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Abstract 

 

Antun Saadeh in the mahjar, 1938-1947 

 

Joseph Walker Leidy, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

Supervisor:  Yoav Di-Capua 

 

Antun Saadeh (1904-1949), the founder of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, has 

often been labelled a political and ideological imitator of European fascism. This 

association has led many to gloss over an important feature of his career: the mahjar, or 

Arab diaspora, particularly in Argentina and Brazil where he spent much of his life. This 

thesis contends that Saadeh's illiberalism emerged not as a mere echo of European 

fascism but from a diverse set of ideas and experiences. Central among these was his 

experiences and perceptions of the mahjar, which became a symbolic foil for Saadeh’s 

Syrian Social Nationalism.  On the one hand, Saadeh conceived of the mahjar in terms 

that paralleled the historicist ideal of Phoenician trading colonies in Lebanese 

nationalism.  However, Saadeh also had reservations about the dedication of migrant 

communities to the national cause.  Reflecting this ambiguity, Arabic-language 

periodicals published in Argentina show how Saadeh was received in 1940s migrant 

society, where he found both supporters and detractors.  There, Saadeh’s initially positive 

reception was followed by a turn against him in public debates.  Nonetheless, Saadeh and 

his party had some success in establishing their movement in the mahjar, where younger 

supporters connected Saadeh to local discourses of national liberation. Viewing Saadeh 

from the perspective of his transnational influences and migrant audiences allows us to 

see him not as an exception in midcentury Levantine politics but within the wider context 

of nationalist politics in Lebanon, Syria, and the mahjar at the end of the Mandate era. 
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Introduction: Antun Saadeh in the mahjar, 1938 – 1947 

The Syrian and Lebanese migrants who formed the late 19th and early 20th century 

mahjar, literally “land of emigration” in Arabic, had long been linked intimately with 

their homelands.  The majority, particularly of the large numbers who arrived between 

the 1890s and the end of the First World War, were Christians originating from the Mt. 

Lebanon region.1  Local inhabitants sometimes called them “Turks” because of their 

Ottoman documentation; later, the term Syro-Lebanese – siriolibanés in Spanish – 

appears to have evolved to accommodate a space of ambiguity after the formation of the 

Syrian and Lebanese states.  Apart from questions of identity, the mahjar also had to 

consider its relationship with the political ideologies and cultural trends of its Levantine 

and Arab homelands: anti-imperialism, pan-Arabism, communism, and the many legacies 

of the nahḍa, or Arab renaissance of the late 19th century.  The mahjar, despite the 

distance, was immersed in the Arab world and its politics.   

Among these many debates and discourses linking the Syrian and Lebanese 

diaspora with their homeland was the Syrian nationalism of Antun Saadeh (1904-1949) 

founder of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP).  Saadeh spent much of his 

adolescence and early adulthood in Brazil with his family during much of the 1920s 

before returning to Beirut to found the SSNP and advocate for Syrian nationalism.  He 

found himself in South America again in the late 1930s in an attempt to recruit support 

among the members of the mahjar and to avoid persecution in Lebanon.  Thus given the 

                                                
1 Khater, Akram Fouad. Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender, and the Middle Class in Lebanon, 1870-

1920. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001, 1-2. 
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cross-regional nature of Levantine politics and his background in the South American 

Arabic-speaking diaspora, Saadeh brought his nationalist project to the mahjar in the late 

nineteen thirties and early forties as a continuation of the work he had begun in Lebanon.  

At the same time, the experience of migration and diaspora also set mahjar communities 

apart as participants in the field of Arab politics.  Migrants developed a variety of social 

institutions to ensure a stable and comfortable place in their new homelands.  Thus 

Saadeh engaged with local mahjar thinkers on subjects of Middle Eastern politics but in a 

context conditioned by migration, minority status, and local society. 

  Saadeh’s mission to the mahjar ended like his project in the Levant: while he 

garnered a good deal of support and created a strong party structure, Saadeh failed to 

dominate mahjar political, social, and cultural life.  Saadeh’s mahjar background is, 

however, pivotal to understanding his place – and legacy – in mid-twentieth Levantine 

politics.  Saadeh came from a family whose social and political life was fundamentally 

shaped by migration.  Following his father, the young Saadeh spent the nineteen twenties 

in Brazil.  A significant portion of his intellectual development took place in São Paulo.  

Likewise, in the 1940s, Argentina became a base of operations and thus formed an 

important context for SSNP operations, which continued covertly in the Levant while the 

party openly branched out into various countries in the Western hemisphere.  Members of 

the mahjar dedicated crucial financial support and personal time to Saadeh.  Saadeh even 

married while in Argentina.  The mahjar is thus an important key to understanding the 

figure of Antun Saadeh. 
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Saadeh’s attempts to bring about a Syrian nationalist revival among Arabic-

speaking migrants in the Americas are an equally important part of mahjar history.  The 

debates that Saadeh inspired and participated in were not just about identity and 

homeland political affiliation, but also about social norms, class, economic activity, and 

the family.  At stake were the social organization of the mahjar and the often 

contradictory meanings of migration.  What was the migrant’s responsibility to his or her 

homeland?  How should migrant communities be organized and represented?  On the 

other hand, what place did the mahjar occupy in the metanarrative of modern Syrian, 

Lebanese, and Arab history?  In the late 19th and early 20th century, the mahjar had often 

conceived itself as being proof of the “civilized” character of Arabs abroad, therefore of 

their potential in their homelands.2  Once freed of the strictures of their traditional and 

colonized societies, the thinking went, Arab migrants found great success as businessmen 

and citizens in their newly adopted homes.  Saadeh’s father Khalil was himself a major 

proponent of this view, which encouraged assimilation and an almost paternalistic 

relationship with the homeland.  Antun Saadeh, on the other hand, opposed assimilation 

and tended to see migration as a temporary exile from a land traumatized by Ottoman and 

European oppression and the First World War. 

Saadeh’s conception of the mahjar accompanied and, in some ways, preceded the 

development of his nationalist ideology.  Yet his mahjar life has played little to no role in 

                                                
2 Khater, Inventing Home. Schumann, Christoph. “Nationalism, Diaspora and ‘Civilisational Mission’: The 
Case of Syrian Nationalism in Latin America between World War I and World War II.” Nations and 

Nationalism 10, no. 4 (October 1, 2004): 599–617, Gualtieri, Sarah. Between Arab and White Race and 

Ethnicity in the Early Syrian-American Diaspora. CA: University of California Press, 2009. 
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histories of Saadeh, many of which are hagiographical and uncritical in nature.  Various 

commentators have pointed to the fact that the development of Saadeh’s Syrian 

nationalism coincided with the rise of fascist ideologies in Europe, and many have 

conceived of Saadeh himself as a fascist directly inspired by this tradition.3  Saadeh and 

his supporters vigorously contested the association.  Some sympathizers point to a 

revealing statement Saadeh himself made in a 1935 speech: “I want to use this 

opportunity to say that the system of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party is neither a 

Hitlerite nor a Fascist one, but a pure social nationalist one. It is not based on imitation, 

but is instead the result of an authentic invention – which is a virtue of our people.”4  We 

too must interrogate how “imitation” fits into our analysis of fascism in the Arab world.  

As Peter Wien has suggested, historians of the Middle East should look to various local 

appropriations and responses to fascist ideas.5  Rather than focusing on Arab relations to 

the Axis powers or the use of fascist imagery as imitations of European fascism or as 

manifestations of a single global fascism, a fuller account might endorse Federico 

Finchelstein’s conception of “transnational fascism” in order to be sensitive to the global 

influence of European fascism without ignoring the diversity of local adaptations.6  In 

                                                
3 For the academic manifestations of this trend, see Johnson, Michael. All Honourable Men: The Social 

Origins of War in Lebanon. I.B.Tauris, 2001, 150. Pipes, Daniel. “Radical Politics and the Syrian Social 

Nationalist Party.” Int. J. Middle East Stud. International Journal of Middle East Studies 20, no. 03 (1988): 

303–24. Simon, Reeva S., Philip Mattar, and Richard W. Bulliet. “Syrian Social Nationalist Party.” 

Encyclopedia of the Modern Middle East. Macmillan Reference USA, 1996.  Historians Götz Nordbruch 

and Peter Wien have intervened to argue that Saadeh was not a direct imitator of Nazism or fascism.  See 
Nordbruch, Götz. Nazism in Syria and Lebanon: The Ambivalence of the German Option, 1933-1945. 

London; New York: Routledge, 2009. Wien, Peter. “Arabs and Fascism: Empirical and Theoretical 

Perspectives.” Die Welt Des Islams 52, no. 3–4 (January 1, 2012): 331–50. 
4 Nordbruch, Nazism in Syria and Lebanon, 45. 
5 Wien, “Arabs and Fascism: Empirical and Theoretical Perspectives.” 
6 Finchelstein, Federico. Transatlantic Fascism: Ideology, Violence, and the Sacred in Argentina and Italy, 

1919-1945. Duke University Press, 2009. 
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this way we can begin to contextualize Saadeh’s above statement, in which an explicit 

rejection of European fascism coexists with the “authentic invention” of a nation, a 

phrase which evokes the radical nationalism of contemporary right-wing movements.  

With that in mind, the ultimate goal of research on Saadeh should not merely be 

to properly categorize him, even if under the flexible denomination of “transnational 

fascism.”  To determine whether or not Saadeh is a fascist is simply to engage in debates 

that have raged about the SSNP since its foundation, a flurry of mutual accusations and 

acrimony.  No doubt, we must account for how and why Saadeh’s opponents labelled him 

a fascist, but a well-rounded history of his career should turn to other categories of 

analysis to understand the diverse foundations of his ideology.  By turning to these 

common themes, we can begin to situate Saadeh’s politics within a broader discursive 

field that encompasses otherwise staunchly inimical political factions, from Lebanese 

nationalists to Pan-Arabists, or from communists and conservatives, all of whom had 

connections with the mahjar.  Debates about community and nationalism among Arabic-

speakers of a variety of political persuasions all occurred simultaneously and in dialogue 

across the world.  To capture this moment in Middle Eastern and global history, research 

should frame itself within these more general conceptual spheres. 

Saadeh’s intellectual battles in the Arabic press of Argentina, where he lived from 

1939 until 1947, provide insight into perceptions of the mahjar’s relationship to 

homeland politics.  From this vantage, the contested meanings of the mahjar – temporary 

or permanent, activist or apathetic - become part of the story of Saadeh’s radical 

nationalism.  This thesis explores those meanings as they were expressed and contested 



 6 

during Saadeh’s stay in Argentina, highlighting in particular the role of the mahjar in 

Saadeh’s though, his relationship with Argentine Arab migrant communal institutions, 

and SSNP recruitment in the Americas.  At each of these levels, Saadeh’s engagement 

with the idea and the reality of the mahjar helps us to re-define him in contrast to a 

historiography dominated by narrow perspectives.  Rather than banish Saadeh from the 

mainstream of Syrian and Lebanese politics by labelling him a fascist, we can begin to 

incorporate Saadeh into broader political and historical trends in the Levant and the 

Americas. 

MIGRATION, DIASPORA NATIONALISM AND THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE MAHJAR 

 The mahjar has generally been studied on a nation-state basis to the exclusion of 

more all-encompassing frames of reference.  This was not least because the paradigm of 

assimilation historically dominated the framework of studies on immigrants.7  Akram 

Khater’s Inventing Home: emigration, gender, and the middle class in Lebanon, 1870-

1920 has made a major intervention in the study of Arab migration by bringing the field 

into alignment with migration history more generally.  In Inventing Home, Khater 

highlights the migrants’ continued connections with their homeland societies as well as 

the phenomenon of return and its long-term impacts on Lebanese society.8  Yet even 

when the assimilation paradigm was no longer the driving focus of mahjar studies, 

material constraints have often limited scholars to a certain methodological nationalism.  

                                                
7 See, for example, Naff, Alixa. Becoming American the Early Arab Immigrant Experience. Carbondale: 

Southern Illinois University Press, 1993; Klich, Ignacio, and Jeff Lesser. Arab and Jewish Immigrants in 
Latin America: Images and Realities. London; Portland, OR: F. Cass, 1998. 
8 Khater, Inventing Home.  
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More recent studies have generally been limited to single countries in the Western 

Hemisphere.9  Thus while transnational dialogues with the homeland have begun to be 

incorporated into the field, those between Arabic-speaking migrant communities – 

between the U.S. and Brazil, or Argentina and Uruguay, for example – have been 

neglected.  This gap is all the more surprising given that so many Arab immigrants are 

known to have moved between different countries within the mahjar, communicated with 

relatives in other mahjar countries, and subscribed to Arabic-language publications 

printed in other countries. 

Of course, while the social processes involved migration and diaspora experiences 

often escape state control, both Roger Waldinger and Donna Gabaccia have noted that 

migratory communities do not exist “beyond” states, and that the history and future of 

migrant communities are shaped by local social contexts and national policy, 

respectively.10  Transnational perspectives have provided a much-needed corrective to the 

methodological nationalism inherent in decades of migration research.  Nonetheless, 

following Waldinger and Gabaccia, we should frame the mahjar is a transnational 

community but one that nonetheless remained and remains bounded in various ways 

within national paradigms: American, Brazilian, Argentine, Syrian, and Lebanese, among 

others.  Studying the history of the Levantine diaspora, and particularly the political and 

cultural movements that have incorporated it within the larger communities that span 

                                                
9 See, among others, Theresa Alfaro-Velcamp, So far from Allah, so close to Mexico Middle Eastern 

Immigrants in Modern Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007); John Tofik Karam, Another 

Arabesque: Syrian-Lebanese Ethnicity in Neoliberal Brazil (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007). 
10 Roger David Waldinger, The Cross-Border Connection: Immigrants, Emigrants, and Their Homelands, 
2015. Donna R Gabaccia, Foreign Relations: American Immigration in Global Perspective (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2012). 
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across multiple regions, requires us to move beyond, say, the Lebanese community of 

Brazil or of the United States.  Still, we should not see the mahjar as supra-national when 

migrants were in fact often dedicated to membership in local national polities. 

 A few recent studies have demonstrated the extensive participation of Arab 

migrants across state borders in national and international politics.  Stacy Fahrenthold, for 

example, illustrates the emigrant voices in World War I era debates about the Middle 

East’s future, while Reem Bailony details the mahjar’s involvement in the Syrian Revolt 

of 1925.11  Both capture the transnational public sphere that kept mahjar communities 

closely linked with the national politics of the homeland.  The key challenge, it seems, is 

to bridge the gap between these transnational studies which focus primarily on Arabic-

language materials produced by the most engaged members of mahjar societies, on the 

one hand, and the migration studies interested in questions of integration and cultural 

encounter for migrants with no apparent linkages to political movements.  Fahrenthold 

herself has provided an excellent model of how this might be accomplished in an article 

on “transnational philanthropy and patriotic masculinity in al-Nadi al-Homsi and Syrian 

Brazil, 1920-1932,” which links transnational activism with the local context of the 

Syrian community in Brazil.  Fahrenthold details the transnational arenas in which 

common conceptions of charity and masculinity in the Levant and South America 

thrived.12  In this way, she links local migrant institutions – in this case al-Nadi al-Homsi 

                                                
11 Fahrenthold, Stacy. “Transnational Modes and Media: The Syrian Press in the Mahjar and Emigrant 

Activism During World War I.” Mashriq & Mahjar 1 (2013): 30-54. Bailony, Reem. “Transnationalism 

and the Syrian Migrant Public: The Case of the 1925 Syrian Revolt.” Mashriq & Mahjar 1 (2013): 8-29. 
12 Fahrenthold, Stacy. “Sound Minds In Sound Bodies: Transnational Philanthropy and Patriotic 
Masculinity in Al-Nadi Al-Homsi and Syrian Brazil, 1920-32.” International Journal of Middle East 

Studies 46, no. Special Issue 02 (May 2014): 259–83. 
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or the Homs Club, a private social club founded by former residents of the Syrian city of 

Homs – with transnational activism by highlighting shared notions of masculinity. 

These histories have laid the foundations for a history of the mahjar which not 

only takes a wide geographical scope but also contributes new knowledge to histories of 

class, gender, nation, and other concepts in Arab politics.  Still, both empirical and 

analytical work remains to be done on the multifaceted relationships between Syria, 

Lebanon, and the mahjar.  For example, the periodization of most histories of the mahjar 

has generally been limited to the early 20th century.  Most studies focus on the era of 

mass migration between the 1880s and the 1920s, with some extending into the 1930s.  

The forties and fifties signaled important changes in mahjar society and deserve further 

attention.  John Tofik Karam has noted a telling example of these changes on the 

discursive level in the switch from Phillip Hitti and other prominent mahjar intellectuals’ 

use of the Arabic word muhājir to the word mughtarib.  Both of these terms could be 

translated as migrant.  However, the latter term, according to Hitti, implied “the intent of 

returning” where the earlier did not.13  Saadeh himself embodied this shift from a mahjar 

that served the homeland by example to one that served more directly, a topic which will 

be addressed in this thesis.  Researching the mahjar in the mid-twentieth century exposes 

social and political changes that shaped the tropes used to conceive of the mahjar in 

nationalist discourses. 

                                                
13 Karam John Tofik. “Philip Hitti, Brazil, and the Diasporic Histories of Area Studies.” International 

Journal of Middle East Studies 46, no. 3 (2014): 451–71. 
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The historical study of migration is key to showing how two seemingly distinct 

worlds – that of states and nations, on the one hand, and of migrants and diasporas, on the 

other – are in fact mutually constitutive.  Historians of the modern era face the question 

of “the relationship between increasing integration and connections between world 

regions and states on the one hand and the simultaneous rise of nationalism and power 

state apparatuses on the other,” according to Vanessa Ogle.14  The contribution of 

transnational history is, in part, to see “not simply that historical processes are made in 

different places but that they are constructed in the movement between places, sites, and 

region.”15  Migration histories that focus on transnational politics must therefore show 

not only that migrant communities are often caught between the experiences of 

emigration and immigration, as per Waldinger, but that the political movements to which 

they played host contributed to the construction of a nationalist world in which “nationals 

in both sending and receiving states tend to believe that territory and identity should 

coincide.”16  Historical research can contextualize and highlight the development of these 

beliefs over time and contribute to our understanding of the paradigms which shape and 

have been shaped by international migration. 

