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Introduction

Looking for Antonio Aychur Itt and Finding Hamud Said 	Eid

This book follows my journey to locate Antonio Aychur Itt, my
great-grandfather, in Mexico and to trace his birth name, Hamud
Said 
Eid, and his birthplace in Lebanon. I never knew my great-

grandfather and knew very little of his eldest son, my grandfather Said Itt
Alfaro.My grandfather came to the United States as a braceroworker in the
1940s, and U.S. immigration officials changed his name to Ruben Alfaro.
Stories of these two men have been passed down from generation to gen-
eration, capturing my imagination. As I began studying Mexican history, I
wondered how and where my great-grandfather’s and grandfather’s stories
fit intoMexican historiography. In the fall of1998 as part of mydissertation
research, I began the task of compiling a database of Middle Eastern im-
migrants who came to Mexico and registered with the Department of Mi-
gration in the 1930s.While in my final stages of examining more than eight
thousand immigrant cards, I stumbled upon the ficha (card) of Antonio Ay-
chur Itt, my great-grandfather. His picture and description matched my
family records. This is the only tangible piece of my family’s immigration
history that I have ever collected. While doing years of research, however,
I realized I had encountered a new dimension of Mexican social history,
that there were many ways to be Mexican in the twentieth century.
The title of the book, So Far from Allah, So Close to Mexico, derives from

Mexican President Porfirio Díaz (1886–1911) saying, ‘‘Poor Mexico, so far
from God, so close to the United States.’’ Since the book aims to broaden
notions of mexicanidad and illustrate the diversity of Middle Eastern im-
migrants, the use of Allah (God in Arabic) extends to the beliefs of the
Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and Druze immigrants from the Middle East
who arrived and eventually settled in Mexico. Some Middle East histo-
rians have cautioned that the term Allah in North American culture has
come to signify those of Islamic faith. This is not my intent in employ-
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ing the word Allah; rather I am using the word to speak generally about
God and how Arabic-speaking immigrants acculturated in Mexico. The
subtitle, Middle Eastern Immigrants in Modern Mexico, accounts for the
journey that the Middle Eastern community experienced from arrival in
Mexico to becoming Mexican citizens. This journey enabled many of the
immigrants to retain aspects of their ‘‘foreignness’’ while joining the Mexi-
can nation. An example of such a Middle Eastern immigrant who natu-
ralizes is Jorge Martínez Abraham (formerly known as Girius Ibrahim
Martinos Abraham), who naturalized and founded El Cairo restaurant
in Torreón. Martínez Abraham exemplifies how Middle Easterners have
both embraced their Arab heritage and become Mexican citizens. Caro-
line Nagel and Lynn Staeheli, in examining Arab immigrants in the United
States, suggest that ‘‘it is possible to claim identity as a citizen of a coun-
try and to negotiate membership within the bounds of ‘belonging,’ even
without claiming to ‘be of’ that country.’’1

Book Structure

The chapters that follow examine why Middle Eastern immigrants came
to Mexico, where they settled, how many came, where they came from,
how Mexicans responded to them, why some areas like the Laguna (the
lake district, or Comarca Lagunera, which occupies almost the full width
of southern Coahuila and far northeastern Durango states) attracted them,
and how they positioned themselves. Each chapter asks how and why
Middle Easterners are important to the Mexican nation. Beginning with
the first chapter, ‘‘AmplifyingMexicanidad,’’ the migration process can be
divided into four phases: (1) the first sojourners, often called turcos (Otto-
man subjects), came between1880 and1910; (2) during theMexican Revo-
lution (1910–1920), some sojourners and newly arrived immigrants be-
came Middle Eastern merchants, providing necessary goods and services;
(3) the 1920s and 1930s marked Syro-Lebanese family reunifications; and
(4) the 1940s brought some World War II refugees as well as the recon-
struction of the LebaneseMexican community.These four phases are by no
means the only migratory periods and settlement processes ofMiddle East-
ern immigrants in Mexico; however, they help explain and demonstrate
how different historical events affected the timing of when groups moved
to Mexico and how the Middle Eastern community came into being and
changed over time.
In Chapter 2, ‘‘Locating Middle Easterners in National and Transna-

tional Histories,’’ I examine Mexican immigrant history and how to place
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Middle Eastern immigrants in the historical record. The chapter also dis-
cusses the relationship between migrations to Mexico and across Mexico’s
northern border to the United States. Mexico thus became known as a
‘‘back door’’ to the United States and became vulnerable to changes in U.S.
immigration policies.
Chapter 3, ‘‘Turco Sojourners Come to PorfirianMexico,’’ examines why

turcos came to Mexico in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
In it I discuss the political instability, increased economic competition, and
religious tensions in the Middle East that motivated emigration. In addi-
tion, Porfirian development initiatives are examined as attracting immi-
grants to Mexico. Analysis of immigrant registration cards combined with
immigrant histories detail where the immigrants came from in the Middle
East and where they settled in Mexico. Their migration experiences were
greatly facilitated by Middle Eastern immigrant networks, which provided
money and information to family members and friends. During this early
phase of migration, Middle Eastern immigrants began positioning them-
selves in the Mexican nation.
Chapter 4, ‘‘BorderlandMerchants in Revolutionary Mexico,’’ explores

how the early sojourners’ networks provided an infrastructure to continue
with commercial activities during the chaos of the Revolution. Middle
Eastern immigrants provided food and arms to the various revolutionary
factions. Their ability to maneuver around the strong anti-foreign rhetoric
attests to their skills of self-positioning and their unique role in the Mexi-
can nation. The ability to cross into the United States enabled someMiddle
Easterners to amass large profits while the rest of the country was fighting.
At the same time, the immigrants faced greater risks because of anti-foreign
sentiments and revolutionary violence.
After the turbulent decade of the Revolution, Middle Eastern immigra-

tion to Mexico nearly quadrupled in the 1920s. The Middle Eastern com-
munity grew, and many of its members permanently settled in Mexico.
Meanwhile, Mexican citizens became increasingly uncomfortable with the
Middle Easterners’ presence andmarketing endeavors. AsMexicans voiced
their opposition to the immigrants, Middle Eastern families became more
unified, consolidating their economic enterprises with more kinship ties.
Chapter 5, ‘‘Middle Eastern Immigrants and Foreigners in Post-Revolu-

tionary Mexico,’’ analyzes the consolidation of the immigrant community
and the slowing of immigration in the 1930s. Tough economic times com-
bined with anti-foreign policies led Mexican citizens to more actively ex-
press their dislike of Middle Easterners. This can be attributed to both
the larger numbers of immigrants who came in the 1920s and the Mexi-
can citizenry’s demand for help from the federal government in times of
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Figure I.1. Immigration Card of
Antonio Aychur Itt

crisis. Complaints againstMiddle Easterners varied from allegations of set-
ting up illegitimate companies to falsely declaring bankruptcy, and from
establishing monopolies to carrying contagious diseases. Letters from citi-
zens, chambers of commerce, and state governments demonstrate a nation
searching for a way to control its immigrant populations in the midst of
economic, social and political change.
Chapter 6, ‘‘Peddling, Positioning, and Prosperity,’’ explores how Mid-

dle Eastern immigrants have peddled their identity by carefully position-
ing themselves between Mexican society and their own immigrant com-
munity. Their identity has been rooted in their economic roles of making
profits, especially during conflict.While making their profits, Middle East-
ern immigrants (often referred to as ‘‘the Lebanese colony’’) sought to
define themselves in relation to events in the Middle East and in Mexico.
In response toMexican nation building, many of the successful immigrants
aimed to unite and perpetuate their foreignness. They constructed a Leban-
ese discourse that largely excluded Arabs, Muslims, and Druzes.
Chapter 7, ‘‘Meanings of Multiculturalism,’’ synthesizes the text and

offers a new means to examine the manifold ways of being Mexican. This
concluding chapter examines how immigrants acquired mexicanidad while
creating their own Middle Eastern immigrant community, adopting much
of the Mexican national discourse, and becoming Mexican citizens. Al-
though retaining their ‘‘Lebaneseness,’’ their immigrant positioning sug-
gests that Mexico is indeed multicultural and demonstrates some social ac-
ceptance and tolerance for ethnic difference.
In Chapter 7 I also discuss how the construction of the Lebanese com-

munity has created a hegemonic voice for anyone ofMiddle Eastern descent
in Mexico today. The constructed history tends to ignore the diversity of
immigrant roles in Mexican history and portrays the early immigrants as
primarily Christians from Lebanon. The diversity of the immigrants and
their contradictory reception in Mexico has largely been overshadowed
by the notion that the Lebanese quickly acculturated and economically
dominated.
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Following the text is an appendix of fourteen tables, largely drawing on
Middle Eastern immigrant registration cards compiled by theMexican gov-
ernment between 1926 and 1951. They illustrate how the Middle Eastern
migration changed over time, showing the gender breakdown of the immi-
grants and marital status, nationality, country and city of birth, religion,
place of residence in Mexico, place of entry, and occupation. Throughout
the text, I reference the tables in parentheses for readers to further examine
the variables under discussion.

The Sources

Historians develop their analyses from the sources available. In this inquiry,
official Mexican sources and Middle Eastern immigrant testimonies were
examined for their direct information but also in search of inferences from
hidden transcripts.2 Immigrants who did not attain great economic or po-
litical success rarely emerged in the historical record, and many seem to
have melted into Mexican society. Some were killed in revolutionary con-
flict or during other moments of chaos. In an effort to develop a more
holistic portrait of this community, I used several research methodologies.
I drew on 8,240Middle Eastern immigrant registration cards (1926–1951),
Mexican immigration laws published in the Diario Oficial (1920s–1940s),
citizen complaints aboutMiddle Easterners toMexican presidents (1920s–
1940s), Middle Eastern immigrant community-based sources (newsletters,
novels, and letters), U.S. immigration cases involving Syrians crossing into
the United States (1904–1945), and my interviews in 1999 with descen-
dants of Middle Eastern immigrants (1999), whom I have given pseudo-
nyms for this book.3Middle Easterners are among many immigrant groups
who came toMexico and drewon their foreignness to better their economic
and social standing.
The geopolitical changes in the Middle East, Porfirian economic poli-

cies, and U.S.-Mexican relations in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies provide a backdrop against which the analysis here proceeds and in-
terprets 8,240 Middle Eastern immigrant registration cards produced by
the National Registry of Foreigners. The Migration Law of 1926 estab-
lished the National Registry of Foreigners to collect information on im-
migrants and the Mexican Department of Migration. In trying to get an
accurate count of foreigners, these registration cards were processed from
1926 to 1951.
It should be noted that 8,240 is the full sample of immigrant registra-

tion cards available. Unfortunately, data were not always provided on cer-
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tain cards; therefore, the samples fromwhich I draw the following analyses
vary. In1997 Zidane Zéraoui identified 7,533 Arab immigrants in his analy-
sis of the registration cards.4 In my research at the Archivo General de la
Nación (agn) inMexico City, I discovered an unmarked box that had addi-
tional records of Middle Eastern immigrants. I believe this box explains
whymy sample has 707moreMiddle Eastern immigrants than Zéraoui has
documented.
The information obtained for the cards was largely based on immigrant

memory, especially for the earliest immigrants. Therefore, the information
recorded was probably more of a snapshot of an immigrant’s life at the
time of registration than at the point of entry into Mexico. For instance,
my great-grandfather Antonio Aychur Itt (Hamud Said 
Eid) migrated to
Mexico in 1907 but his card was not processed until 1932, thus leaving
a twenty-five-year gap over which to recall his migration experience. His
card said he had a Mexican wife and six children; however, this informa-
tion reflects his status in 1932 at age 51, not his situation in 1907.
Despite the limitations inherent to the immigrant registration cards, ana-

lyses of the cards enable historians and social scientists in general to better
understand Middle Eastern migration to Mexico and how the immigrants
positioned themselves in their new host country. In addition to the delay
in processing the biographic information of the immigrant, there are other
limitations with these immigrant registration cards. For instance, the cards
identify only lawful immigrants with money to pay the fee to register with
the Mexican government. This sample represents Middle Eastern immi-
grants who entered legally or had the wherewithal to obtain the papers
to register. This was a self-selective group. In 1927 Middle Eastern immi-
grants were required to pay 10,000 pesos (roughly $1,000 today) to enter
the country. Thus the truly destitute Middle Eastern immigrant would not
be counted in these statistics.
Another aspect of the National Registry of Foreigners is Mexican offi-

cials’ lack of understanding of Arab culture and the political situation in
the Middle East at the beginning of the twentieth century. Many of the
Mexican immigration officials did not understand that the peoples from the
Middle East primarily spoke Arabic.5 Some of the cards stated ‘‘Lebanese’’
and ‘‘Syrian’’ as primary languages, illustrating that some of the Mexican
officials did not know that Lebanese and Syrian immigrants predominantly
spoke Arabic as their first language. Another possibility is that an immigra-
tion official, in taking the immigrants’ biographic information, made the
assumption that a Lebanese immigrant spoke Lebanese and a Syrian immi-
grant spoke Syrian. Furthermore, the cards only indicate what languages
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immigrants spoke and do not explain the language abilities of these im-
migrants. It also would seem likely that the immigration officials recorded
other information incorrectly or haphazardly, especially in the case of the
names. Many Arabic names appear Hispanicized on the immigrants’ cards,
and the order of the names could have been changed. A middle name in
Lebanon could have become a first name or last name in Mexico. These
subtle variations are endless.6

Discrepancies in the data were quite common, particularly in the Mexi-
can census during this period and especially if the enumerators were trying
to communicate with people whose first language was not Spanish. Unlaw-
ful immigrants (who probably were not captured in the censuses) avoided
any government official such as census takers. For the purposes of this dis-
cussion, immigrant registration cards are considered a sample of lawful
Middle Eastern immigrants. These cards provide valuable information as
to places from which they emigrated and where they settled in Mexico.
The immigrants also indicated when they entered Mexico, lending insight
into how Middle Eastern immigration evolved over time and responded to
Mexican and world events (Table 1).
Despite more than a decade of research in Mexico supplemented with

studies in the United States and Lebanon, I have not been able to expand
the community-based sources.7 To the best of my knowledge, this book is
comprehensive with respect to most of the primary and secondary sources
available. It is my hope that future scholars will continue to uncover docu-
ments housed in the new centers in Mexico and Lebanon focusing on im-
migration/emigration. Most of the materials I located were in Spanish, and
I have provided my own translations for the reader. While finishing com-
pilation of the immigrant registration database, I consulted with Middle
Eastern historian Nadya Sbaiti, a native Lebanese Arabic speaker, to help
me examine the immigrant registration cards in order to identify any Ara-
bic names that had been misfiled or miscoded because of the Hispaniciz-
ing of names. In my findings I report observed inconsistencies in the data.
Hayat Abu-Saleh, a native Arabic speaker from the region, translated let-
ters and other documents from the Lebanese Emigration Research Centre
(lerc) in Beirut. Letters from Maronite priests residing in Mexico City in
the late nineteenth century describe their difficulties in adjusting toMexico
and request permission to return home. The task of translating these letters
was particularly difficult for a modern-day speaker of Arabic. As lerc con-
tinues to build its collection, it should be a rich resource for future scholars.
In comparing Lebanese and Mexican sources on immigration, cases of

Middle Eastern immigrants, particularly Syrian immigrants, have been well
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documented in the United States during the twentieth century. The concern
of U.S. citizens that Middle Eastern immigrants as well as other undocu-
mented immigrants surreptitiously enter the United States has created a
good source of information. For instance, court cases and U.S. Immigration
and Naturalization Service (ins) records have led to a better understanding
of transnational migration. Mexico was sometimes used as an alternative
point of entry for immigrants wishing to enter the United States.

Finding Family

After several years of archival research, I found Hamud Said 
Eid in June
2004. With a travel grant from my university, I went to Lebanon hoping
to find a trace of my great-grandfather Antonio Aychur Itt. Some wonder-
ful friends and colleagues there drove me to Sibline, the town shown on
my great-grandfather’s immigration card. According to his immigrant reg-
istration card, he arrived in Mexico in 1907, thus making my quest nearly
a century later seem unlikely to succeed. My Lebanese and Syrian friends
and I went to the home of the local mukhtar, the Muslim administrative
leader in the community, explaining that I was looking for information
about a family member who had emigrated to Mexico at the turn of the
twentieth century. After coffee, long stares, and explanations of my family
history, I was told I looked like an 
Eid because of the shape of my face,
and I was directed to the 
Eid family in the next village. There, at a distant
relative’s home, we were treated with caution until an elderly man arrived
and said that his prayers had been answered. He had been trying to reach
Said 
Eid, my grandfather, in Brooklyn, New York, since the early 1970s. I
explained that my grandfather had passed away at that time, and the family
was still in Mexico, with the exception of Said’s children. The man then
said my great-grandfather’s name had been Hamud Said 
Eid. The Arabic
�Eid became the Hispanicized Itt, as many of myMiddle Eastern colleagues
had suspected; however, he lost the name Hamud and gave the name Said
(meaning ‘‘happy’’ in Arabic) to my grandfather. The Aychur name came
from his maternal side, and Antonio was clearly an attempt at assimilat-
ing into Mexican culture. With the pieces of the puzzle coming together, I
finally learned how my family’s journey began and felt it was time to share
this history of Middle Eastern immigrants coming to Mexico.



CHAPTER 1

AmplifyingMexicanidad

Consider Carlos SlimHelú: ‘‘Slim is credible as a nationalist because,
in all of Latin America, Telmex [Telefónicas de México] is the only
major privately owned telco [telecommunications company] that’s

homegrown. And he has labored to gain the goodwill of people on both
ends of Mexico’s ideological spectrum.’’1 How does a son of Middle East-
ern immigrants proclaim himself a nationalist and representative of the
Mexican nation?2 Carlos Slim Helú, the wealthiest man in Latin America,3

is proudly a Lebanese Mexican. Slim attributes his business acumen to his
father, Julián Slim, a Lebanese Christian who escaped the Ottoman Em-
pire’s military draft by fleeing to Mexico in 1902. During the Mexican
Revolution, the elder Slim bought out his partner in a Mexico City general
store and purchased several nearby commercial buildings. Slim Helú said
of his father, ‘‘Now that was courage . . . he taught me that no matter how
bad a crisis gets, Mexico isn’t going to disappear, and that if I have confi-
dence in the country, any sound investment will eventually pay off.’’4 The
history of Slim Helú and his family illustrates how a fewMiddle Easterners
and their descendants have positioned themselves in Mexican society and
have achieved an elite status as ‘‘foreign citizens’’ in Mexico.
There are, of course, other Middle Easterners who identify with Mexi-

can culture and who appear to have completely acculturated into theMexi-
can nation. My tío-abuelo (great-uncle) Mustafa Itt often said to me, ‘‘Hija,
soy mexicano’’ (Daughter, I amMexican). Yet he carries an Arabic surname
from his father, whomigrated from Sibline in southern Lebanon toMexico
in 1907. How could Carlos Slim Helú feel proudly Lebanese Mexican and
my tío-abuelo feel solely Mexican without reference to his Middle East-
ern ancestry? The difference lies in howMiddle Easterners in Mexico have
forged immigrant positions, some claiming a constructed Lebanese Mexi-
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can identity. This claim has roots in commercial activities from peddling
to industrial capitalism and has grown into politics and popular culture.
Middle Eastern immigrants position themselves between Mexican society
and their Middle Eastern immigrant communities.
The experiences of Middle Eastern immigrants and the construction

of the Lebanese Mexican identity raise a broad historical question: How
do immigrant groups position themselves to prosper in a nation-state of
purported mestizo origins? How do nation-states, in turn, create condi-
tions for this positioning and prosperity? This book explores how a few
Middle Eastern immigrants and their descendants have drawn on an imag-
ined Phoenician past to create an elite Lebanese Mexican class in mod-
ernMexico. AlthoughMiddle Eastern immigrants are a well-known group
throughout Latin America, few scholarly works have systematically ad-
dressed their presence in the historical record. There are several reasons
for this that will be explored in the following chapters. Because Mexican
nationalism, mexicanidad, a sense of Mexicanness, cannot be explained
as monolithic, scholars have had difficulty conceptualizing how to place
the members of ethnic minority and immigrant groups outside the mestizo
(those of mixed Spanish and indigenous descent) construct in Mexican his-
tory. To help conceptualize these ideas, revisionist (and post-revisionist)
scholarship on race, subalterns, and hegemony has been employed to de-
scribe those peoples outside more traditional state formative processes.5

Although in later generations it could be suggested that the wealthier
children of early immigrants have become active in Mexican state forma-
tion with the intention of creating hegemonic power bases, this book fo-
cuses largely on the first- and second-generation immigrants who sought to
make enough money to return to Lebanon and/or bring other family mem-
bers to maintain their economic and familial interests. This inquiry exam-
ines how the immigrants described themselves and, in turn, forged a place
for themselves in Mexican society. As with many immigrant groups, the
story is not linear nor clearly demarcated by geography or analytical cate-
gories. These immigrants came from a complicated homeland and found a
new host country mired in civil strife and nation building.
Unlike various other immigrant groups in the Americas, the homelands

of Middle Eastern immigrants changed dramatically in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The first wave of Middle Eastern immigrants
to Mexico, subjects of the Ottoman Empire, left a region known as the
provinces of Greater Syria, which encompassed present-day Syria, Leba-
non, and Palestine (Figure 1.1).
After World War I and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, Britain ac-
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Figure 1.1. The Middle East in 1900

quired control of Iraq, Palestine, and Transjordan, while France took con-
trol of the Syrian mandate (Figure 1.2). Under the French, what are now
the nation-states of Lebanon and Syria were treated as colonies. In 1920,
when the creation of Greater Lebanon was proclaimed, the French objec-
tive was to safeguard the Maronite community by making sure it would
not be absorbed into a Syrian Muslim state.
In1926, French officials approved a constitution creating a Lebanese re-



12 AmplifyingMexicanidad

Figure 1.2. The Middle East in 1920

public. However, Lebanon did not declare independence until 1943, while
Syrian independence was delayed until 1946 (Figure 1.3).
These geopolitical changes complicate categories of analysis when try-

ing to determine where these immigrants migrated from, how they iden-
tified themselves, and how others identified them. I use the term ‘‘Middle
Eastern immigrants’’ to refer to peoples from the region that encom-
passes the contemporary nation-states of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine (the
West Bank, Gaza, and British-mandated territory), Israel, Iraq, Iran, Jor-
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Figure 1.3. The Middle East in 1948

dan, Egypt, and the Arabian Peninsula. Although Armenia and Turkey are
not widely regarded as Arab states, peoples from these nation-states are
often considered part of theMiddle Easternmigration toMexico.6Defining
appropriate categories of personhood to describe these immigrants has
sparked considerable debate. Moreover, both after the creation of the state
of Israel following World War II and more recently following the terror-
ist attacks of 9/11, the term Arab has become politically charged.7 Scholars
such as Zidane Zéraoui and Roberto Marín-Guzmán refer to immigrants
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from the Middle East as ‘‘Arabs,’’ employing the term as an ethnocultural
construct.8 I have chosen to use ‘‘Middle Eastern,’’ preferring its geographic
connotations in examining the history of peoples who emigrated from the
Ottoman Empire at the end of the nineteenth century as well as those who
migrated from the region in the twentieth century. Given the departures of
early immigrants from the Ottoman Empire, the term turco (Turk) is still
used occasionally to describe Middle Easterners.9 ‘‘Lebanese’’ immigrants
are thus a subgroup within this larger Middle Eastern migration. Because
Lebanon and Syria did not emerge as independent nation-states until the
1940s, earlier immigrants often declared cities and regions as their places
of origin and drew on a variety of ethnic and religious identities.
The Mexican case is further complicated by variation among Latin

American countries where notable populations of Middle Eastern immi-
grants have settled. In Argentina and Brazil, the term ‘‘Syro-Lebanese,’’ a
term coined by the subjects themselves, is used in common parlance; in
Mexico and Ecuador, the term ‘‘Lebanese’’ is most often used to encom-
pass all Middle Easterners; in Honduras and Chile, the term ‘‘Palestinian’’
is more common. These variations point to both the problematic nature
of these historical categories as well as the particular influx of immigrants
and their internal dynamics within each Latin American country. Although
‘‘Middle Eastern’’ can be reductionist (in the same way that ‘‘Latin Ameri-
can’’ can be), it nevertheless offers the most comprehensive nomenclature
based on my examination of 8,240 Middle Eastern immigrant registration
cards compiled by the Mexican government between 1926 and 1951.10

Asher Kaufman’s monograph Reviving Phoenicia: The Search for Iden-
tity in Lebanon carefully traces how, prior to Lebanon’s creation in 1920,
Lebanese nationalists looked to the Phoenician past to narrate and justify
the existence of Lebanon as a viable nation.11 He argues,

The idea that the ancient Phoenicians had crossed the Atlantic was a view
shared by many Lebanese and supported by dubious scholarly work. It
reflected an attempt made by Syro-Lebanese, advocates of the Phoenician
identity, to illustrate their contribution to Western civilization since time
immemorial. In the American context, it was an attempt to make evident
that Syro-Lebanese were actually more American than Americans.12

Kaufman suggests that the various Syrian communities in North and
Latin America promulgated a Phoenician past as early as 1914;13 however,
in Mexico, Lebanese community newsletters did not begin widespread cir-
culation until the1930s. Kaufman nevertheless shows that early in the twen-
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tieth century, questions of identity circulated among Middle Eastern im-
migrants in the Americas. As this book will show, while the immigrants
observed radical change in their homeland from afar, they also helped to
broaden post-revolutionary constructions of the Mexican nation-state and
the meanings of mexicanidad.

