

36 ibid, 141

37 Qasimiyya, Khayriyya. al hukuma al arabiyya fii dimashq bayn 1918 - 1920. al qahira: dar al m’aarifa bi misr. 
1971. See especially 24-7



nationalist tropes, such as the execution of partisans and “Turkish terrorism”38 as the defining 

elements of the war years. Zeine N. Zeine’s seminal Arab-Turkish Relations reprises this motif, 

noting that it was the terror of Jamal Pacha’s rule that increased the sprit of the revolution among 

the Arabs.39 Even the primary english source, Antonius’ The Arab Awakening, minimizes the role 

of the famine and its devastation in as much as it attributes causality to it at all. The famine and 

the related physical and environmental destruction itself is seldom named and even when it is, it 

is almost as an afterthought as though to speak of it is to wish its return. Nevertheless, it was a 

trauma that affected not only those who experienced it directly but that defined the lives of their 

descendants and would have major political implications during the Mandate.

 The trauma of the famine was compounded exponentially by the economic destruction 

Syria experienced from the combined pressures of the Allied naval blockade of the costal ports 

and rapidly increasing Ottoman fiscal insolvency. For Syria, the Ottoman military defeat was not 

only a political and cultural disaster but one that heralded economic disintegration.40 Even before 

the Ottoman armies staggered back from Syria into Anatolia in 1918, the damage to the economy 

had been done. By May, 1917 Ottoman banknotes issued at Istanbul retained only a quarter of 

the their face value, reflecting not only the lack of faith in Ottoman financial institutions by 

people in the provinces but the general collapse of the Syrian economy.41 The war increased the 

cost of living in the Ottoman Empire to a degree six-fold greater than in Germany or Britain42, a 

15

38 “al irhaab a turkii” ibid, 22

39 Zeine,132

40 M. !ükrü Hanio"lu. “The Second Constitutional Period, 1908-1918. The Cambridge history of Turkey: Turkey in 
the modern world. Ed. Resat Kasaba. vol. 4 Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 2006-2009. 62-111. 98

41 ibid

42 ibid



situation that was exacerbated in Syria due to the blockade and the active fronts with the Arab 

forces in the east and the British in Egypt as well as the relative lack of economic development 

as compared to western Anatolia. By October, 1918, the Ottoman lira was worth only 14% of its 

paper value in Syria, adding to the suffering and reflecting the general state of devastation and 

collapse of the country. Whereas it is harder to measure to scale of human devastation given the 

lack of documentation in British and French archives and the policy of forbidding access to 

Ottoman documents dealing with provinces during the First World War by the Turkish Republic  

as Schilcher notes43 the collapse in the value of Ottoman currency gives a tangible sense of the 

pressures facing a starving people. As the ports were shut because of the blockade, Egypt was 

closed to its neighbors, and the Arabs began to harass Syria, economic life would have largely 

and in some places entirely come to a halt. 

 The lack of historical investigation into the famine are all the more stark given 

fundamental the experience of the famine was to subsequent developments in throughout Greater 

Syria. Not only were new types of political relationships rooted in the famine years, but the 

famine was a signal political event, inaugurating social and civic cynicism and a mistrust of 

institutions even as it engendered new ones.44 Furthermore, it revealed tensions between regions 

of Syria, particularly between the grain-producing Syrian interior and the costal region and 

Mount Lebanon45 that were to portend the political cleavages of the Mandates years and the early 

history of the Syrian and Lebanese republics in particular. These were real divisions and manifest 

themselves in the documents examined below. Indeed, the collapse of the Syrian-Lebanese 
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Customs Union in 1950 and the subsequent divergent political and economic paths the two 

countries would embark on were rooted in issues dealing with costal areas’ demands for a cheap, 

reliable food supply from the interior region of Greater Syria.46 These tensions are borne out in 

the pages of the newspapers examined below, especially the issue of economic and political unity 

between the coast and interior. They reveal a Syrian society gripped with intense anxieties about 

its present and future in the aftermath of the catastrophic war years. 

 Compounding trauma, producing anxiety: reordering the intellectual and 

socioeconomic world. 

 Emerging from the devastation and dislocation of the war years, Syrian society faced a 

round of new threats to its integrity with the imposition of the French mandatory rule in 1920. 

The experience of the Mandate was, as Schilcher rightly points out, framed by the famine and the 

trauma of that event persisted throughout its duration. This was amplified by the total 

disappearance of familiar cultural and linguistic structures, even as the political and economic 

system of the previous four centuries evaporated. Thus the sense of anxiety is palpable in news 

reports like those below in which journalists are at pains to describe at once the frustrations with 

the current system and the desperate need to find a way to make it work. There is an implicit 

awareness of the peril Syria faced as the constant refrain to the danger the nation faces indicates. 

This peril and the latent anxiety it betrays backgrounds this and most other example from the 

press from this period. 

 Operating a modified version of Marechal Lyautey's divide-and-rule model of colonial 

domination in Morocco, France immediately set about segmenting Greater Syria (Palestine and 
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the Transjordan already partitioned and under British Mandate), first separating out Lebanon and 

then creating a series of internal states within the Mandate.47  At the same moment the French set  

out to reorder political arrangements with these internal states they were also setting up they also 

were concerned with reordering intellectual life in Syria. 

 In April and May of 1921 under the auspices of the High Commissioner of the French 

Republic in Syria and Lebanon General Gouraud, Beirut was host to La Foire-Exposition de 

Beyrouth. While many awards and prizes were awarded to the best mineral water, jewelry, and 

automobiles showcased, the events were also the forum for a number of conferences on issues 

dealing with France’s new Middle Eastern possessions. The conferences ran the gamut of topics 

of interest to the French administrators there gathered, from French self-congratulation for one-

sided victories at the Battle of Maysalun48 to a report on tourism and its potentials, to the 

condition of agriculture in the Mandate. Of these, one report is particularly striking. Opening 

with the martial images of victorious French forces marching into the principal cities of Greater 

Syria, “Instruction in Syria during the period of organization (1919-1921)” M. Chevalley, advisor  

to the High Commissioner for Instruction describes France’s interest in reorganizing education.49 

This effort at reorganization is driven by a French perception that what defines the state of 

18

47 There is much excellent scholarship on the French strategy of divide-and-conquer and its naked intentions of 
stifling the development of cohesive political communities both in Syria and Morocco and the relationships between 
these two systems. See Burke, Edmund III “A Comparative View of French Native Policies in Morocco and Syria” 
Middle Eastern Studies, IX (1973), 175-186 and Gershovich, Moshe. French Military Rule in Morocco: Colonialism 
and its Consequences. London: Cass, 2000, and Bidwell, Robin. Morocco Under Colonial Rule: French 
Administration of Tribal Areas 1912-1956. London: Cass, 1973

48 The military engagement outside of Damascus in 1920 where a French army defeated a force of nationalist Syrian 
volunteers paving the way for France’s uncontested assumption the Mandate.  

49 Haut Commissariat de la République française en Syrie et au Liban. La Syrie et le Liban en 1921. Le Foire-
Exposition de Beyrouth, conférences, liste des récompenses. Paris, Emile Larose, 1922. 103. “En October 1918, les 
troupes française sont entrées à Beyrouth et, en auôt 1920, les troupes victorieuses du général Gouraud sont entrées 
a Damas at Alep…Dans quelle siutation avons-nous trouvé les écoles jadis flourissantes de ce beau pays? et quelles 
measures la France a-t-elle pu prendre, despuis un ou deux ans,  pour la réorganisation rapide de l’enseignement en 
Syrie.”



education in Syria, especially in state schools, are problems and paucity: too few location, not 

enough school materials or furniture, too small a budget50 Despite these difficulties, the public 

instruction authorities in the Mandate acted quickly, issuing instructions that schools were to 

remain open, staff were to stay on at their posts, and that the French language would replace 

Turkish as one of the languages of instruction.51 In its place, the plan sets out “Français 

obligatoire”52 as the secondary language of instruction in official schools.

 The point about French replacing Turkish as one of the languages of instruction appears 

to be a matter of course given the new political realities in Syria. However, it is representative of 

a lager shift. As Michael Provence has demonstrated, education in the late Ottoman Empire was 

undeniably a more elite affair, however there were important popular levels within it. This was 

the case in Syria where two levels of Ottoman state education produced young men of more 

modest background inculcated in the Ottoman milieu as well as elite graduates to administer the 

empire. These institutions took the form of the Maktab ‘Anbar, an elite, tuition-based school that 

sent its graduates to the Mekteb-i Mülkiye (the Ottoman Imperial Civil service school) as well 

the elite foreign and Ottoman law and medical schools, and the more popular Maktab al-

I’dadiyya al-’Askariyya.53 Maktab al-I’dadiyya al-’Askariyya, or the Ottoman Damascus 

Military Secondary Academy, a fully subsidized institution providing a means of entry to 

education and state service for the sons of peripheral notables, beyond those of the traditional 
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urban elites and landowners.54 Importantly, many of the leaders of the 1925-6 Syrian Revolt and 

members of the National Bloc who shared rule with the French Mandatory authorities from 1928 

to independence in 1946 were graduates of these Ottoman military academies.55 For these young 

men Ottoman Turkish as well as Arabic would have been their primary languages of instruction 

and one of the primary mediums of intellectual reproduction.

 Replacing Turkish with French as the co-instructional language exemplifies that massive 

cultural and intellectual break that the period of 1914-20 represented for Greater Syria. Not only 

did this population experience the trauma and suffering of the famine and economic collapse, but 

they faced the loss of four centuries of cultural and intellectual continuity with the imposition of 

French language instruction. Expressions of imperial Ottoman culture were ubiquitous in the 

empire’s major Arab cities during the late nineteenth century, with great homes adorned with 

frescoes of Istanbul and the Bosporus, and other public symbols of Ottomanism.56 Thus it is no 

small coincidence that the martial scenery of Maysalun was invoked at the beginning of the 

report: this was a campaign every bit as violent as the French Army’s drive into the Syrian 

interior. In order to accomplish this reorganization based on the French language, the Mandatory 

authorities turned to Egypt, whose educational system was set up along French lines. Ten years 

of foundational French-Arabic instruction57 and passing the requisite exams prepared the 

Egyptian student to continue higher education in France.58 The Syrian exams for primary 
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certification were planned to commence the next year (1922), with the baccalaureate exams in 

the following year, however poor organization and lack of teachers were seen to be possible 

reasons they might be put on hold.59

 On the surface, such educational60 reform efforts appears part of the detached scientific 

progressivism that defined the League of Nations and its Mandate projects, rationalizing a 

backward system and bringing it in line with modernity. However, this massive, top-down 

revision of the educational system must be seen as cause of major cultural crisis and anxiety. It is 

telling that this official has only dire reports about the state of education in Syria, a situation that 

can only be remedied by making it modern, specifically in terms of French notions of what 

modern education is. However, modernization here is also part of the program of the de-

Ottomanization of Syria and bringing the territory into the French imperial orbit. Effacing the 

Turkish language from the schools and replacing it as one of the languages of instruction with 

French breaks with hundred of years of Ottoman linguistic and cultural tradition. Moreover, this 

was not only a technocratic adjustment but an act of social and intellectual violence against 

Syrian society.  Emerging out of the physical and economic trauma of the First World War 

period, Syria was confronted not only with attacks on its territorial integrity, but the entire 

system of intellectual reproduction was being transformed. Compounded by the experience of 
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the famine and the political division of Syria, the reorganization of the educational system is a 

window into the sense of cultural anxiety people in Syria would have been experiencing. In less 

than a decade, almost all the institutions and structures that had defined life in Syria for four 

hundred years disappeared. It is in the context of this physical, economic, cultural, and 

intellectual moonscape that journalists took up the burden of creating a new language to talk 

about their new circumstances.