ANTUN SAADEH IN THE CONTEXT OF MAHJAR SOCIETY 

 Just as a transnational approach reveals what single nation-state studies have 

missed, a renewed focus on the social and economic patterns of migration contextualizes 

                                                
14 Vanessa Ogle, The Global Transformation of Time: 1870-1950 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2015). 
15 C. A. Bayly et al., “AHR Conversation: On Transnational History,” The American Historical Review 
111, no. 5 (December 1, 2006): 1441–64. 
16 Waldinger, The Cross-Border Connection, 36. 
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what many mahjar studies have taken as their primary object of analysis: literature.  

Today, many people in the Arab world and in the West know the mahjar above all 

through its literary production.  Khalil Gibran Khalil stands out as the most popular of the 

clique of mahjar authors and poets that also included Elia Abu Madi and others.  The 

legacy of these authors has flourished and remains a potent symbol of pride in Lebanese 

heritage throughout the mahjar.  For example, the Mexican-American actress Salma 

Hayek recently directed an animated feature film based on Gibran’s The Prophet, 

inspired by her Lebanese immigrant grandfather who kept a copy of the book.  Specialists 

in comparative literature have outlined the complexities of this literature in both North 

and South America, describing in particular the dual and hybrid identities of migrants 

relative to their adopted and natal homelands.17 

 As a literary critic, Saadeh rejected hybridity.  He vigorously pursued a critique of 

works he deemed insufficiently patriotic of their homelands or too deferential to the 

adopted nation-state.  His lengthy attacks on the respected Rashid al-Khoury, better 

known as the Village Poet (al-shā’ir al-qarawī), did little to endear him to various 

communities of the mahjar, and, in fact, played a role in ending Saadeh’s chances at 

building a larger following among them.  Beyond issues of national pride, Saadeh framed 

his criticism as a more general challenge to mahjar life.  A series of articles entitled 

“Merchants of Literature” (tujjār al-adab) connected the supposed greed of diasporic 

                                                
17 Christina Civantos, Between Argentines and Arabs: Argentine Orientalism, Arab Immigrants, and the 
Writing of Identity (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2006); Armando Vargas, “Migration, 

Literature and the Nation: Mahjar Literature in Brazil” (Ph.D., University of California, Berkeley, 2006); 

Evelyn Alsultany and Ella Shohat, Between the Middle East and the Americas: The Cultural Politics of 

Diaspora (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012). 
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traders with what Saadeh perceived as the failings of Arabic literature in Brazil or 

Argentina.  Saadeh was not the only voice in the mahjar to express such ideas.  Still, the 

controversy which surrounded him in the literary sphere provides a starting point to 

understanding the contested nature of mahjar hybrid identity from the point of view of its 

stubborn opponents. 

Literature held a place of great symbolic weight in mahjar societies not only for 

individuals as a way of defining a sense of self, but also for the community institutions 

which organized much of the social, economic, and political reality for these migrants.  

Indeed, these institutions provided the infrastructure that enabled the mahjar’s famous 

literary production in many ways, perhaps most importantly by promoting poets, 

translators, critics, lectures, and bookstores in newspapers.  Mutual aid societies, banks, 

charities, newspapers, and social clubs give a social and economic context to mahjar 

literature, and indicate the vitality of the Arab migrants’ public activities.  Today, 

communal institutions are more likely to simply coordinate professional networking, 

encourage Middle Eastern investment, and heritage events that feature traditional food 

and dance.18  Any extensive history of the mahjar will have to take these institutions into 

account, in particular to elucidate how such institutions served the widespread Arabic-

speaking communities of the Western hemisphere. 

Arabic-language media adapted to meet the demands of a dispersed set of 

communities.  The migrants who collectively came to be known as the mahjar followed 

opportunity as it arose, often resulting in families with members scattered in different 

                                                
18 See Karam, Another Arabesque. 
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countries.  Peddling was the primary source of income for many of the original migrants, 

and as peddlers sought new markets they extended the reach of Arabic-speaking 

communities deep into rural areas like the American Midwest, the pampas of Argentina, 

and the Brazilian Amazon. As the means of transportation and communication 

developed, not to mention the prosperity of the migrants themselves, the distribution of 

Arabic-language materials, most importantly newspapers, evolved to serve this widely 

dispersed set of communities.  Local agents coordinated the purchase and delivery of 

newspapers and journals.  The editors of these newspapers shared content and responded 

to articles published by their peers across national boundaries. 

Saadeh and his contemporaries, through these newspapers, addressed the mahjar 

as a whole.  Nonetheless, local issues and controversies still formed the bulk of that 

which was discussed in this transnational press.  Saadeh’s sojurn in Argentina is no 

exception.  This thesis draws primarily from the Argentine Arab press, although many of 

the figures discussed herein came from throughout South America.  This thesis’s focus on 

Argentine sources is in part due to the proximity these newspapers had to Saadeh and in 

part due to practical realities that limited research to Argentina. It is important to 

highlight, however, that parallel as well as interrelated discussions likely took place in 

other contexts.  Transnational networks discussed local and national issues such that the 

boundaries between the two blended if not on the practical than at least on the symbolic 

level.  With this in mind, this thesis draws from long-running communal newspapers with 

Arabic- and Spanish-speaking audiences like Assalam and El Diario Siriolibanés, but 
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also from some of the affiliated outlets like the Lebanese Ad-Difah, the Pan-Arabist La 

Bandera Árabe, and the Pan-Islamist Natur-Islam, all based in Buenos Aires. 

Saadeh formulated his political project to reach this extended public sphere from 

his base in Argentina.  Saadeh spent the majority of his nineteen forties exile there, but 

his goal was to reach out to Syrians everywhere from northerly Canada to neighboring 

Uruguay.  His journal, al-Zawba‘a / El Ciclón (“The Cyclone”), reached supporters and 

detractors alike in a variety of mahjar communities.  The party infrastructure that he 

instituted extended outwards from its Argentine base to both the larger communities in 

Brazil and the United States as well to more peripheral Chile and Mexico.   On a more 

fundamental level, to Saadeh, Syrians were united by their national character regardless 

of the places they happened to inhabit.  He sought to inform the whole of the mahjar 

about the “true situation in Syria” and garner their support. 

Saadeh’s own interaction with communal institutions highlights the ambiguous 

position in which he and some of his early proponents found themselves.  One set of 

institutions – Yousef Moisés Azize’s Club Siriolibanés and his newspaper El Diario 

Siriolibanés – lent Saadeh a helping hand upon his arrival in Argentina from Brazil in 

1939.  Syrian nationalism may have stood out as a well-suited option for Azize, who for a 

variety of reasons found himself severely critiqued by local pan-Arabists, Lebanese 

nationalists, and others.  As Saadeh grew more controversial, Azize appears to have 

dropped Saadeh from the pages of his Diario Siriolibanés.  This thesis analyzes the brief 

affiliation between Saadeh and Azize, which ultimately amounted to less than a year, and 

asks what it shows about the Argentine mahjar community at a critical juncture in its 
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history.  In this way, this thesis attempts to look both at the transnational project espoused 

by Saadeh and the local context of immigrant society. 

Just as Arabic-speaking migrants understood their identities in many ways over 

time, migration has itself meant a great deal to its many observers around the world.  

Human movement is too diffuse a concept; instead, we have developed a range of terms 

which carry different values and connotations: immigrant, ex-pat, seasonal worker, 

tourist, merchant, refugee, and exile might all refer to the same voyage undertaken by 

different people.  How does a diaspora community as a collective conceive of itself in 

relation to its homeland and vice versa?  How have these relationships shaped the 

political histories of both the diaspora and homeland?  Saadeh’s exile in Brazil and 

Argentina, 1938-1947, marks a starting point towards understanding these issues of 

diaspora in addition to filling in the historical picture of the mid-twentieth century 

mahjar.  The reception of this Syrian nationalist was at the nexus of the communal forces 

which debated and formulated the meanings of the mahjar and the place of its members 

in both their new and native homelands.  Taking Saadeh as a case study and starting 

point, these analytical tools give us a framework through which to study the mahjar as a 

whole, despite the fact that the work at hand focuses primarily on Argentina in the late 

thirties and early forties. 

The thesis proceeds as follows. The first chapter discusses Antun Saadeh’s family 

background in the mahjar in the context of the movement of ideas and peoples to and 

from the Levant in the late 19th and early 20th centuries before going on to ask how 

exactly migration fit into his assuredly territorial Syrian nationalism.  The second chapter 
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considers the interactions between Saadeh and the local Arabic-speaking communities of 

Argentina, including the aforementioned relationship between Saadeh and José Moisés 

Azize, and the discursive tools which his opponents used to criticize his ideas and his 

behavior in prominent mahjar newspapers.    Finally, the SSNP’s recruitment efforts in 

South America are the subject of the third chapter, which draws primarily from issues of 

the party’s bi-weekly al-Zawba’a, published in Buenos Aires.  This chapter investigates 

some of the ways in which Saadeh presented himself to migrants in Argentina and how 

early supporters described their affiliation with Saadeh in terms relevant to their 

experience as migrants.  Altogether, this thesis will hopefully complicate histories of 

Saadeh and the mahjar alike and shed light on the political and social life of Saadeh’s 

Syrian nationalism in South America. 
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The mahjar in Antun Saadeh’s thought, 1919 – 1938 

 In the Lebanese mountain town of Dhour al-Choueir, a yearly summer festival is 

dedicated to the “Day of the Emigrants [‘id al-mughtaribin].”  Major Lebanese pop stars 

such as Fares Karam and Ragheb Alama have performed at the festival in recent years, 

which takes place in June and attracts large crowds of local residents and summering 

visitors.19  The festival has also featured an international beauty queen contest among 

Lebanese emigrants and their descendants in which Miss Venezuela prevailed against 

twelve other candidates in the summer of 2015.20  This “Day of the Emigrants” celebrates 

the town’s and the rest of Mount Lebanon's many emigrants who beginning in the late 

19th century left the region to seek their fortune elsewhere, primarily in North and South 

America.  One of those emigrants was Antun Saadeh, who was born and grew up in 

Dhour al-Choueir, only to leave in 1919 with two younger siblings to reunite with his 

father, Khalil Saadeh, in São Paulo.21 

 Saadeh would return to Lebanon a decade later to found the Syrian Nationalist 

Party (later Syrian Social Nationalist Party, or SSNP) and begin the intellectual and 

organizational work of building his Syrian nationalist movement.  The time that he spent 

in Brazil, however, witnessed the development of intellectual tendencies that would 

eventually provide the foundation for the various nationalist doctrines of the SSNP.  

Saadeh developed a zealous nationalism in the nineteen twenties that exhibited illiberal 

                                                
19 “Iftitāḥ ’īd al-mughtaribīn.” Accessed March 24, 2016. 

http://www.shweir.gov.lb/index.php/events/emigrantsfestival/openingceremony. 
20 “Malikat jamāl al-mughtaribīn.” Accessed March 24, 2016. 
http://www.shweir.gov.lb/index.php/events/emigrantsfestival/missemigrants. 
21 Ḥardān, Nawaf. Saʻādah fī al-mahjar. Bayrūt: Dār Fikr lil-Abḥāth wa-al-Nashr, 1989, 32-3. 
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characteristics.  These aspects of his doctrine and practice, as his contemporaries and 

other since have pointed out, in some ways resonated with European fascist ideas.  

Nonetheless, the association of Saadeh with European fascism is misleading, among 

other reasons, in that it does not account for the roots of Saadeh’s thought in the Middle 

Eastern and mahjar contexts.  The scant historiography on Saadeh is typical of the 

treatment of Middle Eastern fascism in that it privileges attitudes towards the Axis 

powers as an indicator of fascist leanings.  While Saadeh did visit Berlin and Rome after 

leaving Lebanon in 1938 and did read German, it is unlikely that he took direct 

inspiration from Nazism or Italian fascism.22  This chapter, instead, attempts to locate 

Saadeh within the political and social contexts of modern Levantine history and argues 

that Saadeh’s experiences in the mahjar and his conceptions of migration are important 

aspects of the illiberalism of Syrian nationalism and of Saadeh’s rhetoric and intellectual 

production. 

THE SAADEH FAMILY: MAHJAR AND NAHDA 

 The Saadeh family participated in the two most important late 19th and early 20th 

century migrations from the Levant: the first consisting of Levantine intellectuals 

relocating to Egypt and the second of Lebanese, Syrians, and Palestinians, mostly 

villagers, migrating to the Americas and West Africa.  The former movement, most 

prominently featuring Syrian Protestant College (SPC) graduates such as Ya’qub Sarruf, 

Faris al-Nimr, and Jurji Zaydan, brought Western-inspired ideas of reform and renewal in 

                                                
22 Scholtyseck, Joachim. “Fascism—National Socialism—Arab ‘Fascism’: Terminologies, Definitions and 

Distinctions.” Die Welt Des Islams 52, no. 3–4 (January 1, 2012): 279. 
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the Arab and Ottoman world to Cairo.  Khalil Saadeh (1857-1934), Antun’s father and 

another graduate of the SPC, spent the first decade of the 20th century in Egypt, where he 

wrote literary works in English, including for the British Monthly review and served as a 

correspondent for the New York Times.23  In addition, he wrote a novel entitled Caesar 

and Cleopatra and compiled an Arabic-English dictionary that he claimed was written 

“with the view of giving the English language a much wider scope in the East than it has 

hitherto had, and of raising Arabic into the dignity of a scientific language.”24  Indeed, 

modern science, especially Darwin’s theory of evolution, reverberated throughout Khalil 

Saadeh’s, and his son’s, political commentary.  We can thus see that the elder Saadeh was 

part of the same cultural and social milieu of missionary-educated Syrian and Lebanese 

intellectuals who were key to the popularization of evolution theory in the eastern 

Mediterranean that Marwa Elshakry has described.25 

 In 1913, Khalil Saadeh set out for Argentina, where he continued his publishing 

efforts until 1919 when he relocated to São Paulo, supposedly at the invitation of 

members of that city’s Syrian community.26  Brazil and Argentina, after the United 

States, had served as the largest receivers of Syrian and Lebanese immigration to the 

Western hemisphere in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, with some 18,000 of Khalil 

                                                
23 Saadeh, Khalil. “Egyptian Prospects Bright.” New York Times. January 5, 1902; Saadeh, Khalil. “Sultan 

Murad V.” Edited by Charles Hanbury-Williams. The Monthly Review 17, no. 50 (November 1904): 44–55. 
24 D. S Margoliouth, and Khalil Saadeh. Saadeh’s Dictionary: A New, Practical and Exhaustive English-

Arabic Dictionary Arranged on Totally Original Lines, with the View of Giving the English Language a 

Much Wider Scope in the East than It Has Hitherto Had, and of Raising Arabic into the Dignity of a 

Scientific Language. Maktabat Lubnan, Beirut, 1974; Saʻādah, Khalīl. Caesar & Cleopatra: An Historical 

Romance. London: Edwin Vaughan & Co., 1898. 
25 Elshakry, Marwa. Reading Darwin in Arabic, 1860-1950. University of Chicago Press, 2014. 
26 Ḥardān, 24. 
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Saadeh’s compatriots arriving in Brazil in the same decade in which he himself settled in 

São Paulo.27  While the mass migrations of Lebanese and Syrians across the Atlantic and 

to West Africa in large part consisted of non-elites, the educated circles in which Khalil 

Saadeh had participated in the Levant and Egypt extended to this broader mahjar.  

Elshakry notes, for example, that the science popularizing journal al-Muqtataf had 

subscribers in Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, Cuba, Canada, and the United States.  

Even more specifically relevant to Khalil Saadeh, John Tofik Karam has noted that the 

alumni network of the Syrian Protestant College linked migrants to North America like 

Philip Hitti with other “sons of the college” in Brazil, such as Taufik Duoun, Nami Jafet, 

Said Abu Jamra, and others.28  In this way, the Arab nahda, or renaissance, and its 

interlocutors thrived in the mahjar, or diaspora. 

 It was during this time that a link between diaspora and migration, on the one 

hand, and homeland political projects began to be articulated by Khalil Saadeh and 

others, one which Antun Saadeh would later challenge.  According to Christoph 

Schumann, the elder Saadeh believed that the success of Syrians in the mahjar proved 

their capability to be civilized.29  This belief often took a Darwinist cast, as when he 

lamented the “religious fanaticism” of some Syrians who had left the East for Latin 

America and blamed this failing on  “their ‘lack of adaptation to the environment’ (’adam 

                                                
27 Lesser, Jeff H. “From Pedlars to Proprietors: Lebanese, Syrian and Jewish Immigrants in Brazil.” In The 

Lebanese in the World: A Century of Emigration, edited by Albert Hourani, Nadim Shehadi, and Centre for 

Lebanese Studies (Great Britain). London: Centre for Lebanese Studies in association with I.B. Tauris, 

1992, 396. 
28 Karam J.T. “Philip Hitti, Brazil, and the Diasporic Histories of Area Studies.” Int. J. Middle East Stud. 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 46, no. 3 (2014): 451–71. 
29 Schumann, “Nationalism, Diaspora and ‘Civilisational Mission’.” 
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taṭbīq ’alá l-bī’a).”30  Assimilation, in this view, did not compromise national 

commitment; indeed, it supplemented the cause of the Syrians as a people both in their 

homeland and abroad.  Khater has noted how in the process of community formation in 

the United States, Syrian and Lebanese migrants “continuously mixed and match (or 

mismatched for that matter) what they brought with them and what they saw in the streets 

and homes of the Americas,” allowing them to adopt “Western” norms and practices 

without sacrificing a communal sense of self.31  This practical adaptive flexibility among 

migrants fit within Khalil Saadeh’s conception of how the mahjar contributed actively 

and positively into the wider project of Syrian advancement in the modern world. 