A Question of National Composition

The self-positioning of Middle Easterners in Mexico highlights the contra-
dictions of twentieth-century Mexican nation building and how this immi-
grant group became both victims and victors of national conflicts. From
President Porfirio Díaz (1886–1911) to post-revolutionary President Lázaro
Cárdenas (1934–1940), Mexican policy makers aimed to bringMexico out
of underdevelopment by reclaiming ‘‘Mexico for Mexicans.’’14 This effort,
however, has led to an ambivalent treatment of foreigners. Immigrants,
mostly Europeans, who were perceived to potentially ‘‘better’’ the nation
with skills and capital—and in some cases fair skin15—were welcomed by
Mexican elites and policy makers. Meanwhile, theMexican populace often
felt exploited by these foreigners. Other immigrants such as the Chinese,
Japanese, and Middle Easterners did not meet the criteria of ‘‘bettering’’
Mexico, yet they provided necessary services to the Mexican people. Some
even prospered from direct dealings with the poor. These immigrants,
often storekeepers or peddlers, improved the lives of campesinos (peasants,
agrarian workers) and rancheros (small-scale independent ranchers) with
more commercial options such as purchasing items outside the stores of
the hacendados (owners of large landed estates), yet many Mexicans still
subscribed to anti-foreign attitudes.
The inconsistent treatment of foreigners coincides with a national his-

tory that often dismisses the importance of immigrants inMexico.Why has
the history of immigration to Mexico been given scant attention? Mexico
has had a long immigrant tradition with enduring foreign influences; how-
ever, post-revolutionary discourses in the twentieth century and onward
tend to emphasizemestizo constructions to the exclusion of others’ cultures
and ethnicities.16

With the dawn of the twentieth century, President Díaz looked in par-
ticular to the British and Germans for investments to modernize Mexico
and to act as a counterweight to growing U.S. dominance in Latin Amer-
ica.17 Along with an infusion of cash came British and German immigrants
eager to capture their share of the profits. In the process of introducing
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new economic activities such as mining, money lending, and wholesale
trading, the foreigners were also quite visible; thus when Mexicans be-
came frustrated with modernization, they could easily blame foreigners.
The early twentieth century also brought an influx of Middle Eastern im-
migrants who took up peddling, some finding a niche among French im-
migrant wholesalers. These immigrant groups, collectively and individu-
ally, have contributed to the economic development and construction of the
Mexican nation-state.

AmplifyingMexicanidad

The Spanish are usually seen as an integral part of Mexico, not as im-
migrants. The Creoles of New Spain, descendants of Spaniards born in
Mexico, sought to distance themselves from the Spanish (Bourbon) Crown
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In trying to differenti-
ate themselves, they helped create a Mexican nation, separate and different
from Spain. Their participation in the construction of the nation-state has
launched a two-century debate about who is Mexican. The scant discussion
in the national discourse about the infusion of other immigrants and their
cultures in Mexico attests to the dominance of the Creole legacy.
Historically, the situation of the Spaniards has been the most complex

because of their widespread ‘‘conquering’’ influence that has led to the cul-
tural (and some would say biological) construction of the mestizo and ulti-
mately, the ‘‘cosmic race.’’18 The Mexican national discourse tends to as-
signMexicans as Spanish or Indian ormestizo.This tripartite ethnic scheme
began with the Conquest and became the dominant basis of defining who
is Mexican. The narrow ethnic construction suited Spanish colonial inter-
ests in limiting who enjoyed privileges such as landownership and partici-
pation in Spanish government. Although the Mexican national discourse
has changed over time, it has tended to employ mexicanidad as a means
to draw on indigenismo and Europeanness in its nationalism.19 According
to José Vasconcelos, post-revolutionary Secretary of Public Education, the
cosmic race theory suggests taking the best of Spanish and Indian cultures
and creating a new hybrid race:

The advantage of our tradition is that it has greater facility of sympathy
towards strangers. This implies that our civilization, with all defects, may
be the chosen one to assimilate and to transform mankind into a new
type; that within our civilization, the warp, the multiple and rich plasma
of future humanity is thus being prepared.20



AmplifyingMexicanidad 17

Vasconcelos contended that it is the contribution of the Spanish that
helps themestizo improve himself or herself. Earlier thanVasconcelos’ writ-
ing, Justo Sierra, Minister of Public Education and Fine Arts from 1905
to 1911, suggested that ‘‘foreign elements’’ indeed helped Mexican social
evolution. Sierra wrote between 1900 and 1902: ‘‘We need to attract im-
migrants from Europe so as to obtain a cross with the indigenous race,
for only European blood can keep the level of civilization . . . from sink-
ing, which would mean regression, not evolution.’’21 Accordingly, the mes-
tizo represented a way in which to create a liberal model of homogeneous
integration of all ethnic groups. By encouraging individual groups—spe-
cifically indigenous peoples—to shed their distinctive characteristics and
to become mestizo, they could become part of an evolving Mexican na-
tion. Similarly, Yucatecan positivist social critic Andrés Molina Enríquez
in 1909 advocated an ethnic scheme of Creoles, Spaniards, and mestizos.
He believed that the continuation of the mestizo as the dominant ethnic
group would encompass Mexico’s indigenous origins as well as constitute
a truly national population.22 Alan Knight writes, ‘‘Mexico could achieve
demographic growth without recourse to immigration . . . mestizaje and
nationhood were equated.’’23 Together Sierra, Molina Enríquez, and later
Vasconcelos and others advocated mestizaje as the foundation of what it is
to be Mexican.24

Historian Arthur Schmidt explains that decades after theMexican Revo-
lution, ‘‘indigenismo and economic development served as powerful hege-
monic symbols for Mexico’s national identity, for the image of a homeland
that would provide for all Mexicans.’’25With time, however, this national
project collapsed. The marginalization of the indigenous peoples and mas-
sive Mexican emigration created an ‘‘enduring crisis of self definition.’’26

D. A. Brading echoes much of Schmidt’s assessment and notes of Manuel
Gamio, the father of Mexican anthropology and famed excavator of Teo-
tihuacán pyramids, that

there is little doubt that his indigenismo derived from his liberalism and
was animated by a modernising nationalism, which promoted the incorpo-
ration and assimilation of the Indian communities into the urban, hispanic
population. The ultimate and paradoxical aim of official indigenismo in
Mexico was thus to liberate the country from the dead-weight of its native
past, or, to put the case more clearly, finally to destroy the native culture
which had emerged during the colonial period.27

While some post-revolutionary intellectuals suggested that the lack of eth-
nic integration and indigenous traditions were at the root of many of Mex-
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ico’s problems, they also worked to curb the arrival of undesirable immi-
grants, such as those coming from the Middle East. But as Serge Gruzinski
aptly points out,

It is hard to know exactly what this ‘‘mestizo effect’’ covers—its dynam-
ics are not really questioned. Mixing, mingling, blending, crossbreeding,
combining, superimposing, juxtaposing, interposing, imbricating, fusing,
and merging are all terms associated with the mestizo process, swamping
vague description and fuzzy thinking in a profusion of terms.28

It is within this ‘‘fuzzy thinking’’ that we find the construction of mesti-
zaje, implicit tomexicanidad, as a dominant cultural category that fuses the
Spanish and Indian in everything Mexican.
Marilyn Grace Miller successfully challenges the mestizo construction:

‘‘Whereas mestizaje has been taken as a monolithic discourse and a com-
monplace of latinoamericanismo, a tour of its myriad appearances in textual
and other expressive formats divulges a trajectory of tremendous variance,
polarization, juxtaposition, and opposition.’’29 The monolithic assumption
derives from thewritings ofMolina Enríquez, who equatedMexicowith lo
mestizo;Manuel Gamio reiterated this interpretation in 1916.30Miller sug-
gests that intellectuals throughout the Americas have used notions of mes-
tizaje and the cosmic race to their ideological ends, causing confusion and
ambiguities as to nationalism, identity, and ethnicity throughout the twen-
tieth century. However, Agustín Basave Benítez succinctly notes that ‘‘the
tendency to linkmestizaje andmexicanidad responds essentially to a search
for national identity.’’31 Mexicanidad, in my analysis, has therefore come
to refer to the sense of feeling Mexican by and among Mexican nationals
yet remaining open to a range of individual and collective interpretations
depending on one’s own situation and experiences.
The ability of Middle Eastern immigrants to position themselves in

Mexico can be explained in part by the flexibility of the concept of mexi-
canidad and by varying interpretations of what it means to be Mexican.
Henry Schmidt, for example, suggests that allied terms mexicanidad, mexi-
canismo, and lo mexicano all refer to the Mexican ethos as well as to its
study and therefore become a driving principle for the growth of knowl-
edge related to Mexico.32 But what is the Mexican ethos? Roger Bartra
argues that ‘‘studies on Mexicanness constitute an expression of the domi-
nant political culture. This hegemonic political culture is bound by the set
of imaginary power-networks that define socially accepted forms of sub-
jectivity and that are customarily considered as the fullest expression of
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national culture.’’33 Accordingly, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(pri) has been creating a type of ‘‘metadiscourse’’ that manyMexicans and
non-Mexicans use to explain national identity.34 This discourse is prem-
ised on what Bartra terms ‘‘commonalities of the Mexican character’’ and
foundingmyths of theMexican Revolution.35 It can accommodate and inte-
grate social difference, tolerate difference, and alternately suppress, disre-
gard, and obscure difference such that the termsmexicanidad, mexicanismo,
and lo mexicano promote unified, homogeneous meanings. The mythical
accounts of the Mexican Revolution that inform this discourse tend to per-
tain to Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata.36 Public officials and intellec-
tuals have drawn on carefully selected cultural symbols—such as Zapata
and Bénito Juárez—to describe what and who is Mexican. These construc-
tions have ignored the rich cultural mosaic of Mexican society. Instead,
they promulgate the tripartite ethnic and racial description—begun during
the colonial era—of Mexicans as Spanish, indigenous, or mestizo.
Apart from the metadiscourse of mexicanidad, however, most Mexicans

readily acknowledge the role of the turco merchant among other figures
such as a Basque supermarket owner in their social landscape. Why, then,
does a discrepancy exist between Mexican intellectuals and popular tradi-
tion? This discrepancy between the popular recognition of difference and
the mestizo image reflects yet another difficulty in describing who is Mexi-
can and who ought to be citizens of Mexico. Rodolfo Stavenhagen and
Tania Carrasco write, ‘‘Mexico is essentially a multicultural country not
only for its indigenous and Iberian culture, but also for the contribution of
the immigrant cultures.’’37

Ultimately, the mestizo construction aimed to temper the influence of
foreigners and the visibility of the indigenous, thereby limiting plurality.
Despite the intellectuals’ and state’s attempts to construct a monolithic,
homogeneous Mexican, the Mexican populace has come to include diverse
immigrants in a pluralistic society in which there are many ways of being
Mexican. The ambiguities of what it means to beMexican beyond themes-
tizo construction have allowed immigrants from the Middle East simulta-
neously to position their status in the Mexican metadiscourse and to create
their own Lebanese discourse.

From Immigrants to Foreign Citizens

The infusion of Middle Eastern immigrants in Mexico increased tensions
among classes and affected how Middle Eastern immigrants positioned
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themselves and their goods. As Mexican policy makers at the federal and
state levels designed policies to appease displacedmiddle-classMexicans in
the 1920s and1930s, they also tried to accommodate immigrants who sup-
plied a needed part of Mexico’s economic infrastructure. While some im-
migrants were denied admission into Mexico, others were granted it and,
later, citizenship.
The Great Depression that began in 1929, combined with anti-foreign

rhetoric, raised concerns about who should be allowed into Mexico and
who should become Mexican citizens. The international environment—
exemplified to some extent by the United States closing its borders—co-
incided with these questions among Mexican citizens and policy makers
about which immigrants were ‘‘worthy’’ and which were not. As post-
revolutionary intellectuals pushed the cult of the mestizo (that is, mestizo-
philia), they stressed homogenization as fundamental to the nation’s devel-
opment and health.38 Portrayals enhancing Mexico’s modernization posed
Middle Eastern immigrants, among others, as instead carrying disease and
increasing poverty and criminality. Restrictive policies were made, yet they
were not always enforced. Thus, how Middle Eastern immigrants posi-
tioned themselves in Mexican society offers an alternative perspective to
traditional conceptualizations of who is Mexican and who can become
Mexican citizens.
The ability of Middle Eastern and other immigrant groups—Ashkenazi

and Sephardic Jews,39 Spaniards, French, Germans,40 Italians, Japanese,
Koreans, and Chinese41—to develop commercial enterprises reflects de-
mands in the Mexican economy during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Immigrants, savvy to market demands, quickly learned how
to supply Mexican consumer demands. Some Middle Eastern immigrants,
as their commercial endeavors led to economic success, began to position
themselves both as Mexicans and as foreigners in Mexican society.
As President Díaz sought to emulate Europeanmodernization, he looked

to foreign investment to bringMexico out of underdevelopment and ‘‘back-
wardness.’’42 The Mexican Revolution and post-revolutionary regimes in
the 1920s and 1930s aimed to replace the Porfirian model and redefine
the nation as a Mexico for Mexicans. Revolutionary rhetoric often be-
came xenophobic, denouncing those who had pillaged Mexico of its re-
sources. Yet despite the rhetoric, immigrants continued to come and settle
inMexico. If anti-foreign sentiments were so strong, howcould immigrants
continue to migrate and establish themselves in the early twentieth century
in Mexico?
Despite the revolutionary discourse that emphasized the mestizo, the
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‘‘Mexican foreign tradition’’ continued. This tradition privileged outsiders
whowere seen to helpMexico progress. It dates back to the colonial period
when the early Spaniards often viewed foreigners as bringing the necessary
skills for Mexico to develop. The fear of foreign merchants and their ex-
ploitation of native peoples likewise can be dated to the colonial period
when foreigners composed much of the merchant class. In 1681 the Laws
of the Indies specified that ‘‘no foreigner or excluded person be allowed to
trade in the Indies, or go to them.’’43 In the seventeenth century, poor peas-
ant families from the Basque region often sent their sons to New Spain to
make their fortunes. Charles Nunn explains that ‘‘since [colonial] immi-
grants often came to make their fortunes, few had significant assets upon
arrival. In Spain, the Casa de Contratación kept a full watch on everyone
who sailed from the mother country to the Indies.’’44 This pattern of poor
families migrating to Mexico with ambitions of wealth has occurred fre-
quently throughout Mexican history.45

In the nineteenth century, Mexican intellectuals struggled to create a
unique national identity based on European traditions. At the turn of the
twentieth century, Spanish peninsular merchants, French and British bank-
ers, and U.S. mining investors provided critical goods and services while
maintaining their ethnicity. Unlike less powerful immigrant groups, who
tended to acculturate as a tactic of survival, these foreigners with Mexi-
can citizenship often kept their culture and maintained their ‘‘foreignness.’’
Many became wealthy through their development projects and established
themselves within the Mexican elite.
In looking atNorth American and European democracies, BonnieHonig

suggests that foreignness can be relational and fungible in that it reflects
the values of the society. In particular, Honig examines the role of the capi-
talist foreigner, who, although ‘‘depicted as someone who is interested in
material things, . . . quickly turns from someonewho has something to offer
us into someone who only wants to take things from us.’’46 This transition
from an inquisitive immigrant to a self-serving materialist resonates with
popular Mexican reflections on the role of the Middle Eastern immigrants
in the country. Although Honig’s analysis is limited to liberal democracies,
her usage of foreignness and the notion that foreigners enable regimes to
import needed skills and talents can be applied to Mexico.
The contradictory reception and treatment of foreigners in Mexico can

be described as a ‘‘foreign citizen’’ paradigm. LuzMaría Martínez Montiel
describes this dilemma by arguing that to be foreign in Mexico is a guar-
antee of wealth, creating a paradox throughout Mexican history. Mexi-
cans feel xenophobic because of foreigners’ wealth.47 Yet foreignness be-
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comes a means of legitimation and path to elite status.48 Not unlike other
countries seeking to develop, Mexico has depended on outside resources.
Therefore, those in Mexican society most capable of attracting foreign in-
vestment are most able to thrive economically. The ‘‘foreign citizen’’ me-
diates a contradictory and mutually reinforcing relationship that allows
outsiders to maintain multiple identities, including the identity of an ‘‘in-
sider’’ in Mexico. This notion that citizenship can be granted to a foreigner
on the promise that he or she brings skills and capital is not uncommon.
However, in Mexico and perhaps other Latin American (and other ‘‘de-
veloping’’) countries, the ability to declare foreignness across generations
helps explain how elites distance themselves from their poor paisanos and
command a sense of entitlement.
The irony is that to climb the Mexican economic ladder, one needs to

have enough Mexicanness to work within the system. Yet once the person
has reached economic elite status, he or she often claims his or her for-
eign roots (as if) to explain success. How have Middle Eastern immigrants
participated in this ‘‘foreign citizen’’ trajectory? The first generation often
downplayed cultural differences to better acculturate intoMexican society.
However, by the second and third generations, with economic ascent, some
Middle Eastern immigrants were able to create a new Lebanese Mexican
identity,49 as further addressed in Chapter 6. In contrast, Middle Eastern
immigrants who did not make fortunes tended to acculturate into the mes-
tizoMexican culture, similar to my tío-abuelo, a middle-class Mexican.
Mexico has a rich immigrant history too often ignored in analyses fo-

cused on the Mexican Revolution and mestizaje. Moreover, the case of
Middle Eastern immigrants demonstrates the diversity of the immigrant
flows into Mexico and how Mexicans accommodated social difference in
varying degrees. Perhaps most importantly, the evolution of Middle East-
ern immigrants creating a Lebanese Mexican community illustrates how
the ‘‘foreign tradition’’ has resonated in society to create ‘‘foreign citi-
zens.’’ Peter Sahlins in his monograph Unnaturally French: Foreign Citizens
in the Old Regime and After analyzes how foreigners in seventeenth-century
France who naturalized were not treated as citizens, especially in the ex-
amination of tax records under the Old Regime.50 According to Sahlins,
‘‘Foreign citizens were, no doubt, a privileged group of immigrants, al-
though not literally in the Old Regime sense, since only a small propor-
tion were nobles.’’51 Sahlins suggests that prior to the creation of modern
nation-states, notions of citizenship were defined primarily in opposition
to the foreigner, and ‘‘naturalization as administrative practice, moreover,
never fully protected the foreigner from all the civil incapacities, espe-
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cially the liability to special taxes, that accumulated during the early mod-
ern period.’’52 Similarly to Sahlins’ foreign citizens of seventeenth-century
France, Middle Eastern immigrants who naturalized in twentieth-century
Mexico often retained elements of their foreignness, manifest in such ges-
tures as opening a restaurant named after an Egyptian city.
Unlike many European immigrants, Middle Easterners often appeared

to beMexican in their dealings with rural communities.Yet, over time their
larger investments in industrial projects served national interests and en-
abled them to then emulate Europeans by seeking to construct a unique
Lebanese Mexican community. Despite anti-foreign revolutionary rheto-
ric, the post-revolutionary Mexican nation continued to draw on foreign-
ness as a means of legitimation, especially in elite circles. Middle Eastern
immigrants, by peddling their legitimacy and their wares, fused their immi-
grant status with Mexican citizenship and in turn expanded the meaning
of the Mexican nation in the twentieth century.
Mexican citizens at home and abroad often feel multiple loyalties that

extend to the Mexican nation, their regions, and more particularly their
towns.53 Their sense of belonging extends to two (three and four) home-
lands simultaneously.They identify with their hometown, patria chica; their
country, patria; their adopted country, segunda patria; and their adopted
hometown, segunda patria chica.54 These loyalties become further compli-
cated by religion and marriage partners. Olga Seba, a second-generation
Lebanese, said in an interview, ‘‘We carry [have] a double life, when I am
in the house, I am Lebanese, and in the street, I am Yucatecan.’’55 Like
some transnationals,56 Middle Easterners maintain far-reaching linkages
such that immigrants in Mexico have ties to relatives in the United States,
Brazil, and Argentina, for example. Their social identities emerge from the
globalization of the world economy and the construction of webs of social
relations.The links are more difficult to trace and document; however, indi-
vidual case studies show that some Middle Eastern immigrants and their
children feel more Mexican, while others adopt multiple identities.
Immigrants have, for the most part, participated in the Mexican dis-

course by adoptingmestizo identities.This illustrates the fungibility ofmexi-
canidad. This fungibility denotes the relational and contextual use of iden-
tity as theorized by historian Prasenjit Duara.57 Duara examines national
communities as relationships based on inclusions and exclusions and how
the competing visions intersect with alternative criteria of identity forma-
tion.58 By building on Duara’s framework that nationalism is a continually
contested and negotiated space for multiple groups to live, which he ap-
plies to Chinese history, I argue that ethnic groups in Mexico vary in their
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abilities to acculturate, and some choose to maintain their ethnic identities,
especially as they ascend the Mexican economic and social ladder.
In contrast,Middle Eastern immigrants whowere less economically suc-

cessful tended to more fully integrate into the metadiscourse of mexicani-
dad. Although post-revolutionary intellectuals aimed to temper the influ-
ence of foreigners and the visibility of the indigenous by emphasizing the
mestizo, Lebanese Mexicans became successful foreign citizens, simulta-
neously illustrating the diversity of the Mexican nation and the fungibility
of mexicanidad.
Although many have described Lebanese Mexicans (immigrants and

subsequent generations) as having a double identity, one Mexican and the
other Lebanese,59 immigrants’ identities tend to be far more dynamic and
diverse. At one level, Middle Eastern immigrants becameMexican citizens,
yet some constructed a parallel loyalty to Lebanon. In creating their Mexi-
canness, they built on the Mexican elites’ sense of foreignness in Mexico.
What becomes particularly interesting is howMiddle Easterners, whowere
traditionally deemed undesirable immigrants, could adopt a sense of for-
eign superiority. How did the constructed Lebanese community overcome
Mexican prejudices to be accepted as elites worthy of foreignness?
The answer, in part, turns on regional differences within Mexico. To be

Lebanese in the Yucatán is different from being Lebanese in the Laguna or
in Mexico City. Perhaps the most striking difference is between the Leban-
ese community in Mexico and the Lebanese living in Lebanon. The com-
munity’s sense of Mexican elitism differentiates them from their Lebanese
counterparts living in theMiddle East. According to a Lebanese immigrant
living in Mexico City in1999, ‘‘You can’t compare these Lebanese with the
Lebanese in Lebanon . . . most of them [those at the Centro Libanés] did
not speak Arabic.’’60 This disjunction between those from Lebanon and the
descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants exemplifies both how the con-
struction of Lebaneseness has been unique in Mexico and how immigrant
homeland memory may depart from homeland reality.61 As the second and
third generations retold and perhaps reinvented family stories, the lines be-
tween the real and imaginary became blurred and distorted, creating a dis-
tinct Lebanese Mexican community.