 The implications of the imposition of this new educational system were not lost on 

Syrians. To them, the lack of requisite amounts of furniture or a budget was not as important as 

the alien nature of the new educational paradigms foisted upon them. While the French saw a 

disastrous situation left by the Turks as they beat a hasty retreat from Syria, Syrians saw a 

situation that needed reform, not a new, foreign system imposed from the outside. Reflecting 

back in 1928 on almost a decade of so-called French educational reforms, the newspaper a Sha’b 

tells its readers that “all of us know that the curriculum of learning and the systems which the 

schools function under here need much in the way of adjustments and reforms61…” How could 

one expect “the pupil” in this sorry state of affairs to become an “…upstanding man serving his 

nation and country”?62 The Mandatory authorities, it seems, had forgotten that “…adopting the 

curriculum of instruction and education from the schools of the west and applying it here is 

absurd therefore because the environment here is not the environment there.”63 Mirroring the 

hybridized system of education M. Chevalley reported on with such gusto clearly had failed to 
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impress Syrians. The article goes on to complain that the Ministry of Education has been host to 

a number of ministers, a few of whom promise much and deliver little, others who use the office 

to seek confessional privileges, and so on.64 The system was not just a failure, but a totally alien 

and alienating experience. The local authorities and their French masters were ignorant of the 

effect this was having not just on the Syrian pupil, but the nation as a whole. How was the 

student to improve himself and serve the nation with this education he was receiving that was not 

suited to “here” but rather to the western “there”? The frustration is tangible given how integral 

the writer sees education to the future. If the nation was its students, how were the people meant 

to give it strength with such an alien and poorly administered educational system? 

 The French did not limit themselves to a reordering of the Syrian intellectual world. Syria 

was to be a laboratory for a rationalized, reoriented economic space as well. Bringing the Syrian 

economy in line with the larger French imperial economic system was an operation that 

demanded a type of socioeconomic violence similar to the French authorities’ violence against 

the traditional educational system. Much in the way that the reordering of the intellectual and 

educational sphere in Syria spoke in the language of modernization and scientific detachment, 

economic “modernization” employed the vocabulary of rational, scientific detachment as part of 

the process of “renewing” and “reordering” Syria. 

 Moreover, it is important not to mistake French attacks on the structure of the Syrian 

economy as part of a pattern of gradual French economic penetration in the Levant since the time 

of the Latin Crusades (in the way that French colonials and much historiography saw the sweep 

of French history vis-a-vis Syria and their proprietary claims to it). Looking back on the 
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economic relationship between France and Great Syria between 1860 and the First World War 

reveals this to be a fiction. To be certain, France played a major role in the economy of the 

Ottoman Empire, with especial emphasis on Greater Syria. However, this was an economic 

relationship that was always mediated through the filter of the Ottoman State in the form of 

major capital expenditures. The shrill crowing of the chief British diplomat in Beirut on the eve 

of the War to declare before the House of Commons that “Turkey’s independence is a vanishing 

quantity before the advance of the French financiers.”65 reveals that France enjoyed an enviable 

economic position in the Ottoman empire as compared with European rivals. Indeed, At the 

outbreak of the War, French bankers held sixty percent of the Empire’s public debt (at usurious 

rates) and accounted for forty five percent of private investment.66 Thus, that France played a 

major economic role in Syria and the Ottoman Empire generally is clear. Yet, the degree to which 

French capital consumed the Syrian economy of Greater Syria prior to the imposition of the 

Mandate and its effective colonial rule over the country is typically overstated. French banks did 

finance the construction of some rail lines,67 however, Mark Sykes fears ought not be mistaken 

as a reference to a massive influx of French businessmen and entrepreneurs into Greater Syria 

and the Ottoman Empire generally. Rather, Sykes would have been remarking on French 

capitalists’ role as the overwhelming majority holders of Ottoman sovereign debt and financiers 
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of some major capital projects. This belies the massive inroads German and Italian cultural and 

religious institutions and capital had made into Syria in the two decades leading up to the First 

World War. Syria was certainly an integral part of the Mediterranean economy, just not solely the 

province of French economic interests - yet.

 Moreover, this seeming massive French economic involvement in Syria must be 

evaluated in context to a general French indifference to this economic relationship. As the 

doyenne of the colonial lobby, hawkish former Foreign Minister, current Colonial Minister, and 

diplomatic architect of the Moroccan Protectorate Théophile Delcassé, noted that for France, 

“Syria is of no value.”68 Syria on its own was worthless, and such that it mattered to Delcassé  

and the rest of the colonial lobby was only in the context of the larger French relationship with 

the Ottoman state. Thus even the shrillest among the French colonial lobby resisted moves that 

would facilitate Ottoman collapse. Those, like Robert de Caix, among the most senior and 

outspoken members of the colonial lobby, remarked that the disintegration of the Ottoman 

Empire would mark “an incontestable loss for France.”69 Unlike Morocco, the occupation and 

colonial subjugation of which was seen to be integral to the domestic security of France, there 

was never more than a passing interest in Syria outside of the fringes of the colonial lobby who 

viewed the Franco-Syrian relationship through the twin lenses of religion and myth. 

 It is crucial to evaluate this complex history alongside both French moves to reorder the 

educational and intellectual space in Syria but also the economic space. It is a history that 

reflects an interest in Syria only in terms of its attachment to the larger Ottoman political and 

economic space. When this history is taken into account, French economic policy in Syria in the 
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early years of the Mandate begins to reveal other motivations. In a seldom-referenced event, 

High Commissioner General Henri Gouraud Edict No. 753 of 2 March, 1921 put the 

administration of Awqaff (religious trust properties) property directly under the purview of the 

High Commissioner.70 This edict opened the way for massive economic change at the local level, 

a change that had signal implications. Bringing Awqaff properties under the direct purview of the 

High Commissioner gave the chief representative of French authority in the Mandates facilitated 

the penetration of French influence into the local economy in ways that would have been 

impossible even for the Ottoman Sultan. Though made up of Muslims, the High Council of the 

Awquf was headed by a Controller General that was the effective executive of the High 

Council’s General Commission (all set up in March, 1921 after the edict was issued) was an 

appointee of the French High Commissioner with direct responsibility to him.71 Such a move 

was key to the French program of bringing both the political and economic situation in Syria and 

Lebanon in line with French “political objectives in realizing a form of a marginal capitalist 

state” with a “deep degree of dependance on the French capitalist market.”72

 Awqaff, (singular: waqf) or religious trust properties, are a particular religious-economic 

institution that evolved in the Islamic world73 that sets aside real property to benefit religious 

causes or institutions. These institutions appear to have had as much a political and social role 

aside from being financial instruments. Putting real property into awqaff prevented the rapacious 
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tax collectors74 of the central government (both in the Ottoman period and before) of taking these 

properties. These properties took two forms: the ahli or family waqf  whereby the owner of the 

property declared it and its income to be a charitable gift and be maintained within the family or 

go directly to the specified charitable or religious purpose.75 Understood as being “transferred to 

God”76 as “property of God,” these properties (at least in their temporal form) were considered 

nontaxable, and thus a form of a proto-tax shelter.77 Importantly, once designated as a waqf, 

property could not be sold again on the open market, effectively freezing property and curbing 

the private mass-accumulation of properties. 

 Along with their obvious financial benefits, awqaff had important social and political 

functions as an example of localism and a check on the prerogatives of the Sultan and his 

deputies. Push-back on imperial power was a key function of the awqaff beyond their technical 

financial role. - a crucial traditional tool of resistance to domination by outside forces, even if 

they were nominally allied or technically under the suzerainty of them. These proceeds from the 

Awqaff undergirded the financial structure of a system that provided social benefits and welfare, 

forming a parallel society that was both financially and (significantly) politically independent of 

the central government and its agents. The awqaff were a major if not the most important force in 

the nineteenth century Ottoman economy. Between one and three quarters of the arable land in 

the Ottoman Empire was under the control of some kind of awqaff and and even higher 

percentage in urban areas, putting the majority of taxable land outside the direct control of the 
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Sultan, albeit despite periodic attempts by the central authority to insinuate itself into the 

governance of the awqaff78. 

 Putting these properties under the protection of religious imprimatur effectively created 

an alternative source of economic and social authority that, while operating within the 

framework of Ottoman (or previous) rule, preserved a great deal of local control of resources. Of 

course, this was not some kind of proto-shareholder democracy, but it is an historical trend that 

expresses a considerable degree of local and regional power. However, as an integral part of the 

social and economic fabric of Greater Syria, the prevalence of the awqaff equipped society with 

the means to resist encroachment of outside forces. 

 Yet, Gouraud’s Edict No. 753 undercut the entire system of the awqaff by ending the 

independence upon which it depended. This act marked a successful iteration of countless 

attempts throughout the centuries on the part of the central authorities to impose their control on 

the periphery through co-opting the awqaff. Moreover, this edict provided for the parcelling out 

of awqaff land allowing for the sale and private accumulation of property in new ways that 

would further French capital penetration.79 Both the rural notable Muslim and Christian families 

whose members administered the awqaff retained control of the properties, and the system 

persisted throughout the period of the Mandate.80 Yet, this French act opened the way for the 

mass-accumulation of smaller properties previously frozen in the awqaff. Traditionally, such acts 

were strictly forbidden or at least sharply curtailed, forestalling the emergence of a leviathan 
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state. Such a balance formed no insignificant part of the social compact between local and central 

authorities. 

 Situated in the larger history of the French empire in the Middle East, this edict 

illuminates a larger economic geography and political economy of economic violence. When 

Gourad issued Edict No. 753, France had ruled Algeria for nearly a century during which time it 

developed and refined its mechanisms of economic violence. Within a decade of the initial 

French invasion in 1830, it articulated a policy designed specifically to encourage and facilitate 

colonization through the French state’s legal intervention in the sale of lands previously held in 

tribal or communal trust.81 More than one third of the prime cultivable land in Algeria’s verdant 

coastal plain was held collectively by tribal chiefs who paid a 1.5% tax to the state.82 In Algeria, 

the French authorities developed and honed the arguments and legal mechanisms they used to 

encourage (and sometimes force) the sale of waqf properties they determined had fallen into a 

state of disrepair in the Mandates. 

 Added to this were specific French actions vis-a-vis the habous (the local Algerian term 

for waqf) properties adds to this history of wrenching, economic violence. These properties were 

confiscated by the French state in 1839, which assumed responsibility for their maintenance and 

paying the salaries of religious workers.83 Under French direction the habous were all but 

universally mismanaged and figured as one of the most intolerable abuses of the colonial period 
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by Algerian nationalists.84 By promoting the myth that habous/waqf property and communally 

administered lands in Algeria were used unproductively by the tribes, French authorities were 

able to legitimate their sale to colonists, breaking down a primary economic barrier to the French 

colonial project. Thus, French authorities drew on a history of deploying this kind of economic 

violence in Algeria to forcibly extend its influence deep into the rural economy and thereby the 

power structure of the area of the Mandates.