 Antun Saadeh simultaneously built on and transformed his father’s approach to 

diaspora nationalism.  The younger Saadeh was an autodidact who must have absorbed 

much of his father’s thinking while he learned type-setting and editing working for his 

father’s publications in São Paulo.  Like Khalil, Antun was a faithful proponent of 

science and evolution who believed in the political unity of Greater or Geographical 

Syria, and argued for the separation of religion and the state.32  However, Antun’s 

thought and activism assumed a more radical and insistent tone that saw assimilation 

neutrally or even negatively.  He came to decry a perceived lack of enthusiasm amongst 

the members of the mahjar for the national cause, presumably the result of their 

obsession with commercial affairs.  Ideologically, these new attitudes on diaspora 

                                                
30 Ibid., 610. 
31 Khater, Location 1324. 
32 Schumann, 602 
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nationalism corresponded with an emphasis on the territoriality of nationhood, explored 

above all in Saadeh’s Nushū’ al-umam. 

The sense of higher political expectations from the mahjar existed in different 

strands of Middle Eastern nationalist thought.  Karam has noted the Phillip Hitti’s 1953 

replacement of the term muhajir in a 1915 text with mughtarib, which, unlike the former 

term, implied “the intent of returning” to Hitti.33  The term appears to have risen in 

popularity primarily during the nineteen fifties.  For example, in 1950 and 1955, 

respectively, Lebanese Presidents Beshara al-Khoury and Camille Chamoun spoke at 

events dedicated to the mughtaribin.34  Echoing Hitti, mahjar literary figures such as 

Elias Qonsol and Taufik Duoun also employed the word in works of literary critique and 

autobiography, respectively, published in the fifties and sixties.35  Apart from the 

symbolic implications noted by Hitti himself, the root of the term also recalls the Arabic 

word for exile (ghurba).  The shift in terminology thus seems to have reflected a change 

in prevalent attitudes towards the mahjar that saw migration as temporary and unnatural, 

a development that corresponded with the reinvigorated rise of nationalist and anti-

colonial politics in the post-WWII Middle East. 

                                                
33 Karam, 454. 
34 al-Khoury, Beshara. Khuṭab wa muntakhibāt li-fakhāmat al-shaykh Beshāra Khalīl al-Khūrī ra’īs al-

jumhūriyya al-lubnāniyya bi-munāsibat ijtimā’ al-mughtaribīn fī Lubnān sayf ’ām 1950. Beirut: Wizārat al-

khārijiyya wa al-mughtaribīn, 1950; Chamoun, Camille. Allocution de Camille N. Chamoun, Président de 

la République Libanaise à l’occasion de l’“Été des libanais d’outre-mer” 1955, Beyrouth, 21 Juillet 1955. 

Beyrouth: [publisher not identified], 1955. 
35 Ḍuʻūn, Tawfīq Faḍl Allāh. Min waḥy al-sabʻīn 1883-1953, fī al-ṣilah bayna al-mughtaribīn wa-al-
muqīmīn. Beirut, 1953; Qunṣul, Ilyās. Adab al-mughtaribīn. Damascus: Wizārat al-thaqāfah wa-al-irshād 

al-qawmī, 1963. 
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 The writings of Antun Saadeh in the nineteen twenties and thirties illustrate the 

beginnings of this shift towards a heightened nationalist reading of the mahjar’s role in 

Levantine politics.  Diaspora was important to how Saadeh articulated his political 

philosophy and thus to the development of Syrian nationalism more generally.  Saadeh is 

thus an excellent example of how nationalist political thought in the Arab world 

incorporated fellow compatriots abroad and migration writ large into its worldview. 

MATERIALISM, INTEGRATION, AND THE NATIONAL CAUSE IN SYRIAN BRAZIL  

 Antun Saadeh’s published writings from the nineteen twenties and thirties in 

Brazil testify to an important phase in the development of his political thought and 

nationalist project.  Preserved in his collected works are a number of articles published 

for Brazilian Arabic journals like Khalil Saadeh’s al-Majalla as well as others like São 

Paulo’s al-Qalam al-Hadīdī, as well as a number published in the early thirties in Beirut, 

which show how diaspora figured into Saadeh’s early expressions of political ideology.36  

A close reading of these articles points to the beginnings of the new attitude towards 

diaspora.  With an enthusiasm emerging from homeland nostalgia, Saadeh critiqued what 

he saw as the empty character of the mahjar as embodied in its politics, literature, and 

commercial practices.  To construct the substance of his political movement, the soon-to-

be founder of the SSNP constructed a politics that repudiated prominent aspects of 

mahjar life. 

                                                
36 Saʻādah, Anṭūn. al-Āthār al-kāmilah. [Beirut: al-Mashriq li-l-taba’a wa al-nashr wa al-tawzi’], 1975.  
Note that these works have been compiled by the SSNP and are thus likely to have been affected by some 

degree of selection bias. 
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 Believing his compatriots in Brazil to be woefully inactive in nationalist activity, 

Saadeh exhorted them to action as early as 1921, insisting that even “enthusiasm and love 

[of the nation] are not enough.”37  Instead, “actions” would be necessary.  Saadeh thus 

decried the mere “sending [of] protest cables to the League of Nations,” a common 

practice in diaspora communities, insisting that “the Syrian people… [awaited] the help 

of its brothers in the mahjar.”38  “Will we be stingy with [that help],” he continues, “and 

be known for [our] love of self, fear, and betrayal of the homeland?”  The contrast 

between productive action and mere talk appears again and again throughout Saadeh’s 

writing in the twenties, as, for example, when he lamented in a letter that that a 

nationalist organization seemed satisfied to simply mount “small protests.”39 A key 

article entitled “True Reform” (al-islāḥ al-ḥaqīqī) from 1927 exclaims that in a moment 

of profound realization Saadeh “saw that [he] was lost in trying to reform people by 

writing when [he] had not first reformed [himself] by action (bi-l-‘amal).”40  Clearly, 

then, Saadeh sought to mobilize Syrians and to contrast proper nationalist behavior with 

the supposed inertness of other forms of advocacy. 

Saadeh’s disdain for the devotion of his fellow migrants to commercial activities 

ran parallel with his critique of their apathy.  The Syrian nationalist ideologue seems to 

have seen commercial concerns as distractions from the national cause.  He wrote, for 

example, in a letter to the subscribers of his father’s al-Majalla, urging their financial 

                                                
37 Saʻādah, Anṭūn. “Āmāl al-waṭan.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:21-22. 
38 Bailony, Reem. “Transnationalism and the Syrian Migrant Community: The Case of the 1925 Syrian 

Revolt.” Mashriq and Mahjar: Journal of Middle East Migration Studies 1, no. 1 (2013): 8–29. 
39 Saʻādah, Anṭūn. “Risāla ilá Sulaymān Yūsif ʻAzzām.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:143:145. 
40 Ibid. “al-Islāḥ al-ḥaqīqī.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:150. 
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support: “Don’t say [to yourself] I am a trader [tājir] and my relatives and friends are 

traders and it does not matter to us what is written so long as it is not erroneous… Don’t 

say I this or I that [la taqūl ana wa ana] but instead be a subscriber.”41  Here, the 

accusation of selfishness and absorption in the day-to-day of managing a business takes 

the many economically successful members of Brazil’s mahjar to task for their lack of 

support for the “honorable human work” of journalism.  Saadeh felt that the pursuit of 

gain had deleterious political consequences, lamenting in the late twenties that  

You used to visit a town in the interior [of Brazil] and always hear discussion between 

Syrians about the politics of Syria... [There was] in every town a parliament of Syria… 

As for now… you don’t hear anything but ‘How are things in Rio and in São Paulo[?] 

What do you say, is the situation getting better [?] How is the cambio [exchange], did it 

go up or down[?]”42 

Clearly, Saadeh regretted that the Great Depression would have such a colossal impact on 

how Syrians in Brazil related to their homeland, failing to keep up with news from the 

Levant. 

 Saadeh’s mounting distaste for the political failings of the mahjar also featured 

cultural dimensions, embodied in an anti-assimilation attitude.  Such an attitude should 

not be confused with cultural conservativism or traditionalism.  Rather, Saadeh’s primary 

interlocutors in this regard were Syrian and Lebanese intellectuals in Brazil who, as 

Karam argues, “were shaped by a Brazilian nationalist affect for the Portuguese empire” 

and hoped to articulate a historical place for the Middle East within Brazil’s Portuguese 

imperial legacy.43  Many of these intellectuals in the Brazilian context were Syrian 

                                                
41 Ibid. “al-Majalla wa mushtarikūha.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:73-75.  
42 Ibid. “Muḍaḥakāt al-‘azma al-ḥalīyya.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:149. 
43 Karam, 464. 
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Protestant College alumni like Taufik Duoun.  Their efforts paralleled efforts by Arab 

Argentines to locate themselves within a Hispanophilic conception of Argentine national 

culture.44  In both cases, as Armando Vargas notes, “al-Andalus was a highly productive 

symbol for the integrationist goals of the Arab community… [for] contruct[ing] a robust 

bond with their Brazilian [or Argentinean] hosts.”45 

Saadeh took issue with what he saw as the overly submissive cultural deference to 

the host nation embodied in this milieu.  When prominent members of the Syrian 

community of Brazil formed a committee in 1922 with the purpose of dedicating a 

monument to celebrate the centenary of Brazil’s independence, they initiated an Arabic 

poetry contest to complement the monument.46  Among the poets from the Arab world 

and the mahjar who submitted poems on the occasion, the committee picked the mahjari 

poet Ilyās Farḥāt of Brazil, who wrote:  

If we cut all the cedars of Lebanon- 

And cedars are a source of inspiration- 

And with them we constructed a temple 

Whose towers traversed the clouds . . . 

If we snatched from Baalbeck and Palmira 
Vestiges of our glorious past. . . 

If we detached from Damascus 

The tomb of Saladin, 

And from Jerusalem the sepulcher 

Of the Redeemer of man . . . 

If we donated all of these treasures 

To the great independent nation 

And to her generous sons . . . 

We would feel that even then 

We would not have paid all that we owe 

To Brazil and to Brazilians.47 

                                                
44 Civantos, Christina. Between Argentines and Arabs. 
45 Vargas, 170. 
46 Ḥardān, 113-115. 
47 Vargas, 176-182. 
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This expression of profound gratitude struck Saadeh as a betrayal of the homeland and an 

affront to its dignity.  He noted that no other national community would similarly submit 

their national figures, who in any case paled in comparison with the (Syrian) Jesus Christ 

and Saladin, to such disrespect.48  After extolling the glories of the Syrian past as 

embodied by such figures, Saadeh exclaimed that this legacy was “the sacred tomb which 

the monument committee wants to ‘detach’ from Jerusalem to put it at the feet of Brazil 

because its members and a section of the community made money [here]!”49  Here, again, 

financial success in the mahjar hindered a sufficiently Syrian nationalist cultural 

orientation according to Saadeh. 

 The writings cited above show that in the mahjar the budding intellectual Saadeh 

found ample opportunities to develop his own fervent brand of nationalism in contrast 

with local practices he deemed unproductive to the national cause.  The anti-materialism 

that runs throughout Saadeh’s work was constructed against a backdrop of diasporic 

Syrians whose commercial pursuits Saadeh thought to be selfish and provincial.50  

Moreover, Saadeh’s historicist ideas that praised ancient Syrian civilization, discussed in 

further detail below, took shape in part in opposition to integrationist formulations of 

Arab history that were common in Brazil’s Syrian elite circles as well as in other places 

throughout the mahjar.  These represent important ways in which Saadeh’s life in the 

mahjar were formative to his thinking.  The concepts of diaspora and migration more 

                                                
48 Saʻādah, Anṭūn. “Lajnat al-timthāl.” In al-Āthār al-kāmilah, 1:38-40. 
49 Ibid, 40. 
50 This, despite the fact that the SSNP lacked a clear economic doctrine. See Zuwiyya Yamak, Labib, The 
Syrian Social Nationalist Party; an Ideological Analysis. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966, 144-

145. 
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generally also played an important role in how Saadeh would articulate his political 

vision. 

DIASPORA AND CIVILIZATION IN SAADEH’S NUSHŪ’ AL-UMAM 

 Antun Saadeh’s best-known and most formal declaration of his social and 

political thought is Nushū’ al-umam, or “The Development of Nations,” published in 

1938.  Citing, among others, European anthropologists and the Arab philosopher of 

history Ibn Khaldun, the book is a positivist, Darwinist, and historicist text that seeks to 

place the Syrian nation – the inheritor of Canaanite and Phoenician legacies – in the 

pantheon of civilized nations.  At the same time, Saadeh resists pure biological 

determinism and ridicules European national mythologies.  Written in a Lebanese prison, 

Nushū’ al-umam outlines the stages of civilizational development that, according to 

Saadeh, culminate in the formation of a national body that shares a common life in a 

specific territorial space.  How does diaspora fit into an ideology of territorial 

nationalism?  As we will see, the mahjar plays an important role in Nushū’ al-umam, 

providing an implicit foil with which Saadeh discusses territoriality, group formation, and 

civilization. 

 The mahjar makes several direct appearances in Nushū’ al-umam, despite the fact 

that the main thrust of the text seems to contradict the very notion of a Syrian nationalism 

outside of Syria.  “The land is the nation,” writes Saadeh, emphasizing “the clear 

difference between the natural [i.e. territorially delineated] national society and the 
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manufactured political society.”51  Saadeh argues that territory alone, and not language, 

culture, religion, or tradition, gives the nation its character and imparts upon it a unique 

social and political life.  Saadeh was far from alone in connecting land and nationhood; 

indeed, he explicitly refers to the German Romantic Johann Gottfried Herder in this 

regard.  Given Saadeh’s background and his familiarity with the Syrian and Lebanese 

communities far from the Levant, this emphasis on territoriality strikes the observer as 

something of a reaction against the notion of diaspora.  Nushū’ al-umam at first glance 

seems to negate the most obvious means through which migrants claim national 

membership, particularly language and culture.   

However, the idea of national territory in relation to diaspora occupies a more 

nuanced position in Saadeh’s thinking, one which is connected to the illiberal politics of 

Saadeh’s Syrian nationalism.  Firstly, Saadeh emphasizes national territory as a place of 

mixing that allows human society to transcend familial and tribal bonds in favor of 

broader common interests.  On the social and political scale, this conception of territory 

allows Saadeh to contrast the tribal Islam supposedly natural to the Arabian Desert with 

the civilized Islam of the early “Syrian” Umayyad empire based in Damascus.52  Here, 

territoriality was buttressed with biological race science.  Part of his confidence in mixing 

came from his belief – in contrast to some contemporaries – that the dominant 

characteristics of “refined bloodlines [al-silalat al-raqiyya]” would conquer others.53  

                                                
51 Saʻādah, Anṭūn. Nushū’ al-umam. In Anṭūn Saʻādah: al-āthār al-kāmilah. 5: 151, 154. Al-Ṭabʻah 1. 

Bayrūt: al-Ḥizb al-Sūrī al-Qawmī al-Ijtimāʻī, 1978. 
52 Ibid, 5:127. 
53 Ibid, 5:37. 
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Saadeh takes the Russian poet Pushkin and the French writers Dumas, father and son, 

men with some “African descent [‘irq zinji],” as proof of the civilizational and 

intellectual potential in the mixing of races.54  Lands where such mixing took place – as 

in the Syrian case in which, according to Saadeh, we find a civilization with numerous 

progenitors – qualified as sites of civilization, in contrast to the nomads of the desert. 

 Coastlines also proved to be an important part of Syria’s geographic and therefore 

national composition.  Here we find Saadeh, against expectations, echoing the historicist 

Phoenician narrative that was incorporated into many strands of Lebanese nationalism.55  

In these, the exceptionalism of Phoenician civilization cast Lebanese communities in the 

New World as trading colonies, extensions of an inherited entrepreneurial spirit and a 

mission civilatrice to the “barbaric” peoples of the Mediterranean and beyond.  Saadeh 

adopts a similar narrative in discussing the importance of Phoenician-Canaanite trade as 

the “first stage” in the “Syrian cultural revolution.”56  Trade, an “intellectual enterprise 

par excellence,” enabled Syrians to reach the next stage of their civilization development, 

according to Saadeh: “colonization [isti’mar] that put the entire Mediterranean into the 

sphere of this new Syrian culture which [was] the beginning of modern civilization.”57  

“There is no greater proof,” Saadeh continues,  

of the importance of this innovative Syrian step towards the development of civilized 

culture and its spread than to look at the state of the barbaric peoples that entered into 

[this] sphere… Take the Greeks for example. Their condition compared with that of the 
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57 Ibid, 5:82-83. 
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Phoenicians was, as Homer describes, like that of the barbarians of Africa relative to the 

modern, trading peoples.58 

Saadeh thus writes the proto-history of the Syrians into the history of the European 

civilized nations by emphasizing their trade and improvement of colonies.   

   The Phoenician imperial ideal provides a context for Saadeh’s relationship with 

the mahjar, roughly echoing parallel contemporary Lebanese conceptualizations of 

diaspora.  However, Saadeh puts particular emphasis on certain aspects of the Phoenician 

legacy that are indicative of his broader view of the mid-century world.  Among these, 

the imposing image of Hannibal resonated with the Syrian Nationalist, who called the 

Carthaginian general “the greatest military genius of all time and of all nations.”59  In the 

Buenos Aires Syrian Nationalist outlet al-Zawba’a, Saadeh would even use Hannibal as a 

nom de plume for his opinion pieces.  On one level, Saadeh clearly relished the notion of 

an ostensibly Syrian leader nearly defeating the European Roman Empire, and the 

enduring fear expressed in the Roman phrase “Hannibal is at the gates!”  More deeply, 

however, Saadeh saw Hannibal as the decisive unifier who set Carthage on the path to 

greatness with systemic changes in the ruling system.  “Hannibal’s reforms,” argued 

Saadeh, “gave Carthage the correct democracy and effective democratic orientation [al-

itijāh al-dīmuqrātī al-fa‘alī].”60  According to Saadeh, Hannibal achieved these advances 

by “returning the organization of the army to a national basis rather than as a mercenary 

army” and by weakening the ruling assembly dominated by the upper classes.   
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 Hannibal represented for Saadeh the development of the democratic state as an 

antithesis to the politics of notables with which Saadeh was familiar in the Syrian and 

Lebanese contexts.  Monarchy, according to Saadeh, paved the way for democracy 

“because [it] was always closer to representing the unity of the nation [al-umma].  The 

power of the individual was always closer to democracy than the power of the aristocracy 

made up of the upper class.”61  Later, Saadeh suggests that “the king represented the 

unity of the state, the unity of authority, the unity of interest, and the unity of the people,” 

and thus provided a democracy “based not on foreign beliefs or illusory will [irāda 

wahmīyya], but on a general will resulting from feelings of participating in a single social 

and economic life.”62  Democracy meant for Saadeh the expression of unified nationalist 

sentiment, an “active consensus, not a compliant one” bent towards servitude.  