CHAPTER 2

Locating Middle Easterners in National and
Transnational Histories

Jorge Amado, in his popular novel Gabriela, Clove and Cinnamon, de-
scribes a Middle Eastern character, Mr. Nacib, as follows: ‘‘His many
friends called him Arab or Turk, and they did so as an expression of
intimacy, of affection. He did not much mind Arab, but he hated to be

called Turk. . . . ‘Call me anything youwant except Turk. I’m a Brazilian.’ ’’1

Although Amado’s character reflects theMiddle Eastern experience in Bra-
zil, this fictional anecdote resonates throughout Latin America, showing
how some Middle Eastern immigrants felt about the term turco. As Igna-
cio Klich and Jeffrey Lesser point out, turco is an imposed rather than a
self-constructed identification.2 The term refers to an area of the former
Ottoman Empire. Despite its historical and geographical orientation, how-
ever, the term carries negative connotations in Mexico. In this chapter I
begin an interrogation of the term turco and its alternatives as they exist in
the historical record, and I explore the role of Middle Eastern immigrants
in twentieth-century Mexico.
I begin by examining Mexican immigrant history and ways to account

for Middle Eastern immigrants in the historical record. By exploring vari-
ous sources, I hope that readers begin asking questions to further studies in
the area of immigration to Mexico. In tracing Mexican immigrant history,
the foreign merchant tradition emerges by which some of the Middle East-
ern immigrants positioned themselves in Mexican society to later become
foreign citizens.
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Mexican Immigrant History

Charles Gibson has suggested that the modern migratory past began six
centuries before the arrival of the Spanish in 1519 during ‘‘a time of new
immigration, by Tolteca, Chichimeca, Otomi, and ‘Aztec’ peoples.’’3 The
Aztecs, or ‘‘Mexicas,’’ were believed to be migrants from northern Mexico
who built Tenochtitlán at a site in what is nowMexico City.Once the Span-
ish arrived, they cleverly negotiated with rivals (Tlaxcallans and Chalcans)
to help overthrow the Aztecs.4With the assistance of these rivals, the Span-
ish eventually took formal power in 1521 and ruled until 1821.
As colonizers for three centuries, emigrants from Spain continued to

come to Mexico to develop the ‘‘New World.’’ These peninsulares, as the
Spaniards were called because they were from the Iberian Peninsula, often
worked as wholesale merchants, providing goods and services to the Span-
ish communities in Mexico. The role of merchants in colonial Mexico thus
became assigned to foreigners.5 Harold Sims explains that ‘‘peninsulares
had always enjoyed social and economic advantages in Mexico, of course,
by virtue of their undisputed limpieza de sangre (purity of blood) . . . The im-
portance of Spaniards in Mexican society—a condition inherited from the
colonial period—was reflected in their continued prominence in commer-
cial enterprises. . . . Commerce was a predominant occupation of Mexico’s
Spaniards.’’6 Although many of the important comerciantes were peninsu-
lares, not all peninsulares were comerciantes.7 The Spanish Crown tried to
regulate who could come to the Americas. In principle, only Spanish sub-
jects of ‘‘pure’’ blood—those not from Moorish or Jewish descent—were
permitted to emigrate. Estimates suggest that between 1504 and 1650, ap-
proximately 450,000 Spaniards migrated to the Americas, the majority
opting for New Spain (Mexico).8 Emigration was voluntary and regulated
by the Spanish House of Trade and the Council of the Indies that oversaw
the reports and licenses of the migrants.
As the Spanish colonies grew in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,

however, immigration became more difficult to regulate. A recent transla-
tion of a travel memoir of a Chaldean priest named Elias al-Mûsili sug-
gests that Middle Eastern interest in the Americas and Mexico in particu-
lar can be dated to the seventeenth century as well.9 European politics at
the time are generally viewed to have determined the makeup of the for-
eign community in Mexico. It is estimated that Portuguese, Dutch, Ger-
mans, Italians, and English comprised 2,000 of the non-Spanish European
community during the colonial period; scholars also speculate that Mexico
received more than 200,000 Africans during this time.10 Like these Afri-
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cans, many Asians came to Mexico as slaves. In the seventeenth century,
about 600 Asians entered Mexico each year. According to D. A. Brading’s
study of Guanajuato, Mexico, in the late eighteenth century, non-Spanish
Europeanmales composed only 3 percent of theworkforce in1792.11 Labor
depended heavily on these other groups.
During this colonial occupation, the Spaniards imported many Afri-

can slaves to sugar-producing communities such as Veracruz and Morelos.
These slaves were forced into migration, and their presence in Mexican so-
ciety has further challenged who belongs to theMexican nation.12Nancy P.
Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson, and Karin Alejandra Rosemblatt sug-
gest that Afro-Mexicanness employs a racialized discourse whereby re-
gions with black populations are not fully considered part of the na-
tion.13Given the widespread dispersal (Veracruz, Morelos, and Oaxaca) of
Africans throughout Mexico, it seems quite probable that Afro-Mexicans
have also positioned themselves among mestizos from the colonial period
through the present day.14

After the war for Mexican independence from 1810 to 1821, Mexico
struggled to define the role of Spanish immigrants inMexico. In1824Mexi-
can officials asked Spaniards to leave the country and ordered the expulsion
of Spaniards by 1828.15 Harold Sims argues that

in light of the Iberians’ dominance of commerce, I would suggest that
although the expulsions were the result of a broadly based, nationalistic
anti-Spanish movement, a substantial source of criollo pro-expulsionist
sentiment was mercantile rivalry between Mexicans and Spaniards during
a period of severe economic decline.16

When Mexican liberals later accused conservatives of being anti-immigra-
tion and unprogressive, some elites sought to reestablish ties to the Span-
ish Crown in 1836. As Mexicans fought over how to build the new nation,
Texas declared its independence fromMexico in1836, and the United States
took advantage of its position and went to war with Mexico in 1846. As an
outcome, in 1848 Mexico lost more than half of its territory. Despite the
war, American entrepreneurs continued migrating toMexico to make their
fortunes. An estimated 5,412 foreigners resided in Mexico in 1852, and by
1910 more than 20,000 Americans lived in Mexico.17

Also during the nineteenth century, French immigrants came toMexico,
often replacing the peninsulares as merchants and sometimes becoming
wealthy.18 While the British and French founded Mexico’s first modern
banks, French immigrants from Barcelonnette, along with Germans and
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Spaniards, owned many of the warehouse stores that formed the hubs of an
extensive wholesale network.19 These foreigners enjoyed diplomatic pro-
tection and maintained their status as ‘‘outsiders’’ as Benito Juárez pushed
for increased immigration to infuse the Mexican populace with Protestant
values.20

However, Napoleon III decided to extend his empire and in 1863 sent
ArchdukeMaximilianVonHabsburg to take control overMexico. By1867
Maximilian was executed and the Mexicans expelled the French, further
fostering anti-foreign sentiments among many Mexicans. Meanwhile, the
U.S. Civil War had come to a close, and some newly freed black slaves who
sought a new life migrated to northern Mexico.21 Yet the arrival of these
immigrants did not fit with notions of ‘‘bettering’’ the nation, and within
a few decades a large portion of Afro-Americans returned home.
With the hope of transforming Mexico’s ‘‘backward’’ indigenous past

andmounting debts, President Porfirio Díaz promoted immigration to alle-
viate Mexico’s ills. In 1883 the government passed the Colonization and
Naturalization Laws of the Republic to encourage settlement in sparsely
populated areas and to bring development to Mexico. Immigrants from
Italy were among the first colonists. Díaz’ openness to immigration ex-
tended to Japan and China. In November 1888 the Treaty of Friendship,
Commerce, and Navigation between Mexico and Japan facilitated the im-
migration of Japanese. Between 1891 and 1908, roughly thirty-four Japa-
nese emigration companies sent thousands of Japanese emigrants abroad.22

In 1893 Mexico and China signed a Treaty of Amity and Commerce con-
taining a ‘‘most favored nation’’ clause welcoming Chinese immigrants.
After the United States terminated Chinese immigration by the Chinese Ex-
clusion Act of 1882,23Mexico became an attractive alternative for Chinese
immigrants.24However, by 1896 the colonization program was abandoned
for being too costly and inefficient and taking too long to implement.25

It is within this context that Middle Eastern migration to Mexico can
be explored, locating immigrants in national and transnational histories.

Exploring National History

The trajectory of Middle Eastern immigrants becoming itinerant traders
selling small trinkets and goods throughout the Americas is well known.
A paucity of sources, however, has left the Middle Eastern communities in
the Americas to construct their histories as told to them by their relatives.26

Although literary works like the aforementioned Gabriela, Clove and Cin-
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namonmake references to the role of the turco,27 a comprehensive history of
Middle Eastern immigration to the Americas has yet to be written. Schol-
ars have only begun to develop comparative studies on howMiddle Eastern
immigrants position themselves in various Latin American countries.With
the exception of the edited volumes by Ignacio Klich and Jeffrey Lesser and
by Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi,28 most studies on Middle Eastern
immigrants tend to focus on specific countries.
Moreover, while some scholars have described the Middle Eastern im-

migrant experience in the Americas, few address the historical significance
of Middle Eastern immigrants in Mexican history and Latin American his-
tory in general.29 This study examines how the conflicts of revolutionary
Mexico provided Middle Eastern immigrants the opportunity to prosper
and create their own unique community in the post-revolutionary nation.
Middle Eastern immigrants successfully positioned themselves in Mexican
society by exploiting conflictual moments and building on theMexican tra-
dition of foreign entrepreneurship.
During the late nineteenth century, immigrants from the Middle East

came to Mexico intending to make their fortunes quickly and to return to
their home countries or pass through to the United States. As the immi-
grants enteredMexico at the turn of the twentieth century, admissions into
the United States became more difficult, Mexico became embroiled in its
Revolution, and theOttoman Empire participated inWorldWar I.Together
these events indefinitely delayed the immigrants’ return to their homelands.
Consequently, many immigrants permanently settled in Mexico and sub-
sequently brought over other family members.
Historical events in theMiddle East as well asMexico and other parts of

the Americas helped to determine where immigrants landed. Their settle-
ment patterns reflect economic motivations, politics, and complex so-
cial networks. Between 1895 and 1940, approximately 36,000 Middle
Eastern immigrants migrated to Mexico.30 According to the Centro Liba-
nésWebsite (www.centrolibanes.org), approximately 380,000 ofMexico’s
100 million people have Lebanese ancestry.31 The Centro Libanés is a so-
cial club throughout Mexico for those of Lebanese descent, with nine
clubhouses: in Mexico City, Guadalajara, Veracruz, Chihuahua, Mérida,
Puebla,Monterrey,Tampico, and San Luís Potosí. Although this immigrant
group is not numerically large, it commands substantial economic and po-
litical power in Mexico, as will be discussed in Chapter 6.
Most Middle Eastern immigrants arrived in Mexico not knowing Span-

ish. Many were illiterate, had few skills, and were not particularly inter-
ested in farming. Their circumstances encouraged them to start peddling.
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Although not all Middle Eastern immigrants began as peddlers, many did;
historical records tend to describe manyMiddle Eastern immigrants begin-
ning with this occupation. As theMexican nation developed, it had limited
networks for the distribution of household goods and with small villages
separated by long distances, presenting opportune circumstances for the
peddler to play a critical role.32

Much of the status of Middle Easterners derived from their roles in the
Mexican economy. Early immigrants often brought their initial goods from
other countries and then borrowed capital from their immigrant country-
men. According to Lebanese Mexican oral tradition, the first Middle East-
ern immigrant to Mexico was Butros Raful, a Lebanese missionary who
arrived in the nineteenth century and was later followed by his family. In
interviews with members of the Lebanese community, anthropologist Luz
María Martínez Montiel notes that ‘‘they arrived bearing relics they had
brought from the Holy Land. Their oriental attire was looked upon ad-
miringly. People here [in Mexico] kissed their hands and garments, and on
learning that they came from the East, would ask them for news of the
family of Jesus Christ.’’33 The Raful family exchanged rosaries and cruci-
fixes they had brought for pens, threads, knives, and cloth, and they used
earnings from the sales of relics with glass, hardware, cutlery, perfume,
and toys. Once they had developed a clientele, Middle Eastern immigrants
would accumulate stock to satisfy their customers’ demands and consoli-
date the immigrant businesses. The immigrants’ greatest help came from
friends and relatives who had already settled in Mexico.34 Some of these
early immigrants capitalized on their peddling activities and expanded into
other commercial ventures such as real estate and industrial production.
Whether real or perceived, Middle Eastern entrepreneurship seemed to
overcome the difficulties of the Mexican economy and thrive.
The turco sojourners, these initial immigrants who quickly escaped the

collapse of the Ottoman Empire with short-term goals of working and re-
turning home, realized the need to legitimate themselves as trustworthy
suppliers. They needed to market themselves and their goods for their per-
sonal safety as well as for societal acceptance. In this process, Mexican
elites often found Middle Eastern immigrants a valuable resource in ap-
peasing their workers and campesinos with goods.35 Middle Eastern im-
migrants offered workers and campesinos new economic freedoms in their
purchasing decisions through the ability to pay in installments, called abo-
nos.Middle Eastern peddlers thus competed with a rising Mexican middle
class, which became increasingly frustrated by Middle Eastern economic
strategies. Letters written by Mexican merchants to the various presiden-
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tial administrations in the 1920s and 1930s complaining of unscrupulous
Middle Eastern merchants manifest these frustrations, as will be examined
further in Chapter 4. These letters helped to initiate anti-immigrant legis-
lation and raise issues of who could be members of the Mexican nation.
They also locate Middle Eastern immigrants in the historical record.

Mexico Becomes the Back Door to the United States

As Latin American countries struggled to handle their foreign populations,
the United States became increasingly concerned about controlling diseases
associated with immigrants. From 1879 to 1883 the U.S. National Board
of Health was established to support state and local health efforts, but the
feeble agency never imposed national quarantine standards to suppress dis-
eases. Some immigrant smuggling rings began to seeMexico as ‘‘America’s
‘back door,’ ’’36 a place fromwhich immigrants could slip through a porous
border. In March 1891 a U.S. federal immigration law known as the Dis-
ease Act required that steamship companies medically examine emigrants
to certify their health prior to their departure.37 Alan Kraut notes that with
the passage of the Disease Act of March 3, 1891, ‘‘the federal government
acted decisively to exclude diseases borne on the bodies of immigrants.’’38

This law meant that immigrants would undergo health inspections before
departures and upon arrival in the United States. More specifically, steam-
ship companies were required to certify the health of their passengers prior
to departure and were liable for the cost of housing and feeding passengers
that were detained by American authorities. To maintain their customer
base, steamship companies began to actively use Veracruz as an alternate
port of entry. Upon entering Mexico, Middle Eastern immigrants could
travel to Ciudad Juárez and then enter the United States at El Paso, Texas,
or other border towns.
The U.S. Disease Act of1891 revolutionized migratory patterns from the

Middle East to the Americas. The health standard barred previously legal
entries into the United States, prompting corruption and new entrepreneu-
rial migration patterns. Savvy immigrants, steamship agents, and doctors
quickly learned ways to evade immigration laws intended to exclude dis-
eased immigrants such as those with the contagious bacterial eye disease
commonly known as trachoma.
Trachoma afflicted many immigrants coming to the Americas because

of its prevalence in areas of overcrowding and poor hygiene and because
it is passed to others by hands, on clothing, or by flies that are attracted
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to faces and runny noses.39 Cramped steamships and entrepots were prime
locations for the disease to spread. And as trachoma became a concern
among U.S. immigration officials in the late nineteenth century, more strin-
gent regulations became instituted to stop the flow of diseased immigrants.
Nayan Shah also has suggested that the U.S. Public Health Service more
frequently diagnosedMiddle Eastern and Asian immigrants with trachoma
than the European immigrants because of racial bias.40

In 1905 the Annual Report of the U.S. Commissioner-General of Immi-
gration to the Secretary of Commerce and Labor noted:

In Marseilles [France], the ‘‘treatment’’ of trachoma has assumed quite
remarkable dimensions. Here most of the emigrants from the Orient, from
Syria, Armenia, etc., come on their way to the United States. Most of
the Orientals report to one Anton Fares, who refers them to a boarding
house. After the usual preliminaries, such as inquiries as to the amount
of money in their possession, their destination, etc., the emigrants are re-
ferred to Doctor Reynaut for examination. Those who are found free from
contagious disease are given tickets and at once sent to Havre. As is well
known, these races are especially prone to trachoma and in a large pro-
portion of instances the doctor does discover its presence. These are given
by M. Fares the choice of two alternatives: Either to go via St. Nazaire
to Mexico, where Fares claims to have agents to conduct them across the
frontier to the United States, which is quite expensive and tedious pro-
cess, and of late very uncertain, or submit to a course of treatment by
Dr. G. Reynaut, 20 Boulevard d’Athénee, Marseilles, who claims to have
been very successful.41

Reynaut charged one franc per treatment, and the average duration of
treatment was about two weeks. However, not all of Reynaut’s patients
did in fact have trachoma. Rather they were people with money who
were diagnosed with ‘‘curable’’ trachoma. After a period of treatment and
boarding, these individuals were certified as ‘‘cured’’ and easily passed into
the United States. Syrian immigrants convinced of Reynaut’s abilities and
Fare’s connections became excellent advertisers among the Middle Eastern
community.
As Middle Easterners anxiously waited to cross the Atlantic and U.S.

immigration policies became more stringent, Mexico emerged as a host
of undocumented immigrants seeking to enter the United States. The con-
cerns about trachoma and diseased immigrants illegally entering the United
States led to an undercover investigation, which was conducted in late1906
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by U.S. Inspector A. Seraphic. On October 16, 1906, A. Seraphic was given
‘‘confidential instructions’’ in Washington, D.C., by the Bureau of Immi-
gration to ‘‘proceed to the Republic of Mexico and investigate the Syrian
Immigration to the United States through the Republic of Mexico in all
its phases as well as the conditions at the Border stations.’’42 His report
reveals a complex, well-coordinated smuggling ring that began in France
and brought immigrants to Mexico who would otherwise be denied ad-
mission into the United States. These immigrants would then cross the
U.S.-Mexican border at towns such as El Paso and Brownsville. The re-
port documents the ease of crossing the U.S.-Mexican border forMexicans
and for Middle Eastern immigrants. As the Seraphic report reveals, immi-
grants were coached to ‘‘becomeMexican’’ in order to more easily enter the
United States. Posing as Mexicans, Syrians and in some cases Greeks who
were able to ‘‘dress Mexican’’ and pretend to be drunk could bypass poorly
paid inspection officials. One informant told a disguised Seraphic, ‘‘let him
walk across briskly and say he is Mexican.’’43 In examining the compa-
rable case of the Chinese immigrants seeking to cross the border, Grace
Delgado notes that ‘‘two Chinese women adorned themselves in the cus-
tomary dark veils garnished byMexican women of the time.’’44Responding
to such practices, Commissioner-General F. P. Sargent complained that the
inspectors at the El Paso bridge ‘‘apparently pay but little attention to per-
sons having the appearance of being Mexicans, which has led to that form
of disguise being adopted by aliens of other nationalities who are desirous
of finding an easy means of ingress to this country [the United States].’’45

Sargent then contacted the San Antonio office and stated:

It would appear that the dress and appearance of a Mexican is about
all that is needed for any European alien, regardless of his condition, to
secure admission through that port . . . It is further shown that there is
a small boat plying regularly between Eagle Pass and the Mexican shore,
carrying passengers who are passed with no further examination than
that of an inspector stationed on the bridge, who contents himself with
looking at the passengers going back and forth on the boat.46