 The consequences (for Lebanon in particular) were massive and likely contributed 

significantly to the changed social, economic, and political forces in the modern Syrian and 

Lebanese republics. Indeed, we can trace much of the instability of modern Lebanon not to 

tedious ethnic or religious tensions but the fundamental, top-down reordering of the rural 

agricultural economy that Edict No. 753 facilitated. It effectively opened the way for full private 

ownership to the major Muslim and Christian families who had been restricted by the waqf laws 

allowing them to dispose of the properties as they saw fit. This new, sudden land market marked 

not only the abrupt and shocking realignment of the rural (and heretofore largely autonomous if 

interdependent) economy with the larger French imperial economy but also the beginning of the 

breakdown of the traditional economic and sociopolitical structures Greater Syria was based 

on.85 While statist interventions in the 1950s and 1960s by nationalist regimes in Syria prevented 

the worst of the damage, the breakdown of the rural economy and the wrenching reordering of 
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the Lebanese economy with all its social and political implications has its roots in these early 

moments of the Mandate.86 

 Taken as a whole, the intended effect of the Haut Commissariat’s edict was to break down 

the bulwark of rural economic (and therein political) independence to central (French) authority 

and interference. By promoting the consolidation of rural landholdings under the fully private 

control of the large Muslim and Christian families resident in the cities, the French encouraged a 

situation in which these traditional bases of rural autonomy were, in the words of one Lebanese 

historian, “dissolved.”87 Couched in the detached language 88 of the toothless League of Nations 

Permanent Mandates Commission, it is easy to miss the consequence of a note about new French 

efforts to register lands and not connect it back to the direct attack on the local economy. The 

French authorities clearly appreciated the important role the awqaff played and its capacity to act 

as a local buffer to foreign power and encroachment. In this way, “the newly ascendant capitalist 

landowners would be doubly dependent on the French who thereby increased their power over 

Greater Lebanon all the more.”89 The opportunities that permitted their economic ascendancy 

came directly from this French intervention into the traditional economic system. Moreover, as 

these families were increasingly absentee landlords living away from lands in the cities90 they 

were all the more dependent on French authority and the Mandatory State to protect their 
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expanding economic interests. This dependent relationship pushed the French economic and 

political reach deeper into the countryside, further entangling the Syrian and Lebanese economy 

with the larger French imperial system, often to the exclusion of other economic relationships.91 

The evidence is spotty in some ways but taken overall it points to a French tendency towards 

destruction and reordering along lines for economically expedient for French interests. 

Privileging French goods and employing executive powers such as Edict No. 753, forced the 

Greater Syrian economy into the structure of the French imperial economy.

 Like the edicts that effaced the Ottoman cultural legacy through the imposition of French 

as the secondary language of instruction, the orders concerning the economy represented acts of 

violence against a society that had already experienced so much of it. It is important to see this 

not merely as the detached scientific disinterest of the League of Nations and its Mandate 

projects. Rather, like the effacing of Turkish from the school curriculum the edict reordering the 

awqaff system was an episode of planned economic violence against Syrian society. This was 

part of a concerted French campaign of violence of which physicality was but one of several 

kinds. It is the intellectual and physical violence that not only marks this as an episode of trauma 

indicative of a larger social trauma, but also as an attempt to create a break with the past and 

inaugurate a “year zero” in Syria.92 
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From total destruction to a national industry?

 Readers of the Damascene newspaper al Zamaan on the morning of the 30th of April, 

1925 would have been looking forward to the second in a series of articles about “Our National 

Industry.” However, for the second report in a series about “our” national industry there is 

precious little information of substance on the physical state of industry in Mandate Syria. There 

however intriguing insights to be gained as to why it is important to talk about national industry, 

“for there is no action without activeness, no fame without advertising, no utility from the 

treasure in the heart of the earth and depths of the seas”93 without first exerting great efforts. The 

readers were to understand this as a call to arms to build the nation and its industry as the nation 

is not “the four walls we live in...and it is not the country we live in...for the nation is what this 

great patch of earth encompasses from the population, from great intellectual minds...thus the 

country is its population and its civilization”94 The nation, the newspaper inveighed to its 

readership, was something beyond than what they could touch, beyond their immediate 

surroundings. Rather, it was the population and its civilization that comprised it and that had to 

be tapped into to realize the treasures of the earth and watery depths. Only as a unified 

population would  “national industry” realize its full potential. 

 Conversations about marshaling populations and the strength of civilizations for the 

benefit of a national goals and involved discussions of happenings along international borders 

are subjects we have come to expect from the vastly changed political geography of the Middle 

East in this period. This history of the Mandates in the 1920s, especially those in the space of the 
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former Ottoman territories in the Levant is most often read back through the filter of the modern 

republics that began to take on real shape only in the late 1930s and 1940s. The heady 

nationalism that characterized this later period thereby tends to inform the approach of these 

histories. However, when we read this history forward through the final years of Ottoman rule, 

the war, and the arrival of the French, new questions emerge: Why is it that in Syria in the 1920s 

do we find a discussion about borders in a place that is not yet a nation? What is the significance 

of mention of an (as yet) unrealized “national industry” only a few short years after a war and 

famine that killed perhaps 500,000 of Syria’s people? What is this collective forgetting about and 

does this language tell us by not telling us? Where and why did they develop the language to talk 

about the vastly different political, economic, social, and intellectual circumstances they found 

themselves in?

 As such, we can point to this as a traumatic break with the larger experience of trauma in 

Syria - the trauma of the famine, of the war, of manifestations of French violence - as the driving 

historical force in the years immediately before and after the imposition of the Mandate. It would 

be inaccurate to clumsily psychologize the nuanced experienced of trauma and destruction in 

Syria as an example of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, despite certain obvious parallels.95 

Indeed, the primary medical reference material on trauma tells us that “specific assessments of 

traumatic experiences and concomitant symptoms are needed for such individuals.”96 While 

there is no doubt of the continuity of certain historical trends that emerged before 1914 and 

continued long after the appearance of the modern Lebanese and Syrian Republics, there were 
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fundamental ruptures that reshaped society. The experience of the war and famine but especially 

French efforts at a top-down remaking of Syrian society illustrates that the trauma was not only 

the driving historical force of the period but that it defined the political foundations of the 

Mandate. Schilcher is right to argue that the famine was a signal political event as well as an 

environmental and physical disaster.97 Yet, to say that the famine was a remarkable historical 

event in its own right does not go far enough: the famine was but the most catastrophic and 

readily apparent of several traumas that Syrian society endured. It was the reaction to these 

traumas, particularly the economic and intellectual violence of the French Mandatory authorities 

that drove the political discussion among Syrians. The language encountered in the public 

reactions to the reordering of the educational system (above) and in the extensive discussions 

about “borders” and (below) was a reaction to this trauma.

  Negotiating the idea of a “nation” and other new concepts in the political space of 

the Mandate found in these newspapers especially should not be read as being about the nation 

per se. Rather, this is an anxious response by a traumatized population to their physical and 

social trauma of the famine and the the new and on-going violence inflicted by the Mandatory 

authorities. In Syria, the political community was not imagining itself as a nation out of sense of 

connection to a once-and-future Syrian nation. Rather, this was a desperate, anxious search for a 

way to create some kind of new political community that could serve the needs of a traumatized 

population and bring a stop to ongoing French violence. By taking trauma as the point of 

departure, the events of the Mandate and the nature of the modern republics come into sharper 

resolution. 
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Chapter II 
Toward a Theory of Trauma

 In the wake of the devastating 1984-5, Ethiopian famine very little indigenous 

memorialization appeared to have survived. Cormac Ó Gráda, in his comprehensive Famine, 

points out how this trend of forgetting reflects the “porosity of memory,” that “even those who 

composed verses at the time had forgotten most of them - or perhaps did not want to remember 

them.”98 Such a tendency toward forgetting the memory of the famine - or perhaps the willful 

forgetting - is very much what Mikhail Nu’ameh is suggesting in telling his readers “... do not 

ask when you return to the home country for the bosom of friends; for hunger has left us no 

friends with whom we may speak intimately except the shadows of our dead.”99 Not only is there 

a physical absence of friends and family who have died but their memories have been forgotten - 

consciously it would seem - as well. This reveals much about the impact of a massive, 

unprecedented traumatic event in shaping memory and memorialization (or the conspicuous lack 

thereof).

Shattering the polity: political trauma

 The experience of Greater Syria during the war years in terms of social and cultural 

trauma best explains the political outcomes of the subsequent decades. The famine played a 

major role fundamentally reshaping and reordering the political, economic, and social landscape 

as Schilcher argues. However, the famine as a traumatic experience altered peoples’ relationship 

to their memory of the event. Thus, we need to go beyond a limited examination of the famine 

and consider how the totality of this traumatic episode - conscription, economic collapse, the 
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imposition new French linguistic, intellectual, and economic paradigms - formed a new kind of 

political community in Syria.

 “The essence of trauma” as Slavoj %i&ek relates, “is precisely that it is too horrible to be 

remembered to be integrated into our symbolic universe...”100 Traumatic phenomena defy our 

systems of understanding and our coping mechanisms, both collectively and as individuals. More 

to the point, traumatic memory is a kind for which no interpretation has yet been formed.101 

Traumatic events are particular historical episodes in that they produce unique types of memories 

on the part of those who experience them: they are “events that resist meaning.”102 These are 

events that are so unprecedented, so outside of our expectations, that we do not know what has 

happened. Thus, it is not a matter of remembering what we thought happened, rather one can 

only remember what one saw. This specific visual experience forms the unspeakable memory. 

Wartime conscription, death in battle or long winters are tangible in the sense that they can be 

remembered. Yet, all of these combined with famine - at once a ubiquitous and invisible 

catastrophe - is difficult to quantify as an historical experience. “Trauma is” as Maurice Blanchot 

says “the disaster unexperienced. It is what escapes the very possibility of experience.”103 

Indeed, “the power of the trauma is not just that the experience is repeated after forgetting, but 

that it is only in and through its inherent forgetting that it is first experienced at all.”104 Not only 

is the trauma forgotten but it must be forgotten. Thus trauma’s “...unexpectedness and horror 
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cannot be placed in the schema of prior knowledge.”105 It is only experienced after the fact once 

it has been forgotten.

 It is important to emphasize this point as it goes directly to the consequences of trauma in 

Syria. This trauma could not be accommodated within the existing social or cultural framework  

and therefore signals a major traumatic breaking point. It represents a moment in which a Syrian 

society, totally unfamiliar and unprepared to deal with such a catastrophe on this order of 

magnitude would have begun to look for new ways to go forward. The physical trauma of the 

famine and war years coupled with new French assaults on traditional intellectual and economic 

orders in Syria would have compelled Syrian society to adopt new ways to accommodate these 

traumas. As Edkins argues, “trauma is fundamental to the production of of political 

communities” and in this we find a new way to think about the trauma and the consequences it 

might have had on subsequent historical outcomes in the following decades. Communities must 

rethink and rearticulate themselves to emerge from a state in which the symbolic order has 

collapsed, even if confronting the end of that symbolic order head on is impossible. Whereas 

other societies that experienced the trauma of the First World War possessed the institutional 

means to remember given their own particular histories, Syria and the Greater Middle East did 

not. There was never an opportunity to come to terms with a trauma that was orders of 

magnitude greater than anything European societies experienced in the War. Thinking about the 

role of trauma as a historical force in this way suggests a potential new way of understanding 

political outcomes in the countries that developed out of Greater Syria beyond the usual 
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conversation about “the imagined communities” of Benedict Anderson106 and all of its 

concatenated limitations. Indeed, the appearance of the “nation” as an intellectual and linguistic  

concept as we find it in the newspapers in Syria only a few years after the famine can only be 

understood by interpreting it through this history of trauma and suffering. 

 Given that “the language we speak is part of the social order, and when the order falls 

apart around our ears, so does the language,” people would have been unable to talk about this 

trauma.107 Indeed, professional historians themselves have expressed the difficulty they face in 

confronting the famine in their efforts to write the history of modern Syria. Here, the historian 

George Antonius’ words discomfort in recalling the specifics of the famine evokes the stupefying 

nature of trauma. So shattered was Syria that the language with which to describe the trauma 

would seem to have collapsed along with it. 