Unification around a single leader like Hannibal was the practical formula that he saw as 

fulfilling his democratic principle.63 

 In Nushū’ al-umam, the figure of Hannibal connects the Phoenician legacy of 

trade, expansion, and colonization with a vision of nationalist, revolutionary state-

building lead by a charismatic unifying leader.  If historical narratives about the ancient 

past have often served as vehicles for the expression of modern nationalism, Saadeh’s 

purported historical precedents accommodated the contemporary mahjar into a project of 

national revitalization. Syria and its diaspora could be included among the civilized 

nations of the world by heritage.  However, the mahjar and its diasporic communities 
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also play a fundamental role in how Nushū’ al-umam conceives of the Syrian national 

community and its relationship to the nationalist movement which Saadeh sought to lead.  

In the text, Saadeh begins to articulate a notion of community that builds on a tension 

between voluntary and involuntary elements.  The emphasis on territoriality (and, to a 

lesser extent, on biology) described above colored Saadeh’s communities as nationalist 

by birth.  Nationalism was not a choice, but merely the expression of common life in a 

bounded geographical area.  The mahjar represented the opposite of this “natural” 

conception of national community. 

 Saadeh’s discussion of the term mutaḥḥid, a key word in the final chapter of 

Nushū’ al-umam, is indicative of how the mahjar fit into his conceptualization of political 

community.  The mutaḥḥid, or “unifier,” of a group or nation could not be its language, 

culture, or religion.  Saadeh took these as a superstructure on top of the true uniting 

component of a nation: a shared life on a designated land.  National feeling would emerge 

from the lived experience of a social and economic life on a land, rather than from a 

feeling of “imagined community” as we, following Benedict Anderson, might put it 

today.64  A telling example stands out as Saadeh outlines his notion of a mutaḥḥid: 

The political talk on the nation [al-umma], for example, says that it is a group with a 

single will [irāda] that has been led to make that will a specific goal among the goals of 

social life, or to represent that will like the will of an individual as in the statement: I 

want to travel to America or I want to drink.  The truth is that social will is not that 
simple.  The will of a number of people, from a single society or from a number of 

societies, to travel to America is not enough to form a mutaḥḥid. In fact, active 

participation in the execution of that will does not make a mutaḥḥid.  The passangers on 

the boat do not make a mutaḥḥid because they [merely] share a single interest [maṣlaḥa] 
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which is travel and a single will which is to move.  They were not united beforehand and 

are not now.65 

The will of a truly united group of people, Saadeh contends, has to supersede mere 

common interest, like that shared by a group of migrants heading to the mahjar.  

Elaborating on this notion of interest, Saadeh writes that 

No one imagines that the formation of a trading company of Syrians and English to invest 
in some markets in China or Brazil forms a social mutaḥḥid of the individuals of the 

company, [despite the] definition of a company as an organization that combines interest 

and will, and that interest and will are the two axes of society or the mutaḥḥid.66 

Returning to “the example of the Syrian-English company” later, Saadeh adds that 

“companies and associations are partial, while the mutaḥḥid is inclusive and complete 

[shāmil kāmil].”67 

 At these crucial moments, Saadeh turns to migration, trade, and associational life 

– fundamentals of the political and everyday life of the mahjar – to contrast forms of 

cooperation among individuals with notions of community that, Saadeh contends, elicit 

some deeper and more essential sense of purpose in both the individual and the body 

politic.  In other words, Nushū’ al-umam takes the mahjar as its foil in defining a Syrian 

national community in which membership was involuntary.  Saadeh’s writings evince 

some ambiguities even in this regard.  He admitted, for example, that although according 

to his theory residents of a certain territory would inevitably be drawn into local national 

society, Syrian communities abroad had often managed to maintain their communal 

identity in neighborhoods dominated by their compatriots.  This is not to mention the 

positive associations of diaspora in the, so to speak, Phoenician narrative of ancient 
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Syrian history.  There were pragmatic considerations as well, as Saadeh often exhorted 

his fellow Syrians (and Lebanese) in Brazil and the rest of the mahjar to actively 

contribute to the cause of independence and national renewal.  Without diminishing the 

mobilizing potential of Syrian nationalism, then, Saadeh’s notion of membership in the 

Syrian community was contrasted with voluntary forms of social organization in an effort 

to minimize the “chaos” of disagreement and disunity among Syrian political tendencies, 

at home and in the “colonies” of Syrians residing in the mahjar. 

 Nushū’ al-umam concludes with an evocation of nostalgia for the homeland.  A 

dramatic culmination to Saadeh’s arguments about land and diaspora in Syrian 

nationalism, the final pages of the text find Saadeh invoking the physical landscape of 

Syria as a testament to the land’s centrality in nationalism.  Saadeh declares that “the 

homeland [waṭan] and its wilderness, where one opened his eyes to the light and 

inherited the temperament of nature and where his life was connected to its reasons, are 

the strongest factors in the social-psychological phenomenon that is nationalism 

[qawmīyya].”68  Evoking a long tradition of romantic elegies to natural features of 

national territory, Saadeh asks what France would be without its plains and rivers, or 

Switzerland without its lakes and its Alps.  Likewise, he ponders, “isn’t Syria what 

soothes [the Syrian’s] soul, and doesn’t his heart long for her if he is leaves her?”69  The 

primacy of the land as a constitutive element of national feeling here owes itself to 

nostalgia enacted at a distance from that same land. 
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 The nostalgic value of the land, indeed, provides Saadeh with a weapon with 

which to critique pan-Arab nationalism and its adherents in Greater Syria as well as the 

Levantine diaspora.  At the end of Nushū’ al-umam, he specifically mentions Ilyās 

Farḥāt, the Lebanese mahjari poet from Brazil mentioned above, who Saadeh claims 

“believed that he found his nationalism in the political-religious call for an Arab empire 

or Arab unity or the return of the glory for the Arabs.”  “However,” Saadeh continues, “in 

a happy hour… [Farḥāt] paid attention to his inner feelings devoid of political elements 

and his longing [ḥanīn] for the homeland overtook him… not a longing for a homeland 

with which he has no covenant, to the desert or to Egypt or Morocco, but to Syria.”70  

After a selection from Farḥāt’s poetry to prove this point, Saadeh goes on to praise and 

cite the poetry of another migrant and exile literary figures like Amin Taqi al-Din, who 

moved to Egypt in the same migration of Lebanese intellectuals in which Saadeh’s father 

Khalil took part.  When Saadeh refers to these poets and their nostalgia for the Syrian-

Lebanese landscape, it is to bolster both the emotional and analytical impact of his vision 

of the Syrian body politic.  Whatever the diverse political leanings of Syrians, at home 

and abroad, Saadeh insists that they are united by a common life that has fixed, natural 

foundations on the land.  He pinned his hopes that all Syrians would realize their active 

duties as Syrians in this framework in a manner comparable to the relationship between 

the migrant and his homeland or hometown: a transcendent, personal, and all-too-obvious 

sense of responsibility. 
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 It will probably come as no surprise that Saadeh, after returning to Lebanon in the 

nineteen thirties, would even come to decry not merely the apathy of the mahjar but the 

actively negative effects of migration on the homeland.  He wrote, for example, that 

Lebanon’s “sons wish to sell it to Zionism to pay the price of a steamship ticket to 

America or Europe or any other place they can breathe in the breeze of sweet freedom,” 

implicating the mahjar in the expansion of Jewish settlement in mandate Palestine.71  

Later, from Beirut in 1933, Saadeh blamed economic and environmental ills – “the 

destruction of [Syria’s] prosperity [and] the dryness of many of its lands and [animal’s] 

udders” – on migration, bitterly noting once that “the young men of Syria’s universities 

preferred the ease of earning a living in unwelcoming [African] countries over the 

difficulty of work in their country.”72  The interlocked nature of greed and migration thus 

continued to be important to Saadeh upon his return to the Levant in the thirties.  

Migration damaged the homeland in a direct economic sense and indicated a need for a 

nationalist awakening and commitment which Saadeh saw as necessary to his political 

project.  

This chapter has proposed that the mahjar and a host of symbolic meanings 

associated with it contributed to the formation of Antun Saadeh’s nationalist political 

thought.  Contextualizing Saadeh within the Levant’s late 19th and early 20th century 

histories of migration and the intellectual networks that accompanied those population 

movements provides a more suitable background for Saadeh and his Syrian nationalism 
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than the mere comparison with European fascism.  Additionally, Saadeh’s perceptions of 

the mahjar’s materialism and apathy towards the Syrian national cause informed his 

thinking at a crucial time in its development.  That the mahjar continued to resonate in 

Saadeh’s politics is evident in Nushū’ al-umam, in which the mahjar occupies a 

somewhat ambiguous role as both a contrast to his territorial, non-voluntary conception 

of national community as well as a token of national pride.  Focusing on the mahjar as an 

important symbolic tool in the arsenal of Syrian nationalism thus provides a useful and 

original lens through which to study Saadeh. 
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Antun Saadeh in Argentine Arab Migrant Society 

 In the previous chapter, we have considered the mahjar or Arab diaspora’s place 

in Antun Saadeh’s intellectual production.  Now, we turn to Saadeh as he was received in 

Argentina’s mahjar community, asking on what terms he was promoted, understood, 

critiqued, and dismissed in communal newspapers, particularly in the first five years 

(1939-1944) of his time in Argentina.  Saadeh at first found a welcoming audience and 

willing sponsors and supporters, particularly among some of the prominent self-described 

Syro-Lebanese (siriolibanés in Spanish) institutions of Buenos Aires.  After several years 

of sporadic controversies and bitter back-and-forths, however, he became an object of 

ridicule.  This chapter outlines Saadeh’s rise and fall in the context of Arab migrant 

society, filling in a gap in historical works written on the mahjar for this period and in 

biographies of Saadeh.  The only work to attempt anything similar is Nawaf Hardan’s 

two-volume Saʻādah fī al-mahjar which tends to replicate a narrowly pro-Saadeh view of 

these events.73  Exploring Saadeh’s place in World War II Argentina among Arab 

migrants allows us to complicate and contextualize the narrow portrayals of Saadeh as a 

fascist by highlighting how his life in the mahjar and more generally as a migrant formed 

an essential part of the transnational discourse surrounding him, among supporters and 

opponents alike.  Accusations about Saadeh’s conduct were often constructed against 

tropes of migration and mobility.  In this way, critiques of Saadeh from the mahjar that 

received him in the forties reveal how the prominent thinkers in the mahjar rejected 
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Saadeh’s particular brand of nationalism as a remedy for the ills of both the homeland 

and the diaspora. 

RECEIVING SAADEH: JOSÉ MOISÉS AZIZE AND THE CLUB SIRIOLIBANÉS 

During his exile in the nineteen forties, Antun Saadeh rose to prominence in the 

Argentine Arabic-speaking public sphere in part due to the assistance and publicity 

provided to him by wealthy members of the Syrian and Lebanese communities of larger 

cities like Buenos Aires and Tucumán.  In his flight from Lebanon to Brazil and then to 

Argentina, Saadeh lacked funds to the point that he persistently needed to borrow from 

individual supporters.74  No doubt, then, he must have been eager to meet the welcoming 

arms of figures like the wholesaler Camel Auad upon his arrival in the northern 

Argentine city of Tucumán.75  The extent to which men like Auad directly financed 

Saadeh's initial months in Argentina is not clear.  On the other hand, their public 

declarations in his favor, particularly through venues like the Arabic press and elite clubs, 

were also key to establishing his name and furnishing the organizational support Saadeh 

would need to begin his political work in the mahjar. 

 This section focuses on the presentation of Saadeh through the well-established El 

Diario Siriolibanés and the affiliated social club "Honor Y Patria" ("sharaf wa waṭan," 

i.e. Honor and Homeland) as a means of exploring the Syrian nationalist's relationship to 

one set of communal institutions.  The connection between the two would not be free of 
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tension, especially as it became clearer that Saadeh and his friends in high places often 

did not share the same understanding of the migrant's place in the world and relationship 

to the homeland nation.  Communal institutions, such as mutual-aid societies and 

newspapers, guided migrants by linking family, village, and regional networks networks 

and providing tools for assimilation into and accommodation with wider host societies.76  

In this delicate "balancing act," as Sofia Martos puts it, Arabic-speakers in Argentina 

maintained ethnic linkages without appearing to become a "closed" group and therefore 

potentially attracting the ire of anti-immigration elements in Argentine society.77  Saadeh, 

on the other hand, would have a difficult time accepting that residents in the mahjar 

should be anything but Syrians forced abroad by temporary circumstances.  His views on 

migration and diaspora did not sit with the carefully crafted ambiguities in identity of 

many of his compatriots in Argentina and the rest of the mahjar. 

 Because of the early support lent to the Syrian Nationalist leader, Saadeh came to 

be associated with the Club Honor Y Patria, El Diario Siriolibanés, and the leader of both 

of those organizations, José Moisés Azize (Yūsef Mūsa ’Azīzeh).  As is discussed further 

below, the staunchest opponents of Saadeh also tended to be vociferously anti-Azize, and 

vice versa.  Even though Azize's Diario Siriolibanés seems to have dropped Saadeh from 

its pages as soon as prominent figures distanced themselves from him in late 1940, the 

association stood.  The Lebanese nationalist newspaper Ad-Difah (al-Difā’), the pan-Arab 
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La Bandera Árabe (al-’Alam al-’Arabī) and Islamic Natur-Islam (al-Fiṭra) all took shots 

at Azize and Saadeh concurrently, critiquing them on questions of national import and 

expressing doubts about their place within the mahjar public sphere.  Informed by a wide 

variety of ideological positions, these critics shared a common distaste for both Saadeh's 

national revivalism and Azize's elite assimilationism.  How, then, did these two 

seemingly contradictory projects align, and what explains the durability of their 

connection in the eyes of so many? 

 Azize's Diario Siriolibanés made itself a forum for introducing Saadeh to the 

Argentine Arabic-speaking public in the months following Saadeh's flight from São 

Paulo to Buenos Aires and subsequently Tucumán.  The month of December, 1939, saw 

the newspaper's first attempts to present Saadeh in a kind light.  The first issue of the 

month featured a profile of Saadeh in response to the interest generated by his visit to 

Tucumán.78  The article paints a picture of Saadeh – highly reminiscent of SSNP 

portrayals of their founder – as a young autodidact, literary and sociological prodigy, and 

committed idealist, reproducing in interview format the typical talking points of the party.  

Saadeh and his party's legal difficulties and political persecutions are sympathetically 

narrated without any particularly harsh words for the French Mandate authorities.  El 

Diario Siriolibanés thus seems to have wanted to address Saadeh's record of political 

activity in the Levant. 
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 Soon after, El Diario Siriolibanés featured a serialized ten part series containing 

the "Principles of the Syrian Nationalist Party" in Arabic.79  The article described above 

and many others, however, were written in Spanish, ostensibly to a mixed Argentine and 

Argentine-Arab audience.  The anonymous author of the article cites "interest [...] 

manifested in the publications of the local [Tucumán-based] Argentine press" as 

motivation to interview and profile Saadeh.  In this way, the Syrian-Lebanese 

newspaper's editors appear to have felt the need to claim and explain Saadeh's presence to 

local Argentineans.  The article might have additionally been intended for Arab-

Argentines unable to read Arabic.  Given that the vast majority of Argentina's Arabic-

speaking population, as with the rest of the mahjar, had emigrated in the period between 

1890 and 1920, by the time Saadeh returned to South America in the 1940s there were 

plenty of self-identified Argentines of Syrian and Lebanese descent educated primarily in 

Spanish.   

Despite the reality of his exit from Lebanon, Saadeh and his allies in El Diario 

Siriolibanés chose not to characterize his leaving Lebanon as driven by political 

persecution.  Instead, the above-mentioned article suggests that the party leader's trip was 

meant to provide a chance for Saadeh to "visit the Syrian communities of the Americas, 

study their progress, and familiarize them with the truth of the situation in Syria and with 

the principles of the movement of national resurgence."  Of course, the two scenarios are 

not mutually exclusive and we should not assume this statement to be a cynical cover for 

what was in reality an ad hoc process of choosing to come to Argentina.  Saadeh's exile 
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from Lebanon certainly coincided with a genuine interest in establishing a political 

movement among the Syrians of the mahjar.  Indeed, as we shall see later, the project 

which Saadeh had in mind for the Arabic-speakers of the Americas was a conscious 

enterprise of recruitment for the national cause.   

Portraying Saadeh's mission abroad as planned had an important symbolic value.  

The notion of "studying [the mahjar's] progress" had a flattering tone which evoked a 

tradition of Syrian and Lebanese success in commerce and integration into Western 

societies.  The success of Arabic-speaking emigrants from the Levant signaled, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, their ability to thrive in democratic and civilized 

society.80  These proofs were marshaled to dispute colonialist notions of paternal 

stewardship for the Arabs, and gave even those Arabic-speakers with no plans to return 

permanently to their homelands a sense that they were contributing to the national cause.  

In this context, Saadeh's plans to "familiarize" the mahjar with his political ideas about 

Syria built off of a well-developed symbolic relationship with the homeland that was 

prominent in Argentina and elsewhere in the mahjar. 