According to ins records, several smuggling operations existed to fa-
cilitate a growing market demand to bring relatives to the United States.
The smugglers operated throughoutMexico inTampico,Veracruz,Mexico
City, Monterrey, Nuevo Laredo, Matamoros, Ciudad Juárez, and Torreón.
In Veracruz, Syrian immigrant Nicolás Homsey, for example, ran a dry
goods store and restaurant with some ‘‘filthy’’ rooms for arriving compa-
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triots.When there were not enough beds to accommodate the immigrants,
they would sleep in empty lots or near the docks in front of the U.S. Con-
sulate. Homsey would charge the Syrian immigrants $1.00 to $1.50 per day
for board and lodging and $2.00 each for his services in buying them tickets
and acting as an interpreter for them. Seraphic describes Homsey as

a grafter of the first degree and a combination exists between him and
Geo. Roume and Mitri Assi of Marseilles, who are the principal steerers
of Syrian Immigration to the United States through Mexico. The combina-
tion extends to Mexico City with the Hotel keepers and to Monterey [sic]
and Torreon with dry goods merchants.47

According to the report, French and German steamers had brought about
two hundred Syrians to Mexico, of whom 40 percent left for the Yucatán
via steamships and eighty were found in Homsey’s house.
Although Nicolás Homsey and other merchants in Mexico City, Mon-

terrey, and Torreón appeared to be helping Syrian immigrants get to the
United States, Seraphic contends that in fact they were putting up every
possible obstacle to induce these immigrants to stay in Mexico.With more
Syrian peddlers in Mexico employed by store-owning countrymen, there
was greater market coverage and therefore an increased opportunity for
profit. For example, many of the immigrants leaving from Europe to Vera-
cruz intended to make it to the United States; they were told in France that
railway tickets from Veracruz to New York were only sixteen dollars, and
these immigrants got the idea that they could cure their cases of trachoma
in Mexico before entering the United States. Once in Veracruz, however,
and if they had money, Homsey suggested that they proceed to Yucatán
where, after six more months, they could proceed to NewYork by steamer.
Apparently, U.S. inspectors were not as strict on steamships arriving from
Mexico as they were with steamships coming from Europe.
Those Syrian immigrants who arrived without money in Mexico began

peddling in Veracruz or were sent to Mexico City by friends or relatives.
Selim Almshiti was the ‘‘chief immigrant robber in Mexico City, after
Nicolas Homsey has divested them of as much cash as he can through him-
self and some of his agents who work for him.’’48 Seraphic notes that ‘‘de-
ported immigrants cannot get back at them for false guarantees and rep-
resentations.’’49 These immigrants had no recourse. The human smuggling
ring operating inMexico to serve and exploit Syrian immigrants acted with
impunity.
One extreme case involved Aziz Barondi, whowas known to collect full
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fares to El Paso from immigrants in Mexico City and purchase transporta-
tion for them only to Torreón. Barondi and his colleagues also would ex-
change money for the immigrants at much less than the prevailing rates.
For immigrants going to Mexico City from coastal ports, Syrian han-

dlers greeted them at the train station and escorted them to five places
—Josi Ali y Selim Abdalla, Correo Mayor No. 1; Ayar Assad, Meleros
No. 1; Rashid Galahon, Correo Mayor No. 7; Youseff Simaan, Avenida
Oriente No. 1; Manuel Daraskoui and Selim Amshiti Yousef, Rejas de Val-
vanera No. 5. Immigrants often slept on the floor and were packed like
sardines. One or two rooms were converted into a restaurant in which im-
migrants could sleep and eat. Although these filthy places further spread
trachoma and other contagious diseases, they also served as places to coach
immigrants as to what to say during inspection at the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der. Meanwhile, as immigrants waited for remittances from relatives in the
States, they would begin peddling goods for their countrymen who owned
stores in Mexico. There were reportedly 900 Syrians living in Mexico City
in 1906 whose chief occupation was peddling. Seraphic reported:

The Syrians endeavor to, and succeed very readily in becoming Mexi-
canized. They dress in Mexican attire while peddling through Mexico
and they show great aptitude in learning Spanish. Their mode of life in
Syria is not dissimilar to that of the low Mexican and as both the Arabic
and Spanish abound in insincere expressions of politeness, bordering on
servility, they assimilate with Mexicans easier than all other races.50

Although the Middle Easterners had a propensity for integration into
Mexican society, many still wished to immigrate to the United States to
join family members and friends. If immigrants were able to save enough
from peddling or receive sufficient remittances from friends or relatives
in Mexico City, they would travel to one of the border cities and try to
enter the United States. Many immigrants traveled to other Latin American
destinations and then similarly tried to enter the United States. Immigrant
Fares Nasser of St. Louis, Missouri, told immigration officials in August
1906 that he traveled from Marseilles to Buenos Aires because his brother
lived in Buenos Aires. Nasser then left Buenos Aires for Veracruz and then
Mexico City. FromMexico City, he traveled to El Paso and crossed the bor-
der with nine other immigrants with the assistance of Alexander Hakeem,
whom he paid two dollars.51

The Mexican Herald published an article in July 1906 with the head-
line ‘‘Thousands of Turks: Immigrants of this Class Arriving at Veracruz.’’
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The article began, ‘‘Three special cars were attached to the regular Mexi-
can train from Veracruz yesterday morning on account of a large number
of Turkish immigrants brought to that port by the German steamer which
arrived there Thursday.’’52 A Spanish steamer also brought a large influx
of immigrants. It was estimated that more than 450 immigrants from both
steamers arrived in Veracruz. Some of the immigrants stayed in the vicinity
to secure work, and others would ‘‘eventually work their way to the bor-
der and cross into the United States.’’53 In December 1906 the San Antonio
Express commented that ‘‘while Mexico wants immigrants, nevertheless,
she does not want any more than does the United States the objectionable
classes.’’54

In Ciudad Juárez, an active smuggling ring included amedical inspector,
Dr. Coffin; a translator, Salim Mattar; and customs officials. When word
leaked that A. Seraphic was not in fact an undocumented Syrian immi-
grant trying to cross the U.S.-Mexican border with a pregnant cousin but
rather an undercover investigator from the Immigration Service, accusa-
tions began to fly. Unfortunately, only Seraphic’s account survives in the
historical record. Aswith drug trafficking rings, the total number and scope
of human smuggling rings are difficult to document.
In Ciudad Juárez, Seraphic noted that Kalil Koury of El Paso was the

main contact for Syrian immigrants seeking to cross the U.S. border. Koury
had adobe houses with about ten rooms in total, and the immigrants
huddled together on muddy floors without any bedding or cover ‘‘in a con-
dition that Mexican peons do not care to reside in.’’55 After charging each
immigrant various fees for boarding, transportation pick-up and drop-off,
Koury would then take the immigrants to Dr.Coffin’s treating day. Dr.Cof-
fin, wrote Seraphic, was themanwho ‘‘monopolizes the treatment of Syrian
trachomatous eyes.’’ For twenty dollars, Dr. Coffin would guarantee the
cure of trachoma and would employ the following procedure:

A Syrian to open the eye of each patient and two drops of a solution of
nitrate silver in the eye constituted all the patients received. Every three
days one of each treatment or ten a month, but usually eight. This with
the payment of $20 cash is a positive guarantee to cure every case in
a month.56

However, as of January1907Dr.Coffinwas to raise his fee to twenty-five
dollars per cure. On treatment day, Koury would pull out a book remind-
ing the doctor of which immigrants were cured or not, and then the doctor
would write out a certificate saying: ‘‘This is to certify that I have treated
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bearer for one month, and he is now cured (Sgd.) C.W. Coffin.’’ Coffin
would agree to certify four immigrants in one day.57However, Kourywould
sometimes lie about the date of the certificate, forcing the immigrants to
stay for additional nights at his boarding home and to incur more debt.
Meanwhile at the El Paso inspection station, Seraphic suggests, Dr.

Sinks, the medical inspector, was connected to Dr. Coffin and was in fact
taking kickbacks for admitting ‘‘cured’’ immigrants. According to the re-
port, Dr. Coffin and Dr. Sinks formerly had their offices together, and their
families were very close. ‘‘Dr. Sinks pointed out Dr.Coffin to Kalil Koury to
treat the Syrians. He has a monopoly of it, netting from $600 to $1,000 per
month. All that are treated by Dr. Coffin, Dr. Sinks passes.’’58 In a seeming
grudge against Dr. Sinks, Seraphic goes as far as approaching the former
Mrs. Sinks for additional information. However, Seraphic was not able to
obtain sufficient evidence to warrant Dr. Sinks’ dismissal; rather, Seraphic
advised that Sinks be transferred.59

While making accusations against the medical inspectors in El Paso in
1906, Seraphic also investigated an interpreter, Salim Mattar, for charg-
ing immigrants additional fees for translation. Mattar was employed by
the federal government to translate for inspection officials.When Seraphic
approached the Santa Fe, G.H. and S.A., and Rock Island railroad ticket
agents aboutMattar, they all stated that they never paid any commission to
the interpreter. Rather, Seraphic suggested, Mattar and Koury were part-
ners who defrauded immigrants. Mattar had helped Koury get started in
his business in Ciudad Juárez. In El Paso, Mattar had a Turkish bazaar that
paid him well. In the end, Seraphic’s main complaint against Mattar was
that he was not proficient in English.60

The U.S. Department of Commerce and Labor also took note of Kalil
Koury. In 1907 the department reported that Abraham Assad, a Turk of
Syrian race, entered the United States in violation of the Act of Congress
approved March 3, 1903. After being rejected at El Paso as suffering from
trachoma, Abraham Assad was smuggled into the United States by Kalil
Koury.61 Koury, known for his famous immigrant boardinghouse in Ciu-
dad Juárez, was reported to have smuggled at least 500 Syrians into the
United States in 1906. Salim Mattar, who worked at El Paso inspections,
apparently aided Assad in obtaining a doctor to help him overcome his
trachoma.62 This account, combined with the Seraphic report, offers a
glimpse into human smuggling of Middle Eastern immigrants into the
United States.
Interestingly, despite the numerous allegations of S.M.Mattar accepting

kickbacks, hewas reemployed by the Immigration Service in late1906 with
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compensation of two dollars per diem. In December1906 and again in Feb-
ruary 1907, the Immigration Inspector in El Paso wrote to headquarters:

Through the cooperation of boarding house keepers and others of his
[Mattar’s] nationality whom he has befriended, and some of whom are
doubtless under obligations to him, I am kept fully informed as to the
illegal entry of Syrians. Within a few hours after Syrians cross without in-
spection, I am enabled to locate them. While some successful efforts have
been made to smuggle Syrians in the past, the Syrian immigration now is
under almost complete control, through the means indicated. Under the
circumstances, would not Mr. Mattar be a valuable man to retain, and
would not his separation from the service, when he is now willing to re-
main, place this office at a serious disadvantage in dealing with the class
of aliens under consideration?63

The inspector continued: ‘‘It is a significant fact that the Syrian immigra-
tion through this port has fallen off to almost nothing since Dr. Sinks was
displaced, and I see no reason why Interpreter S.M. Matter should not
be again permanently appointed at $300. per annum.’’64 In 1915 a New
Orleans special agent of the Justice Department locatedMattar’s Immigra-
tion Service badge. Apparently Mattar failed to surrender his badge when
he stopped working for the government.65

Ultimately, the Seraphic report recommended better salaries for the in-
terpreters and more oversight to help eliminate corruption. However, Se-
raphic concluded, ‘‘my very careful study of the Mexican Border problem
and alien immigration has convinced me that the wisest and most effec-
tive solution will be to close the Mexican border to aliens.’’66 Clearly, Se-
raphic’s recommendations were not implemented. Rather, the permeable
border continued to allow Middle Eastern immigrants to enter the United
States, although many of these immigrants either failed to cross the bor-
der or chose not to continue their migration to the United States. In these
cases, Middle Eastern immigrants rooted themselves throughout Mexico.
At the same time, Japanese and Chinese immigrants were entering the

United States illegally through fraudulent papers. In March 1907 the El
Paso Immigration Office wrote headquarters in Washington, D.C.:

Since the influx of Japanese, the Chinese have evidently taken advantage
of our hampered condition to overrun us. Since July 1st [1907] last 237
Chinamen holding certificates of residence and other papers, all from
points of the country, have appeared at this office and have asked to have
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their papers stamped so that they could proceed to their various destina-
tions, claiming that they were unable to find work here, for which they
came in search. These Chinese have all entered from Mexico . . . In other
words, Chinese in El Paso holding good papers occupy the same status
that they would in Cincinnati or any other place, irrespective of the fact
that there is no record of their arrival from the interior to this place,
and that they make ridiculous and contradictory statements accounting
for their presence here.67

It appears that the El Paso immigration center was overwhelmed in its
responsibilities and looked to Washington for support. It was estimated
that in 1906 and 1907 more than 10,000 Japanese had been brought to
Mexico. But according to ins records, ‘‘Now, at the presentmoment [1907]
you cannot find a thousand in all the Republic of Mexico,’’68 suggesting
that many of these Japanese immigrants had migrated to the United States.
Grace Delgado, in examining the Chinese in Sonora, found that ‘‘by 1900,
Mexican businessmen in Sonora believed they were unable to compete
equally with Chinese merchants and grocers . . . During the porfiriato, the
Chinese received government upstarts and incentives that, under the law,
the Mexican merchant was not entitled [to receive].’’69 Delgado suggests
that this tension between Mexicans and Chinese merchants had ‘‘forebod-
ing consequences,’’ referring to the 1911 revolutionary violence directed at
foreigners. Anti-Chinese sentiments may have thus caused some Chinese
immigrants to cross the U.S.-Mexican border as well.

Mexican-U.S. Policy Exchanges

While some Middle Eastern immigrants tried to enter the United States
illegally, the U.S. government recognized the fluid boundaries between
the United States and Mexico. U.S. bureaucrats began to seek help from
Mexico, France, and other countries to curb the clandestine entry of dis-
eased immigrants. According to U.S. State Department records, as early as
1903 the U.S. government sought to haveMexican railroad companies stop
the movement of diseased Europeans from entering into the United States
from Mexican ports.70

The intergovernment correspondence between the U.S. Ambassador to
Mexico and the Minister of Foreign Affairs (sre) in Mexico City, Ignacio
Mariscal, dramatizes this concern about undocumented Syrian immigrants.
In 1906 U.S. Ambassador David E. Thompson asked Minister Mariscal to
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help control the borders against the ‘‘undesirable’’ Syrians coming to Vera-
cruz, Mexico. They corresponded for nearly a year on this subject. The
United States’ first letter states that

there is an increase in the immigration to Veracruz, Mexico, of Syrians
who are destined to the United States, but who on account of their in-
ability to secure direct passage to our ports by reason of the loathsome or
contagious diseases with which they are afflicted.71

Mariscal reported that 1,500 Syrians lived in Mexico City, the majority of
them illegally. The U.S. government argued that these Syrians were waiting
for a favorable opportunity to ‘‘evade the requirement of our emigration
laws’’ by surreptitious entry across the Texas border.72 This exchange be-
tween Thompson and Mariscal also indicated that an unknown number
of Syrians lived along the border and that U.S. immigration officials were
seeking to keep out this ‘‘undesirable class of persons.’’73 The U.S. State
Department was clearly trying to pressure Mexico to alter its immigration
policies and enforcement practices.The U.S. concern with health issues can
be underscored by the publication of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle in 1906 as
well as two measures endorsed by U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt, the
Pure Food and Drug Act and theMeat Inspection Act, both passed in1906.
After two additional letters from the United States,74Minister Mariscal

responded to U.S. pressure and wrote the Governor of Veracruz, theMinis-
ter of the Interior, and the Sub-Secretary of Communications of the Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs expressing the U.S. Embassy’s concernwith trachoma
and the incoming Syrian immigrants. Mariscal indicated to the Ministry of
Economic Development (Secretaría de Fomento) that it was important to
differentiate between the need for immigrants and the health issue,75 illus-
trating that Mexicans had their own internal debates on how exactly to
handle their new immigrant population. By August 1906 the various gov-
ernmental officials had writtenMariscal describing the measures they were
taking to control the Syrian immigrants.76During the remaining months of
1906, Mariscal and the Mexican government tried to implement a more
comprehensive immigration policy.
This correspondence between the United States andMexico underscores

both the U.S. fear of Middle Eastern immigrants bringing trachoma to the
Americas and the international scope of theMiddle Eastern migration.The
letters also exemplify the pattern of U.S.-Mexican relations throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with the U.S. government seeking to
influence Mexican policy makers. Many other Latin American countries
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had taken their cues from the United States and had begun implementing
restrictionist immigration policies.Mexican policy makers struggled to ad-
here to Mexican national interests. U.S. immigrant agent Marcus Braun
noted:

The Mexican Government fears . . . the accumulation of diseased per-
sons within the borders of that country, but such condition prevails at the
present time, as hundreds of aliens who have been excluded at boundary
ports upon account of their afflictions, are harbored at points in Mexico
and are proving a menace to the population.77

Despite the ‘‘undesirability’’ of Middle Eastern immigrants, Mexican offi-
cials also saw these immigrants as providing necessary services that Díaz
deemed important.
To further complicate the Mexican position, Thompson inquired about

the Mexican Superior Board of Health and its sanitary regulations with
respect to trachoma. He cited Article 26 of the Mexican Sanitary Code,
which ‘‘sets for the measures taken at the ports of the Republic to prevent
the importation of epidemic and infectious diseases.’’78 Thompson ended
the letter saying that without the sanitary code, sick immigrants would
have a detrimental effect on legitimate Mexican laborers who might seek
work in the United States. Again, this thinly disguised threat to stop Mexi-
can immigrants from entering the United States because of disease demon-
strates how the U.S. government attempted to compel Mexico into taking
harsher measures to prevent Syrian immigration across the Mexico-U.S.
border. To reinforce his point, Thompson enclosed an eleven-page mono-
graph on trachoma prepared by the Surgeon-General of the Public Health
and Marine Hospital Service of the United States. The monograph stated
that ‘‘trachoma is a disease of the conjunctiva . . . [in which the sufferer
becomes] restricted in his activities and may eventually become a public
charge . . . During a prolonged period, he remains a constant danger to the
community at large by his ability to disseminate the disease.’’79

The Law of September 22, 1908, which established the Mexican Immi-
grant Inspection Service, could be seen in part as a response to Thompson’s
letter-writing campaign in 1906. This service began functioning in 1909 to
maintain statistical data concerning migration. Prior to1910 these statistics
covered only immigration toMexico, but after1910 data on both immigra-
tion and emigration were to be maintained.80 Although the U.S. State De-
partment reported in1929 that some statistics were available, little evidence
has been shown to demonstrate that this law was implemented systemati-
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cally prior to the Mexican Revolution. It is probable that this law aimed
to prohibit foreign workers from arriving in Mexico because of the 1908
economic crisis and the threat to the subsistence of Mexican workers.81

In December 1908 Francisco J. Ituarte, a member of the Congress of
Deputies, wrote Deputy Francisco Alfaro asking the Mexican Congress to
reexamine Articles 8 and 10 of the 1886 immigration law. Ituarte argued
that the law was too drastic and would scare potential investors, giving
them the wrong impression of Mexico.82 This fear of losing potential in-
vestors has been a periodic concern throughout Mexican history and was
particularly acute for Porfirio Díaz, who linked much of the nation and its
future to foreign capital investment.
As U.S. and Mexican governments debated the best way to slowMiddle

Eastern migration, news of economic opportunities in the Americas circu-
lated in the Middle East. For instance, Al-Mircad, M. Fares’ newspaper,
had wide circulation in Syria and was considered ‘‘in character a good
advertising sheet for emigration to America.’’83 When Immigrant Inspec-
tor Maurice Fishberg asked French authorities why they permitted him to
operate in France, they responded that ‘‘there were certain powers at work;
the steamship companies need him here.’’84 Fares was known to ship forty
to fifty immigrants weekly on the Compagnie Génerale Transatlantique,
and the steamship companies in general approved of his activities to help
the immigrants. It should be noted that steamship companies were fined
one hundred dollars for each case of trachoma that passed, and it was the
duty of the authorized physicians of the companies to treat and ‘‘cure’’ such
cases of trachoma.85

As the United States, via the State Department, sought to share respon-
sibility for this immigrant population and its ‘‘loathsome disease,’’ Mexico
began to follow U.S. immigration policy as a barometer on how Mexican
officials ought to handle its immigrant populations.
When Immigrant Inspector Marcus Braun visited Mexico City in 1907,

he reportedly met with President Porfirio Díaz, who agreed to develop an
immigration agreement similar to the oneMexico sharedwith Canada. Ac-
cording to Braun, Díaz mentioned that ‘‘anyone not good enough for the
United States ought not be good enough for Mexico.’’86 Among the more
than twenty-one ports of entry along the U.S.-Mexican border, Laredo, El
Paso, and Eagle Pass saw the largest number of alien crossings.
The number of aliens who were known to apply for admission at Mexi-

can border ports was roughly 10,000 a year. A State Department report in
1908 found that the Japanesewere the largest group of U.S. border crossers,
followed by Syrians and Spaniards. Of the immigrants most likely to be ex-
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Figure 2.1.Major Sea and Land Ports of Entry

cluded, Syrians comprised the largest number, followed by Japanese. The
report noted that ‘‘it is not an unusual instance for an alien to be arrested
in the United States after surreptitious entry and deported to Mexico three
and four times within as many months.’’87 In February 1908 the U.S. De-
partment of Commerce and Labor sought to have an agreement consisting
of eight articles with theGovernment ofMexico and severalMexican trans-
portation companies regarding immigration. However, it does not appear
that such an agreement came to fruition despite Inspector Marcus Braun’s
earliest attempts, in 1903.
As the Mexican regime faced increasing economic difficulties around

1908, the Porfirian policy of welcoming immigrants began to be reexam-
ined. New technological innovations and the European abilities to extract
critical resources from colonies led to increasing trade imbalances and a re-
configuration of world powers. These events created an explosion in world
migration.88

Concluding Comments

The role of the turco merchant illustrates how Middle Eastern immigrants
have been part of the Latin American social fabric for the last century.
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Not only have Middle Easterners entered the Latin American landscape,
but they have traversed national boundaries, thereby intersecting and link-
ing national histories throughout the Americas. Mexican-U.S. policy ex-
changes on immigration grew out of a concern about immigrants using
Mexico as a back door to the United States. More specifically, U.S. immi-
gration policies such as the 1891 Disease Act transformed transatlantic mi-
gration patterns, giving rise to smuggling rings. To further complicate this
history,Mexican policy makers during the presidency of Porfirio Díaz were
seeking to both attract foreign investors and to placate the United States.
The dynamics of Porfirian policy makers will be further examined in the
next chapter.
By locatingMiddle Eastern immigrants in Mexican national history and

more broadly in Mexican-U.S. relations, the difficulty of placing these im-
migrants in historical categories becomes transparent. The Middle East-
ern experience in Mexico can be best explored through an examination
of a myriad of sources with attention to nationalist agendas and dramatic
changes in geopolitics. Through this historical context, Middle Easterners
are seen to participate in Mexican society and later to join the Mexican
nation as foreign citizens. The following chapter focuses on Middle East-
ern historical events and how they intersect with Mexican history and the
demographic profile of the early Middle Eastern immigrants.