 What we do see is that people are turning from the unspeakableness of the famine to 

expressing their anxieties through talking about the need for a nation and all of its trappings. Yet, 

here people are not so much imagining themselves as a nation in the Andersonian sense rather 

they are looking to the vocabulary of the nation as a place that can protect them. The language of 

the nation provides a new framework in the place of the one that was missing. Indeed, the 

insistence on using this language about the nation that we find in the newspaper publications of 

the 1920s would seem to suggest that it is the language about the nation and not the nation itself 

that is the most important factor. This would be representative of what Edkins terms the “act of 
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facing trauma” whereby “the symbolic order itself and its institutions are under threat or in 

suspense and where people as individuals face the horrors of battle, persecution, famine, or 

bombing.”108Thinking of Syria in terms of a collapsing symbolic order is a helpful way by which 

to conceptualize both the trauma Syrians were facing and the challenge faced in articulating a 

response to it. Even before French moves to replace them, the four-centuries-old Ottoman 

intellectual, linguistic, and cultural symbolic order collapsed, leaving only anxiousness and an 

inability to come to terms with the catastrophe directly. 

 Moreover, “some forms of remembering can even be seen as ways of forgetting: ways of 

recovery from trauma by putting its lessons to one side, refusing to acknowledge that anything 

has changed, restoring the pretense”109 The inability (or insistence) to forget is a trend that 

typifies the reaction of many to the trauma. It would seem to explain why Antonius feels moved 

to tell us that “one shrinks from a recital” of examples of suffering during the famine years. 

Thus, even in recalling the famine, it remains unspoken and indeed forgotten. More literary 

examples, such as Nu’ameh similarly reflect this tendency to forget even as one recalls. His 

solemn lament that once-familiar faces are now but ghosts at once recalls the famine through 

mentioning its victims yet leaves the circumstances of their deaths ambiguous. It would seem 

that in no small way, trauma in Syria is experienced as much through forgetting it as through its 

memorialization. This tendency would have major implications in terms of the type of political 

community that would emerge in Syria. While Schilcher rightly points out the connection 

between the famine and the emergence of particular economic and political relationships in 

postwar Syria, I argue that we need to go much further. By conceiving of this in the larger notion 
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of an all-encompassing trauma, we how it was the combination of these catastrophes and the 

experience of trauma that drove the creation of a new polity in Syria. Trauma best explains the 

situation we find in Syria: why so little was written about it in its wake and why was there was 

such an anxious lurch toward nationalism.

Cultural Trauma

 While the consequences for Syria from the trauma of the famine and war years are readily 

demonstrable, the issue of a cultural trauma is equally important in mapping the history of this 

period. Syria highlights the extent to which trauma reorders a society: Syria in the 1920s faced a 

situation in which not only had the political order disappeared but the cultural and intellectual 

orders had been fundamentally reordered as well. To borrow Jeffery C. Alexander’s framework, 

“cultural trauma occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subject to a 

horrendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their 

memories forever and changing their future identities in fundamental and irrevocable ways.”110 

Trauma produces fundamental changes that affect societies beyond political structures as it 

influences changes to their cultural composition as well. 

 Moreover, for a trauma to even matter and “emerge at the level of the collectivity, social 

crises must become cultural crises.”111 Alexander observes that “at the level of the social system, 

societies can experience massive disruptions that do not become traumatic”112 pointing out that a 

particularly high standard must be met before labeling an event as a trauma. This is a challenge 

when evaluating the history of the period between 1915-1920 in Syria: were these a series of 
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misfortunes in a place accustomed to such circumstances or did each represent a life shattering 

and society-altering trauma? It is important to revisit the fact that Syria did not have a history of 

the type of scarcity and privation the famine years witnessed.113 The disaster of the locusts 

coupled with a poor harvest was massively amplified by the allied blockade and the demands of 

a rapacious Ottoman army in Syria. The country was totally unprepared either physically or in 

terms of having a referential historical experiences by which they could measure it or compare. 

There was no means to limit the crisis to a particular sector of society or place, and no way for 

any part of it to escape. Moreover, subsequent French moves against the intellectual sphere in 

Syria further illustrate that the trauma was not limited and scope and involved a major cultural 

crisis as well. Imposition of new intellectual norms in the form of a new education system along 

with the abrupt end of four centuries of Ottoman cultural legacy were major traumas that, while 

not on the order of mass starvation, would have been experienced as sudden and shocking. 

 To be certain, applying the theoretical framework of trauma to the historical situation in 

Syria raises certain challenges. Primary among these is the literature’s emphasis on the 

problematic relationship between the act of memorialization and the production of trauma.114 

Thus the institutionalized expressions of remembrance are absent in the case of the great famine 

in Syria: no cenotaphs or parades or museums. Despite this difference between the theory and the  

reality of the situation in Syria, the role of trauma as a primary historical agent in shaping the 

historical outcomes of the twentieth century in the area is clear. Given the volume of evidence of 

a culture of anxiety115  present in the area of historic Greater Syria up through the republican 
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period, a foundation of trauma is the most concise explanation for a multitude of historical 

outcomes. 

Trauma and the force of history

 The precise role trauma might have is, as Cathy Caruth puts it, that the “historical power 

of trauma” is that it is the “unclaimed experience”116 Caruth explains that “the historical power 

of trauma is not just that the experience is repeated after its forgetting, but that it is only in and 

through its inherent forgetting that it is first experienced at all.”117 In this way, we might 

reconcile the clear role of trauma as a primary historical agent with the relative lack or at least 

diffuse of memorializations. Furthermore as Caruth notes, “for history to be a history of trauma 

means that it is referential precisely to the extent that it is not fully perceived as it occurs...history 

can be grasped only in the very inaccessibility of its occurrence.”118 This is precisely the 

circumstance one encounters with the history in Syria as it relates to the role of trauma: it is 

largely referential, fleeting, and diffuse in terms of memorialization.

 Caruth’s argument is key in understanding the situation in Syria in that it both bridges the 

the gap between the traumatic memorial and willful forgetting we find in the Syrian case as it 

clarifies the role of trauma itself. Perhaps then there is as much willful forgetting of the famine as 

there was inability to comprehend it as it occurred. It was only future generations that could have 

some appreciation of the magnitude of this horror, made all the more terrible by the fact that no 

one was able to speak of it in anything more than circumspect terms. 
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Famine in history, trauma in famine: the implications for Syria

 Despite the variety of its manifestations, famine is a universal human experience, a part 

of history as long as there has been human civilization. The Book of Kings and Deuteronomy 

comment on the manifestations of famine’s privations, even the tendency to infanticide.119 

Despite the fact that such stories of survivor cannibalism during famines remains difficult to 

come by, “there can be little doubt of its existence”.120 Such horrors evoke the scenes of 

cannibalism121 reported by foreign observers in Syria during the war making the Syrian case part 

of this larger historical sweep. Indeed, the relative veracity of these stories, or the volume of 

incidents they represent are secondary to the point that they express the terror and anxiety in 

moments of social collapse. Famines are events that “invariably entail much antisocial behavior 

as the bonds of family and neighborhood break down. Famine victims become desperate and self 

absorbed, and lack shame, their basic instincts promoting actions that would be unthinkable in 

normal times.”122 Famine is synonymous with social collapse and the disappearance of familiar 

relationships and solidarities. As sociocultural phenomena, they are events that “erode 

hospitality, solidarity, and community, and examples abound of appalling inhumanity and 

heartlessness among victims”123 of famines.

 Famine bears with it a degree of alienation and terror that mere periodic scarcity cannot 

produce. Ó Gráda concisely captures what distinguishes mere subsistence and scarcity from 

famine noting “most of our ancestors lived close to the margins of subsistence. Still, history 
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suggests that the communities they lived in were usually resilient enough to cope with one-off 

harvest failures...the poor suffered and some may have died, but on the whole they did not starve 

en masse.”124 The refrain of alienation and terror in literary accounts from the period as well as 

those of foreign observers illustrate the traumatic experience of the famine in Syria. Ó Gráda 

points out the defining characteristic of famine as it relates to trauma: it is a universalizing 

experience, no one is spared either directly from death or in the knock-on effects of social and 

cultural trauma. 

 The devastation of famine, particularly in the Syrian example, is in its inescapability. This 

was particularly true in the case of Syria as a country, a traditional crossroads of peoples and 

commerce transformed almost overnight into a open air prison. Hemmed in from the south by the 

British army in Egypt, from the desert in west, Ottoman armies in the north, and the Allied sea 

blockade along the Mediterranean coast, Syrians were left to face the famine and the collapse of 

their society. Moreover, we know that famine and food were weaponized with devastating effects 

elsewhere during the First World War. In the context of its effect on Germany “an early academic 

assessment of the Allied blockade of 1917-1919, which resulted in the deaths of hundreds of 

thousands of Germans, found that no means could have more effective in breaking the morale of 

an enemy...”125 This suggests the implicit contemporary understanding of famine as an effective 

weapon of terror during the First World War. Both on the part of the Allies in seaborne blockades 

and Ottoman authorities, famine was deployed against civilian populations precisely because of 

the terror and social destruction it caused. The parallels between the German and Syrian 
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examples are striking. Indeed, the primary difference is only that the the Syrian famine was 

comparatively much more devastating and longer lasting. 

Toward a meaning of trauma

 It is tempting to look to a theoretical framework to answer all the questions that the 

archive cannot, that theory will somehow produce meaning in situations where it is otherwise 

elusive. To this end, the nation has served as the point of departure for much of the recent 

excellent scholarship on Mandate Syria and Lebanon, particularly that of James Gelvin and 

Michael Provence. Urban subalterns, marginal military actors from peripheral communities, and 

others provide fascinating insight into this contentious period and demonstrate the lively (and 

often violent) contest over the space of the Mandate. We depend on theoretically informed 

analyses of these phenomena to explain the developments of the political communities that 

eventually happened to take the form of a republican Lebanon and Syria in subsequent decades. 

Thus, nationalism and the category of the nation have served as the primary analytical 

frameworks for approaching the history of this region. 

 However, foregrounding these discussions in the category of the nation and taking it as 

their point of departure presupposes the primacy of nationalism as the determinant historical 

force. Useful as the category of the nation can be, it is inherently limiting, even ahistorically 

overly determinist. Often, historians presume the paramount role of nationalism by processing 

the history of the First World War and the Mandates through the filter of the modern, nationalist 

republics, understanding the 1920s and early 1930s through the lens of the 1940s to 1960s. As 

such, scholarship on this period tends to privilege nationalist outcomes in their analysis without 

thorough consideration of the other major historical trends. Significantly, this approach largely 
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ignores the profoundly creative role of trauma in shaping the history of the region. The 

experience of trauma in Greater Syria through massive internal displacement and the influx of 

refugee populations, intellectual oppression, the unspeakable physical devastation of war and 

famine, and the persistence of violence of all kinds - physical, intellectual, cultural - throughout 

the Mandate, played a vastly greater role in shaping the outcomes of twentieth century economic 

and political communities than the idea of membership in a once-and-future nation. In destroying 

the underpinnings of the social, intellectual, political, and economic communities of the Levant, 

trauma opened the way for new historical possibilities of which nationalism was one of many 

possibilities. This is merely to suggest that we not accept as a sacred tenet the notion that 

nationalisms appeared for the same reasons, under the same circumstances, with the same 

motivations irrespective of local histories and trends. Nationalism was one of these possibilities, 

but it is incumbent upon us to reevaluate from where and why this discussion of the nation was 

coming from.
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Chapter III 
 Language, Spaces, “Nation”?