Later in December of 1939, the Club Honor Y Patria organized a lecture by the 

SNP leader on the topic of the "Influence of the Syrians on America."81  Confident in the 

community's interest in this subject along the lines discussed above, El Diario 

Siriolibanés promoted this discussion of "our nationals in America, [and] their 
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development, progress, and influence."  Nevertheless, the authors introducing the event 

were clearly aware of its controversial nature. Saadeh was a potentially controversial 

choice for an institution that ostensibly "[did] not meddle in or adopt any stance 

connected with political or religious affairs."82  Having already published Saadeh's party 

principles, which emphasize the strict separation of religion from the state among other 

things, the editors of the newspaper must have been aware of the delicacy of their 

proposed guest's presence in the Club's Buenos Aires assembly hall. 

Typical of the "balancing act" of Argentine Arab society, the announcement of the 

lecture employed very different strategies in the Arabic and Spanish sections of the 

Diario.  The Spanish article only hints at the controversy of the lecture, mentioning that 

"if the Club is by its nature an especially social entity, this purpose does not exclude by 

any means works of cultural diffusion [difusión cultural]" and thus emphasizing Saadeh 

as "orator and sociologist" more than political líder.  Meanwhile, the Arabic 

announcement confronted the concerns of the jāliyya, or local diasporic community, 

more directly, insisting that "the subject of the lecture indicates its distance from political 

points [nuqāṭ siyāsīyya]."  The Diario and the Club Honor Y Patria could thus 

simultaneously display their interest in innocent "cultural" matters to wider Argentine 

society while re-assuring the more limited Arabic-reading audience of the non-political 

character of the event. 

Summaries published in El Diario Siriolibanés reveal generally positive reactions.  

Again, however, the different Spanish and Arabic texts suggest an awareness of the 
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controversy potentially inspired by Saadeh, both to Argentine society as a whole and to 

polite Arabic-speaking migrant society in particular.  For example, the Spanish version 

specifies where the Arabic does not that the audience consisted of "both sexes," perhaps 

to combat widespread preconceptions of harems among the turcos, or Arab migrants to 

South America.83  As in the original announcement, the Arabic text had greater leeway to 

delve into the sensitive and critical issues in the speech that were deemed unfit to discuss 

in Spanish.  Thus, in front of a "considerable" audience, the article explains that Saadeh's 

lecture covered "the state of Syrian migrants, principally in Brazil, where [Saadeh] lived 

for a considerable time.  He then critiqued some of what has shaped [these migrants], but 

he requested that they be pardoned because they are not of the educated class."84  Directly 

or indirectly, then, Saadeh appears to have touched on his recent experience in Brazil, 

where he was arrested and found strong resistance to his ideas from Lebanese detractors.  

In this case again, sensitive topics, as befitted the newspaper which saw itself as the voice 

of the Syrian-Lebanese community, only came up in the Arabic sections. 

After an interview, the publication of the Syrian nationalist principles, and the 

lecture on Syrian migrants in America, the height of Saadeh's promotion by Azize-

affiliated institutions was the organization of a special dinner in Saadeh's honor at the 

banquet hall of the Club Honor Y Patria.  Events of this nature, called a banquete in 

Spanish or ma'daba takrīmiyya in Arabic, were a regular occurrence in the Club.  In these 

performative events, the organizers often enlisted prominent members of the community 
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to read speeches, poetry, and letters sent from the Argentine interior and throughout the 

mahjar, particularly neighboring Uruguay and Brazil.  In this way, the Club and the 

attendees could honor an individual - as often from outside the community as from within 

its ranks - in a manner meant to be representative of the jāliyya as a whole.  On a more 

basic level, the banquetes provided an occasion for polite socializing and entertainment.  

The selected honorees in the time around Saadeh's time in South America ranged from 

Mexican diplomats to Argentine Orientalists, but drew primarily from the professional 

class to celebrate Argentine-Arab doctors and lawyers. 

The idea of a banquet for Saadeh experienced several false starts due to his travels 

to the interior.85  Yet the delays also appear to have allowed enough time for the event to 

be reshaped in several ways.  An open meeting was congregated to discuss the proposal 

to hold a banquet and present a non-monetary gift to Saadeh, and a committee of both 

men and women were selected as an executive committee to organize the event.  A letter 

sent to another prominent Arabic-language newspaper, Assalam, from this committee was 

signed by "Ḥusnī ‘Abd al-Mālik, for the men, and Catalina Massūḥ, for the women" in 

line with previous billing of the event as having "a mixed character, which is to say that 

[married and unmarried] women will be able to attend, being numerous the families that 

have anticipated [the banquet's] turnout."86  The large expected turnout, along with the 

presence of women and families, appears to have forced the committee to move the 
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venue from the Club Honor Y Patria itself to the Jousten Hotel in downtown Buenos 

Aires.  Finally, the organizers arranged for the banquet to coincide with the za’īm's 

(leader) birthday on the first of March, 1940. 

The big night was, at least according to the summary published in El Diario 

Siriolibanés, a grand success.  In an atmosphere of "general excitement and great 

cordiality," the author noted that "dinner was spent amiably and speeches were made at 

desert time in accordance with the order prepared beforehand by the Organizing 

Commission."87  The event was thus recorded in a manner consistent with standards of 

respectability in which "a group composed of ladies and gentlemen of the [Syrian-

Lebanese] community" could politely honor their guest without any semblance of 

rowdiness or misbehavior.  More importantly, great effort went into making the banquet 

an event of wide appeal that would garner, in addition to individual families, the "cordial 

salute" of "diverse representatives of entities [i.e., clubs and organizations] from the 

capital and the interior of the Republic."  El Diario Siriolibanés and its affiliated 

institutions often portrayed themselves as representative of "la colectividad siriolibanesa" 

or the Syrian-Lebanese community of Argentina.  Lauding Saadeh, the event organizers 

and its observers in the Diario drew on the authority of an aspiring umbrella 

organization. 

The figures that spoke on the occasion of Saadeh's birthday banquet were much 

applauded.  Together, they formed a list of names which the Arabic-speakers of 

                                                
87 “Numerosas Personajes Concurrieron A La Gran Demostracion Que Se Tributo A Antun Saadeh,” El 

Diario Siriolibanés, March 4, 1940. 
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Argentina would have recognized from different contexts, such as the "journalist and 

intellectual" as well as organizer Ḥusnī ‘Abd al-Mālik (Abdelmálek), Saadeh's party 

secretary Khālid Adīb, the poet Zaki Qonsol (Qunṣul), who wrote a poem specifically for 

the banquet, and the doctor Anwar Obeid.  The latter two would eventually have similar 

events held in their honor, suggesting that their presence among the speakers would have 

lent Saadeh significant credibility.  After these and others had praised him, Saadeh stood 

up to "[reaffirm] his hopes with respect to a progressive future for Syria" to the cheers of 

those gathered before him.  Finally, Gabriel Seba read aloud "numerous" letters and 

telegrams of support (adhesión) "coming from the interior of the country as well as 

neighboring countries."  Such messages were, as mentioned above, important for 

establishing the representative nature of the evening's events. 

 This banquet represented the height of several months of promotion which El 

Diario Siriolibanés, el Club Honor Y Patria, and prominent affiliated members of the 

community undertook on Saadeh's behalf.  It should come as no surprise that Saadeh 

could deftly navigate the norms and expectations of these institutions, given his previous 

experiences in the mahjar including ten years in Brazil.  Until his own mouthpiece, the 

bi-monthly al-Zawba'a or El Ciclón, began to be published later in 1940, El Diario 

Siriolibanés took upon itself the task of presenting Saadeh to their compatriots in a 

palatable way.  The image of Saadeh as a man of learning prevailed, but was 

accompanied by a parallel admission in the Arabic sections of the newspaper of the 

controversy which Saadeh might inspire.  After all, the Diario and el Club Honor Y 

Patria were well aware that Saadeh as a Syrian nationalist was a non-starter in Lebanese 
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nationalist and pan-Arabist circles in Argentina.  To the rest of the community, however, 

Saadeh could be envisioned as an anti-imperialist, unifying force with a strong 

ideological foundation in scientific knowledge who was associated with institutions and 

symbols of elite respectability. 

“CLARIFICATIONS:” PUBLIC DEFECTIONS AGAINST SAADEH 

As much as it appeared to represent the height of his success, the banquet 

described above also initiated Saadeh’s fall from grace in the upper echelons of Arab 

Argentine society.  Within the months following the event, coverage of Saadeh in Arabic-

language newspapers in Buenos Aires veered towards polemic as numerous editorials 

spoke out against the Syrian nationalist and his ideas.  The many positive interpretations 

of Saadeh’s credentials as a thinker and nationalist were shortly to be replaced with 

profound and unforgiving denigration of his character.  The personal and political often 

overlapped among anti-Saadeh writers who cast aspersions on Saadeh the man as much, 

if not more than Saadeh the idealogue.  In fact, those involved in the planning of Saadeh 

birthday banquet were the first to declare their disapproval. 

 It is unclear if a particular event inspired the flurry of published declarations that 

came in the month after the banquet, primarily in the widely circulating Assalam.  Ḥusnī 

‘Abd al-Mālik became the first to publically disavow Saadeh when on April 30th of 1940 

Assalam published his “clarification of truths” in which Abd al-Malik officially ends any 

affiliation with Saadeh.88  ‘Abd al-Mālik, however, only suggests that certain “matters” 

came to light after the banquet that he hoped to describe in greater detail in his soon-to-

                                                
88 Abd al-Malik, Husni. “Aydāḥ ḥaqa’iq.” Assalam. April 30, 1940. 
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be-published memoirs.  A week later, ‘Abd al-Mālik and Jubran (Gabriel) Saba ended a 

series of requests for post-event donations to the banquet fund in Assalam with an 

account of the costs involved with the banquet.  Expenses included printing costs for 

advertisements, postage for letters to the various organizations to be invited, and Jousten 

Hotel’s bill.  Curiously, two items on the budget are ambiguously labelled “receipt 

submitted by Khālid Adīb for Mr. Antun Saadeh’s bill.” Together, these receipts were for 

440 pesos, out of a total – and otherwise meticulously itemized – budget of around 2,000 

pesos.  Perhaps, then, some financial impropriety scandalized Saadeh’s initially receptive 

hosts.   

 Regardless of the specific reason, the damage was done: ‘Abd al-Mālik accused 

Saadeh of “deceptions Rasputin is incapable of.”  Zaki Qonsol and Jubran Saba – again, 

names associated with the banquet – echoed ‘Abd al-Mālik in less polemical terms but 

with equal determination to distance themselves from Saadeh and the Syrian Nationalist 

Party.  Qonsol, one of two poet brothers originating from Hama, wrote that an Arab 

writer in Brazil had heard from a friend in Argentina that Qonsol had become a member 

of the Syrian Nationalist Party.89  Arabic readers in Brazil would likely have had access 

to El Diario Siriolibanés’ account of the banquet, which may have confirmed privately 

circulated suspicions about Saadeh shared across national borders.  It was to dispel this 

rumor of his joining the SNP that Qonsol submitted his own “clarification” to Assalam 

publically cutting any relationship between himself and Saadeh.  He nonetheless 

expressed that he “supported many of [Saadeh’s] principles and social views.”   

                                                
89 Qonsul, Zaki. “Aydāḥ ḥaqīqa.” Assalam, May 4, 1940. 
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Jubran Saba took a different tact.  While personal rather than political distaste for 

Saadeh seems to have informed ‘Abd al-Mālik and Qonsol to speak out against Saadeh, 

Saba simply declared that his acquaintance with Saadeh was merely a matter of chance 

and that he now planned to “distance [himself] totally from all political activity.”90  For 

all three, Saadeh appears to have represented a threat to their communal reputations.  In a 

widely dispersed community that depended on print newspapers to disseminate 

information, disavowing Saadeh as a person, if not entirely his nationalist politics, 

appeared essential to ‘Abd al-Mālik, Qonsol, and Saba, especially considering that all 

three had been involved in the planning and execution of Saadeh’s banquet.  To maintain 

their good names, each believed it necessary to arrange for their “clairifications” to 

appear alongside the more typical wedding and event announcements that generally 

featured in Assalam’s classifieds. 

 Jurj Assaf, a columnist for Assalam, confirmed that Saadeh’s arrival in Argentina 

had inspired significant anxiety in the Arabic-speaking communities residing there.  In 

his first statement on the matter, Assaf wrote that rumors about his support for Saadeh led 

several friends of his to ask if he had joined the Syrian Nationalists, “their pretext being 

that we had neither written against him nor against his party.”91  Weighing in shortly after 

the previous anti-Saadeh declarations in Assalam, Assaf’s statement explains the urgency 

felt by Qonsol, Saba, and ‘Abd al-Mālik to make public their distance from Syrian 

nationalism, at least in its institutional form under Saadeh.  Indeed, Assaf notes that, were 
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it not for Saadeh’s “dictatorship” that led him to compare the party with Nazism and 

Italian fascism, the idea of a Syrian nationalism (qawmīyya) would be acceptable, “even 

among those who demand Arab unity.”  Thus, with some deference to the appeal of his 

ideas, Assaf was at the forefront of what would become years of accusations against 

Saadeh’s character which frequently compared him with European fascist dictators. 

 Perhaps the most damaging public renunciation of Saadeh was his lieutenant 

Khālid Adīb.  Two months after the first round of defections, Adīb wrote “For Truth and 

for History” in Assalam, a three-part description of how he came with Saadeh to South 

America and eventually decided to abandon and expose the za’im.92  Adīb describes 

hearing about Saadeh’s escape from Lebanon in West African before deciding to 

accompany him to Brazil and, after being imprisoned with Saadeh, moving on to 

Argentina.  Gradually, according to Adīb, Saadeh’s lack of dedication to the nationalist 

cause became increasingly clear in his disingenuous promises to return to the homeland 

and his willingness to settle in the mahjar at the expense of direct political action.  Adīb 

provided an alternative narrative of the organization of the banquet in Saadeh’s honor, 

which he recast as an event originally planned in his own honor, but which he insisted be 

held for Saadeh instead.  Finally, lamenting their negative impact on the “movement,” 

Adīb introduced the character flaws that would become tropes in discussions of Saadeh: 

his inability to provide for himself financially and the rumors that circulated about his 

illicit relationships with women.  He thus set the tone that many critics of Saadeh in 

Argentina’s mahjar would also adopt towards the controversial Syrian nationalist. 
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MIGRATION AND INFILTRATION: AD-DIFAH’S CRITIQUE OF SAADEH 

 One of the Argentine-Arab outlets most insistently against Saadeh was Ad-Difah, 

a bilingual Spanish- and Arabic-language newspaper published in Buenos Aires in the 

early nineteen forties.  Its editors broke off in 1942 from the prominent Maronite-

affiliated Azzaman, apparently to distance themselves from a hardline Lebanese 

nationalism that drew on an imagined Phoenician heritage to separate Lebanon from its 

Arab neighbors.93  In the first issue of Ad-Difah, for example, the editor Rūfā’īl Lahūd 

addressed the “addicts to all that is rigorously Phoenician,” wondering “why then [did 

they not] hope for the adoption of the Phoenician language among the Lebanese” if they 

believed so thoroughly in their Phoenician inheritance.94 Distancing themselves from 

expressions of Lebanese exclusivism, their introductory issue declared their intent “to end 

the chaos of the different [political and social] circles of our communities.”  Ad-Difah’s 

editors added that “the world marches towards unity and to not acknowledge this would 

be an attempt at regression,” a comment as much on the increasingly diverse migrant 

sphere as for the homeland.  Appealing, then, to all the Arab peoples (pueblos árabes), 

they declared their support for the gradual introduction of a form of federalism between 

different Arab states which would maintain their sovereignties. 

 Yet even as Ad-Difah shifted towards an accommodation with Arab unity, and 

indeed because it did so, it maintained a harsh line against Saadeh and his ideology of 

Syrian unity.  In late August of 1942, Ad-Difah began an anti-Saadeh campaign in 

                                                
93 Lahūd, Rūfā’īl. “Infisāl al-ustādh Rūfā’īl Lahūd min ri’āsat taḥrir jarīdat al-Zamān.” La Bandera Árabe. 
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earnest, explicitly attacking “Antun Sahade, also known as the ‘Zaim’” for having 

“[come] to Argentina, playing the ‘fuehrer.’ A laughable ‘fuehrer,’ comical, a circus 

‘fuehrer,’ like a Charlie Chaplain movie.”95  In a similar vein, Saadeh was referred to as 

“the puppet” or al-karkūz.  Ridiculing the supposedly natural geographic basis of an 

ideology propagated by “certain suspicious and self-interested individuals,” Ad-Difah 

declared Syrian nationalism to be “dissolvent and antipatriotic,” and suggested it was 

“introducing an element of perturbation that should be eliminated for reasons of political 

and social health.”96  In addition to these polemics, Ad-Difah, like other contemporary 

opponents of Saadeh, developed a discourse to critique Saadeh as a nuisance as much to 

Syria and Lebanon as to Buenos Aires’s and Argentina’s mahjar. 

At the linguistic level, the terminology used by Ad-Difah reflected the dual 

purposes of defeating Saadeh in the Levant and in South America.  The newspaper’s 

editors employed the term peregrino in Spanish, meaning migrant or traveler as well as 

pilgrim, multiple times to allude to Saadeh’s Syrian nationalism, as in his “peregrino 

propósito” (purpose) or “peregrino tésis” (thesis).  Here, on the other hand, Saadeh’s 

exile could be made to reflect poorly.  The use of the word peregrino implies that 

Saadeh’s ideas were, unable to affix themselves by succeeding as a political movement in 

the homeland, as irrational and erratic as his global movements.  In the Arabic sections, 

meanwhile, the editors adopted the practice of many of their contemporary commentators 

in referring to Saadeh as “al-zanīm,” meaning the base or low one, a word that rhymes 

                                                
95 “Explotan En La Argentina La Torpe Idea de La Unión Siria.” Ad-Difah, August 29, 1942. 
96 “La Idea de La Unión Siria Es Disolvente Y Antipatriótica.” Ad-Difah, August 15, 1942. 