CHAPTER 3

Turco Sojourners Come to Porfirian Mexico

In1907 U.S. Immigration Inspector T. F. Schmucker asked Syrian alienSoulaiman Mahmoud if he knew he had done something illegal when
crossing the U.S. border. Mahmoud responded, ‘‘I don’t know the dif-

ference between Mexico and the United States.’’1Mahmoud was promptly
arrested and deported. A few months later, in August 1907, The Mexican
Herald printed an editorial on such situations:

Mexico has long been the stamping [sic] ground of Syrians and other
foreigners, who come to this country because they have been denied or
know that they will be denied admission to the ports of the United States
because they are victims of the disease . . . With respect to Mexico, the
steamship companies will hereafter have to be more than usually careful in
selecting the class of their passengers, for if they bring trachoma sufferers
to this country they will be at the expense of giving them a free ride back
to their homes.2

This editorial captures a widespread consciousness shared among peo-
ple, governments, and businesses that international relations affected mi-
gration patterns of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This
chapter explores the conditions for Middle Eastern immigrants leaving the
Ottoman Empire, their migration experience, the context for their arrival
in Mexico, and a demographic profile of these immigrants. Since many
early immigrants departed as subjects of the Ottoman Empire, prior to
World War I, they were often called turcos, or Turks. At the time of the im-
migrants’ departure, many were sojourners, those with the intent of work-
ing for a short time and then returning home. Their emergence in Mexico
as foreign citizens would take place in the decades that followed.
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Mexican policies under President Porfirio Díaz and events in theMiddle
East coincided to make Mexico a destination point for 2,277 Middle
Eastern immigrants who later reported having entered Mexico between
1878 and 1909. These 2,277 immigrants registered with Mexican officials
from 1926 through 1951. In trying to build a ‘‘modern’’ nation, President
Díaz allowed foreign immigration into Mexico, yet this policy led the
United States to pressure Mexico to better monitor its borders and control
‘‘Syrian’’ migrants, as discussed in Chapter 2. Meanwhile, in the Middle
East, the Ottoman Empire faced increasing debts to European nations and
escalating religious tensions in the Levant (al-mashriq in Arabic), which
generally refers to present-day Lebanon, Syria, Israel, Jordan, and Pales-
tinian territories. The result was an exodus from the Levant and elsewhere
in the Middle East to the Americas. Mexico in particular was a destination
point because of established immigration networks and the ability to cir-
cumvent U.S. officials along the Eastern Seaboard by traveling first through
Mexico. After a long journey toMexico, manyMiddle Eastern immigrants
turned to countrymen like Domingo Kuri for help in locating their family
and friends in Mexico. Kuri’s network of Middle Eastern immigrants gave
new arrivals instant credit and the ability to penetrate remote areas of the
Mexican interior. In this early stage of migration, Middle Eastern immi-
grants often became peddlers and small-scale merchants, providing key
goods and services. As an emerging immigrant population, Middle East-
erners often tried to maintain their culture while simultaneously striving to
integrate themselves in the Mexican economy.
WhenMiddle Easterners decided to migrate at the end of the nineteenth

century, they faced a world divided between rising industrial powers and
colonial occupations. The capacity to mass-produce goods through facto-
ries supplied inexpensive products and stimulated a demand for cheap raw
materials. Western countries relied on regions abroad to supply the raw
materials needed to produce finished goods that could be sold for large
profits.
By supplying the Western powers, nations in Latin America and in the

Ottoman Empire became dependent on exports to generate revenue and
foreign credit.3 In Mexico, liberal army commander Porfirio Díaz, who
seized power in 1876 and ruled Mexico directly and indirectly for the next
thirty-four years, dedicated his regime to economic expansion. His policies
aimed to create the necessary conditions and incentives for capitalist enter-
prises and to eventually make Mexico modern.4 Edward Beatty argues that
‘‘for Mexico’s elites, industry meant modernity . . . Industry also promised
to promote national sovereignty by reducing Mexico’s dependence on for-



Turco Sojourners to Mexico 47

eign imports.’’5 The Díaz regime’s attempts at modernization had mixed
long- and short-term results. Consequently, foreign investment and Díaz’
heavy-handed approach in political and social matters enabled some as-
pects of the Mexican economy to prosper while the poorer segments of
society became more marginalized.
The policy makers of the Díaz regime, often called científicos, were in-

fluenced by Herbert Spencer and Auguste Comte, who emphasized that
government policy should be carried out according to ‘‘scientific’’ laws.6

José Y. Limantour, Díaz’ treasury minister and a son of French immigrants,
said in 1901 that ‘‘the weak, the unprepared, those who lack the tools in
order to emerge victorious against evolution, must perish and leave the
struggle to the more powerful.’’7 This pseudo-scientific language was used
to justify Díaz’ consolidation of power over regional bosses and to stimu-
late the Mexican economy by giving preferences to foreigners both as in-
vestors and settlers.8

European and American capitalists responded to Porfirian policies and
invested heavily in many enterprises, from retail establishments to large-
scale mineral exploitation. Rodney Anderson has noted that ‘‘industrial
production doubled from 1877 to the turn of the century, as great facto-
ries and mills were built and as mines, utilizing the latest techniques of
extraction and smelting, supplied the raw materials for the industries of
Europe and the United States.’’9 The United States became Mexico’s lead-
ing trade partner as mineral exports expanded beyond gold and silver to
include copper and zinc. Mexico’s own modest industrialization centered
on textiles, cement, iron, and light consumer goods. In Orizaba, Veracruz,
Mexican textile mills were considered among the largest and most modern
in the world at the time. In addition, the mechanization of sugar planta-
tions and processing of Morelos developed parallel to those of Hawaii and
Puerto Rico.10

Foreign investors saw a great potential for profit in financing railroad
routes that facilitated the transportation of products to ports or to the
northern border of Mexico. Railroads enabled the quick distribution of
goods to other parts of Mexico as well as the transportation of manual
laborers to industrializing areas. In turn, this stimulated small markets for
a wide variety of easily transportable articles. These circumstances favored
itinerant trade beyond the railroad terminals, and Middle Eastern immi-
grants quickly took up this form of commerce.11 While the immigrants
began peddling in Mexico, they also attempted to maintain ties to their
homelands, hoping to return or to bring other family members to the
Americas.
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The Middle East of the Late Nineteenth Century

The Ottoman Empire’s extensive landholdings and coastlines (Figure 1.1)
enabled the export of Egyptian cotton, Lebanese silk, wool and hides of the
Maghrib, Tunisian phosphates, oranges from Palestine, wine from Algeria,
and olive oil fromTunisia for trade with European countries. The Ottoman
Empire imported textiles, metal goods, tea, coffee, and sugar. The Otto-
mans granted the French trading concessions, and silk was a linking factor
between Mount Lebanon and France.12 The French used their economic
influence to try to spread Catholicism. Overall, the Ottoman Empire had
an unfavorable balance of trade because the Europeans had extended large
loans to governments of the Middle East, thereby increasing European fi-
nancial control in the region.13 This exchange of goods, although not par-
ticularly beneficial to the peoples of the Middle East, did help some in-
digenous merchant groups. For instance, Syrian and Lebanese Christians,
Syrian and Iraqi Jews, and Egyptian Copts all traded with their European
counterparts, primarily with British, French, and someGermanmerchants.
Some of these Christian and Jewish merchants became landlords in the late
nineteenth century because they had accumulated sufficient resources to
purchase land within the Ottoman Empire.14

Beirut became a major center for the export of silk and the import and
distribution of European goods.Thus people from nearbyMount Lebanon,
referring to the mountain range that extends across Lebanon and was semi-
autonomous during the Ottoman Empire, became aware of what was hap-
pening abroad.15 The integration of Beirut and Lebanon more generally
into the world economy was accelerated by the expansion of the silk in-
dustry in the nineteenth century. The cultivation of silk led to the diffusion
of small-scale ownership in which almost every male inhabitant in Mount
Lebanon was a small proprietor of land.16 In 1846 silk accounted for 57
percent of the value of gross agricultural output of Mount Lebanon, but in
1917 silk reeling only generated roughly 7 percent of the Lebanese national
income.17 The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 sparked the change, en-
abling trade between Europe and the Far East to bypass the Levant and thus
facilitating the shipment of Japanese silk to European markets at competi-
tive prices.18 The people of the Levant were unable to compete in this new
environment, and silk production in the region declined drastically. To ex-
acerbate the problem, in the 1890s, phylloxera invaded Syrian vineyards.19

Thus, many people became displaced by the devastation of the vineyards
and competition from the Japanese silk industry in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Many of those affected chose to migrate.



Turco Sojourners to Mexico 49

Oral testimonies further reveal religious tensions, mandatory conscrip-
tion, food shortages, and brutal authorities as contributing factors for
leaving the Middle East. However, every emigrant’s motivation was dif-
ferent, and no one push factor can be singled out as ‘‘the’’ reason for mi-
gration; rather migration is, as Douglas Massey explains, ‘‘cumulative’’
and based on social networks. Massey suggests that migration develops a
life of its own and that the interconnections among individual, household,
and community-level factors lead to the cumulative causation of migration.
These processes are reinforced by dynamic microeconomic relationships
among regional labor markets. In short, migration is a social and economic
process that involves relationships to homelands and host countries.20

As noted, religious tensions also shaped emigration, particularly from
Mount Lebanon. The population has traditionally been divided between
Muslims and Druzes on one hand and Christians on the other. In 1860 a
complex set of civil wars began pitting Maronite Christians and Druze in
violent conflict with one another. According to Robert Brenton Betts, in
1860 the Druze killed 12,000 Maronites in Mount Lebanon, and 10,000
Christians were killed in Damascus.21 A sectarian outburst erupted in
Mount Lebanon and spread to uprisings between Sunni Muslims and pre-
dominantly Greek Orthodox Christians in Damascus.22 With the Otto-
man Empire weakening in the nineteenth century, local rulers began as-
serting greater power and authority, especially over local Christians. The
increased prestige of Christian Europe—France, in particular—and eco-
nomic encroachment on Ottoman sovereignty fostered resentment against
the Christians in Greater Syria and created colonial intrigue.23

The massacres of1860 led to international intervention in which France,
Great Britain, Austria, Prussia, and Russia helped the Ottomans restore
stability to Mount Lebanon, and Lebanese Christians were granted a de-
gree of autonomy. This increased autonomy, combined with the Christian
community’s push for greater equality, threatened the sense of security
among Muslims. Michael Suleiman compares the Muslim population to
the ‘‘poor white trash’’ of the American South during of the Civil War and
the civil rights movement. He notes that the Muslim population in the
Syrian province, although poor and oppressed, still enjoyed a social status
that was greater than that of non-Muslims, particularly the Christians.24

The threat of losing this high status made many Muslims susceptible to
suggestions from local Ottoman rulers that their Christian neighbors were
the cause of Muslim troubles.25 This perception became substantiated with
the1864 statute that created a political entity in the Ottoman Empire called
the mutasarrifiyya, which usually had the subdivisions of the provinces
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(vilayets),26 administered by a non-Lebanese Christian Ottoman governor
(mutassarrif ). This governor, appointed by the sultan, led a central admin-
istrative council in which Muslim and Christian sects were proportionally
represented.27 The conflicts among the Christians, the Druze, andMuslims
in the 1860s prompted the 1864 statute and its division of religious sects.
Continual European involvement in the Ottoman Empire not only pre-

vented the Ottoman government from directly controlling the areas that
comprise Lebanon today but also precluded reconciliation of religious dif-
ferences, giving some the impetus for emigration in the late nineteenth cen-
tury.28 Antonio José Budib, for instance, the first registeredMiddle Eastern
immigrant from Beirut, arrived in Mexico in 1878 and declared himself a
Christian. Religious differences also spilled over to military service. Gen-
eral conscription into the Ottoman armed forces was first introduced in
1855. At the time, Christians and Jews paid a tax to be exempt from ser-
vice.29 However, the concession was abolished with the takeover by the
Young Turks, a group of army officers who rebelled in 1908 and ruled until
1918 with the aim of reforming the Ottoman Empire through constitution-
alism. Mandatory conscription was reintroduced in 1909.30 Conscription
was very unpopular with most religious groups because the people were
not accustomed to military service. Many fled their homes and emigrated
to avoid the draft. Zain Chamut, a Shi
iteMuslim from Braachit, Lebanon,
decided to migrate to Mexico only after his brother, Hassan, was forced
to fight in the Ottoman army in the Balkans. Hassan became a prisoner
of war and suffered a severe stomach injury. He escaped and returned to
Braachit, but hewas a differentman. Zain, fearful of repeating his brother’s
misfortune, left his homeland in 1907.31

Ottoman treatment of Christians, Druzes, and local Muslims in the Le-
vant has long been debated as a stimulus for emigration; historians have
reached little consensus on this issue. According to historian Engin Deniz
Akarli, Muslim migration from the Ottoman Empire was seen as an em-
barrassment to the regime, and ‘‘the Ottoman government viewed the in-
crease of emigration of the Muslim population in the areas neighboring
Mount Lebanon with grave concern.’’32Historian Kemal Karpat points out
that ‘‘the available Ottoman documents indicate that, in fact, the number
of Muslim immigrants was substantial.’’33 He suggests that the Muslims’
departure from the Ottoman Empire was necessarily clandestine, since
they were forbidden to emigrate even before general restrictions were im-
posed.34 This level of secrecy probably skewed many of the early immi-
gration records of Ottoman subjects arriving in American cities because
they may have feared admitting their religion and risking deportation.
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Figure 3.1.Major Ports of Early Transatlantic Migration

The degree of Ottoman control over the subjects of the empire is clearly
open to speculation. However, the point that Muslim emigrants have been
underreported helps illuminate a question about the tendency of histori-
cal records to report Middle Eastern immigrants in Mexico as mostly
Christian.
In addition to political, economic, and religious circumstances, many

emigrants from the Middle East left for more personal reasons. For ex-
ample, Juan Chayet Abusaid left Sejoud,35 Lebanon, to evade local authori-
ties. According to the Abusaid family story, Juan was herding sheep and
got into an argument with a good friend. He threw a rock at the friend, and
his friend was knocked out. (It was unclear whether he killed his friend or
just knocked him unconscious.) Without knowing the friend’s actual fate,
Abusaid got so scared that he ran to the first ship and left, not even say-
ing goodbye to his father. Afterward, he felt guilty for his hasty departure
and sent word to his father that he was ‘‘OK’’ through a cousin in Tabasco,
Mexico. He also sent money. According to his youngest daughter, Juan
Chayet Abusaid’s reason for leaving was miedo—fear.36 Although his story
does not mention relatives as the reason he went to Mexico, it is highly
probable that his cousin in Tabasco helped him migrate to Mexico.
Family members and friends often played a critical role in how the im-

migrants migrated from theMiddle East to the Americas. Figure 3.1 shows
several key transatlantic ports of migration; immigrants typically departed
Beirut, stopped inMarseilles, and then arrived in the North American port
cities of New York, Havana, and/or Veracruz.
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Financial resources, information on migration routes, and contacts in
Mexico formed vital networks for Middle Eastern immigrants. Many im-
migrants borrowed money from friends or relatives and received money
through remittances. Remittances from the Americas to Greater Syria were
estimated at $8 million in1914 and $19million in1924; and $20million was
sent back to Lebanon in 1952, which compared to exports of $22 million,
or 4 percent of the national income in that year.37 Although the recipients
used much of the money to buy land and build houses in their home vil-
lages, they also used money to send other family members to the Americas
to work in family-owned businesses.When remittances were not available,
some mortgaged property to purchase tickets to emigrate.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the cost was approximately

230 to 250 francs for a one-way fare to South America and 190 francs to
New York City.38 Immigrant testimonies also indicate that it cost $36.40
in gold to take a steamer from Marseilles to Veracruz and another $37.50
to take a train from Veracruz to El Paso, Texas.39 Emigrants with financial
resources were able to purchase tickets leaving from the Lebanese ports of
Beirut and Tripoli. In an 1896 Beirut travel agency advertisement, no price
was mentioned; rather, the agency listed the ships’ amenities such as a doc-
tor and cheaper agents. It states that ‘‘tickets to America, Brazil, and other
destinations to which the passengers wish to go once they get to Marseilles
can be purchased from the same agency. This is 25 percent cheaper than
[the price offered by other agencies in Marseilles].’’40

Shipping lines employed brokers who sent out agents to recruit immi-
grants. Given Ottoman regulations on travel, military police were stationed
on roads leading to the port cities and in the ports themselves. Despite
the restrictions, ticket agents often bribed Turkish police and smuggled
people out. According to Samir Khalaf, steamship agents ‘‘did play a defi-
nite role in ‘smuggling’ immigrants at a time when exit from Ottoman
ports was strictly forbidden.’’41 At night, agents rowed the emigrants out
to international ships anchored off the Mediterranean coast of Syria.42 In
the late 1880s the passenger ships stopped at western European ports such
as Marseilles, Athens, Genoa, Trieste, Cherbourg, and Le Havre.43 In these
port cities, agents approached the immigrants, selling tickets to North and
South America. Due to commercial trade earlier in the nineteenth century,
many of these cities had countrymen to assist the immigrants in their jour-
ney. In Marseilles, Middle Eastern immigrants often stayed in the boarding
house of Butres Shadiak.44 Novelist Elmaz Abinader describes the Middle
Eastern network in Marseilles in her story of protagonist Mayme’s migra-
tion to the United States:
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Mayme hopes she remembers Marseilles well enough to find the Lebanese
doctor who gave them their medicines when she and Shebl [her husband]
went to Brazil. Many new things have been built since Mayme’s last stop
in this city, but the port district and the neighborhood where the Lebanese
and Syrians keep their shops are little changed.45

Although Mayme’s recollection is presented as fiction, her experience
reflects the breadth of the migrants’ international network in the late nine-
teenth century. With time, the network alerted countrymen to fraudulent
agents and increasingly restrictive immigration policies. Despite the warn-
ings, many emigrants were misrouted to unknown destinations because of
ignorance and agents’ indifference. Ticket agents received a commission on
each ticket sold and often made significant profits on their sales. This in
turn made would-be immigrants more susceptible to fraud. A Presbyterian
mission report of 1907 summarizes the situation:

The emigrant business has become a very profitable one; the method used
in Germany in the seventies (1870s) is used here. A native, usually that
has been to America, visits a village, holds meetings, tells of the wonderful
way to make money, where to go, what to do, in fact everything necessary
for an emigrant to know. It is a poor day when he does not obtain a num-
ber of deposits for steamer tickets. This man is one in a long chain whose
links are located all the way from Syria to North and South American
seaports. From time to time, this chain of workers will send and receive
warnings to avoid or to go to this or that place. Word will come to avoid
New York if diseased; then go to Mexico, and then go north, etc. At the
present writing the flow is towards Argentina. We could tell of the harvest
of gold that has been reaped by the officials, steamship agents, boatmen,
etc., at the ports. It is a system that results in much human suffering,
troubles, jealousies, and sometimes crime.46

As the report notes, some immigrants were tricked by ticket agents and
steamship lines into believing that they were going to the United States
when they were in fact taken to Latin American ports.47

Most Middle Eastern immigrants probably preferred the United States
as their final destination, and the influence of an extensive American Prot-
estant missionary movement in Lebanon must have been a factor for some
of these immigrants. Yet, many Middle Easterners faced rejection at U.S.
immigration ports of entry such as Ellis Island because of illiteracy and/or
trachoma and other health problems. In cases of deportation, such as that
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of Zahya Baroudy and her two children, the return cost from NewYork to
Marseilles was $34 per adult for steerage on the Fabre Steamship Company
in June 1907. Children under one year were carried free, while the rate for
those from one to twelve years was half fare.48With the risk of this penalty,
migrating to Latin America, and more specifically to Mexico, became a
much more desirable alternative.
Learning from immigrants like Baroudy, many came to Latin America

because they felt that they could more easily enter the United States by
an indirect route from Latin America. Others were probably ill aware
of their migratory destinations. Given the difficult circumstances in the
Middle East, ‘‘some of the early migrants did not care where exactly they
were going and were prepared to take the first ship heading in the right
direction.’’49

There were also cases of immigrants running out of money and being
forced to peddle while in route to their final destinations. Once they ar-
rived in western European ports, some needed to raise additional funds to
make it to the Americas. Zain Chamut first went toMarseilles,50 then Paris,
spending approximately eight months working in the two French cities to
earn enough money for a passage to Mexico.51 He left from Le Havre,
France, and arrived in Veracruz, Mexico, in 1908. At that time, the typical
voyage lasted between forty-two days to six months by boat.52 The cost of
a third-class fare from New York to Veracruz was $54 in 1934 (compared
to $34 in 1907) and from Havana, Cuba, to Veracruz cost $30.53Once Zain
Chamut arrived in Veracruz, Domingo Kuri helped him find his way to his
father’s cousin Alfredo Chamut. This cousin had migrated in 1906–1907
to a small town near Saltillo, Coahuila. Zain Chamut’s story of incremen-
tal migration and eventual contact with his cousin through a network of
Middle Eastern immigrants is a common one.
The contact, Domingo Kuri (1885–1971), played a pivotal role in con-

necting members of the Middle Eastern community throughout Mexico.
Kuri, formerly known as Abd el Ajd, of Kártaba (Cordoba), Lebanon, ar-
rived in Mexico in 1903. He migrated at the age of eighteen after studying
two years in a seminary where he learned French and Latin. His language
training enabled him to quicklymaster Spanish and to become a conduit for
newly arrived Arabic-speaking immigrants. He purchased a house, Chalet
Josefita, in Veracruz with the purpose of helping fellow immigrants. Chalet
Josefita had twenty-eight bedrooms and a dining room that seated twenty-
four and served food twice daily. Kuri would ask immigrants their places
of origin, last names, family relatives, and any known address of other pai-
sanos. He kept all of this information in an elaborate archive over the de-
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cades.54 From an interview with his son, Ahmed,55 and other family mem-
bers, the current existence of the archive is uncertain. With few Ottoman
diplomatic representatives inMexico, Domingo Kuri became an ‘‘honorary
consul’’ (consul honorario) whereby port authorities and consulates in Vera-
cruz would come to his store, El Arca de Noé, to advise him of incoming
ships.56 Badía Yabur, in an interview with Teresa Cuevas Seba and Miguel
Mañana Plasencio, described her migration experience to Mérida, saying
that ‘‘in Veracruz, a paisano named Domingo Curi [sic] bought us a ticket
to come here.’’57 By all accounts, from Torreón to Mexico City, Domingo
Kuri made an enormous impact on the dispersal of the earlyMiddle Eastern
immigrants throughout Mexico.