Questions unanswered: linguistic nationalisms

 The devastation of the famine expressed itself in myriad ways during the Mandate period, 

especially in how people reacted to and processed new social and political catastrophes. The 

sense of cultural anxiety around issue of education and the intellectual space of the Mandate is 

palpable in the newspapers examined above. It reveals the close link between language and the 

challenges facing the political community it emerges from, reflecting the aspirations and 

assumptions the community makes about itself. Political communities and especially the nations 

they aspire to be assume an ancientness or celebrate a shared unity, especially those communities 

coming out of a period of bondage as Robert Miller notes126. This relates directly to the historical 

development of the language of the press in Syria. Beginning in the late Ottoman period, editors 

were strictly forbidden to use vocabulary suggesting or encouraging the political or national 

selfhood of Syria specifically because of the fear of the power this type of language would have 

in hands of Arab nationalists.127 Bondage was no theoretical concept to these journalists. 

 The literature dealing with language and linguistic nationalism convincingly illustrates a 

potent nexus between the development of political communities and language with similar trends 

throughout the world. Language fosters solidarities that lead to political communities and plays a 

strong role in the development of national polities. It raises important points, especially in 

regards to what happens with language when a nation has to be created quickly, a question of 
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special importance to Syria. However, when we look closely at this literature and apply it to the 

situation in Syria at the beginning of the Mandate period, it cannot account for what is happening 

there in terms of language and its role in the development of a new political community. This 

literature is problematized by the fact the it sees the state as the primary agent in advancing 

political agendas through language. The state language agency (or in the case of Revolutionary 

France the army) is the central actor in deploying language for political purposes. However, in 

Syria the Ottoman state (censors) that actively suppressed political speech disappeared only to be 

replaced by a French regime more interested in tangible matters than potentially subversive 

political language128. Contrasting the statements in the newspapers with what the literature on 

linguistic nationalism would suggest we find demonstrates the inadequacies of the existing 

theories of linguistic nationalism.

 Arabic emerges out of the late Ottoman period as a developed and articulated means of 

communication, especially in the realm of the press. Thus, the new political community of 

Mandate Syria did not require the selection of a new language. This was not the case in many of 

the new political situations the literature on linguistic nationalism takes as case studies. Here, the 

state is paramount in conjuring a language forth as a vehicle of nationalism. The postcolonial 

language agencies of the new nations of East Africa express the difficulties of choosing an 

authentic language and in so doing, the distinct differences between language there and in Syria. 

In the case of Tanzania, Swahili evolved as the popular medium of political mass mobilization 

even as negotiations with the British for independence were conducted exclusively in English.129 
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Spoken by 90% of the population as a second language, Swahili assumed the role of national 

language after independence, however not without difficulties.130 This was particularly true in 

the realm of education which suffered from the challenge of reforming the entire system along 

new language lines. While a shared language provides a rallying point in this case, it developed 

due to an intervention by a strong state. Language functioned as a unifying force and helped 

foster a sense of shared political community on the part new Tanzanians by bringing a broader 

scope of the population into the civil service.131 Ultimately, the role of language in developing 

political communities in the new nations of East Africa was, unlike in Syria, an essentially state-

led effort. The absence of an effective state in space of the Mandate meant that the role of 

language was much more contested than state-dominated political situations would all. 

Moreover, the continuity in terms of language and the language used before and after the end of 

Ottoman rule contrast with other new nations, including many former colonial spaces, in that 

despite the collapse of most every other institution, language persisted virtually unchanged. 

 The tendency to fixate on the Andersonian “imagined nation” is fundamentally related to 

the sense of mutual sharing and obligation that defines language as a social practice.132 The 

practical and rhetorical value gained from fostering an official language through some type of 

state apparatus or intervention define not only development of linguistic nationalism in post 

colonial societies but in the development of almost all modern political communities. 

Revolutionary France is the most often referenced example of the transformative effect of 

language in developing political communities. Arguably, the French experience embodies the 
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maxim that a language is merely a dialect with an army. The preponderance of local dialects and 

entirely different regional languages characterized the ancien regime as much as did the 

monarchy. As such, regionalism in all its forms, particularly linguistic, experienced the wrath of 

Republican France.133 The imposition of the dialect of Ile-de-France on the whole of the country 

subsequently through the quintessential republican institution of the schoolhouse furthered the 

program of nation building through language normalization. To this day, a French person’s 

bilingualism between French and a regional language are considered to be unrepublican to a 

certain extent by many fellow citizens.134 Similarly, the experience of Italian unification 

represents a massive state intervention in the linguistic realm. Merging the northern and southern 

parts of the Italian peninsula, arguably two different countries, produced an Italian nation largely 

through imposing a dialect on this new, unified political space. 

 In both cases but especially with France, language was the most powerful and 

transformative tool of the nationalists (here, republican nationalists) in each developing political 

space. Moreover, in each case, language was used to define this political space by representatives 

of the state, making linguistic interventions official acts. In a vein similar to the experience of the 

new political communities of East Africa, the relationship of language to the new national 

political communities in France and Italy were defined  by the state. This is an important contrast 

with the situation in Syria given the absence of the state and - importantly - a shared language. 

Arabic, especially as we find it used in the press, provided the the shared medium of 

communication. There was no need to contrive an authentically “national” language through 
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either a state agency or force of arms. Indeed, unlike these other situations, the political and 

cultural moonscape of post war Syria meant that were no official institutions to bring to bear in 

advancing a language agenda. The short lived government King Faisal between 1918-1920 faced 

far more material concerns/ The Faisali government spent P.E. (Egyptian Pounds) 45,000 - a 

huge sum - from scare public resources just to feed starving Armenian refugees resident in Syria 

since their wartime expulsion from Anatolia, to say nothing of the needs of the local population 

that had to be met.135 With practical concerns like these and facing fiscal insolvency,136 neither 

Faisal nor his weak government would have been able to reconstitute social institutions in any 

meaningful way had it even been a priority. Concerned first and last with colonial domination, 

the French were even less inclined to rebuild institutions that could in any way challenge their 

rule. Written Arabic, especially in its printed form, was a medium literate people understood 

providing a means to negotiate the new political space Syrians found themselves in and 

experiment with ways to talk about it. 

 Here, the cases of the United States and the State of Israel are useful to consider because, 

like those above, show the limitations of the literature and theory addressing linguistic 

nationalism. Like Syria, they represent situations wherein a political community or people has 

emerged out of period of bondage or great trauma as Miller relates. Moreover, the shared 

experience of a common language in both cases reflects the important way Arabic helped 

produce an esprit de corps in the new political community in Syria. Eliezer ben Yehuda’s 

improbable project creating a modern Hebrew corpus was remarkable not only because of its 
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success but because it was almost no one’s first language in living memory.137 The shared 

experience of a spoken and written language was a crucial component in the success of the 

zionist project during the British Mandate Period leading to the founding of the State of Israel in 

1948. Moreover, both Syria and Israel were coming to terms with major traumas and cultural 

crises as early political communities and a shared language provided a means to articulate these 

emotions. Yet, as important as this was in fostering a shared sense of political community, it was 

ultimately a victory for state language planning, much in the way Swahili triumphed in East 

Africa’s new nations. The situation of shared language in Syria is far different as it evolved in a 

much different way and was not born out of a need to foster cultural and political cohesion in a 

new settler state. 

 The development of political communities towards nations is not exclusively a 

phenomenon of the post colonial era as Miller points out.138 As the examination of France 

(above) demonstrates, political communities have experimented with ideas about the nation for 

centuries. The example of the United States predates even the situation in France and similarly 

shows how language provides a unifying mechanism for a political community that perceived 

itself to be emerging from a period of bondage, much as was the case in Syria. Like Israel, the 

United States is a settler society born of mass migration where a shared experience of language 

learning has similarly helped satisfy the desire for unity and practical concerns about creating a 

viable society.139 Despite these similarities, language in the United States functions the way it 

does, as with Israel, due to its origins as the shared language of the originators of the state 
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project. The emergence of the political community and the shared language are one and the 

same.

 The examples of European nation building, postcolonial states, and setter states are the 

primary cases that the literature on linguistic nationalism develops its theories around. Yet the 

circumstances of each of these examples fail to account for the situation in Syria. Arabic in Syria 

does not assume its primacy in Syria as part of a state language project in a postcolonial society. 

Indeed, at the time of Syria’s initial experience with decolonization, or more aptly put 

deottomaniztion, modern journalistic Arabic was a well established medium. Syria did not face 

the challenges with language that confronted other postcolonial societies, such as the struggle of 

Tanzania to transform the educational system along Swahili lines. 

 Moreover, increasingly restrictive Ottoman press laws did not quash the development of 

an Arabic public sphere as much as it brought about its forced modernization.140 This is all the 

more remarkable given not only the law’s restrictiveness but their arbitrariness.141 Publishers 

operated in conditions under which permission to publish was at the discretion of the imperial 

government and “might be cancelled.” The laws were particularly sensitive about emerging 

regionalist trends and strictly forbade “the treatment of [any] political or administrative issues to 

[sic] the Ottoman lands especially the Syrian Arab lands...”142 This period of restriction meant 

that the collapse of the Ottoman order opened the floodgates to a vibrant and dynamic 
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conversation that had been suppressed. There was no call to invent or expand a new language to 

fill the artificial confines a new political space. While it had revolutionary potency143 (as 

evidenced by the Ottoman authorities’ restrictions on its use) Arabic did not emerge as an 

expression of political selfhood as did modern French or Italian. Arabic, as the common spoken 

and written language to the region, did not require an army to impose itself on the new political 

and intellectual map of this new space. However, it is used to talk about the new political space 

of Mandate Syria in using the modern, universalist, republican vocabulary so evocative of the 

French Revolution and Italian Unification but without the force of arms.

 Furthermore, models of national language development in new nations typically cite the 

United States and Israel as examples, yet these too are unable to account for the situation in 

Syria. There is no “founder effect”144 on language development as the former situations, rather 

Arabic emerges unconstrained in the absence of a strong state or revolutionary language 

program. The inability of the existing literature to give a satisfying explanation of the situation in 

Syria demands a new framework. 

 A more rewarding discussion pertinent to Syria is found in the discussions if how 

language is adopted by independent groups operating in the same political space. Understanding 

how language operates in transformed spaces, especially in the absence of overt censorship 

clarifies the role of language in Mandate Syria better than conventional linguistic theories. The 

new political situation in Syria allowed for journalists’ written work to more honestly reflect 
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their opinion because of the end of tight Ottoman censorship. This ushered in a period when a 

truer expression of the journalists’ opinions found their way to the page. In a striking parallel 

with Syria, owners of newspapers had been “afraid” to use particular words or of editors who did 

not express the opinions of newspaper management.145  Niloorfar Haeri describes the anxious 

effect such censorship has on journalists. Recalling the comments of a copy editor in Nasr’s 

authoritarian Egypt, Haeri relates that he was at pains to excise “dangerous” words from his text 

that did not conform to the official language of the regime.146 Although the collapse of the 

Ottoman order in Syria constituted a major cultural and intellectual trauma, it also saw the end of 

the elaborate structure of censorship. Initial press laws enacted in 1877 prescribed citations to be 

issued to those publishers who printed what the government determined to be “inappropriate” 

and further in 1886, publishers were obliged to send proofs to the official censor before 

publication.147 Haeri’s investigation of Arabic in Egypt, although more concerned with 

“correction” or tashiih as opposed to censorship or raqaaba, is an important point of reference 

for any inquiry into the effect of regulation of Arabic in pre versus post Ottoman Syria.148 The 

notion of text regulation and sites of regulation149 Haeri unpacks is especially relevant to the 

situation in Syria. What happens when not only sites of regulation but the entire system collapse 

invites the reinvention of the role language, massively expanding its possible uses and scope for 

political action. 
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 Indeed, the reordering of text regulation from a legal perspective in Syria is of 

overwhelming importance because of the message it sent to the readership. The initial 

articulation and ultimate implementation of political programs and policies demands the flow of 

information, a flow that is encumbered by censorship. However, it is not only the heavy hand of 

the censor that obstructs the flow of information. Indeed, the official language agencies in the 

above cases charged with deploying language toward nationalist ends themselves often engaged 

in restrictive practices as Haeri outlines. Thus, Syria presents a unique linguistic case that defies 

classification along conventional lines wherein the language itself, recently liberated from the 

censor becomes the agent of change. The praxis of political speech is both action, in the 

productive sense, and a reflection of the situation is speaks to.150 When unencumbered by 

censors, agencies, or the expectation to be the vanguard of a revolution, language is a 

transformative agent. 