 56 

with and parodies the Syrian nationalists’ own preferred terminology of al-za’īm, or, the 

leader.  The Arab nationalist La Bandera Árabe and the Pan-Islamist Natur-Islam also 

employed this piercing wordplay, which denied the Syrian Nationalists the positive 

connotations of definitive leadership implied by the word za’īm.  At the same time, 

migration reverberates in the use of zanīm, which might also be translated as “bastard,” 

“stranger,” or “outsider.”  One dictionary defines zanīm as “someone attached to a people 

not his own, for whom no lineage [nasab] is known.”97  Here, again, Saadeh’s migration 

was presented in a way meant to undermine his politics. 

The playful wording served to connect Saadeh’s mobility to his morality, 

portraying his journey to South America not as exile or a recruitment campaign but as the 

result of selfish ambition faced with consistent rejection.  Saadeh was, above all, a 

parasitical opportunist in the pages of Ad-Difah, extracting money by extortion or by 

charm from local intellectuals, charity organizations, and even his own father Khalil, 

from whom he was accused of taking “a few bucks which had some fellow countrymen 

had raised for [Khalil] as a public contribution.”98  A later article reprinted from the 

Brazilian Arabic newspaper al-Rā’id elaborated by accusing Saadeh of beating his father, 

stealing his money, and then living on the streets of São Paulo before heading back to 

Beirut to begin his political work there.99  In this way, Ad-Difah presented an alternative 

to Saadeh’s own narrative of nationalist awakening abroad and triumphant return to 

Lebanon. 
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Greed, according to Ad-Difah, brought Saadeh back to the mahjar in the forties.  

Once back in Argentina, Saadeh was accused of cooking up a scheme to fundraise on 

behalf of imprisoned fellow party members in Syria: “Nobody knows where the money 

goes. Nobody knows who the prisoners are. Nobody knows, truly, what his party has 

done, and if the prisoners – do they even exist? – are in prison for their political conduct 

or common misdemeanors.”100  Such were the natural impulses of someone who “does 

not comply with the biblical precept: ‘He who does not work, does not eat,’” and who 

“finds life easy… [aided by] fraud and guile.”101  Ad-Difah could thus portray Syrian 

nationalism as a mere sheep’s hide to Saadeh’s wolf. 

 This image of Saadeh occupies an ambiguous place in the context of common 

historiographical tropes about the foundation of the mahjar.  On the one hand, a powerful 

myth of persecution against Christians drove and has continued to drive narratives of 

Lebanese emigration, as Akram Khater has noted.102  On the other hand, the pre-existing 

“peripatetic tendencies and mercantile abilities” of the Lebanese, supposedly inherited 

from Phoenician ancestors, have been embraced by Lebanese intellectuals, not to mention 

Saadeh himself as described in the previous chapter.103  The political imaginary of the 

mahjar includes both of these voluntary and involuntary understandings of migration, 

which have been marshalled to buttress a number of different projects among migrants.  

Both tropes were used against Saadeh, but in this case models of success in the mahjar 
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were levied against him.  Ad-Difah suggested that “he was forced to leave the homeland 

to seek out a living and flee from hunger and need” because he couldn’t live “by the 

sweat of his brow.”104  This skewed work ethic made him an unfit member of the mahjar.   

In this way, the legacies of both exile and industriousness were denied him, and 

replaced with political and financial failure. Where El Diario Siriolibanés had suggested 

the benefits of bringing someone directly from the homeland to share their perspective 

for the mahjar, Ad-Difah’s editors saw Saadeh as byproduct of homeland crisis, an 

infection that “should be surgically removed by absolute isolation, as an essential 

hygienic measure.”105  “Failed in his homeland,” Saadeh had inserted himself into 

Argentina’s mahjar like a cancer.  The commentators of Ad-Difah nonetheless had to 

explain the strange, if brief success Saadeh had had in Argentina’s mahjar.  How did the 

parasitical Saadeh latch onto Argentina’s mahjar?  One author noted that “the mahjar 

[had] remained far from realizing the true charlatanism of those people until a steamship 

spit out that ‘puppet’ onto the shores of Argentina.”106  Part of the sympathy lent to 

Saadeh could thus be attributed to ignorance of his reputation.  Despite the wide-reaching 

networks of information that they formed, contemporary Arab periodicals in the mahjar 

often saw debates about gaps of information about reputation that reverberated through 

communal politics.  It would not have been unusual for the particular details about 

Saadeh’s life in Brazil and Lebanon to not have made their way to Argentina. 

                                                
104 “‘al-Karkūz’ al-zanīm wa al-kadhb al-qawmī: man huwa al-mad’ū Antūn Sa’ādeh.” Ad-Difah, August 
29, 1942. 
105 “Explotan En La Argentina...” Ad-Difah. 
106 “‘al-Karkūz’ al-zanīm wa al-kadhb al-qawmī.” Ad-Difah, September 12, 1942. 



 59 

 Saadeh did not succeed on ignorance alone, however.  Gender played an 

important role in how Saadeh’s opponents explained his rise to prominence and his 

seeming acceptance into the realm of Arab Argentine notability.  Almost every article in 

Ad-Difah on Saadeh mentions his direct appeals to women as his sinister method for 

swaying respected members of the Syrian and Lebanese communities.  Only the 

gullibility of the “weaker sex” (al-jins al-da’īf), according to this perspective, could 

account for Saadeh’s otherwise improbable success in Argentina.  Women were, in fact, 

his first target.  According to Ad-Difah, almost immediately after his arrival Saadeh set to 

“[putting] himself in contact first with the women, easy to win over and impress, and not 

the male directors of thought of the community.”107  Another account made these 

accusations – and their misogynistic assumptions – even more explicit:  

Sahade [Saadeh]… began his proselytizing work through women: Easily impressionable, 

without the greater faculty of reason, the women to whom he spoke believed in the new 

Hitler… In this way, he captured some men of a great degree of discernment, obstructing 

[bloqueándolos] them in their own homes.108 

 

Women were the scapegoat that excused well-reputed “men of discernment” for having 

briefly affiliated themselves with the nefarious Saadeh. No wonder, then, that Elia Abu 

Madi, writing for his New York-based Arabic journal al-Samīr, and quoted in Ad-Difah, 

could describe Saadeh and his supporters as experiencing a “hysterical fit [nūba 

histīrīyya].”109   
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 Saadeh, to mahjar critics like those of Ad-Difah, was the worst kind of migrant, 

surviving on deception and charm on a global scale for unpatriotic ends.  His goals were 

furthermore not only contrary to the interests of Syria and Lebanon, but also to 

Argentina, as Ad-Difah made clear in an article on Saadeh called “The Focal Points of 

Nazi Agitation.”  In the article Ad-Difah’s editors explicitly address Argentina’s 

Parliamentary Investigative Commission on Anti-Argentine Activities, denouncing 

Saadeh and his “cells” of fascist activity to the government’s investigators.  Saadeh is 

accused of being part of a “fifth column of [i.e. within] Syrians and Lebanese” and one of 

two “centers of Nazi propaganda, perturbation, disorientation, and confusion” in the 

community.  With his “ridiculous uniform” and his “fanatics” in Tucumán and Córdoba, 

Saadeh’s faction were “threatening, by their mere association, [Argentina’s] national 

security.”  Ad-Difah, consequently, made itself available to collaborate with the 

Commission on Anti-Argentine Activities in order to remedy the menace which Saadeh 

represented.110 

 The other “center of Nazi propaganda” among the Syrian and Lebanese 

communities of Argentina was Moisés Azize and his Club Honor y Patria, Saadeh’s one-

time sponsor.  Ad-Difah viciously attacked Azize, his El Diario Siriolibanés, and other 

affiliated institutions, accusing him of accepting bribes, mismanaging donations, and 

supporting Hitler.  Azize and Ad-Difah even went to court in late 1942, exchanging 

charges of libel.111  The association between Saadeh and Azize mutually reinforced Ad-
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Difah’s attempts to portray both as lackeys for foreign interests.  “The Focal Points of 

Nazi Agitation” recalled the “enthusiastic patronage of Azize” and Saadeh’s early 

introduction to Buenos Aires’ mahjar community via the Club Honor y Patria.112  “AD 

DIFAH… denounces,” the article continues, “that there are those who serve interests 

foreign to the Argentine nation, whose range of activity has been limited to our [Syrian 

and Lebanese] community [colectividad].  Saadeh is one of them.  Azize is the other.”  

Even long after Saadeh disappeared from the pages of Azize’s Diario Siriolibanés, the 

connection between the two remained salient in Argentina’s mahjar public sphere. 

Saadeh and Azize together are an excellent example of mahjar transnational 

politics, in which the local, the national, and the global intermingle within any given 

political or ideological phenomenon.  Ad-Difah’s campaigns against the two defend the 

Argentine, Syrian, and Lebanese nations against the perception of fascist maleficence.  

Meanwhile, opposition to Saadeh’s politics built on critiques of Azize’s ostensibly 

representative communal organizations, and vice versa.  The global threat of fascism was 

seen to extend all the way from the international politics of the Second World War, to 

Saadeh’s Syrian nationalism, to the migrant institutions sponsored and run by an Arab 

Argentine.  Throughout, discursive tropes related to migration and mobility are central to 

the way the mahjar, as represented by newspapers like Ad-Difah and others, understand 

and respond to this closely interrelated world of suspected fascist tendencies.   

The challenge was to represent Saadeh and Azize as aberrations both to the world 

of nation-states and to the diaspora.  The very appropriation of the term “fifth column” 
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captures the efforts of mahjar thinkers to make diaspora fit into a world of increasingly 

strict boundaries between nation-states.  Ad-Difah wanted to show that a fifth column 

existed within the Syrian and Lebanese communities of Argentina in order to prove that 

the community as a whole was not a fifth column.  Thus Ad-Difah lambasted Saadeh’s 

and Azize’s notions of a Syrian or a Syro-Lebanese identity, respectively, as unnatural 

innovations.113  At the same time, Ad-Difah flipped tropes of migrant success and 

integration upside down in order to portray Azize and Saadeh as greedy, ungrateful, and 

ultimately unwelcome guests.  Altogether, critiques like those levied by Ad-Difah sought 

to show that diaspora could fit comfortably into the international order, and people like 

Saadeh made the perfect foil for them to do so. 
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Syrian Nationalist Recruitment in Argentina and Beyond, 1939-1947 

 “My conscience is unsettled,” lamented seventeen-year old Aniceto Schain of 

Santiago de Chile in 1942, “for something substantial and explicable: seeing the 

homeland of my parents – Syria – forgotten.”114  This feeling of inquietude had inspired 

the young Schain to become a “combatiente Kaumista,” a nationalist combatant for the 

Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP).  In the previous chapters, we have seen both how 

the mahjar served as an intellectual tool for the Party’s founder and ideologue Antun 

Saadeh and how Saadeh fared in the early months of his return to mahjar society in 

Argentina.  Now our focus turns to how the Syrian nationalists recruited new members 

and organized the party in the mahjar context from their Argentine base of operations.  

What exactly unsettled Schain about life in the mahjar and how did Saadeh and his ideas 

address his concerns and those of others like him?  What did the SSNP do to install itself 

in Syrian diaspora communities and strengthen its official and social cohesion there?  

Saadeh’s public interactions with the mahjar during the nineteen forties were 

primarily concerned with political and literary questions and a long back-and-forth 

between Saadeh and various prominent poets of North and South America, including Elia 

Abu Madi of New York and Rashid al-Khoury of Brazil.  The titles of Saadeh’s serialized 

publications from this period are indicative: he wrote “The Merchants of Literature 

[tujjar al-adab],” “The Intellectual Struggle in Syrian Literature,” and “The Madness of 

Immortality [junūn al-khulūd],” a direct retort to a lecture by Rashid al-Khoury.  These 

texts clearly had an impact, distancing Saadeh from much of respectable mahjar society, 
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as Steven Hyland has suggested.115  Nonetheless, the focus of the following discussion is 

not on Saadeh but some of his prominent mahjarī supporters.  While Saadeh clashed with 

a large and established section of the diaspora communities of the Americas, themes of 

nationalist, familial, and personal renewal resonated with other Syrians and Syrian-

descended individuals, particularly young men. 

FIRST ENCOUNTERS WITH SAADEH: FARĪD NUZHĀ AND JUBRĀN MASSŪḤ 

 The excitement which Saadeh's arrival in Argentina aroused in his early recruits is 

expertly captured in their narratives describing first meetings with the za’īm in early 

forties.  Farīd Nuzhā and Jubrān Massūḥ, migrants with access to the Arabic-language 

press reporting on the crackdown on the Syrian Nationalist Party in Lebanon, likely had a 

sense of Saadeh and his political principles before his return to South America.  In 

providing the background to their first encounters with Saadeh, both suggest that meeting 

Saadeh in person transformed an ambivalent sympathy with the SNP into patriotic fervor.  

Nuzhā, the director of a monthly magazine called Asociasión Asiria or al-Jāmi‘a al-

Suryānīyya intended for the Suryān or Syriac Orthodox community, a sect of Eastern 

Orthodoxy, in Argentina and beyond, was first introduced to Saadeh through a member 

of al-Nādi al-Efrāmi, an organization he founded to promote Suryānī letters. Initially, 

according to Nuzhā, he responded to the idea of meeting Saadeh by simply saying that 

"[the party's] principle is good, and its goal is honorable. It is the goal of every pure 

Syrian, but that does not concern us in particular."116 After meeting the za‘īm and 
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"savoring the taste of his fair and honorable nationalist (qawmīyya) principles" in person, 

Nuzhā notes the he "[hopes] that [Saadeh's nationalist school] shortly overcomes the rest 

of Syria's political schools and futile sectarianism."  After a mere two hours with Saadeh, 

Nuzhā was ready to give his allegiance. 

Indeed, Nuzhā would volunteer personal and institutional efforts on behalf of 

Saadeh by printing and acting as editor of several early issues of Saadeh's bi-weekly al-

Zawba'a / El Ciclón (The Cyclone).117  Jubrān Massūḥ, who would later succeed Nuzhā 

as editor of the SNP's printed voice in Argentina, shared with his predecessor the 

experience of a revelatory first meeting with Saadeh.  Massūḥ, in a piece published in El 

Diario Sirilibanés, relates an even more emphatic experience of discovery. After all the 

disappointments of twentieth century Syrian politics, despite much noble rhetoric, 

Massūḥ describes how he "knew where [he] was born but did not know if [he] had a 

nation [waṭan]."118 His dejection takes shape in the cosmopolitan context of an Argentina 

that hosted massive waves of immigrants, wherein he could note that "whenever I meet 

with people proud of their homelands, I see myself as an orphan among friends with 

living parents."  Yet upon bidding Saadeh farewell after their first meeting, Massūḥ 

appears to have felt relief and excitement: "All of a sudden, I had a nation, and I had 

brothers in Syria whom I trust and who trust in me."  Once again, however, his diasporic 

life intrudes on the narrative when he continues nostalgically: "I began to miss my 

homeland [bilādī]. There I was, hearing the norias of Hama as if they were Um Kulthum 
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records."  The recordings of the then burgeoning star of Arabic classical music and others 

were readily available to Arabic speakers in Argentina.  Massūḥ compared his 

recollection of the sounds and sights of a Syrian city to the experience of listening to 

recordings.  Saadeh seems to have, for Massūḥ, refined and improved his feelings 

towards his country of origin according to standards and experiences defined by mahjar 

life. 

Saadeh's masculinity contributed much to his magnetism in a way that, perhaps, 

paralleled the accusations of womanizing described in the previous chapter.  The 

masculine ideal, as historically elaborated in modern Europe and with consequent 

influence in both Argentina and the Middle East, linked physical appearance and ability 

with moral character.119  Saadeh had an appealing youthful vigor that to his supporters 

embodied his strength as leader of the Syrian nahḍa. Massūḥ describes first meeting the 

"young man" (fattā) Saadeh, and explains: "I say young man because he is still at the 

prime of his youth, so that if you saw him you wouldn't believe that he's thirty five years 

old."120  Likewise, Nuzhā found the za‘īm "a younger man that [he] had thought."121  

Descriptions of Saadeh's youthful appearance resonate with tropes of national 

renaissance.  His physical form, in this way, made manifest the higher purpose of his 

vision and solidified his charisma as a Syrian nationalist. 
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As Stacy Fahrenthold has discussed in the context of the Homs Club in twenties 

São Paulo, "patriotic masculinity" had long formed an important part of the transnational 

elite culture of the mahjar.122  The rise of European fascism however, along with 

Argentine variants, transformed and re-emphasized the political significance of 

masculinity.123  Fascism envisioned a "new man" singularly devoted to the national 

cause, virile and soldierly in comportment, and physically an ideal example of strength 

and ceaseless energy.124  Far from imitating the Italian and German leaders of European 

fascism, Saadeh's early supporters in Argentina nonetheless appear to have had similar 

standards for manliness in mind when they sought to propagate the man and his ideas in 

the Argentine Arabic press. Nuzhā's al-Jāmi’a al-Suryānīyya dedicated a special, two-

month issue to Saadeh that begins with a rumination on the word "man":  

'Man': this word, not meaning here any superficial, literal meaning.  For 

if the word "man" generally indicates the male of the human species, in 

this study today it points to the true man who arouses hidden active 

power; in whom self-reliance [or, self-made success; ’iṣāmiyya] and 

power of will are created; spiritual elements stir within him to gather up 
the surrounding people, raise their level, and lead them up the stairs of 

progress and glory.125 

Nuzhā goes on to paint Saadeh as a messianic figure, the "true man Syria has awaited for 

twenty five centuries or more." In this formulation, Saadeh, a "true man" according to 

Nuzhā, reflects a common contradictory trope of fascist masculinity, which praises the 
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totally self-governing individual while encouraging submission to the unquestioned 

leadership of one individual. 