The Porfiriato and Its ‘‘Open Door’’ Policy

As the Ottoman subjects faced difficulties in migrating, social and eco-
nomic policy in Mexico during the Porfirian years (1876–1911) was led
by the científicos, who, inspired by social Darwinism, believed that Indi-
ans and thus mestizos were inferior to Europeans and North Americans.58

The científicos advocated an ‘‘open door’’ immigration policy. A prefer-
ence for Anglo-Saxons was part of a long Latin American tradition of try-
ing to ‘‘whiten’’ indigenous populations. And Middle Easterners were not
automatically or universally viewed as whites.59 In addition, contrary to
Porfirian policy designs, many non-European (i.e., non-white) immigrants
came to Mexico. These immigrants would not ‘‘better’’ Mexico, according
to the científicos, and would certainly challenge the desired composition of
the nation. According to Ignacio Klich and Jeffrey Lesser, ‘‘What placed
Arabs in such a contradictory and perplexing role is that they were never
officially designated as ‘non-white’ since they were not from the Far East
or Africa, and instead bore some resemblance to other Mediterraneans.’’60

Consequently, Mexicans were often uncertain about how to treat this im-
migrant group, especially in the context of broader political and cultural
debates. Moisés González Navarro notes that although elites favored im-
migrants during the Porfiriato, many of the common people felt contempt
toward foreigners. Others, such as positivist Andrés Molina Enríquez, saw
immigrants as receiving undeserved special favors. Moisés Navarro sug-
gests that the ‘‘official xenofilia produced various nationalistic reactions.’’61

While some foreigners and elite Mexicans thrived economically under
Díaz, the middle classes and poor became increasingly disenfranchised by
political authoritarianism and low wage rates. Many Mexicans lived in
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poverty and did not have easy access to consumer goods outside of com-
pany stores. Thus, when Middle Eastern immigrants arrived at the end of
the nineteenth century, opportunities to sell goods and services were facili-
tated by the credit system of paying in installments, abonos, to these sectors
that had been marginalized by Porfirian policies.62

Some of the early immigrants went as far as to learn indigenous lan-
guages to communicate with customers. Moisés González Navarro notes
that by learning indigenous languages often before Spanish, Middle East-
ern immigrants were able to tap into new markets.63 Of the 8,036 Middle
Eastern immigrant registration cards that report on language, 50 indicated
that they spokeMaya. In interviewswithMiddle Easterners in theYucatán,
María Beatriz de Lourdes Cáceres Menéndez and María Patricia Fortuny
Loret de Mola found that Middle Eastern family members often learned
Maya before learning Spanish.64

Other Middle Eastern immigrants went to Oaxaca and interacted with
and sold goods to the indigenous populations there. Historian and political
scientist Jeffrey Rubin notes that the Lebanese community, exemplified by
Manuel Musalem Santiago (Tarú) of Lebanese descent, played important
roles in the maintenance of Zapotec identity in Oaxaca.65

Anthropologist Leticia Reina observes this role at another level, one of
social practice. Through her research, she describes a festival that takes
place in Huamelula,Tehuantepec, in Oaxaca. Every year on June 27, twelve
people dress up as turcos, soldiers of Muhammad, and show their gratitude
to Muhammad.66 Beyond the expression of a Middle Eastern presence in
Mexico, somemay interpret the festival as a representation of the centuries-
long historical tensions between Moors and Christians that date back to
the eighth century.
More generally, anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce, in exploring Za-

potec women in Oaxaca, found Lebanese Christians to occupy positions
as middlemen while intermarrying with Mexican nationals, especially in
the second generation. Although Lebanese intermarried, ‘‘many Lebanese
actively maintain their Lebanese identity in spite of their successful accom-
modation to the Mexican nation.’’67 Royce notes that the first Lebanese
families to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec came at the end of the nineteenth
century and were drawn by a railroad being built across the isthmus be-
tween the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific Ocean. Attracted to the oppor-
tunity to invest along the railroad route, one of the first Lebanese immi-
grants opened a hardware and general dry goods store in Juchitán. Unlike
the daily markets in the area, these Lebanese businesses became some of
the first commercial establishments requiring initial investments of capi-
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tal. During ethnographic fieldwork beginning in the late 1960s, Royce has
found that Lebanese and Zapotec women continue to compete amiably in
the markets.68

By the early twentieth century, the Lebanese controlled hammock mak-
ing and the weaving of artifacts out of palm fiber; in both they still func-
tion as middlemen between Juchitán and the outside market. According to
Royce, ‘‘The Zapotec feel that they are treated fairly and are willing to let
the Lebanese continue in their role.’’69

By speaking indigenous languages as well as Spanish and establishing
themselves among the indigenous peoples, Middle Eastern immigrants fa-
cilitated their credibility and the extension of commercial credit in the
countryside.70 Comparative migration scholars will note that the Lebanese
community inWest Africa replicated this pattern, in which the immigrants
would ‘‘grant credit to the Africans with less risk than the European.’’ The
Lebanese often had earlier indications of shifts in consumer demands or
crop prospects because they came from the outside and maintained com-
munications through their networks; thus they could manage the repay-
ment relationships more skillfully.71Middle East historian R. BaylyWinder
contends that Lebanese merchants generally had low business and personal
costs, increasing their competitiveness relative to their European counter-
parts. It appears thatmanyMiddle Eastern immigrants inMexico emulated
this low-cost business approach.
Many early Middle Eastern immigrants carried goods on their backs or

on pack animals, going from village to village selling products to these dis-
enfranchised communities. They sold ‘‘the merchandise of ribbons, sashes,
lace, and adornments, [along] with linen, thread and yarn in order to be
sold to the poor and the rancheros by walking the streets. These initial ex-
periences yielded [them] the capital growth of uncommon value.’’72 Once
in Mexico, immigrants often sold the goods they brought with them from
abroad and then borrowed capital for additional peddling from their fellow
Middle Easterners. Julián Arista Nasr, for example, recalled the story of
his grandfather selling his shoes to a Mexican when he landed in Veracruz
because he had no money.With the money from the sale he bought another
pair of shoes and began peddling.73 In several court cases involving the ar-
rest of undocumented immigrants, Middle Eastern immigrants claimed to
have peddled in Mexico to earn enough money to enter the United States.
Immigrant Zelim Zakarya testified in February 1905 that as his family left
Laredo due to being infected with trachoma, ‘‘they proceeded into the in-
terior of Mexico making their living by peddling until in March they ar-
rived at Matamoros, Mexico.’’74 After using a prescribed medicine to treat
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trachoma and earning a bit of money, Zakarya and his family reapplied for
admission to the United States.
Peddling of course required sources of initial capital. Newly arrived im-

migrants turned to a network of Middle Easterners in Mexico. Yamil Dar-
wich Adí describes how he spent his first year in Mexico with his uncle
in Veracruz learning Spanish and the merchant occupation. After this first
year he went to Mazatlán, Sinaloa, to find his cousin, who helped him
start peddling.75 Family-based networks thus created and consolidated an
ethnic enclave of itinerant salespeople.76 Hassan Zain Chamut reported
thatmanyMiddle Eastern immigrants arrived knowing established paisanos
who would give them merchandise to sell in small pueblos.77 Early itiner-
ant peddlers often carried their own goods and recorded who owed them
money and the payment schedules in small notebooks.
These early peddlers laid the commercial infrastructure for immigrants

who followed. Like their Mexican counterparts, early Middle Eastern im-
migrants in southeastern Texas would migrate ‘‘to a town where another
Syrian immigrant was already established and could speak the English lan-
guage. With that security the new migrants could get a start in their new
country.’’78 In interviews with Syrian immigrants in the 1980s, Sarah John
found that the immigrants would provide housing and merchandise for the
newer arrivals, and sometimes business relationships developed along these
ethnic lines despite religious differences.79

Middle Easterners similarly flourished in the Laguna, an arid region
in the northern states of Coahuila and Durango (Figure 3.2), because of
factors such as northern Mexico’s religious tolerance (manifest in the en-
during religions of the Tarahumara and Rarámuri Indians) and proximity
to the United States. Middle Eastern immigrants could also work closely
with their paisanos in the United States and have greater access to the
borderlands.
As noted, the porous U.S.-Mexican border enabled the crossing of both

goods and of people, establishing a Middle Eastern borderland trade cul-
ture. Several U.S. government immigration reports cited crossings by Syri-
ans into the United States from Mexico.

No doubt, by 1905 a significant number of Syrians were crossing into El
Paso from Mexico, as a Syrian named Salim M. Mattar was hired that
year as an interpreter for the Immigration Service in El Paso . . . Presum-
ably, there would have been no need for an Arabic-speaking translator
unless the number of immigrants from Syria at the entry port warranted
such attention.80
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Figure 3.2. The Laguna Region and Other Areas of Middle Eastern Immigrant
Settlement

Unlike the Chinese, Middle Easterners did not encounter the intense
hatred among Mexicans that led to wide-scale deportations. In the state of
Sonora, the Chinese became the ‘‘most visible foreigners’’ because as ‘‘im-
migrant entrepreneurs they settled wherever they established businesses.’’81

Why these immigrant groups were treated so differently has been explained
as a type of racial hierarchy prevalent in Mexican society.82My research,
however, has not found a conclusive racialization of Middle Eastern im-
migrants nor a specific racialized discourse among Middle Easterners nor
among specific Mexicans. Rather, my research has shown variation in the
Mexicans’ treatment of immigrants based on many factors of immigrant
positioning including their religious, economic and social integration into
Mexico. That said, since the Middle Eastern population was smaller in the
Laguna and perhaps perceived as less physically or visibly different than
other immigrant groups, it could be argued that these Middle Eastern im-
migrants were able to more easily assimilate into the existing culture.
Furthermore, it does not appear that initially Middle Easterners directly

competed with the Chinese in rural dry goods stores in the Laguna. Rather,
it seems that Middle Easterners were able to barter with sharecroppers. By
1900 many hacendados rented out portions of their land for sharecropping
in the Laguna, and sharecropping was used as a means to reward and retain
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good workers. Although the hacendados had very specific policies on what
the sharecroppers could dowith their harvests, the sharecroppers preferred
to barter rather than comply with the policies.83 The sharecroppers’ ability
to barter ‘‘under the table’’ gave themmore economic independence and the
opportunity to get more for their food items. Middle Easterners were well
positioned to participate in this economy, walking from village to village
to sell their goods.84

The story of Francisco Marcos of Monterrey, Mexico, further illus-
trates the importance of networks and business relationships to immigrant
positioning. In October 1910 Francisco Marcos, a man of Middle East-
ern descent, arrived at Ellis Island on the steamer Kaiser Wilhelm II. He
was returning to the Americas from the Middle East, and upon his ar-
rival, immigration officials discovered that his wife, Regina, and brother,
Salomon, had trachoma. Unprepared, Francisco contacted the Mexican
consul general, who verified that Francisco indeed had been aMexican citi-
zen for ten years and was ‘‘established in a large merchandise business’’ in
Monterrey.85 The Mexican Consulate asked the U.S. government to allow
Francisco and his family to travel to Mexico.86 A few days later, Regina,
Salomon, and Francisco Marcos were permitted to travel, providing that
they took precautions to prevent the spread of trachoma. This case shows
that some of the early Middle Eastern immigrants had developed the eco-
nomic means to facilitate the immigration of other Middle Easterners.
In this economic and political environment, the Porfirian regime passed

one of the first laws to naturalize foreigners residing in Mexico. In May
1886 Mexico’s Immigration and Naturalization Law (Ley de Extranjería
y Naturalización de 1886) stated that foreigners who resided two years
in Mexico could petition to become citizens, and those immigrants who
came to work for the Mexican government were to be treated as Mexi-
can citizens.87 The 1886 law also conferred Mexican citizenship on those
who owned property. If immigrant property owners wished to maintain
their foreign nationalities instead, they would need to declare this decision
before the proper authorities.88

Conversely, the law deprived Mexican women of Mexican citizenship
if they married foreigners. Therefore, a Mexican woman who married a
Middle Eastern immigrant was considered to share her husband’s nation-
ality, Lebanese or Syrian.89 These Mexican women remained ‘‘foreign’’
even after becoming widows.90 Thirty-nine women (roughly 0.005 percent
of the 8,036 registered Middle Eastern immigrants between 1878 and1951)
claimed Lebanese, Arab, or Syrian nationality por matrimonio (by mar-
riage), illustrating how the Mexican law could formally change a woman’s
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citizenship and nationality. How representative these thirty-nine cases are
of this law is difficult to say; however, they illustrate the effect of marry-
ing a foreigner. This law was enforced until 1934.91 It should be noted also
that women who bore the children of foreigners had to register those chil-
dren as ‘‘foreigners.’’92 The1886 law thus exemplified patriarchal attitudes
about the composition of theMexican nation, the vulnerability of Mexican
women, and the ‘‘need’’ for the nation to be ‘‘protected’’ from foreigners.
The particular notion that the state ought to carefully monitor foreigners to
safeguard Mexican women had been a long-standing concern in Mexican
history.93

During this same time, other Latin American countries were struggling
with how to respond to new Middle Eastern immigrant populations. Un-
like Mexico, Uruguay, Haiti, and Guatemala tended to restrict immigra-
tion. In June 1890 the Uruguayan government banned ‘‘the immigration
of Asians and Africans’’ and proclaimed the need to protect Uruguayans
from the influence of ‘‘inferior races.’’94 Haiti was not far behind Uruguay
and in 1903 ‘‘debarred all Arabic-speakers from involvement in petty trade
and set a ten-year waiting period for those wishing to naturalize.’’95 Fol-
lowing Uruguay and Haiti, Guatemala passed an immigration law in 1909
that rejected Asians. Although these laws limited the immigrants, Latin
American governments paradoxically acknowledged the presence and im-
portance of Middle Eastern immigrants in Latin America through these
acts of legislation.
The ability ofMiddle Easterners,Chinese, and other immigrants to pros-

per in their commercial activities suited Mexican modernization projects
yet contradicted the científicos’ aim to whiten and ‘‘better’’ Mexico. The
large capitalist investments of the Americans, British, and French during
the Porfiriato seemed to follow the Mexican trajectory of progress, but the
prosperity of unknown ‘‘other’’ foreigners undermined the confidence of
the middle and lower classes in modernization. The ambivalent sentiments
about immigrants demonstrate the inherent dualities—both the successes
and failures—of the Porfirian regime.96

Profile of Turco Sojourners

The immigrant registration cards and census figures indicate that between
2,277 and 5,756Middle Eastern immigrants came toMexico between1878
and1910. According tomy calculations for1878 to1950, the second-highest
immigration occurred during much of the Porfiriato, between 1878 and
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1909, when 28 percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants who migrated to
Mexico arrived.
The turco sojourners tended to be married men. Of the early Middle

Eastern immigrants, 61 percent were men and 39 percent were women.
Among these early immigrants, 54 percent were married, 37 percent were
single, and 8 percent were widowed. The widows and widowers prob-
ably migrated because they had less to hold them in their homelands, thus
making migration a more attractive option. Or perhaps these widows and
widowers were the only family providers, and therefore the need to make
money quickly encouraged them to migrate. The large percentage of mar-
ried men shows that men were coming to earn enough money to send home
through remittances and help their families. During this early immigration
period, many sojourners came to Mexico to avoid the economic, social,
and political dislocations occurring in the Middle East.
Although 71 percent of immigrants who arrived during the Porfiriato

declared themselves Lebanese (Table 2), it should be noted that the immi-
grants declared their nationalities to Mexican officials in the 1930s. There-
fore, their sense of a strong nationality could be seen as a reflection of
events in the Middle East and Mexico in the 1930s rather than a claim
of status based on events between 1878 and 1909. Despite this bias, the
early immigrants did identify with some of the other various Middle East-
ern countries. For instance, 12 percent called themselves sirio-libanés, and
8 percent called themselves Syrians. An additional 7 percent were called
Arabs, perhaps reflecting that some earlier immigrants were not aware of
where they were born; many could only recall the names of their villages. In
interviews with Lebanese Yucatecans, Teresa Cuevas Seba found this also;
despite the ages of the informants, they could remember the names of their
hometowns and villages.97

Given the many changes in geopolitics at the beginning of the twentieth
century, it is quite possible that many immigrants were not able to keep
abreast of historical events in their hometowns and villages to be aware of
where post–World War I and World War II boundaries were redrawn (Fig-
ures 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3). Other Middle Eastern immigrants considered them-
selves Egyptians or Iraqis; some indicated Palestinian or Arab nationalities;
and two individuals called themselves Turks. Despite these national identi-
ties, all of these immigrants were still considered subjects of the Ottoman
Empire and therefore categorized as turcos during this period.
The nature of these early immigrants’ political and ethnic identities be-

comes even more complex when examining where they were born: 53 per-
cent of the early sojourners listed Lebanon as their place of birth, 8 percent
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listed Syria, and 0.5 percent of immigrants indicated Arabia as their place
of birth.98 Arabia could have been a category among Mexican immigration
officials who could not understand the immigrants and simply wrote that
they were from Arabia. Or perhaps Arabia could have signified modern-
day Saudi Arabia. In Destino México, for example, Arabia Saudita (Saudi
Arabia) is listed as a nationality in 1921.99Mónica Almeida contends that
the category Arabia ‘‘referred not to citizens of Saudi Arabia but rather to
Arabs in general.’’100

Several immigrants of Middle Eastern descent were born elsewhere in
the Americas, illustrating a trend of earlier immigrants going to several
American countries and then trying to reunite their families. Perhaps more
importantly, the variation in national identities and places of birth illus-
trates the long and complex history of those who partook in emigration
from the Middle East. For instance, someone born of Lebanese parents in
Costa Rica, the United States, or Mexico was still considered ‘‘Arab’’ and
obligated to register with Mexican authorities as a foreigner. The signifi-
cance of identifying foreigners inMexican society served as a double-edged
sword. By separating ‘‘foreigners’’ from citizens in law and registering the
former, theMexican government helpedMiddle Easterners to form a com-
munity, drawing boundaries around these communities whose members
would later assert themselves as ‘‘foreign citizens.’’ They were ethnically
and culturally different from Mexicans, yet they could maintain their for-
eignness and still hope to join the Mexican nation as citizens.
More than 50 percent of the emigrants came alone or, over a decade,

with a few members of their communities to Mexico. In Lebanon nearly
13 percent came from Beirut, yet 60 percent came from villages and towns
with fewer than seventeen emigrants, suggesting that these early emigrants
were the first sojourners from their communities (Table 3). The same situa-
tion occurred in Syria, where 52 percent came from cities and towns with
fewer than five emigrants, while 23 percent of the early immigrants came
from Damascus (Table 4). Other towns listed as points of origin such
as Nabatiyeh and Saida reflect that Muslims as well as the Christians in
Mount Lebanon emigrated, as did Jews from Aleppo.
Another distinctive attribute of the immigrant registration cards is that

759 Middle Eastern immigrants between 1878 and 1909 indicated that
Mexico was their place of birth. Lacking an explanation of the appar-
ent contradiction of immigrant status and Mexican birthplace, I identified
these cards as a subset of the sample to better analyze immigrant data. The
759 cards are puzzling for another reason. Approximately 756 out of these
759 Middle Eastern immigrants were registered with an entrance date of
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September 26, 1902. The significance of this date is unknown. The date
may show a collaborative effort on the part of the immigrants to use an
official date to document when they entered Mexico. Or perhaps someone
simply had a stamp with this particular date during immigrant registration
in the1930s. It may also have been used to incorporate the children of early
Middle Eastern immigrants. Such children were still considered foreigners,
and their parents were obligated to fill out the foreigner registration cards.
Their identity as foreigners is especially interesting because a Middle East-
erner born in Mexico could never ‘‘enter’’ Mexico since he or she was born
there (Table 5).
The 759 cards also raise the possibility of fraudulent documents. The

ability to obtain such documents to gain legal residency in Mexico was
clearly facilitated by the Middle Eastern immigrant network. According to
Teresa Cuevas Seba andMiguel Mañana Plasencio, since many immigrants
arrived without passports, they paid to get papers saying they were born in
the Yucatán.101Other interviews conducted by Cuevas Seba in the Yucatán
revealed that many paid a mordida (bribe) to obtain legal cards. She indi-
cates that many of the Lebanese in theYucatán were still fearful of speaking
of this aspect of their migration in the late 1980s, with many claiming, ‘‘I
am not from there, I was born here.’’102 Cuevas Seba and Mañana Plasen-
cio conclude that much of this fear was rooted in being an extranjero, a
foreigner, in Yucatecan society.
An overwhelming 86 percent of the turco sojourners declared themselves

Catholic. As with the issue of nationality, these early immigrants declared
their religion in the 1930s and may have tried to ‘‘fit in’’ with Mexican so-
ciety. AlthoughMaronites, members of an Eastern Catholic Church dating
back to the fifth century, are often considered Catholics, only five immi-
grants between 1878 and 1909 specifically declared themselves Maronites.
Apart from these five, it is likely that many of the Maronite immigrants
simply called themselves Catholics. Only seventy-one (3 percent) of the im-
migrants identified themselves asOrthodoxChristians.Of the earlyMiddle
Eastern immigrants, 2.2 percent said they were Muslim, 0.7 percent said
they were Druze, and 3.7 percent declared themselves Jewish. Only 0.9
percent said they were Free Thinkers, and 1.6 percent gave ninguna (none)
as their religion. This category of ‘‘none’’ may have enabled immigrants to
avoid offending Mexican officials by being something other than Catho-
lic or Christian, and at the same time it freed the immigration officials of
knowingly breaking international laws. Karpat has noted that during this
time, it was illegal for Muslims to leave the Ottoman Empire.103 It is prob-
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able that somewho declared themselves FreeThinkers or having no religion
were Muslims or Druzes (Table 6).
The religious linkages often influenced where the immigrants settled in