From fragments of a broken society to a new kind of political community?

 It is important not to understate the destruction Syria faced at the end of the First World 

War. It was a destruction so total that the main source of trauma - a devastating famine - inspired 

a slew of poems and popular memorializations even as its scope defied conventional historians. 

In a scene that invites comparison to central and eastern Europe at the close of the Second World 

War, Syria emerged from the suffering of the war only to suffer the further trauma of a new, 

imposed political order. Gone not only were familiar the structures of administration and 

government of the Ottoman order but the language and culture of its four centuries of history in 
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Syria. New rulers sweep away all of this and impose their own order, leaving Syrians adrift in a 

new and unfamiliar political space. 

 Lisa Wedeen’s Peripheral Visions: Politics, power, and performance in Yemen addresses 

some of these problems that emerge in a political space wherein a distinct (Yemeni) selfhood has 

developed despite all odds to the contrary and persisted since the 1990s. How does a nation like 

Yemen build and maintain a sense of unified political self in the absence of a strong state and 

myriad internal divisions? Wedeen argues forcefully that, through a variety of disparate popular 

actions, something approximating a political community can emerge. Of these actions, or 

“performances,” words are vitally important as a means to articulate abstract concepts about the 

Yemeni political space, especially ideas about nationhood.151 

 Moreover, Wedeen challenges the foundation of Benedict Anderson’s theory of 

nationalism in an important way relevant to the present discussion of Syria. Noting that 

Anderson is heavily indebted to modernization theory that posits nationalism as a complete 

linear progression from master narrative to realized community.152 Wedeen is right to point out 

Anderson’s reliance on a modernization theory that presupposes a result of nationhood, reading 

present national realities back into the past. Indeed, this is crucial point in appreciating the 

situation in Syria: reading the history of the Mandate and language back through the filter of the 

modern national republics of this political space presupposes conclusions. There was, to be sure, 

talk of “our national industry” and commentary on the situation of the borders, however, this 

must be understood as part of the process of negotiating the new political space. 
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 Ideas about the Syrian nation in the 1920s were massively influenced by the history of 

the war, especially the trauma of the famine and economic collapse, and were wholly different 

than the ideas of the muscular nationalism of the late 1930s and onwards. Using language to 

invoke the nation was less about the nation qua nation rather the reaction of a traumatized 

society looking for a means to offer some coherent response to the thoroughly altered situation it 

found itself in. As the documents below strongly suggest, this was an active exploration and 

negotiating  of a political space that in the 1920s was anything but a nation.
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Chapter IV
 New Locations of Political Contestation

Negotiating the political space of the Mandate in the popular press

 Raucous, cacophonous outbursts defined the daily press in Damascus and Beirut in the 

1920s. The decade following the imposition of the Mandate saw a vibrant conversation in the 

press. While some of its members appeared willing to accommodate French occupation to some 

degree, many if not most others registered their opposition to it in the strongest terms153 but all 

were engaged in a conversation about the place they were in. For many, this was “Syria”: a 

nation with borders, with a government, with obligations to the citizens that resided within it. 

However, a close reading of a decade spread of these newspapers as they talked about the 

political and physical space of the Mandate reveals that while everyone had an opinion, no one 

seemed to be able to agree on what, exactly, this place was. The space of the Mandate was 

understood variously as a nation in opposition to French occupation, as a larger political 

brotherhood inclusive of Iraq and other parts of historic Greater Syria, a modern nation with 

defined borders, et cetera. It is a place that is constantly being contested and renegotiated yet 

there is an extraordinary sense of anxiousness that comes through in these press accounts. It 

suggests a press and a people equally anxious and concerned about their place in Syria and 

Syria’s place in the world. If one reads these documents as individual statements, there is an 

understandable tendency to appreciate this as a rich nationalist conversation. However, a close 

reading shows the sum total of what is being expressed in terms of a “nation” is less than its 

parts. There is no doubt a conversation going on here, but its meaning is less straightforward than 

would appear.
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Spaces

 It is helpful to begin thinking about the contested space of the Mandate by asking where 

Syria is. The answer would seem to be straightforward: along the Eastern Mediterranean coast 

from Alexandretta (after 1936 from Latakia) south to Sour, west across the fertile coastal plain, 

the Orontes river valley, east to the desert from Qamishle and south again to Deir e Zour. 

However, such banal physicality does not really give a sense of where in the world Syria was in 

the early Mandate years. Turning to the newspaper accounts reveals an alternative, parallel 

geography. Suggestions of this parallel geography come in reports such as that which addresses 

“The Life a Bolshevik in Russia”154 recounting the doings of a typical soviet apparatchik. As the 

third in a series on the subject, the reading public (a minority segment of the population to be 

sure) can be sure have been following this story about “the most important man now in Russia” 

as the head of several councils and governor of Moscow.155 Similar reports came in as well, 

detailing events in China and “news of Turkey”156 and elsewhere reflecting the range of places 

Syrians were being exposed to. While this seems to be rather quotidian reporting from various 

places in the world, they serve a more obscure and revolutionary end as well: they inculcated the 

idea that Syria was one of several nations, that this is a way to understand themselves in a new, 

unfamiliar, international context. It reflected a Syria that was increasingly oriented outwards 

toward a new, international world system of nations. 

 To be certain, part of what is suggested by these articles and other reports about the new 

members of this international system is simply the reporting of the news. However, it reflects the 
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changing map the space of the Mandate was located in. In the space of a only a few years, Syria 

had gone from integral part of the four hundred year old Ottoman Empire, a province in the latest 

iteration of the Islamic empires to a (theoretical) equal member of the community of nations - if 

under French tutelage. These reports would have helped shape how Syrians understood their 

place both in relation to close neighbors and this new world system. Perhaps Syrians saw a 

parallel between their new nation and the new nation Russians were building. Looking to these 

other young nations, they would have seen other new members of this international system that 

appeared suddenly after the First World War. These documents reflect a people’s search for their 

place in the world, both in their relationship to other places in the postwar international system 

and what their place (as a “nation”) afforded them in terms of rights and privileges. What this 

place was, what it should be called, how to relate to it as individuals and a society, and what it 

can do for the individual citizen are all questions lurking in these foreign reports - deceptively so 

as they address very domestic concerns. Thus the question of “where” Syria was has as much to 

do with the persistent anxieties of a traumatized society and people as the new unfamiliarity with 

the world they found themselves in. It is crucial to locate the political as well as  physical space 

of Syria in the new maps written after the First World War. The map physically changed with the 

imposition of Mandatory borders, but the global political and administrative border changed as 

well. 

Places: here and there, us and them

 If the newspapers provided accounts of events and figures in far away places, they also 

reported on places familiar to people in the space of the Mandate. However there is a sense in 

reading these documents that there is something about this new space that makes the familiar 
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become as unfamiliar - even threatening  - as the far off lands reported on in  the press. This near 

unknown as opposed to the far unknown arises frequently as a theme in press accounts from the 

period. In reports on what are early manifestation of the regional and local particularism that 

would come to define the region, there is a sense of a single, but divided people. Arab 

brotherhood is very much a common rhetorical refrain in these documents, however, it would 

also seem to be a double-edged sword. Specific places emerge time and again, especially those 

most familiar and close, as being in some way sinister or disruptive. They reflect the ongoing 

struggle to define this space, and the added difficulty of doing so in the context of immense 

trauma. 

 Contention often characterizes these reports, especially when addressing the perceived 

insubordination of a domestic other. Such is the case of a report on the demands for a separate 

Christian homelands within Lebanon. After the creation of Grand Liban in 1920, some Maronite 

nationalists adhered to a more exclusivist vision for their own homeland without the 

incorporation of Muslim and Druze regions. The newspaper a Nadim reported in June of 1928 

that a journalist “demanded today...a national homeland and he wants to take from Lebanon a 

national Christian homeland.”157 This journalist “attacks the Syrians and their cause [in a] 

loathsome [way] and does not let an opportunity pass without provoking men of the National 

Bloc”158 The frustration with Christian particularism is palpable here and expresses a larger sense 

of anger and anxiety by Syrian and Arab nationalists in the period. Syrians were portrayed as 
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bogeymen bent on usurping the Christian (more specifically Maronite) autonomy and privilege 

the French Mandate conferred upon them. 

 That this particular journalist a Nadim accused of “attacking Syrians and their cause” and 

never letting an opportunity pass to provoke (presumably Lebanese as opposed to Syrian) 

National Bloc politicians represents the anxiety many Syrians experienced. Not only did they 

face separation from Palestine with imposition of the Anlgo-French Mandatory borders, an act 

that disrupted trade and industry and other traditional solidarities but the carving out of a 

separate Lebanon in 1920 represented a further political and social trauma. Thus, the 

characterization that calls for an even more particularist “Christian national homeland” that 

“takes from Lebanon” would have been seen as but one episode in the larger disintegration of 

Greater Syria. French efforts to import the Lyautean strategy of divide-and-rule localism from 

the Moroccan Protectorate into Syria produced a collection of smaller “states” and was a factor 

in the 1925-6  Great Syrian Revolt. Thus, any call for a specific “national homeland” even if it 

was in the administratively separate Greater Lebanon would have been taken as especially 

provocative by Syrians. 

 Reading beyond the specific political squabble this article reports on reveals an acute 

sense of anxiety over the arrangement of political space in Syria. Almost in the same sentence 

once has to accommodate for both the administrative (and increasingly) political separation of 

Lebanon from Syria while railing against the further particularization of the political space in 

Lebanon. While Lebanon was outside of the new space of Mandatory Syria it remained within 

the traditional space of Greater Syria. Therefore any effort to further balkanize the political space 

of Lebanon would have been seen as an attack on Syria and the larger project of Greater Syria. 
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Such actions were characterized in harsh terms, one report from August of 1928 reporting on 

“the issue of unity” and that “the Lebanese work in Paris against unity [with Syria]”.159 This 

maddeningly complex and seemingly contradictory conversation effectively expresses the extent 

of the anxiety Syrians felt about this new space they were in. There remained the notion of a 

larger Arab homeland as a goal, if impractical in the near term then a long term political vision, if 

not a more distinctly Islamic umma. Thus even within the context of an administratively separate 

Lebanon demands for a separate Christian “national homeland” would have been extremely 

provocative. How to accommodate for both the inherent political limitations of the Mandate 

while also voicing larger ambitions was a constant struggle for a population only just recently 

having experienced the trauma of the war and the famine. 

 Reports in the newspapers from throughout the Middle East give context to the larger 

landscape of destruction and suffering Syria was situated in. The frequent appearance of reports 

detailing “news of Turkey” reveal as much about the situation within Syria as they do about the 

goings-on in Turkey. Under the heading of “Transfer of Turks from Greece,” the report details 

the “population exchange between Turkey and Greece continues” according to the direction of 

the population exchange commission.160 The seemingly quotidian nature of this report, indeed 

only part of a larger news-in-brief on events in Turkey obscures the larger historical landscape it 

speaks to. The population transfers between the new Turkish Republic and Greece were 

massively devastating. Some one million Orthodox Greek Christians and 400,000 Muslims were 

forcibly uprooted from their homes in Anatolia and Greece in shift of populations that entailed 
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death and suffering on a massive scale and ended millennia of Greek civilization in Anatolia.161 

By the time this news report appeared, the euphemistically titled “transfer” had been underway 

for two years during which people in Syria would have been watching and taking note. 