 Even more important to Saadeh's early introductions into the Arab Argentine 

public sphere were his claims to have outlined nationalist principles with scientific 

certainty.  The Syrian nationalists, after all, faced an uphill battle ideologically, with stiff 

resistance from a variety of pan-Arabist, Lebanese nationalist, and clerical opponents in 

Argentina and in the Levant.  The academic credentials of Saadeh and his nationalist 

principles, then, were key to pushing his notion of a secular, non-Arab Greater Syrian 

nation, and were affirmed on multiple occasions by his proponents.  Massūḥ expressed 

his great relief in meeting Khālid Adīb, discussed in the previous chapter, who he 

described as someone who "explains our social ills as they are, and then describes the 

true medicine which science has determined and which experience corroborates."126  The 

nation is a body and Saadeh its surgeon. 

 "Social ills" for Massūḥ and Nuzhā referred to division and disunity, perceived to 

have increased both in the homeland and in the mahjar in the interwar period.  Sectarian 

conflict between Christians and Muslims disgusted Massūḥ just as confessional tension 

between Orthodox and Catholic Syriacs irked Nuzhā.  Saadeh's insistence on the unity of 

Syrians as a sociological fact must have therefore held great appeal.  Massūḥ's first 

meeting with Khālid Adīb is worth considering in its full context: 

[Khaled Adib] is a smart young man, educated and convincing, which 

you realize within ten minutes of meeting him. Talking with him, 

however, made realize something else... He is not fanatical 

[muta'assab].  He loves all of Syria, not just one of her sects.  His 
speech is all marrow, with no filling, nor flattery, nor vacuous words as 
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is the custom among us. He explains our social ills as they are, and then 

describes the true medicine which science has determine and which 

experience corroborates. 

I discussed the [national] case with him at length and I forgot that he 

was Muslim.  I felt that I was with someone without religious 

differences between him and me.  And without realizing, I caught 
myself calling him my brother Khālid [yā akhī Khālid].  But the word 

'my brother' came from the depths of my heart - what happened, and 

where are we? Am I in a dream? 

When the right moment came, I extended my hand to Khālid Adīb, and 

he extended his to me. As we shook hands, I said:  

"My brother Khalid, I must be confess that this is the first time I've ever 

said 'my brother' sincerely from the bottom of my heart to a Muslim 

person..." 

This confession - which seems to apply to Massūḥ's life both in the Middle East and in 

South America - is jarring, given the ample opportunity Massūḥ must have had to 

develop personal relationships with Muslims.  Yet the redeeming moment seems to have 

arrived in the form of the Syrian nationalist Adīb, who responds in the affirmative when 

Massūḥ asks him if all Muslim Syrian nationalists are like him.  The operative features of 

Adīb's personality in this regard, as Massūḥ's description makes clear, are his level of 

education, his frankness and disregard for polite social conduct, and his dedication to 

national unity. 

 Farīd Nuzhā and Jubran Massūḥ, in the ways described above, shared an initial set 

of perceptions about Saadeh which are indicative of the appeal which Saadeh had to some 

Syrian migrants.  However, the precise nature of their participation in the Syrian 

Nationalist Party’s organization and official activities diverged promptly afterwards.  

Nuzhā’s relationship with Saadeh and the Syrian Nationalists ended in early 1941 when, 

in a language which echoed the dedication to bureaucratic procedure which Saadeh 

imbued into his party, he was expelled from the party for publishing information that 
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“was not released by an official source of the Syrian Nationalist Party.”127  Massūḥ had 

published an article in al-Zawba‘a around the same time entitled “Organized Work” or 

al-’amal al-munaẓẓam that emphasized discipline and unquestioning deference to 

Saadeh’s leadership.128  Massūḥ would himself become a “traitor” in the eyes of the party 

in the late forties, but in the meantime he became a key part of a growing network of 

Syrian Nationalists in the mahjar.129 

SYRIAN NATIONALIST NETWORKS IN THE MAHJAR 

 Labib Zuwiyya Yamak, by then a former acolyte of the Syrian Social Nationalist 

Party, noted in 1966 that “there is no doubt that [the party’s] organization innovations 

have distinguished the SSNP from the very beginning and have helped to identify it, at 

least in the eyes of its own adherents, as a party of action.”130  He also pointed to both the 

importance of Syrian Nationalism’s adoption among the Syrian and Lebanese migrant 

communities of the Americas and West Africa which together make up the mahjar:  “the 

party relies heavily on its overseas membership for financial support and propaganda 

among the Syrian communities abroad.”131  Membership numbers and financial 

contributions in migrant communities are difficult to measure.  Nonetheless, Saadeh’s 

recruitment activities from his base of operations in Argentina provide some insight into 

the political and social interaction of a nationalist party with diaspora communities in the 

nineteen forties which was successful at least in part. 

                                                
127 “Khabar gharīd ṭarīf.” al-Zawbaʻa. February 15, 1941. 
128  Jubrān Massūḥ, “al-’Amal al-munaẓẓam,” Al-Zawbaʻa, December 1940. 
129 “al-Khā’in Jubrān Massūḥ.” Al-Zawbaʻa. September 17, 1947. 
130 Zuwiyya Yamak, 139. 
131 Ibid, 129. 



 71 

 The geographic scope of Saadeh’s recruitment efforts and the party’s 

organizational reach is remarkable.  As Schumann notes, this network and the larger 

project of mobilizing the diaspora are unique relative to contemporary parties and 

political movements of the Arab world which did not seek to recruit as systematically in 

the mahjar.132  The centers of action for Saadeh were Brazil and Argentina, homes to the 

largest emigrant communities after the United States.  In large part due to the fact that 

many of the first generations of migrants had worked as travelling peddlers, Syrian and 

Lebanese individuals, families, and communities were spread throughout the vast 

interiors of these major host countries.133  A 1943 list of the agents for Saadeh’s Buenos 

Aires newspaper al-Zawba’a or El Ciclón (The Cyclone) shows points of distribution in 

Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Buenos Aires, but also in Argentine cities of the north like 

Tucumán, San Juan, Córdoba, Santiago del Estero, Pergamino, Junín, and Jujuy as well 

as the Brazilian city of Minas Gerais.134  Saadeh also engaged with sympathetic men and 

women in Mexico, Chile, Uruguay, the Gold Coast of West Africa, and even the Canary 

Islands and the island of Fernando Pó of Spanish Guinea.135 

 The distances between the various Syrian communities (jawāli or nazālāt) often 

meant an uncertain chain of transmission for information and consequently problems in 

strategy and discipline within the party.  Saadeh’s letters in his capacity as party leader 

show him frequently asking for reports on the status of recruitment in different locations.  
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He would occasionally offer to make visits to cities in Argentina and even in Mexico 

(though he doesn’t appear to have gone through with the trip to Mexico) to sway over 

wavering individuals.  Despite these efforts, however, his letters attest to gaps in 

information sharing.  For example, he complained of a communication breakdown with 

prominent party member and future president of the SSNP Asad al-Ashqar when the 

latter moved from West Africa to the Canary Islands.136  On the other hand, geographical 

dispersion offered some advantages.  Having two journalistic outlets, Sūriya al-Jadīda in 

São Paulo and al-Zawba‘a in Buenos Aires, proved useful; Sūriya al-Jadīda disseminated 

accounts of Saadeh’s initial years in Buenos Aires before he set up al-Zawba‘a, while the 

latter took over when Brazil banned foreign language press in 1940. 

 Apart from threat of official and ideological sanction, one way in which Saadeh 

and the party kept their mahjar enthusiasts engaged was with a calendar of party holidays 

and celebrations.  These included Saadeh’s visits to various Argentine cities as well as 

the ḥaflāt takrīm or honorary dinners, described in the previous chapter, held for various 

prominent party members in Argentina as recorded in al-Zawba‘a.  Al-Zawba‘a devoted 

particular attention to the dates with specific relevance to the SSNP.  Saadeh’s March 1st 

birthday stands out among these along with the Novermber 16th founding date of the 

party.  Al-Zawba’a consistently published accounts of the celebrations held throughout 

Argentina in honor of the party head on both of these dates.  At the birthday festivities, 

speeches and toasts lauded Saadeh and reaffirmed the commitment of his supporters.  

Some of these supporters were prominent community members with successful 
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businesses and frequent advertisers in al-Zawba‘a, such as Yousef Makhul of Makhul 

Ikhwan (Majul Hnos.), a cloth and textile company in Córdoba.137  These figures 

commanded local respect and likely provided financial support as well. 

 These gatherings, despite their clear similarity to long-established forms of 

mahjar sociability, were distinguished from their counterparts not only according to their 

political affiliation but as authentic expressions of genuine national sentiment and not 

mere formalities.  A summary of Saadeh’s 1943 celebration in Buenos Aires asserted that 

“before the emergence of the blessed nahḍa [i.e., Saadeh’s arrival in Argentina], our 

celebrations were all flattery [mujāmalāt] based on superficial things which did not last 

beyond the party itself.”138  “Nationalist parties,” the article adds, “are not held to pass 

the time… but are rather true nationalist manifestations built on a goal as clear and 

unmistakable as it is honorable and noble.”  A letter from Syrian nationalists in San Juan 

read aloud at the Córdoba birthday celebrations of that same year rejoiced that “for the 

first time… the honorable Syrian community [nazāla] has a true patriotism… and pure 

nationalism.”139 The birthday celebrations became an occasion to also reaffirm the 

reawakening of nationalist authenticity experienced by Massūḥ and Nuzhā when meeting 

Saadeh, as when a certain Jawād Nādir recalled in his speech in Buenos Aires “how he 

came to know the nationalist movement and how he joined its ranks.”140 
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 The birthday celebrations, along with others in the SSNP calendar, also reveal the 

hopes Saadeh and his supporters had for their recruitment drive in the mahjar as a signal 

to outside audiences, both in the Levant as well as in the host countries of the Western 

Hemisphere.  The celebrations, often featuring telegrams from other Syrian communities 

throughout the world, highlighted the success of the party and thus its representativeness 

of the will of the Syrian people living abroad, free to express themselves in ways they 

could not in Lebanon and Syria, according to the SSNP.141  On the occasion of the party’s 

foundation, Alfredo Chaker, secretary of the Syrian Cultural Association, affirmed that 

those in Syria “should know that here as in other countries in America Syrians gather and 

care about the situation of their homeland and their brothers.”142  In Córdoba, Saadeh 

echoed these sentiments of the mahjar’s duties towards the homeland, suggesting that 

“emigrants [al-mughtaribīn] can carry out a large portion of the work of uplifting their 

nation… [as well as] make the peoples of America understand the truth of our 

renaissance [nahḍa] and the merits of our people… [in addition to] convincing all of the 

emigrant Syrians of the necessity of studying the social nationalist renaissance.”143  

Again, while the strictly territorial nature of Saadeh’s thinking would appear to negate the 

extensive participation of a diaspora, it is clear that there was much practical and 

ideological room for the Syrian Social Nationalist nahḍa among the communities abroad. 
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“NUESTRO ZAÍM:” SYRIAN NATIONALISM IN SPANISH AND PORTUGUESE 

 Saadeh’s birthday celebrations throughout the years confirmed internal cohesion 

among party members and attempted to show the strength of the movement to a host of 

international observers.  The same events also revealed Saadeh and his supporters 

reaching out to the mahjar-born children of Syrian and Lebanese migrants.  At a 

celebration of March 1st in the northern city of Tucumán, Saadeh simply “asked [the 

crowd that had gathered to hear him] if they all knew Arabic or whether the majority 

preferred Spanish. They preferred the latter, due to the preponderance of those born in 

this country that do not know the language of their kind.”144  Al-Zawba‘a even proudly 

reported that “many of ‘the sons of so-called Lebanese [mutalabnanīn]’ said: this theory 

[of Saadeh’s] is correct and we hope our fathers would adopt.”  Over the course of the 

years Saadeh spent in Argentina, the children of migrants or those who migrated as 

young children came to participate in the SSNP’s networks in the mahjar.  Their 

contributions provide insight into what kinds of rhetoric appealed to this group and show 

that Saadeh did indeed make some inroads in recruiting them. 

 As the above anecdote suggests, the conflict between fathers and sons, and 

between youth and family more broadly, was central to how Saadeh and the SSNP in the 

mahjar conceived of their project of recruitment.  One of the first impressions Saadeh 

and his affiliates made in Argentina scene was a performance of the play Fī sabīl al-tāj, 

an Arabic translation of the French poet and playwright Francois Coppée’s  Pour la 

couronne, which features the story of a young man who must kill his treasonous father to 
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save 15th century Bulgaria from a Turkish invasion.145  As it turned out, however, the 

National Lebanese Society in Buenos Aires had also planned to present the very same 

play.  Accusing the Syrian nationalists of sabotage, the Society’s president Tawfīq Fuḍūl 

Labakī and secretary Michel Marūn decried this “literary scandal [faḍīḥa adabīyya]” in 

the long-running communal newspaper Assalam.146  The incident is indicative of both the 

competition between Syrian and Lebanese nationalism taking place in the mahjar, but 

also of a shared assumption that nationalist activism might clash with the will of an 

individual’s, and particularly a young man’s, family. 

 Jubrān Massūḥ explored this aspect of mahjar family life in a 1942 article entitled 

“Our Children in America.”147  In the article, Massūḥ recounted an anecdote about a 

young man born in Argentina of Syrian parents at a social gathering.  Known for his 

singing talent, the young man nonetheless refused when asked to perform.  Massūḥ, 

sensing some deep sadness in the young man, questioned him and found out that his love 

of music had been stymied by his father who insists – often violently – that he pursue a 

career in trade like his own.  Massūḥ took the opportunity to lament the community’s 

praise for merchants at the expense of “a happiness that is not found in selling fabrics and 

collecting money.”  The commercial and non-humanistic attitude, according to Massūḥ, 

deprived Syrians of the young man’s potential contributions to their people and to the 

world.  This was all the more damaging in “[these] American regions [that] all know that 

                                                
145 “A TRAGEDY BY COPPEE: ‘For the Crown’ Acted in English at Palmer’s Theatre EDWARD 

VROOM AS CONSTANTIN A Showy Production, with Very Fine Scenery, of a Play in Verse That Was 

Praised in France.” New York Times. February 12, 1896. O’Keeffe, Brian. “Francois Coppee.” In 

Nineteenth-Century French Poets, edited by Robert Lawrence Beum. Vol. 217. Detroit: Gale, 2000. 
146 Tawfiq Fudul Labaki and Michel Marun. “Faḍīḥa adabīyya.” Assalam. November 18, 1940. 
147 Jubran Massuh. “Awlādunā fī Amīrka.” al-Zawba‘a. July 15, 1942. 



 77 

we are merchants” but did not know “what we excel in other than [trade] in order to 

know what kind of people we are.”  Encouraging a shift in priorities, Massūḥ thus 

showed where nationalism and political activism fit into conflicts within migrant 

families. 

 Al-Zawba‘a also featured articles and letters in Spanish by the sons of Syrian 

nationalists to demonstrate the appeal of this nationalism to the younger generations as 

well as to contrast the obsession with commerce with the educational pursuits of several 

prominent party members’ children.  When Victor Massuh, son of Jubrān, wrote “Por la 

justicia siria [For Syrian Justice]” in praise of Saadeh and the SSNP, the editors of al-

Zawba’a  added a biographical note at the end confirming that Victor was “seventeen 

years old [and that] last year he received his baccalaureate [bachillerato, i.e. high school 

diploma] and is considering studying literature and philosophy.  His spirit and talent 

promise a bright future.”148  Likewise, the same newspaper published a letter in 1944 

from eighteen-year old Alberto Nasif of the city of Jujuy, son of party member Jacobo 

Nasif (Ya‘qūb Naṣīf), to his father in Buenos Aires in which Alberto writes that “we miss 

you, papá… but one must be resigned, it is all for the freedom of Syria, because in our 

same veins runs the pure blood of Syria.”149  Here, we see the potential for family conflict 

resolved and replaced with a readiness to sacrifice togetherness for the greater nationalist 

cause.  In publishing these young Syrian nationalists, al-Zawba’a not only potentially 
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broadened their reach but also sought to provide alternatives to a perceived family drama 

of self-interested fathers and nationalist sons. 

 Engaging with individuals of Syrian or Lebanese background who may not have 

grown up primarily in the Levant also had practical advantages.  In its first several years 

of publication, al-Zawba’a only occasionally featured articles in Spanish.  As time 

passed, Massūḥ and later editors apparently succeeded in recruiting new Spanish- and 

Portuguese-proficient writers to contribute articles for their non-Arabic speaking 

audiences.  Many of these writers lived outside of Argentina.  Most prominent among 

them were Aniceto Schain, of Santiago de Chile, Ibrahim Habib Tanus of Minas Gerais 

in Brazil, and Jorge Iza Haddad of Mexico City.  While biographical details on these 

Syrian nationalists are lacking, it is nonetheless clear that Spanish and Portuguese were 

their primary language.  Indeed, the Syrian Nationalist newspaper published in Mexico 

City, La Tempestad, does not appear to have been referenced in Arabic in al-Zawba‘a 

and thus may have been published solely in Spanish.  The contributions of these writers 

appear to have filled in a gap where Saadeh and his circle wrote in Arabic. 

 Often, these contributors served as monitors of the local press, challenging ideas 

that were deemed incorrect or insulting according to Syrian nationalist thinking.  Haddad 

wrote an article in La Tempestad, later reprinted in al-Zawba‘a, that responded to 

coverage in the Mexican El Universal of a proposed “Islamic Government” for Syria.150  

Haddad also contested an article by Italian-Mexican columnist Aldo Baroni for Excelsior 
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in which, among other things, Baroni casts aspersions on the virility of Lebanese men.151  

Schain, meanwhile, wrote “In Defense of Syria” in which he argued that Syrians 

represented “a people eminently historical and at the level of the other civilized people,” 

thus disputing locally available works of ancient history leaving out “the Syrian Empire 

of the West – that of the formidable Carthage.”152  In each case, Spanish-proficiency 

allowed al-Zawba‘a to convey Syrian nationalist themes to wider audiences and 

participate in a long tradition of mahjar intellectuals speaking up against dispersions 

emerging from the host country societies. 