 The issue of population transfers in the Aegean region and western Anatolia would have 

resonated with people in Syria given that it was the destination for waves of refugees from 

Anatolia in the early 1920s. By 1919 as many as 70,000 Armenian refugees had sought refugee 

in Aleppo with perhaps 35,000 more in Damascus.162 As traumatic as this was for the refugees 

flooding into Syria, the refugee experience was one shared by their new neighbors in Syria.

Concentrated in cities, where the reading public would have encountered them daily, the refugee 

experience was not limited only to those who themselves had fled: their new neighbors in Syrian 

cities confronted this massive experience of suffering and trauma by extension. Seeing reports of 

population transfers would also likely have evoked recent memories from the war when local 

security broke down entirely 163 downing the countryside into a landscape of lawlessness and fear. 

Reading reports of refuges would have struck a chord with people in Syria. They were living in a 

landscape of disaster that did not end at the artificial borders of the Mandate, rather that extended 

throughout Anatolia and the Eastern Mediterranean World. What these newspapers do for us is 

that they connect they connect to a larger history that situates the space of the Mandate within the 

larger region, more accurately representing the type of forces impacting it locally. The space of 

the Mandate was anything but a self-contained world, rather is was a the center of an interactive 

geography of destruction and devastation. Approaching the history from this angle takes us 
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outside the suffocating confines of local nationalisms with a perspective of the development of 

the political space in Syria as that of one intimately connected to and reflective of a regional 

history of devastation and trauma. 

 Anxieties over increasing divisions within and adjacent to the space of the Mandate 

interacted with these reports of upheaval in Turkey. While the idea of “our northern borders” 

might have actually been a kind of comfort in the face of an increasingly muscular Turkish 

Republic that was in midst of its own turmoils, they would still have represented a wrenching 

sense of dislocation with boundaries that wrote new divisions into previously united political, 

economic, social, and cultural spaces. To appreciate the persistence of trauma and anxiety in the 

Mandatory period, we have to think about the sense of alienation and unease that comes from the 

very idea of a “border” - a place that is neither here nor there, just beyond the normative and 

always at the edges of the law. Borders evoke a sense of hostility and the unknown even in a 

place that had always been intimate and familiar. They keep the enemy and the unknown out  - 

important in the case of a resurgent Turkey reborn and reinvigorated in its republican form - but 

they similarly divide and cut off - preventing the realization of the unity of the Arab nations. In 

the context of Mandatory Syria, the border is both a place and an idea evoking contradictory 

emotions: it is at once rejected as alien and illegitimate while simultaneously using it as a way to 

define themselves and the space they are in.

 The negotiation of this uncomfortable relationship between the utility of a modern 

political border as a bulwark against threats (real or perceived) and a wrenching division between 

parts of a traditionally united continually plays out in press accounts from the period. As 

Lebanon in the 1920s would have been considered a part of  a larger Syria (if having a strange 
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administrative designation) the separation of Iraq from the traditional space of Syria and 

artificially set outside the space of the Mandate seems to be even more disruptive. A series of 

reports appearing in alif baa’ on 25 January, 1931 are illustrative. Under the headline “The 

Problem of the Syrian-Iraqi Borders - put before the Council of the League of Nations” the report  

details Anglo-French negotiations over the borders of their respective Mandates. Yet, for all the 

passion and anxiety that appears in commentary about the relationship with Lebanon, reporting 

on this border dispute is much more detached. In the sense that Syrians only had quasi-ownership 

over their political space there is a strong current of ambivalence over what is reported as much 

more an Anglo-French rather than Syrian-Iraqi border dispute, litigated far away before the 

council of the League of Nations. 

 Complicating matters further, there is a strong interest not so much in where any 

particular border line is drawn but in who is in possession of what physical places. There is a 

focus on the placement of troops and an almost obsessive focus on whose troops control 

particular physical features of the Mandatory landscape164 Hilltops and riverbanks, not some 

invisible lines drawn on a piece of paper in Whitehall or the Quai d’Orsay, were what mattered in 

terms of defining political possession of the space of the Mandate. Even though the same issue of 

Alif Baa’ contains a report on the state of “Syrian unity” and the “project of unity of the two 

nations [of Syria and Iraq]” this belies an inherent mistrust and anxiousness about the unknown. 

High rhetoric about unity and larger national projects were fine goals to be certain, but they 

counted for little in the ever-uncertain space of the Mandate. The border, as had been the case 

since the inception of the Mandate in 1920, seemed to change with the wind and thus little was to 
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be gained from investing much faith in them. What mattered was what and where you were able 

to hold onto. The presence of troops not borders established ownership and made the alien space 

of the Mandate somewhat more tangible. The general sense of contradiction and upheaval one 

takes away from these news reports gives an impression of how ideas about how this space ought 

to be apportioned were hotly contested. Moreover they reveal a series of anxieties: a tendency 

toward local alignments, calls for adherence to a larger polity or political project, and even 

attempts to do the impossible and reconcile the two. 

Institutions and ideas

 Along with determining where Syria was in the new international geography of the post-

war years and the anxiousness of negotiating the contradictory spaces of the Mandate, Syrians 

were confronted with the new intellectual and ideological space within the Mandate itself. 

Specifically, ideas about the relationship between the “people” and the “government” and the 

meaning of a government that claimed authority in a political space that was not quite a legal 

nation are addressed. Anxiety over who and what is legitimate in the opaque and ever-shifting 

political, administrative, and legal space of the Mandate drives the conversation here. 

 Negotiating the relationship between “the government” and an emerging civitas in 

Mandate Syria was a source of political passion as much as it was a point of anxious uncertainty. 

On 24 August, 1928 the newspaper a Sha’b ran an extensive report on the “the poor economic 

and agricultural conditions” in Syria.165 The thrust of the article however is less about poor crop 

yields or interest rates. The sub headline alludes as much: “Complaints of merchants and 

farmers, The Government’s responses” This demonstrates elements within society made 
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demands on their government and were in conversation with it about what the government’s 

priorities ought to be. This is not to say that newspapers in Syria were themselves somehow 

producing a Habermasian public sphere through an expanding print culture. Rather, they are 

useful in that they reflect a political and social context still heavily influenced by major recent 

trauma. As Schilcher demonstrates, authorities throughout the Mandatory period were extremely 

sensitive to anything that resembled a potential food shortage or problems with food 

provisioning mechanisms. At play in these sort of these demands is the anxiety that goes back to 

the trauma of the war years and a reordered pyramid of needs. People looked for institutions in 

this space that could defend their basic interests and provide a tangible sense of stability and 

security. Very real economic and practical needs, not patriotic calls to rally around some 

amorphous nation, are the primary motivating factor. An ambivalence, distrust even, about the 

political system is paired with anxious demands for services and action on more concrete 

matters: this is what mattered to the traumatized Syrian population. 

 Moreover, how one was even supposed to interact with the government and triangulate 

between it and the Mandatory authorities was a contentious subject that was anything but settled 

and source of considerable anxiety. For some, opposition presented a possible quandary between 

“either freedom depravity.”166 When French High Commissioner General Sarrail through his 

deputy (and future High Commissioner ) Maxime Weygand suspended publication of the 

newspapers al ahrar and al ahwaal by executive fiat for two days in February, 1925, the former 

of the two publications assailed the decision. However, the thrust of their critique was directed 

not at the French authorities, rather against the newspapers themselves for instigating the 
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suspension. The suspension was, al ahrar wrote, the consequence of the newspapers’ 

republishing of an excerpt from another publication, the Licodorian newspaper. This publication, 

which sharply criticized taxation policies in the Mandate accused the French authorities of 

“taking from our pockets,” essentially calling out Sarrail and Weygand (by name) as thieves.167 

Economic rationalization policies adopted in the early Mandate saw French authorities mop up 

most public funds for defense (as permitted by the Mandate Charter) and resolve outstanding 

debts. The Licodorian equated the seizure of locally collected funds by the Public Debt 

Administration with thievery, triggering the administrative suspension of the newspapers that had 

reprinted the Licodorian’s statement.168 

 This episode offers an important and unique window onto the the political space and 

public discourse in the Mandate around a number of contested issues. While the focus is 

particularly on the contested control of public finances, it also reveals discord within the ranks of 

those who considered themselves in opposition to French rule. While critical of the decision to 

suspend the newspapers, al ahrar reserved most it’s ire for the “boys of the Licodorian” for their 

lack of “decent criticism”169 Thus, not only can we locate a fracturing of the public discussion 

along the lines of those inclined to a “dignified” public debate versus those more polemically 

inclined, but along generational lines as well. While it is not possible to identify the specifics of 

the Licordian newspaper from this secondary report, it is reasonable to presume that its 

generational politics were already influencing political activity. This suggests that the 
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generational divide within the political space of the Mandate (both in Lebanon as well as 

Syria170) was appearing in the mid 1920s, far sooner than the late 1930s when historians 

generally pinpoint it. Philip Khoury’s insightful account of the shifting sociopolitical and 

especially generational alliances among elite National Bloc leaders (in Syria), the qabadayat, and 

rising educated urban groups provides important insight into this evolving and highly contested 

political landscape.171 However, the frustrations expressed at the “youth” of the Licodorian 

newspaper in the editorial line of the more establishment172 al ahrar would seem to indicate that 

these relationships were much more fractious and began taking shape much earlier on. The 

conversation about the appropriate type of opposition to French rule is important because it 

illustrates that oppositional politics within the political space of the Mandate were heterogenous 

and highly contested.

 How best to oppose French rule ought not been understood as a matter of resistance and 

collaboration as this newspaper account appears to argue. The “boys of the Licodorian”173 were 

not advancing the cause of their nation that was covered by the Mandate. Rather, “they oppose 

the person of General Sarrail in an irreverent and disregarding tone [and] not from decent 

journalistic criticism”.174 Rather than an apologia for French financial malfeasance here 
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specifically and the Mandate more generally, the newspaper argues for a pragmatic approach to 

resistance. Moreover, it reveals intense anxieties over how journalists were to navigate this new 

political space of the Mandate in their reporting. While previous Ottoman repression and 

censorship was a known quantity they understood, the political space of the Mandate was a new 

geography that proved much less straightforward. How one was to keep up the pressure on the 

French personally insulting the High Commissioner was a vexing challenge and a clear source of 

anxiousness about this space they found themselves in. 

 There was clearly an awareness and an audience for reporting on government corruption 

and malfeasance its potential to incite controversy notwithstanding. The same issue of the 

newspaper that addressed the controversy over proper oppositional political speech also carried 

reports on the preponderance of instances of bribery in Turkish customs service and on the state 

of press freedoms in the Republic. 330 employees of the customs service we reported to be on 

the take, reflecting a general state of lawlessness and arbitrary rule. In a similar vein, the 

managing editor of a newspaper in Izmir was reported to have published a less-than-flattering 

story about a number of deputies in the Grand National Council and was sentenced to a term of 

eleven months.175 While this was all happening in Turkey, there is a clear correlation between 

events there and what was going on in the Mandate in terms of arbitrary rule, restrictions on 

press freedoms, and financial malfeasance in government. Indeed, the reports appear side by 

side. The report illustrates two key elements of the nature of the political space of the Mandate: it  

situates the readership within the new political geography of the Middle East by referencing 
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events in Turkey and it reveals a sophisticated understanding of the broken mechanisms of 

government in Turkey and by extension Syria. 

 Furthermore, even the standards of “decent criticism” that al ahrar subscribed to did not 

prevent it from reporting critically on major political controversies. The government and the 

Mandatory authorities were regularly taken to task for (real or perceived) inaction or ineptitude. 

These invocations to action resonated throughout the press of the early Mandate period. 

Frustrations with government inaction were often bound up with anxieties over the shifting 

political geography of the Mandate vis-a-vis new political communities in Turkey, Iraq, and 

(increasingly) Lebanon. A report on “The Railway Company in Anatolia” in February of 1929 is 

illustrative. Following the subheading of “Schemes of the Turks Northern Syria,” readers are 

informed that “the Anatolia Railway Company has sold [itself] to its government completely 

[and] what all with it the rights to this line and transferred to it its rights in Iskedrun,” 176 then in 

the Sandjak of Alexandretta region of Mandate Syria. Such a move would have been taken to be 

a direct Turkish provocation in relation to the position of the Sandjak of Alexandretta, the 

contested region in the northwest of Mandate Syria (to 1938). 

 Alexandretta was a point of continual tension between nationalist politicians in Damascus 

and the new Turkish Republic’s leader Mustafa Kemal Pasha, over which France acquiesced to 

Turkish demands for control in 1938. It is remarkable to see reference to this conflict almost ten 

years previously, particularly in the economic context. The Turkish state’s attempts to insinuate 

itself into Alexandretta through control of major economic resources and vital infrastructure was 

taken to be a naked provocation by people in Syria, especially the newspaper’s Damascene 

74

176 “...asharika alkhtout alhadidiyya fii al anadol qud ba’at ila hukumatiha al kamaliyya kul ma ha min al huquq fii 
hathahi asek wa tunazlt liha  ‘anha wa ‘an huquqha fi .... iskedrun!”, a nadim, 4 February, 1929: Damascus, 
1:DHDC



readership. Alexandretta was of huge symbolic importance in the public discussion about what 

would ultimately constitute the political space of Mandate Syria. After Lebanon was separated 

out from historic Greater Syria in 1920, Alexandretta became a rallying point for Syrians. 

 The newspaper expressed the concerns many would have had, both about a creeping 

Turkish threat in the north and a local government that asleep at the wheel. In a forceful tone, it 

called for “an awake and sober” Syrian government to “guard the integrity of the country and 

preserve its rights and unity...”177 As much as the the concern is with Turkish machinations in 

Alexandretta, the real frustration and anxiety appears to emanate from an awareness that one 

could not expect a meaningful response from the Syrian government (such that there even was 

one). A general state of administrative and political paralysis meant an inability to articulate 

anything approaching a unified official response on the part of Syria given the amorphousness of 

the Mandatory governmental structure. While the Turks could back up their claims to 

Alexandretta not only with military force but a potent political vehicle in the form of Attaturk’s 

unified Turkish Republic, politically active Syrians had only furious protestations at their 

disposal. Moreover, the sharp and revealing contrast this moment draws between Turkey and the 

Mandate illustrates an important element of self perception on the part of people in the political 

space in Syria: while the Turks could exercise real independence making demands on France and 

Great Britain and forcing serious territorial concessions from them, the design of the political 

space of the Mandate hamstrung any attempt to answer threats like those from Turkey. 

 Of course, this did provoke a pointed reproach of the French. By the late 1920s, criticism 

of French rule (and its consistently incompetent and obtuse execution) proceeded in the new 
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international language of legal rights, responsibilities, and expectations. The report continued 

thus:

We want to learn to what extent the Turkish schemes [reach] in our 
country...we, in the name of the Syrian people and in the name of this Arab 
nation and we demand that French Authority in the name of the Mandate 
to respect the rights of the nation which are designated to it, the issue of 
preserving it from...manipulation and encroachment and [preserving] us in 
the [conditions] of the Mandate and in the instrument of the Mandate and 
in our explicit rights in the Mandate system and what authorizes us to 
demand of this project and we say this and we with certainty in that France  
which claims from time to time that she will not tolerate one foot of Syrian 
soil [to be partitioned off] or an iota of her rights [to be violated]178

 In these few lines, France has all of the paternalistic, false internationalist vocabulary 

through which it legitimated its occupation of Syria thrown back at it. It demonstrates that not 

only the pathetic inadequacy of the Mandate system’s flimsy veneer of legality but that France 

was understood to be as witless as it was impotent. The fact that the Turkish government was the 

only party acting with any kind of impetus in this situation shows just how irrelevant (if 

frequently brutal and violent) France was in defining the history of this period. Thus the thesis of 

a nationalism that defined itself in opposition to the French presence reveals itself to be an 

inadequate explanation for the historical forces at work in the political space of the Mandate. 

Anxieties over  the possibility of further territorial disintegration were an expression of a history 

that predated the French occupation, going back to the disaster of the war years. It only reasons 

that this powerful history and not the Franco-Syrian binary was the defining historical force here. 

 Furthermore, it is of considerable import to find such extensive reference to the issue of 

Alexandretta in a public forum as early as 1929.179 Primarily, this illustrates the centrality of the 
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Alexandretta question over the longue durée of the Mandate, as opposed to a flashpoint of 

nationalist anger moving towards the Second World War. Moreover, it shows the sense of siege 

experienced within the political space of the Mandate on multiple levels. Bookending the issue 

of Alexandretta in the late 1930s and rolling it in with the foundations of the Second World War 

in the Middle East fails to represent the role it had in the development of the political community 

and space of the Mandate. It is crucial to move beyond the Franco-Turkish binary and see the 

political community in Mandate Syria as an active part of defining the issue. Taken in context 

with the anxieties and frustrations over the relationship with Lebanon and the anxieties over the 

border with Turkey, Alexandretta shows itself to have meaning within the political space of the 

Mandate. The Franco-Turkish agreements of 1921 and 1926180 on the special administrative 

status of Alexandretta vis-a-vis the significant ethnic Turkish population were not the only voice 

in determining the tone of the conversation about the region’s ultimate political destiny. Indeed, 

the Franco-Turkish agreements belies the larger history of a long-standing Syrian-Turkish 

political dispute to which the French were more often than not mere bystanders. 

 Moreover, reporting on the elections of the year previous (1928) to the Turkish state’s 

moves to purchase railroad rights-of-way in Alexandretta reveal political simialr political trends. 

In April of 1928, a nadim, in an article titled “after the battle,” reported on the outcome of the 

elections. “In truth,” the newspaper related, “the battle was not imaginary and blood was spilled 

in it...in the interest of Syrian sovereignty...”181 In a political space like that of the Mandate 

which from its beginnings had been defined by uninterrupted episodes of multiple types of 

violence, we find an evolving political process in which violence is understood by its participants 
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to be a vital element of the system. As violence gave shape to the political space of the Mandate, 

it informed the development of the political process. The Mandate is a place where violence and 

sovereignty intersected in a new political space. Thus, we find the issue of “Syrian sovereignty” 

being politically contested in decidedly martial terms. Expressions of a need to elect individuals 

who could be counted on preserving the “sovereignty of Syria” and assure the “unity and 

integrity of their country”182 in the face of Turkish designs on it is an important window onto the 

political space of the Mandate. Elections and candidates and voting-day violence, ostensibly the 

focus of the above newspaper report are of secondary importance to the issue of sovereignty. 

 For a country facing serious threats to its territorial integrity but unable to answer them 

with the force of arms, elected officials and politics more broadly were the best (and only) 

recourse in a space that had only ever been violent and militarized. The Turkish Republic’s 

designs on Alexandretta were a direct attack on Syrians’ sense of sovereignty under the structure 

of the Mandate. Indeed, the language of the Mandate was the response to the French role. Both in 

the election reporting and in the issue of Alexandretta, the discussion pivots around a concept of 

“sovereignty,” both as a political object to be defended and as expression of acute anxiety: 

sovereignty in the context of the space of Mandate Syria is always characterized as being under 

threat from all quarters. There is none of the triumphal nationalism of the 1940s and beyond 

here. Rather, it reveals the desperation and anxiousness over both the political present and future 

of this space. 

 The concern this article expresses over Turkish moves on Alexandretta further complicate 

the traditional concept of nationalism in the Syrian  context. Far from the simplistic and 
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antagonistic Franco-Syrian binary that comes out in most histories of the Mandate, the issue of 

Alexandretta shows a political space that is being defined by multiple actors on many levels. The 

fraught Turkish-Syrian relationship is illustrative of a situation in which French authority is 

revealed as completely and utterly impotent, sidelined by both Syrian and Turkish actors. Like 

the relationship with the developing Iraqi state and the complex relationship with a (n 

administratively) detached Lebanon, the political space of the Mandate exposes the hollowness 

of the nationalist narrative. The development of a political community in what would become 

Syria was due at least as much to the distinct history of trauma and the persistence of violence - 

physical, cultural, economic, cartographical - as it was to the presence of  Moreover, these 

episodes display an inversion of the traditional colonial paradigm in which the so-called native 

groups are the primary agents and act upon the colonial other. Above all, the multilayered 

economic and political complexities of the Mandate make a traditional nationalist narrative 

totally inadequate and unable explain the situation in Syria. Though it should come as little 

surprise that formation of political communities is rarely, if ever, as simple as the paradigm of 

nationalist resistance/colonial Other suggests, what we find in Syria demands a rethinking of the 

question. 

 The examination of the literature on linguistic nationalism that existing frameworks are 

unable to accommodate themselves to the way new ideas about a national and political space in 

Syria was evolving. Similar to the limits of nationalism as an analytical framework for 

explaining the historical outcomes in Mandate Syria, existing literature on linguistic nationalism 

cannot account for the language and concepts we encounter in the press and the clear presence of 

trauma. The anxiety and sense of dislocation in the conversations above bring us back to this 
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question of trauma and its role in driving the history of the Mandate. Language and the press 

emerged as the primary institutions to come out of the horrors of the war years largely intact, yet 

they bore the indelible mark of the trauma the society had suffered.
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Conclusion:
Creative Destruction

 Trauma plays a misunderstood role in history: known more for its capacity to cause pain 

and suffering, it also opens up important new historical possibilities. The totalizing effects of 

catastrophe at the levels of society and politics are fascinating not merely in how they alter 

political boundaries or topple governments but more for their capacity to fundamentally reorder 

the individual's relationship to her culture, language, and sense of place. Trauma defined the 

physical experience of the First World War and early Mandate period in Syria. Physical 

destruction was amplified by the collapse of the Ottoman symbolic order and familiar intellectual 

paradigms with the imposition of new French linguistic and political orders in Syria after 1918. 

The total effect of this catastrophe, indeed a nakba in the estimation of one contemporary, was to 

bring an historical epoch largely to an end. 

 However, in the landscape of devastation left behind, new historical possibilities 

emerged. New political and intellectual spaces opened up and were hotly contested. Syrians 

negotiated emerging political communities through locations of contestation in episodes often 

borne out in the press. These were vibrant spaces that developed in relation to a new regional 

political, economic, and social geography. Importantly, these were spaces that largely developed 

due to local events and realities, often independent of colonial powers. These were events that 

exposed colonial power as impotent in large measure and even irrelevant - recurring spasms of 

violence notwithstanding.

  For an age that historians have traditionally characterized as an “awakening,” or 

approached as a search for the sudden emergence of ever-more authentic subaltern “national” 

actor, one fact stands out: people in Syria were not sleeping. Well-intentioned subaltern 
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approaches miss the forest for the trees, failing to take full account of the larger historical 

situation. These intellectual boxes do justice neither to the histories they treat nor the people who 

were part of them. This was a society that reappropriated its own experience of trauma and 

moved forward in history with it. Nationalisms may indeed have come out of the political 

communities that formed in the Mandate and early republican years. However, these political 

communities emerged out of a different historical trajectory in a landscape of trauma.
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