 Al-Zawba’a’s Spanish- and Portuguese-language materials also faced the 

challenge of accurately conveying Saadeh’s body of thought to both the non-Syrian host 

communities and to younger Syrians who were raised and educated mostly in the 

Americas.  These acts of translation ranged from the relatively straightforward to more 

daring.  The term za‘īm, discussed in the previous chapter, could simply be transliterated 

as zaím in Spanish, for example.  Searching for synonyms and more familiar reference 

points, however, za‘īm might become jefe, or “boss,” and, even more politically 

significant, caudillo, as Jorge Iza Haddad did in one article.153 Caudillo refers the 

“charismatic strongman [of] 19th-century Latin American nations,” a term which has 

alternatively carried both the positive and negative connotations of populist authoritarian 

rule in Central and South America as well as in Spain, where Francisco Franco was 

                                                
151 Jorge Iza Haddad. “Rechazando Difamaciones y Golpeando Mentíras.” al-Zawba‘a. September 4, 1944. 
152 Aniceto Schain. “En Defensa de Siria.” al-Zawba‘a. August 15, 1942. 
153 Jorge Iza Haddad. “La Liga Nacionalista.” al-Zawba‘a. September 1, 1943. 
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described as El Caudillo.154  Much of the Arabic vocabulary of Syrian nationalism was 

merely transliterated into Spanish; in addition to zaím, Saadeh supporters made the 

Arabic qawmīyyūn (nationalists) in Kaumista or Social-Kaumista.  Alfredo Chaker even 

took advantage of the Arabic roots of Spanish to note that Saadeh was both al-dalīl (“the 

guide”) and adalid, which in Spanish means guide or leader and historically was a 

synonym for caudillo.155  Evoking the notion of a caudillo to describe Saadeh may have 

resonated among mahjar residents familiar with the political significance of the term. 

  Even more explicit in this regard were comparisons of Saadeh to Latin American 

liberators and “founding fathers.”  Ibrahim Habib Tanus, for example, exclaimed in a 

Portuguese-language article for al-Zawba’a: “Antun Saadeh! On the thorny path of 

Liberty and Light, you have companions and friends. The caravan of liberators is already 

long. The Washingtons, Bolívars, Tiradentes, San Martíns and many others have 

marched.”156  Tanus signed “from this glorious Minas, the land of Tiradentes,” the 

national martyr of Brazilian independence who is today commemorated with a national 

public holiday and city squares in many major Brazilian cities.  Victor Massuh likewise 

grouped Saadeh with Argentina’s founding father, José de San Martín.157  Saadeh’s 

nationalist and anti-imperial mission could thus be quickly conveyed in terms familiar to 

a longtime resident of the mahjar. 

                                                
154 Leonard, Thomas M., ed. “Caudillo.” In Encyclopedia of Latin America, 3:51–53. Search for National 
Identity (1820s to 1900). New York: Facts on File, 2010. 
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These juxtapositions not only conjured patriotic feelings instilled in part by the 

nationalist cults in public and in schools in Argentina and Brazil, but also suggested the 

possibility that the comparison of politics and culture in Latin America and Syria could 

serve SSNP objectives.  On the one hand, Latin America and Syria might face similar 

enemies, which Aniceto Schain hinted at when he excoriated “retrogradismo-

latifundista,” connecting the backwards and unjust landownership structures of the Latin 

American large rural estates - latifundias - with their equivalents in Syria.158  Similarly, 

Saadeh’s notion of civilization mixing in a single territory, described in the first chapter, 

could be compared with the historical experience of Latin America.  For example, Julio 

Chaij (Shaykh) asked “How should we call a boy born in Buenos Aires of a Syrian father 

and Italian mother? […] It is not possible to call him Spanish, Syrian, Italian, [but rather] 

he must necessarily be called by the name of the ground in which he has been born, that 

is to say, Argentine.”159  In this way, Chaij criticized Pan-Arab nationalism by noting that 

Argentineans, like their neighbors, do not consider themselves Spanish by mere 

coincidence of a common language.  Thus, not only did younger Syrian nationalists of the 

mahjar replicate some of Saadeh’s fundamental ideas but they also did so in a way that 

connected Latin American and Syrian political and historical vocabularies. 

The contestation between Saadeh’s Syrian nationalism and other Middle Eastern 

political and intellectual movements in the mahjar concerned much more than mere place 
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of birth or the location of the ancestral village; rather, the battle between Lebanese, 

Syrian, pan-Arab nationalisms, each of potentially different political orientations, took 

place on a terrain shaped by broader notions of masculinity and rationality, among others.  

As we have seen above, the young Syrian man’s role in the family and towards his 

homeland played an important role in how the Syrian nationalists framed their project 

and their recruitment accomplishments in the mahjar.  Saadeh’s long-held skepticism and 

even disdain for the mahjar’s commercial pursuits – despite his own praise of Phoenician 

trade and his interaction with a number of prominent merchants in Argentina –

reverberated in the pages of al-Zawba‘a, shaping a conception of family conflict 

particular though not unique to the immigrant context.  Meanwhile, the younger recruits 

mentioned above reformulated some of Saadeh’s core ideas with reference to local 

imperial history and national cults of liberation.  The Syrian nationalism of Saadeh and 

his supporters established itself in the mahjar with strategies and discursive tools that 

spoke to the diaspora. 

 From a statistical perspective, it is hard to say how successful the SSNP was in 

recruiting and retaining new members in the mahjar.  An estimate in the late nineteen 

fifties put the SSNP’s overseas membership at some 3,000.160  As mentioned above, both 

Farīd Nuzhā and Jubran Massūḥ would eventually formally abandon the party despite 

their initial and in Massūḥ’s case years-long enthusiasm for Saadeh and his nationalist 

principles.  It is not unreasonable to infer from the experiences of these two that party 

membership may have fluctuated throughout Saadeh’s time in Argentina, which, in any 
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case, coincided with the uncertainty of the Second World War.  Nonetheless, the overseas 

branches of the SSNP remain important to the party and institutions founded during 

Saadeh’s stay such as the Asociación Cultural Siria [al-jama‘īyya al-thaqāfīyya al-

sūrīyya] of Buenos Aires still exist today.  Pro-Saadeh authors like Adel Beshara and 

Nawwaf Hardan have been based in places like Australia and Brazil, respectively, where 

historic Lebanese and Syrian migrant communities reside.  The close linkages between 

the SSNP and the mahjar remain important to this day.  
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Conclusion: Legacies of Migration in Middle Eastern Politics 

 Saadeh returned to the Levant in 1947, only to be executed by firing squad after a 

secret trial by Lebanese authorities in 1949.  The Syrian Social Nationalist Party has 

played a minor if not wholly inconsequential role in Lebanese and Syrian politics from 

then until the present.  Indeed, the SSNP’s militia – the so-called “Eagles of the 

Whirlwind” [nusūr al-zawba‘a] – is currently participating in the Syrian Civil War, allied 

with the government of Bashar al-Assad and Hezbollah in both Lebanese and Syrian 

territory, having been officially legalized in Syria in 2005.  While during the height of 

pan-Arabism the SSNP’s dedication to the idea of Greater Syria put it at the margins of 

Arab and Levantine politics, their dedication to secularism and anti-sectarianism today 

raises the possibility of a resurgence for the party.  In the climate of the Civil War, 

journalist Nour Samaha reports, the party claims to have had some success in recruiting 

new members, especially but not exclusively from minority communities.161  While its 

power is and will likely remain limited, renewed attention in the political context of 

today’s Middle East may give the SSNP and its founder Antun Saadeh a new 

prominence. 

 At the same time that the Syrian Nationalists are finding new purpose in their 

anti-sectarianism, the accusation that the SSNP is a “Nazi” or “fascist” party still plagues 

them.162  This thesis has attempted to re-locate the party’s founder Antun Saadeh to a 

more suitable framework than the still widely-held perception that Syrian Nationalism is 
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a mere outgrowth of European fascism.  This assumption of Saadeh’s purported fascism 

does justice neither to Saadeh himself nor to the tens of thousands who have supported 

him and his nationalist doctrine.  To better understand Saadeh – including the aspects of 

his political thought that merit comparison to the illiberal political movements of interwar 

Europe – I have sought to explore a particularly important aspect of his biography: his 

life and interaction with the mahjar, or Syrian (as well as Lebanese, Palestinian, and 

Arab) diaspora, particularly in Argentina.  This approach both highlights a little-explored 

aspect of Saadeh’s intellectual career and offers an alternative to one in which the degree 

of affiliation with the Axis powers serves as the primary object of study. 

 The mahjar not only was where Saadeh began to write and organize politically, 

but it also served an important symbolic purpose in his political thought.  As I argue in 

the first chapter of this thesis, migration occupied an ambiguous place in Saadeh’s 

thought, being that it could be simultaneously an indicator of civilization progress, as per 

the Phoenician conception of history, but also a foil for his territorial conception of 

membership in the Syrian national community.  The tensions in this position arose from 

Saadeh’s partial departure from the thinking of his nahḍawi father, Khalil Saadeh, who 

was part of a milieu that saw diaspora as a positive contributor to national and 

civilizational prestige.  The younger Saadeh’s colder view of the mahjar signaled a shift 

in which the mahjar would be judged by its direct contributions to anti-imperialist and 

nationalist revival rather than the indirect proof of worth implied by successful 

integration in the host country. 
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 Of course, when Saadeh returned to the mahjar after having established his party 

and expounded on the Syrian Nationalist doctrine, we might expect that Saadeh’s 

occasionally open disdain for much of the mahjar would make him an immediate pariah.  

Yet, as I argue in the second chapter, Saadeh was warmly received by some communal 

institutions in Buenos Aires until controversy and personal disputes overtook his public 

reputation in the early years of his time in Argentina during the Second World War.  

Those who opposed Saadeh in Argentina’s mahjar public sphere did so in part by 

employing a discourse on migration and migrants to highlight how the za‘īm, as they 

sarcastically referred to him, deviated both from the political sentiments of many Syrians 

and Lebanese and norms upheld in mahjar communal tradition.  Nonetheless, as I suggest 

in chapter three, the SSNP found some support among the migrants of Argentina and the 

rest of the Americas, particularly with the appeal of notions of youth and masculinity that 

buttressed their reawakened commitment to nationalism from abroad.  Additionally, some 

younger sympathizers translated Syrian nationalism into a rhetoric of liberation that may 

have had resonance among the children of migrants more familiar with the tropes of Latin 

American narratives of national liberation. 

 In this regard, Saadeh exemplifies a shift in the transnational conception of the 

mahjar’s role in nationalist politics.  Both from the perspective of the homeland and the 

diaspora, the change in terminology from mahjar to mughtarab, discussed in the first 

chapter, reveals the development of a different mentality relative to and among Syrian 

and Lebanese migrants in an age of heightening anti-imperialism and nationalism.  

According to this conception, contributions to the liberation and sovereignty of the 
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homeland would be valued above assimilationist accomplishments.  Thus in the events of 

and rhetoric surrounding Saadeh’s return to South America we can note the beginnings of 

a renewed commitment to the national cause, which likely affected other strands of 

nationalist thought.  As the age of decolonization loomed after WWII, the notion of 

diaspora was subject to a project of reformulation that would see its accomplishments – 

commercial, literary, etc. – downplayed in favor of its nationalist credentials. 

Of course, the mahjar had long made its voice heard and proved a fertile ground 

for nationalism, as other contemporary diasporas did.  Public advocacy for issues relevant 

to homeland politics remained as important to mahjar engagement with the homeland as 

they did earlier in the twentieth century.  Indeed, as sociologist José Itzigsohn has argued, 

nationalist activism has, far from contradicting assimilation, served to integrate 

immigrant communities into local politics as they seek the means to maintain connections 

with and influence political outcomes in the homeland.163  Even as Saadeh sometimes 

questioned the validity of his compatriots’ commercial pursuits, at other times he 

affirmed the value of these activities, echoing in many ways his father’s nahḍawi 

discourse that held migrants as proof of Syrian civilizational worth.  Still, in the project 

of recruiting new members in the mahjar, Saadeh’s official outlet in Argentina, al-

Zawba‘a, encouraged his followers to distance themselves from the greed and self-

absorption of the mahjar and turn instead towards the homeland as a means of recovering 

dignity and national identity.  In some sense, Saadeh’s project for the mahjar is indicative 
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of an ongoing discursive battle between two images of the mahjar as, alternatively, a 

diaspora of migrants and one of exiles. 

 One of the more recent reconsiderations of Saadeh and his legacy is a novel of 

historical fiction by the Palestinian novelist Sahar Khalifeh entitled Arḍ wa samā’, which 

seems to carry the dual meaning of both “Land and Sky” and “Earth and Heaven.”164  

The novel’s title captures the prominent themes of the book, which include the 

transcendent themes of idealism and love along with the more mundane subjects of 

failure, memory, and nostalgia.  The novel is told between the present and the past, 

specifically the years after Saadeh’s return from Argentina to Lebanon, as an entangled 

group of friends go over relics of their and others’ relationships with the za‘īm.  Khalifeh 

and her publishers make no pretentions about their conception of Saadeh’s relevance to 

the present: the book’s epigraph cites Saadeh as saying that “our fight over the sky will 

lose us the land,” and the back cover quotes another of Saadeh’s anti-sectarian 

quotations.  With tensions between sectarian and ethnic groups reaching new heights in 

the last decade, Khalifeh finds Saadeh and his cause worth revisiting. 

 At the same time that today’s sectarianism provides the backdrop for Arḍ wa 

samā’, the novel is also attentive to the mahjar’s place in the story of Saadeh.  In the 

story, the narrator Niḍāl and her one-time lover Rabī‘ parallel the relationship of Saadeh 

and Liza; in both cases, the departure of the man for the mahjar – in the case of Rabī‘, 

Canada – disrupts a passionate love, leaving the woman heartbroken.  Here, simultaneous 

abandonment of the homeland, thecause, and the relationship (in both cases, the men 
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marry other women abroad) blend together into one bitter betrayal.  Of course, Saadeh 

returned to fight again for his beliefs, which Rabī‘ cannot claim to have done.  Niḍāl 

reflects on Rabī‘, wondering “if it was Rabi’ and those like him who killed Saadeh’s 

dream… he went to Canada and forgot his friends, forgot my uncle, al-Ḥussaynī, and 

Saadeh’s dream and forgot me too, whom he once called the ‘love of his life’!”165 

 Liza has the same ire for Saadeh, who did in fact marry a young woman named 

Juliette al-Mir in Argentina before making his way back to Lebanon.  Liza’s sense of 

betrayal, however, struggles to translate into pure anger with Saadeh’s wife, known as al-

amīna, Juliette, who Saadeh, against the expectations of Liza and his companions, obeys 

and relies on.  The contrast between Liza and Juliette externalizes the mythical duality of 

Saadeh’s personality, both “thinker and poet… pragmatic and romantic… fighter and 

artist.”166  Liza represents passion and poetry, while Juliette is “[Saadeh’s] nurse and 

doctor” and a “lady of discipline” who frets that Saadeh did not warn her to bring 

furniture from Argentina and whose children speak formal and not colloquial Arabic.167  

When the two meet, Liza is struck by Juliette’s composure, which seems to suggest the 

concealment of emotion, but ultimately impressed with her dedication to Saadeh.  That 

Juliette’s mahjar background is responsible for this difference becomes evident as Liza 

describes her reaction to meeting the amīna: 

If only you knew, Rabī‘! [Saadeh] described to me before he left what I would see in 

terms of discipline and organization among the members of the party in the mahjar.  I 

didn’t take the matter seriously then and I thought that he was dreaming or exaggerating.  

                                                
165 Khalifeh, 18 
166 Khalifeh, 30. 
167 Khalifeh, 66, 71, 80, 82. 



 90 

I am, as you know, a child of these lands and I know the nature of our people and their 

natural indisposition towards order and discipline…168 

Juliette, though perhaps lacking the passion of Liza, seems to have this advantage in her 

having grown up at a distance from the “nature of [her] people.” 

 In this way, Khalifeh appears to have inherited and understood the ambiguous 

thinking towards the mahjar which Saadeh exemplified in his own work and in his efforts 

to bring his party into the Syrian diaspora.  The mahjar connects the Syrian people with 

resources and skills which are clearly useful when redirected towards the (feminine) 

national homeland.  Yet, the mahjar is also a site of exile and escape, of self-absorption 

and the dissolution of greater ambitions.  When Niḍāl asks Rabī‘ about “the revolution,” 

he responds:  

“The revolution? Which revolution? Niḍāl, I’m a failed man.” Reminding him, I said, 

“But you came back from the mahjar with a great deal of wealth and a number of 

children!” His face went red and he faltered, then he said with sorrow: “Niḍāl, I’m a 

different man…”169 

It is worth noting, as well, that Saadeh’s experiences with the mahjar are seen to connect 

with the Palestinian experience of dispersion and exile.  Saadeh and his party were and 

continue to be staunch defenders of Palestinians and protestors against Zionist incursions 

on “southern Syria.”  Hisham Sharabi, the well-known Palestinian intellectual, served as 

an editor to the SSNP’s newspaper; in fact, the character of Amīn in Arḍ wa samā’ is 

based on Sharabi.  Linking Saadeh with the historical memory of the nakba and the 

Palestinian diaspora is indicative of how the mid-century political context of the Middle 
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East has reshaped and refined the meanings of diaspora from the early 20th century to the 

present. 

 This thesis has been an attempt to both reintegrate Antun Saadeh and the mahjar 

simultaneously back in the intellectual, cultural, and political history of the Middle East.  

No doubt there is much more to be done on this subject as well as on the broader trends 

which are hinted at in this conclusion.  With that said, the research presented above 

shows the importance of tracing the relationship between nationalist politics and diaspora 

through a number of contexts ranging from the transnational and global to the local and 

regional.  Certain trends with global and transnational purchase – notions of masculinity, 

for example, and the social and political cachet of Darwinist evolution and other 

scientific ideas – link diasporas and their multiple contexts in ways more complex than 

their sense of a common identity or their sharing a common language.  However, the 

local context – in the case of this study, migrant communal institutions, economic 

success, and integration into local host societies – is also fundamentally important to 

understand the multifarious social and political lives of diasporas.  With this approach, 

scholars can study Saadeh from the perspective of the mahjar, and vice versa, in a way 

that enhances our understanding of both. 
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