Mexico. A salient example is the Maronite community in Mexico City,
an immigrant community large enough to attract several priests from the
Middle East as well as some 2,000 parishioners by the late nineteenth
century. Letters from three Maronite priests to their superiors back in
Lebanon reflect religious and personal differences within the Mexico City
Maronite community of the time. From 1892 to 1897, the priests wrote
of their difficulties in adjusting to life in Mexico, and they requested per-
mission to return home to Lebanon. During those years, the priests—
Yosef Zghieb, Daoud Ass’ad, and Elias Karam—complained of the life in
the ‘‘New World’’ and of trying to maintain French and Arabic language
instruction in the immigrant community.104 In particular, Daoud Ass’ad
wrote, ‘‘Whereas this land is not open for Eastern Priests, the locals think
there is no existence for the Catholic ceremony other than the Latin one,
so they asked us to worship in Latin.’’105 Daoud Ass’ad then complained
that Priest Bolus Al-Hasrouni had been living without an ‘‘official order’’
for seven years and that Al-Hasrouni was ‘‘stupid, silly, arrogant, running
after money and bringing shame on us because of his impoliteness.’’106 Yet
in1892, of the 2,000members of theMaronite community inMexico City,
92 asked that Priest Bolus Al-Hasrouni be granted license ‘‘to conduct his
religious task.’’107 (Many of the 92 members listed their places of origin
as the same locations indicated on the 1930s immigrant registration cards.)
Apparently by 1896, Bolus Al-Hasrouni had created further problems for
his fellow priests, for example ‘‘by spreading rumors among the people of
the homeland [in Mexico City] that I [Daoud Ass’ad] am a Druze man
with no consent to serve them.’’108These intrigues of theMaronite commu-
nity provide insights into both the varied experiences of Middle Easterners
in late-nineteenth-century Mexico and how the largest Christian sect in
Lebanon acculturated in Mexico.
The Maronite priests appeared to have responsibility for outlying areas

and not just Mexico City. For instance, Father Daouad Ass’ad traveled to
Jalapa, Veracruz (‘‘Khalppa, Vrkrosh’’), in September 1894 to investigate
the murder of Antonious Sam’an Bolus from Zahleh, Lebanon. According
to a court brief that Ass’ad obtained, Antonious Sam’an Bolus died when
the gun he carried dropped and fired: ‘‘In attempt to pick it up, a bullet
released and injured him. He died three hours later.’’109 Father Ass’ad then
reported that the local government sealed a small wooden box with some
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goods belonging to Bolus. In July 1894, seven months after the death, a
man named Bakhous claimed that he was the brother of Bolus, took the
box with the goods, and disappeared. Father Ass’ad, seemingly concerned
about the family of Bolus, had money sent to the deceased man’s father.
He wrote:

The money was transferred to the Ottoman Bank in Beirut. I would also
like to inform you that his excellence Al-Vekeut De Petitevel, Ambassador
of France in this capital, had expressed every interest to complete your
order of what we have recommended to Minister of Interior of Mexico,
and the government of Vrkrosh [Veracruz] state . . . Although, there is
great confidence in us from the government here, but a letter from you in
French and not in Arabic will foster their trust in us.110

Ass’ad finished the letter mentioning that an article was published in the
local papers about their sect. Despite the publicity, the priest cautioned the
Maronites in the homeland that the ‘‘numbers of community’s members
and their poverty don’t allow establishing a private chapel to practice our
ceremonies.’’111 Most importantly, this 1894 letter reveals how precarious
life and death were for an immigrant in Mexico, the reliance on French au-
thorities residing in Mexico, and the fact that these early immigrants did
not have sufficient resources to even build a church.
While the early Maronites sought to create a place for themselves in

Mexico, Muslims also looked to establish a community. As mentioned,
Zain Chamut was a Shi
ite Muslim, and he ended up settling in Torreón,
Coahuila. For many of the early Muslim sojourners, Torreón became a
gathering place for Islamic worship and has continued as such to the pres-
ent. The state of Coahuila was the fifth-largest recipient state of Middle
Eastern immigrants, followed by Durango. Together these states received
220 immigrants, compared to 230 immigrants who settled in Puebla (Ta-
ble 7). Part of the two adjoining northern states forms the Laguna. Torreón
in Coahuila state attracted many of these immigrants. Of the total 8,240
Middle Eastern immigrants, only 343 identified themselves as Muslim;
however, 15 percent (51 of 343) came during the Porfiriato. The early Mus-
lims who came to the Laguna were from the southern Lebanese towns of
Nabatiyeh, Braachit, and Sidon, while others came from Tripoli, Damas-
cus, and Aramta.
The ability of newly arriving immigrants to find kinsmen was greatly en-

hanced by the knowledge and advice of Domingo Kuri in Veracruz. For
instance, immigrants from Bikfaya tended to settle in Tehuácan, Puebla.
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Those immigrants from Zgharta, Lebanon, resided in Toluca, Mexico.
Those from Antaurín went to Pachuca, Hidalgo, and families from Beit
Mellat went to Nueva Rosita, Coahuila.The Palestinian immigrants tended
to go to Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, and Saltillo, Coahuila. Those from Tan-
nourine, Lebanon, went to Durango, Durango. The families from Deir el
Qamar, Lebanon, settled in Tehuantepec in Oaxaca.112

Most of theMiddle Eastern immigrants (58 percent) first arrived inVera-
cruz, while 4.4 percent arrived in Progreso, and 1.6 percent came to Tam-
pico. Regardless of which port they entered, though, they would often take
a train to the capital or go to a town that Kuri recommended. Their dis-
persal throughout all regions in Mexico is impressive. According to Luz
María Martínez Montiel, the first wave of immigrants tended to disperse
in an irregular pattern and later settle in urban centers.113 Her observation
reinforces the important role of Domingo Kuri in advising the immigrants.
The first known sojourner, in 1878, settled in Ciudad del Carmen in Cam-
peche. In 1882 Mexico City became the next place of settlement, followed
by Jalapa in Veracruz; Tlaxcala in Tlaxcala; Mérida in Yucatán; Oaxaca in
Oaxaca; Mulege in Baja California; Puebla in Puebla; Morelia in Michoa-
cán; Salinas Victoria in Nuevo León; and Tepic in Nayarit state in 1892.
By 1894 Parral in Chihuahua was settled and Saltillo in Coahuila in 1896.
Sonora, San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas, Colima, Aguascalientes, Guanajuato,
and Querétaro were also locations of the first turco sojourners.
Concerned about Middle Eastern migration routes, undercover agent

Seraphic noted:

Yucatan, Mexico, is the port at which the greater bulk of European aliens
coming to the U.S. ports, embark for New York, after landing at Vera
Cruz and being utilized in peddling operations for about six months. This
fact points to the necessity of a rigid examination of aliens coming to New
York from Yucatan and the Commissioner at Ellis Island should be so
instructed.114

U.S. immigration authorities closely monitored immigration patterns
into Mexico. One report indicated that ‘‘transportation companies in
Europe are making an effort to get as many emigrant passengers as possible
for the United States via Mexico.’’115 The report noted that, ‘‘Mexico does
not want to lose any of its labor, even though it may be temporary, because
they need every pair of working hands they can get; Mexico does not want
to restrict immigration into its country.’’116

The Porfirian call for ‘‘working hands’’ helped to shape where migrants
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enteredMexico but did not quite correspond to the immigrants’ propensity
towork in commerce. For instance, 47 percent of the early immigrants par-
ticipated in some form of commercial activities, with 40 percent declaring
themselves merchants and less than 2 percent calling themselves peddlers.
Given that the immigrant registration cards were processed in the 1930s, it
is likely that with time, Middle Eastern immigrants preferred calling them-
selves merchants rather than peddlers (Table 8).
The second most common occupation listed during this early stage of

migration was ama de casa (homemaker), at 32 percent. Although the term
implies women, sixteen men declared themselves homemakers, challenging
traditional roles assigned to men and women at the turn of the twentieth
century. Clearly, these house-spouses played integral roles in their fami-
lies’ commercial ventures. The broad use of the term ‘‘homemaker’’ could
also include an array of activities in which the spouses participated, such
as tailoring, baking, and managing stores and employees.
Just as some men worked in the domestic sphere, 10 percent of Middle

Eastern immigrant women were identified as merchants, and fewer than 1
percent of the women were peddlers. Although the number of women mer-
chants and peddlers appears small, it reflects their smaller numbers and
their active involvement in commerce from the onset.With respect to other
women’s occupations, 1 percent were employees, although none was speci-
fied as an employee in a sector such as accounting, jewelry, office admin-
istration, industry, and drapery. Early immigrants listed other occupations
for themselves, such as baker, miner, travel agent, tailor, mechanic, and
teacher. Only 1.8 percent of the turco sojourners said they had no occupa-
tion. Although 4 percent of the sample said they were students, 90 of these
92 were born inMexico, which could suggest that a student status sounded
prestigious among Mexican-born children and could have been a sign of
middle-class status.
During this period, Porfirian policy makers aimed to attract agricul-

tural laborers. Despite their intent, only 2.6 percent of the early immigrants
called themselves farmers. This failed Porfirian policy can be partially ex-
plained by the Middle Eastern immigrant network that enabled the early
immigrants to receive instant credit from their paisanos and embark on their
commercial endeavors. The immigrants’ network combined with a tenacity
to succeed led to further opportunities during the Mexican Revolution.
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Concluding Comments

At the end of the nineteenth century, subjects of the Ottoman Empire suf-
fered from severe economic, political, and social dislocations, while in
Mexico, President Porfirio Díaz and his científicos welcomed foreigners
as part of a nationalist modernization program. These changes, combined
with U.S. immigration policies, motivated many Middle Easterners to mi-
grate to Mexico. Some among them intended to cross the U.S.-Mexican
border. By using their kinship ties, Middle Eastern immigrants developed
migratory networks that enabled them to make their way to the Americas,
where paisanos would assist them in their settlement and/or further migra-
tion. During the Porfiriato, 2,277 documented Middle Eastern immigrants
came to Mexico, and many began peddling.
The network of Middle Eastern immigrants provided Mexicans, espe-

cially the poor and marginalized in rural areas, with necessary goods and
services that the Mexican nation could not otherwise offer them. The im-
migrants’ ability to obtain credit within the Middle Eastern network and
peddle in remote areas of Mexico created unique opportunities during the
Mexican Revolution that ended the Porfiriato and continued for another
decade. In this early stage of migration, however, Middle Eastern immi-
grants positioned themselves as providing critical commercial functions,
which in turn played on theMexican tradition of privileging outsiders who
were seen to further Mexican progress. Immigrants who accumulated sub-
stantial wealth in Mexico often kept their culture and ‘‘foreignness’’ while
also establishing themselves among the Mexican elite. Although they did
not entirely fit the científicos’ criteria for ‘‘bettering’’ Mexico,Middle East-
erners during the Porfiriato often appeared to be Mexican in their deal-
ings with rural communities and were seen to be joining the Mexican na-
tion. Middle Eastern immigrants therefore arrived as turcos and came to
be known as árabes who would eventually situate themselves as foreign
citizens.



CHAPTER 4

Borderland Merchants in Revolutionary Mexico

They’re tormenting animals, and they’re holding their mouths to stifle
cries that might disturb Don Acacio while he’s slipping between the
heavy thighs of his Cristina, the girl with the twisted nose. By the devil,
she’s ugly! But her ass must have some enchantment, for he takes her
everywhere with him and buys her boxes of scented soap whenever the
Turk comes.

b. traven, ‘‘scenes from a lumber camp’’

This Turk who came to the mahogany camps of Chiapas where the
German socialist writer B.Traven encountered an informant named
Matías who spoke of Don Acacio and Cristina is known only as

‘‘the Turk.’’1 He has no name but is rather known by a term that marks
him as a particular type of immigrant figure. Although the anecdote illus-
trates indigenous exploitation, it also gives insights on how to extrapolate a
Middle Eastern (turco) peddler presence in the historical record, especially
during and after the Mexican Revolution, 1910 to 1930. In this chapter I
examine how the early sojourners’ network developed into a commercial
infrastructure during the chaos of the Revolution.2

The revolutionary conflicts created a demand for food and arms that
Middle Eastern immigrants often supplied to various revolutionary fac-
tions, particularly in the borderlands. For this discussion, ‘‘borderlands’’
refers to a geographical place that often includes the communities along
the U.S.-Mexican border (Mexican territories until 1848). It also refers to
the regions of intersection betweenMexican andNorth American cultures.
In the borderlands, the immigrants maneuvered around the violence and
strong anti-foreign sentiments by showing their commercial value toMexi-
can citizens.The ability to cross into the United States enabled someMiddle
Easterners to amass large profits while Mexicans found their country in
turmoil.3

After the violent decade of the Revolution, Middle Eastern immigration
to Mexico nearly quadrupled in the 1920s. As the country struggled to re-
build from the revolutionary destruction, the growingMiddle Eastern com-
munity fulfilled commercial needs.Yet manyMexican citizens disapproved
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of the presence and marketing endeavors of Middle Eastern immigrants
and merchants. An increasing xenophobic attitude during the Revolution
and into the 1920s culminated in the official restriction of immigrants of
certain nationalities in1927.This restriction affected Arabworkers and be-
came a turning point for Middle Easterners and their decision to become
naturalized Mexicans and foreign citizens.

Overview of the Mexican Revolution

Debates endure over theMexican Revolution, also called theMexican Civil
War. For instance, how long did the Mexican Revolution last? Did the
Revolution end when Álvaro Obregón became president in 1920? Or did
only theworst of the violence end then? Here I discuss the violent decade of
theMexican Revolution—1910 to1920—and events leading up to it. How-
ever, revolutionary changes continued throughout the 1920s and 1930s.4

Porfirian development projects dramatically slowed with the1906–1908
economic downturn. Dependent on foreign export markets, Mexico suf-
fered the consequences of the collapse of the silver market, which led to
unsettling price fluctuations, inflation, a growing national debt, and bud-
getary shortfalls. In addition, a worldwide financial panic in 1907 forced
banks to call in loans and tighten credit in Mexico. The value of the peso
in relation to the dollar declined. Copper prices fell to low levels, and by
the fall of 1907 many miners in the states of Oaxaca, Hidalgo, Durango,
Sonora, and Chihuahua were unemployed. These economic events fueled
the tensions already brewing in Porfirian Mexico.
By 1910, the working classes became increasingly frustrated with the

weakMexican economy and Porfirian economic policies. At the same time,
Emiliano Zapata led a group of peasant villagers in a dispute over sugar
estate lands in the state of Morelos, and he quickly became known as
the defender of villagers’ rights against the hacendados.Meanwhile, Fran-
cisco Madero, a member of one of the wealthiest families in northern
Mexico, began the Anti-Reelection Campaign against Porfirio Díaz. In
short, Madero claimed the presidency by the end of 1911 and tried to neu-
tralize Zapata. Díaz fled to France. However, Madero not only failed to
defeat Zapata, but his failure helped encourage General VictorianoHuerta,
who ousted and killedMadero in1913 and took control of the government.
While agrarian insurgents in Morelos kept fighting for land rights,

Venustiano Carranza, a wealthy estate owner from Coahuila, contested
Huerta’s usurpation with his Plan de Guadalupe in March 1913. The plan
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denounced Huerta and recognized Carranza as head of the Constitution-
alist Army, representing those who felt that Huerta had violated the 1857
Constitution. U.S. President Woodrow Wilson decided to oppose Huerta
and sent U.S. Marines to occupy Veracruz in 1914. Because Huerta could
not withstand the U.S. arms embargo and fighting from both the north and
the south, he fled into exile in July 1914. After his resignation, military
leaders held a convention in Aguascalientes in which Carranza and Zapata
dissented, along with Francisco ‘‘Pancho’’ Villa.
Villa in northern Mexico formed an alliance with Zapata in the south,

joining the Conventionalists, who represented the more marginal elements
of Mexican society. In 1914 and 1915 the Constitutionalists, led by Car-
ranza, and the Conventionalists fought for power. From 1913 to 1915, ‘‘no
state effectively ruled Mexico: there was no national monopoly of coer-
cion, of justice, and of the rules of property.’’5 For two and a half years,
regional factions fought to control the Mexican state. By 1917, Carranza
gained control of the government and supported a new constitution that
allowed minimal land distribution.With the assistance of a few remaining
Zapatistas, former Carranza military commander Álvaro Obregón ousted
Carranza in 1920 and soon claimed the presidency.6 In return for support-
ing Zapata, villagers in parts of Morelos state received expropriated land.7

Hence, throughout the 1920s many rancheros feared that they would be
the next victims of agrarian reform, which had an antecedent in the 1917
Constitution.
The 1917 Mexican Constitution sought to compensate for favoritism

of early regimes toward foreigners. In particular, Article III on foreigners
notes that ‘‘the Federal Executive shall have the exclusive power to compel
any foreigner whose remaining he may deem inexpedient to abandon the
national territory immediately and without the necessity of previous legal
action. Foreigners may not in any way participate in the political affairs of
the country.’’ TheMexicanConstitution clearly states thatMexican nation-
ality is acquired by birth ( jus sanguinis, someone born of Mexican parents)
or naturalization. Regardless of the nationality of the parents, someone
born in Mexico has the right to Mexican citizenship ( jus solis, birthplace
determining one’s nationality).8 Despite the attempt in other articles of the
Constitution to address previous foreign abuses of the Mexican nation,
questions of how to handle foreign investment and foreign populations
continued to garner considerable post-revolutionary political debate.9

President Álvaro Obregón (1920–1924) faced a Mexico devastated by
ten years of conflict. He was a revolutionary general and part of the Sonora
Triangle along with Adolfo de la Huerta and Plutarco Elías Calles, the
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three of whom pushed for Obregón instead of Carranza for president in
1920.10 In trying to accommodate the military, regional strongmen, labor,
and agrarian leaders, Obregón attempted to address land reform, improve
education, and gain recognition from the United States. During these en-
deavors, Obregón appeared to have a good working relationship with the
Middle Eastern community, as will be shown later in this chapter.
In 1924 Plutarco Elías Calles became president and was hesitant to pro-

ceed with radical reform, seeking rather to unite all the revolutionary fac-
tions under one national revolutionary party.11 Calles aimed to create a na-
tion of institutions and laws that included professionalizing the military
and reducing military budgets. He also invoked the anti-Church provisions
of the 1917 Constitution, causing some, especially in west-central Mexico,
to rise up against anti-clericalism. This uprising, known as the Cristero
Revolt, lasted from 1926 until 1929 and signaled to elites in Mexico City
that rural Mexicans could not be easily pacified. Although Calles had some
setbacks, he flourished as a political strongman, influencing three subse-
quent presidential administrations. During the presidency of Emilio Portes
Gil, the 1930s Depression hit Mexico, further weakening the economy and
many of the elites’ power structures. Calles was called Jefe Máximo; his
reign of power, known as the Maximato, began to diminish with the presi-
dency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934–1940). Cárdenas used the stable institu-
tions created by Calles to consolidate a power base and sent Calles into
exile in 1936.12

Middle Easterners in the Mexican Revolution

Despite the chaos of the Mexican Revolution, large zones of the country
were completely untouched by fighting. John Womack offers the compel-
ling argument that ‘‘whatever the disorder and violence, the Mexican econ-
omy functioned from 1910 to 1920. It was predominantly, although not
solidly, capitalist, its regions very unevenly developed . . . production of
oil and henequen boomed throughout the decade.’’13 While some sectors
of the Mexican populace fought and died during the Revolution, other sec-
tors continued with their modes of production and consumption, illustrat-
ing the complexity of the Mexican Revolution from 1910 to 1920. Therein
lay economic opportunities for Middle Eastern immigrants who traveled
Mexico with aspirations to make money.
Womack suggests twelve theses regarding the role of the Revolution in

the Mexican economy. Two theses highlight the ability of Middle Eastern
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immigrants to thrive with their networks in Mexico and the United States.
Womack explains that after 1913, the destruction and deterioration of the
railroads became more serious, especially with their use by the military
and political factions. This ‘‘encouraged black markets and extortion.’’14

The use of a black market and smuggling were probably areas in which the
Middle Eastern immigrants could more easily participate as foreigners be-
cause of their ethnic network extending fromMexico to the United States.
The cases of Cecilia Attal, SaleemTalamas, Issa Talamas, and Toyokichi

Saito illustrate how immigrants who tried to escape revolutionary violence
often began peddling to the soldiers and rebels both to raise funds and to re-
settle in the United States. For instance, Cecilia Attal, a 30-year-old widow
from Soor, Syria, was denied entry into the U.S. at Laredo, Texas, in Octo-
ber 1913, and found peddling in northern Mexico profitable. When Albert
Warren, chairman of the U.S. board inquiring into her case, asked Attal
how long she had been inMexico, she responded, ‘‘It has been four months
since I left Syria, I remained about one month on the road, landed at Vera
Cruz [sic] and went direct from there to Mexico City where I remained
twenty days, and from Mexico City I came by way of Tampico to Monte-
rey [sic] and remained there—I don’t know how long—and came to New
Laredo and have been there for eighteen days.’’15When the chairman asked
her why she had spent eighteen days in New Laredo, Attal responded, ‘‘We
were told by the people that it was very strict here [in Laredo, Texas] and
that they were not allowing anybody to go through, that’s why I remained
there, we said to ourselves, ‘We are not any better than the others.’ ’’16 Ac-
cording to Attal’s testimony, the hotel keeper in Marseilles, France, Elias
Haddad, also from Soor, Syria, told her that Mexico was nearer to El Paso
than New York and bought her a ticket to Veracruz. Cecilia therefore de-
cided to migrate to Mexico first.
A fewdays after themeeting of the first Board of Special Inquiry, in1913,

Cecilia’s sister, Heleney Attal, testified in El Paso that she had three stores
in partnershipwith SimonMichael. As Heleney claimed to need her sister’s
help in the stores and to have the resources to support her, the inspectors
became increasingly curious about her relationship with Simon Michael,
suggesting the existence of an improper sexual relationship. Heleney de-
nied this accusation, saying that the interpreter, SalimMatter, had a grudge
against SimonMichael. According to Heleney, ‘‘The interpreter’s intention
at the time was to ruin Simon Michael, and the interpreter told me to say
so, and so, and so, and the Lord knows what he said to the Board.’’17

Whether the interpreter was fraudulent in his translations is never fully
determined in the records, but the possibility does suggest that immigrants
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were often at the mercy of translators. At the time, if an immigrant wished
to retract a statement from an earlier testimony, blaming a translator might
offer a convenient way to pursue resolving questions of immigration status
more favorably.
FollowingHeleney’s testimony, the documents show SimonMichael fur-

ther substantiating the sisters’ claims. In November 1913, another meeting
of a Board of Special Inquiry in Laredo, Texas, determined that Cecilia
Attal was likely to become a public charge.18 In December 1913 her attor-
ney successfully requested that she be allowed to travel fromNuevo Laredo
through the United States to Juárez, Mexico, passing through El Paso. U.S.
Department of Labor Supervising Inspector Berkshire stated:

Ordinarily this office would recommend that the privilege be denied and
insist upon the alien proceeding through Mexico to Juarez, but as it is
a well known fact that she could not, at this time, reach Juarez through
Mexico, owing to revolutionary disturbances in that country, it is felt that
the request should be granted.19

A second inquiry board chairman, T. E. Edwards, asked Cecilia Attal in
November 1914, ‘‘Then you came to Mexico with the intention of coming
to the United States?’’ and she responded, ‘‘Yes, sir.’’20Cecilia Attal planned
to join her sister, Heleney, in El Paso, Texas. Heleney had a dry goods store
and needed help. Although the first document from 1913 on Cecilia Attal
indicates that she could not read or write, nor could she speak English or
Spanish, it does not state who provided the Arabic translation.
Four months later, Cecilia Attal appealed her debarment on the grounds

of becoming a public charge. Her attorney suggested that she be admitted
into the United States under a bond. In November 1914 a court brief noted
that although Cecilia did not speak Spanish, she was able to earn $60
by peddling in Chihuahua, Mexico, from April through November 1914.
‘‘The testimony shows that in a short time she increased her savings from
$40.00 to $100.00 by peddling in a foreign country, whose language she
did not understand.’’21The brief explained that Cecilia Attal clearly had the
entrepreneurial spirit needed to work in the United States. In October 1915
SimonMichael, by then her brother-in-law, held a bond on Cecilia’s behalf
showing that shewas a clerk in a store in El Paso and received $4.00 a week
in wages, including board and lodging. It was claimed that she had saved
another $200 since entering the United States. She augmented her salary by
washing clothes for Syrian families and making and selling Syrian laces.22

The situation of SaleemTalamas likewise remains unresolved in the rec-
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ords. In December 1913 Saleem Talamas and his thirteen-year-old son, Issa
Talamas, of Bethlehem, Syria (now Palestine/Israel), were denied entry into
the United States for failing to pay a head tax. When the Board of Special
Inquiry asked why they were leaving Mexico, Saleem responded, ‘‘on ac-
count of the trouble—there is no more business in Mexico—that is why I
am coming to the United States.’’23 The elder Talamas was then asked how
much he made per day while in Nuevo Laredo, and he answered, ‘‘At the
time the soldiers were there I made $6 or $7 a day peddling fruit, when
there were no soldiers I could only make $2 or $3 a day, but my boy makes
$1 or $2 a day shining shoes.’’24 During the inquiry he was asked how he
was supporting his wife and daughter in Monterrey, Mexico, while away,
and he answered that hewas sending themmoney. However,Talamas noted
that the Revolution compromised his ability to maintain contact: ‘‘I sent
them $30 by telegraph before the wires were cut.’’25

Dirham Kazay also anxiously awaited entry into the United States in
1913. Despite a bond posted by his brother and a letter from attorney
Walter S. Reynolds saying that ‘‘the boy is anxious to get out of Mexico
owing to the troubled condition there,’’26DirgamGhazi was deported from
Laredo, Texas, on November 12, 1913.27

Middle Easterners were not alone in their efforts to cross into the United
States from Mexico. For instance, Japanese alien Toyokichi Saito, also
known as Saito Tomy, tried to enter the United States fromMexico in Sep-
tember1913 but was denied entry because he had no passport. Immediately
following his exclusion, Saito offered a bribe to one of the board members.
Hewas therefore charged with offering a bribe to a government official and
sentenced to a thirty-day imprisonment in the county jail. After Saito’s re-
lease, he returned to his mercantile business in Juárez, Mexico. However,
in November 1913 Saito tried again to enter the United States because he
wanted to enter El Paso ‘‘for the purpose of buying goods.’’ He continued,
‘‘I want to buy such things as I can not obtain in Mexico at the present
time, I have opened up a store in Juarez, and I am going to get my stock.’’28

Saito produced documents showing that he rented a store at Degallado and
Morelos Streets in Juárez. Saito made the concluding statement: ‘‘I wish
only to enter the city of El Paso to go no other place, and my sole reason
for wishing to do so is that it is impossible to buy everything that is nec-
essary to run a store in Juarez at the present time, I can not buy the things
necessary there at the present time.’’29Despite his plea, his application was
rejected.
Shinkichi Kitagawawas denied entry to the United States in1912 as well.

Having worked in Colima, Mexico, on the railroad, he later settled in Chi-
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huahua, Mexico, where he ran a small store and then served as a house
servant. In 1910 he moved to Juárez and worked as a cook and house ser-
vant for two years. After leaving his last employer, he decided to attend
school in El Paso; however, he did not have sufficient funds to pay for his
education.30 After this inquiry, no further mention of Kitagawa appears
in the ins records. These cases illustrate that immigrants, Japanese and
Middle Easterners alike, were interested in commercial enterprises during
the Revolution; however, circumstances beyond their control often dictated
their successes and failures.
Thanks to the Middle Eastern network, immigrants were able to buy

and distribute goods, which was both extremely risky and highly profit-
able. Some Middle Easterners even played significant roles in supplying
basic necessities to revolutionary troops.31Themerchants traveled through-
out the country, coming into contact with all of the sectors participating
in the armed conflict.32Middle Easterners’ apparent deftness in their ma-
neuvering with many revolutionary factions not only served them well fi-
nancially, but it also gave them a certain amount of leverage in the com-
munities within which they operated. As in all moments of conflict, food
and bartering skills became valuable commodities, andMiddle Eastern im-
migrants appeared to have obtained both, as well as the ability to make
a profit. The money that was available tended to come from hacendados,
wealthy merchants, or officials who had participated in unseemly activities
such as looting, bribery, or extortion.33

Returning to Womack’s analysis of the Mexican economy during the
Revolution, he also notes the collapse of the banking system by 1914 and
the dispersal of the financial authority in 1915 and 1916. The Constitution-
alists, who controlled the largest commercial centers, arranged for credit
to finance their military campaigns. The lack of a banking structure pushed
Mexicans to look for alternatives, and Middle Eastern immigrants were
able to provide credit to Mexicans and give them the opportunity to pur-
chase necessary items in installments, abonos.34 This type of financial ac-
tivity enabled Middle Easterners to further develop their capital resources,
expand their networks, and increase Mexican dependency on them. The
revolutionary violence thus created economic opportunities for Middle
Easterners to become critical providers and sources of credit to the Mexi-
can nation.
However, not all Middle Easterners participated in commerce; some

joined warring factions in the Mexican Revolution and obtained military
ranks. Said Assam Rabay, for example, said he knew two Middle East-
erners who fought in the Revolution. Escandar Lauchi, who changed his
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name to Carlos Ochoa, became one of Plutarco Elías Calles’ generals. The
other, Julián Wehbe, fought in the south.35 How many Middle Easterners
were killed due to revolutionary violence is speculative. Moisés González
Navarro indicates that 7.25 percent of foreigners born in ‘‘Arabia’’ in 1910
were killed.36 Assuming the numbers are based on the 1910 Mexican cen-
sus, it would suggest that more than 112 Middle Easterners died in the
Revolution.37 Sources to date, however, have not revealed whether Middle
Easterners overwhelmingly sided with one revolutionary faction over an-
other or displayed regional differences or whether and to what extent
Middle Eastern participationwaswelcomed. Rather, available sources have
tended to focus onMiddle Eastern economic activities as well as migratory
behavior.
Their commercial activities led some to join the fighting.Middle Eastern

immigrants José, Jorge, Elías, and Juan Abraham Guaida opened a cloth-
ing store and cantina in Amecameca, Mexico. General Emiliano Zapata
sometimes visited the cantina and ate Middle Eastern food in their houses.
In 1914 José Abraham Guaida closed his store to fight with the zapatistas.
After Zapata’s death, José reopened his business.38 According to former
Zapatista soldier Félix Fayad, Zapata indicated that many Lebanese sol-
diers had joined his political movement and that he had great confidence
in them, as evidenced by naming Fayad first sergeant.39

In northernMexico and in the Laguna region particularly, Middle East-
ern immigration decreased considerably during the chaos of the Revo-
lution, although commercial activities continued. Immigrant registration
cards show that from 1910 through 1919, five Middle Eastern immigrants
went to Gómez Palacio, Durango, and ten went to Torreón, Coahuila.
The smaller number of immigrants could perhaps explain their concern as
targets and an unwillingness to participate in revolutionary violence. The
population of Torreón was 30,000 by 1910.40

OnMay15,1911, a group of 4,000 unruly, lower-classMadero support-
ers (maderistas), men and women, descended upon Torreón’s business dis-
trict and looted and destroyed commercial establishments. Besides pillag-
ing, the rampaging mob indiscriminately killed 303 foreigners, the majority
of whom were Chinese.41 Drawing on Pierre van den Berghe’s typology
of race relations, Alan Knight has explained the pogrom as ‘‘competitive
racism,’’ or racism based in a socioeconomic rationale.42Mexicans’ resent-
ment of Chinese immigrants’ success created a xenophobia rooted in eco-
nomic and physical difference. The massacre symbolizes that Mexicans felt
deeply betrayed by Díaz’ concessions to foreigners and held strong preju-
dices against foreigners, especially the Chinese.
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Friedrich Katz, in describing Pancho Villa’s darkest phase from 1917 to
1920, corroborates that Villa allowed pillaging on a large scale in Chihua-
hua and against foreigners in particular. In looting a government shoe fac-
tory, amob ofmostly women quickly grewand spread the rampage to other
parts of Chihuahua. ‘‘Next to the Chinamen, themob directed its savage in-
stincts to the business places of the Syrians, or the Arabs, as they are called
in this country and who are particularly hated by the natives.’’43 A mob of
women looting the stores of foreigners reinforces a long tradition of women
rebelling against those controlling food supplies in Mexico.44When food
supplies are limited, women often take to the streets, and in this case they
pillagedMiddle Eastern andChinese stores.These acts further illustrate the
xenophobia rooted in the tradition of having foreign merchants inMexico.
Even more specifically, Hassan Zain Chamut describes how the revo-

lutionaries stole from his father, Zain Chamut, and left the elder Chamut
with nothing; and at one point, they were going to kill him just because
he was ‘‘nothing more than a foreigner.’’45 Zain Chamut, Alfredo Chamut,
and other Middle Easterners were about to be executed when José Chamut
pleaded with PanchoVilla to spare their lives.46 This family story and other
testimonies reveal how Middle Eastern immigrants were victims of anti-
foreign sentiments at the same time that they were enterprising merchants
who sometimes benefited from the Revolution. These contradictory roles
of simultaneously suffering and benefiting from this violent decade have
painted a somewhat one-sided picture of Middle Eastern immigrants. The
stories and written documents tend to reflect those Middle Eastern immi-
grants who survived and became successful from the revolutionary events
rather than to describe the poor Middle Eastern immigrants and/or those
killed during this period. It is the contradiction of needing foreign-owned
stores yet resenting their presence that led to the ambivalent treatment of
Middle Easterners during and after the Revolution.
The history of Antonio Aychur Itt (Hamud Said 
Eid) of Sibline, Leba-

non, who emigrated to Nazas, Durango, in 1907, appears to follow the
well-knownMiddle Easternmerchant migration pattern. However, outside
of his immigrant registration card, no official documentation of his migra-
tion exists. According to a community member, he wasMuslim and owned
a large housewith a store in front in PasoNacional, approximately onemile
from Nazas.47 Given that Aychur Itt was the only known Middle Eastern
merchant in the area during the Revolution,48 it is likely that he traded with
the rebel leader Cheche Campos and Campos’ four hundred men whowere
based out of Nazas in 1913. Campos and his men were fighting the federal
cavalry, which included four hundred state troops and two hundred federal
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Figure 4.1. Antonio Aychur Itt
(far right) in Paso Nacional,
circa 1926

cavalry based in Torreón.49 The circumstances surrounding this commer-
cial relationship are unknown, but to support four hundred rebels would
have required substantial merchandise and the means to obtain it.
Not only did Middle Eastern merchants have to be extremely careful in

their maneuverings among revolutionary factions, but they also had to be
discreet in financial dealings in order to temper anti-foreign sentiments. If
they survived the Revolution, they probably developed certain diplomatic
skills and in turn gained some leverage in the communities where they
operated.50

Juan Abusaid, a renowned Middle Eastern merchant in northern Mex-
ico, made substantial profits during the Mexican Revolution and gained
community respect.51 According to family members, Abusaid traded for
Pancho Villa and helped his troops. Abusaid had a store in Jiménez, Chi-
huahua, and sometimes crossed into the United States by mule to get food
and arms.52 In March 1924 Abusaid obtained a visa from the U.S. Con-
sulate to go into El Paso for a ‘‘few days for the purpose of buying some
goods.’’53With Lebanon under the FrenchMandate, he had a French pass-
port and was considered a French citizen.The visa shows that someMiddle
Easterners could enter the United States with fewer obstructions than their
Mexicanmerchant counterparts, which in turn gave them a competitive ad-
vantage as ‘‘transnational merchants.’’54Villa protected Abusaid and called
him el árabe.55Many in theTorreón community corroborated this story and
added that Abusaid stole a sum of money from Villa and hid it in an attic
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and a water well.56 After the Revolution, Abusaid began lending money to
paisanos and other laguneros.He also developed a lucrative cotton business
in San Pedro de las Colonias, Coahuila, where he then began other financial
ventures.
Antonio Ayub, a contemporary of Juan Abusaid, established a small

store on Bolívar Street in Chihuahua. After nearly losing the store to villista
troops, Ayub pleaded with PanchoVilla and explained the sacrifices he had
endured in order to open his store. Villa then let Ayub have his store, and
they subsequently built a friendship and a commercial arrangement that
lasted many years. Like Abusaid, Ayub helped provide supplies toVilla and
his troops in the states of Durango and Chihuahua.57 These Middle East-
ern men probably went to El Paso or other U.S. towns along the border to
trade with their paisanos.58

Not allMiddle Eastern immigrants fared well during theMexican Revo-
lution, including some in the Laguna. According to Nicolás Abusamra
Hadad’s family history, on December 6, 1916—his wedding day—the fede-
rales sent a train to evacuate and protect foreigners against the incoming
villistas.The villistas then looted foreign businesses,59 including Abusamra’s
store. However, Abusamra ‘‘decided to stay at his wife’s side and hide
together in the house of Leopoldo Olvera and his wife JuanitaMartínez for
30 days full of anguish.’’60The villistas took Señora Afife and Señor Antonio
Díaz, a loyal employee of the family, as prisoners. The villistas ‘‘threatened
to kill them unless they informed of Don Nicolas’ whereabouts.’’ Accord-
ing to the story, Leopoldo Olvera and his wife, Juanita Martínez, did not
follow the villistas’ orders.61 Their fate was unclear in the records.
After the villistas’ expulsion from the town, Nicolás Abusamra Hadad

was so discouraged by his great economic loss that he considered migrating
to St. Louis, Missouri, but his family and friends convinced him to stay in
Mexico. In 1917 he changed the name of his store from Las Nuevas Fábri-
cas de México (New Factories of Mexico) to La Internacional.62 The new
dry goods and toy store was located on Juárez Avenue between Cepeda
and Rodríguez Streets. The business grew for the next twenty years, during
which time Abusamra began manufacturing clothes and mattresses.63

The chaos of the Revolution not only robbed Abusamra of some of his
fortune, but it also took the lives of his brothers. Major Ricardo Trigo
killed Elías Abusamra Hadad in November 13, 1919, and two years later,
Trigo killed Jorge Elías Abusamra Hadad. The family records do not ex-
plain why this major killed the two brothers or what revolutionary faction,
if any, Trigo supported. Rather, the family history notes only that Nicolás
Abusamra Hadad and his mother considered returning to Lebanon, but
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they could not return due to the French occupation of and turmoil in their
homeland.
Jalife family correspondence collected over several decades beginning

during the Mexican Revolution describes the family history of Ahmed
Mustafá Khalife (Carlos Jalife) from Ghaziye in southern Lebanon. Ac-
cording to early records, Carlos Jalife and Salomón Bujdud,64 bothMuslim
Lebanese, had a business together in Torreón. Although the documents do
not explicitly address their religious link as Muslims, Torreón was shown
to attract MuslimMiddle Eastern immigrants. On stationery reading ‘‘The
City of Damascus, J. Bujdud and Jalife, merchants and agents’’ (La Ciu-
dad de Damasco, J. Bujdud y Jalife, comerciantes y comisionistas), Carlos
Jalife wrote to his girlfriend (who later became his wife), Esther Cervantes,
on July 13, 1913, that since May 14 he and his partner had not been able
to take a train because Carranza supporters (carrancistas) had taken the
plaza under control onMay 20.Hewaswriting fromTancanhuitz, San Luis
Potosí, and noted that he had not received any of her letters from Zacatecas
or Aranzazu ‘‘for reasons that she would understand’’ (debido a las causas
de Ud. ya comprenderá).65 In other words, the chaos of the Revolution was
foiling their ability to communicate.
Despite revolutionary disruptions, Bujdud and Jalife opened a store in

Torreón in November 1917 called Al Paso del Aguila, which sold clothing,
groceries, and novelty items. On November 27, 1917, in the newspaper La
Opinión, a full-page story featured the new store. ‘‘[Since] the merchan-
dise was imported from the United States and Japan and then entered into
Mexico from the border town of Eagle Pass, the owners decided to name
the store ‘To Eagle Pass or literally to the Pass of the Eagle.’ ’’66 Bujdud and
Jalife maintained a lucrative business despite the revolutionary forces who
often looted the store.
Although the revolutionaries sometimes pillaged store goods, Bujdud

and Jalife’s importing business became attractive to Mexico City stores
such as El Palacio de Hierro and El Puerto de Liverpool that wanted addi-
tional merchandise. The increased business encouraged the owners to ex-
pand into selling shoes. At the same time, Bujdud and Jalife maintained
the abono system. Their store was located on the corner of Avenida Juárez
and Blanco Street in downtown Torreón.67 The documents, however, do
not offer muchmore information on how long the storewas in business and
how it fared into the 1920s. It is known, however, that Jalife later opened
his own store called El Nuevo Fenicio (The New Phoenician) on Acuña
Street in front of the Juárez market.
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A few years after Jalife opened El Nuevo Fenicio, his extended family
in Lebanon wrote asking for money. One of his brothers, Adib Khalife,
attended the American University in Beirut and studied medicine, and
throughout the 1920s and into the 1930s, Adib continued to ask for money
to pay for his education and school supplies. In a letter dated September 4,
1919, from Beirut, the brother acknowledged receiving 1,000 francs and
noted that British pounds were being sold in Beirut.68

As the violent decade of the Revolution started winding down, and prob-
ably due to the success of the store, Carlos Jalife subscribed to a Lebanese
cultural and political journal called Al-Bayan. The editor, Suleiman Bad-
dour, based in New York,69 responded to a March 1919 letter from Jalife
containing $45 and asking for nine subscriptions for family members and
friends. In April 1919 Baddour wrote Jalife asking for the list of names and
addresses in order to fulfill Jalife’s request. This subscription marked the
beginning of a more politically conscious and wealthy Carlos Jalife.
Also in April 1919 the Arab Union Committee wrote Jalife acknowl-

edging their brothers [of Torreón] in the fight for their Lebanese patria.
The president of the committee, Abdallah Omar Saleh, wrote from Bos-
ton, Massachusetts, saying that Jalife should not lose patriotism for his
native country.70 This politicization of Jalife and the rise of an international
Arab alliance coincided with an increase in the wealth of Middle Eastern
immigrants.

The Borderlands During the Revolution

Mexico’s proximity to the United States facilitated trade within an expan-
sive Middle Eastern network. Sarah John notes that ‘‘by the early twentieth
century, Syrians in El Paso hadmade their way toTexas from the east coast,
and others had begun to use the Mexican border as an alternative entry
port.’’71 These immigrants were known to peddle before and after they
opened small stores.The ability of many to speak three languages—Arabic,
Spanish, and English—and to trade with their paisanos on both sides of the
border probably gave them a great advantage over their Mexican counter-
parts in terms of market accessibility. For instance, someMiddle Easterners
peddled merchandise on both sides of the border, whether they lived in El
Paso or Ciudad Juárez.72 In a U.S. Department of Labor hearing, it was
suggested that Simon Nicola, alias Brom Yamo, ‘‘entered from Mexico,
without inspection, presumably at El Paso, Texas, on or about March 1st,



84 Borderland Merchants

1917.’’73 Chinese and Japanese immigrants also entered surreptitiously and
were sometimes caught.74

Other trading towns along the U.S.-Mexican border, such as No-
gales, Arizona, had communities of Middle Easterners demonstrating the
strength of their network and commercial interests in the borderlands.
Some sources have claimed that President Plutarco Elías Calles was actu-
ally the son of Elías, a camel tender who came ‘‘out west’’ before the U.S.
Civil War.75 The surname Elías was his father’s name, and in 1910 Calles
opened a store called Elías, Smithers y Cía., which sold fertilizer, seeds,
and flour in Guaymas, Sonora.76During this time, Calles went by the name
Plutarco Elías, as evidenced in an announcement in El Correo de Sonora,
Guaymas, on February 22,1911.77With the store in Guaymas and rising po-
litical tensions throughout Mexico, Calles sent his wife, Natalia, and their
children to Nogales with the help of a friend.78 The location was chosen
both for safety and for business. Howmuch business Calles did in Nogales
is difficult to ascertain; however, sending his family to Arizona during the
Revolution indicates that Calles probably had sufficient business dealings
in the borderlands area to feel comfortable relocating his family there, espe-
cially as the United States vacillated over which revolutionary faction to
support.79

As the Mexican Revolution polarized and destroyed much of the Mexi-
can nation from 1910 to 1919, U.S. immigration officials struggled with
issues of state and federal jurisdiction over immigration and immigrants.
With the creation of the Border Patrol and the regulation of immigration
under the auspices of the Department of Commerce and Labor, Mexicans
were to be inspected before entering the United States. In August 1921
an international agreement lifted all passport requirements for Americans
and Mexicans living within a forty-mile zone on both sides of the bor-
der.80 Because the Border Patrol was not in place until 1924, immigrants
from the Middle East as well as China and Greece could cross the rela-
tively open U.S.-Mexican border unimpeded, evading stringent immigra-
tion regulations.
However, AlexandraMinna Stern has revealed that reports of epidemics

‘‘ravagingMexico’’ prompted the U.S. Public Health Service and Bureau of
Immigration to draft new policies requiring the examination of immigrants
coming fromMexico as early as 1916.81With immigrants entering on foot,
inspection became incorporated into the process of entry, including forced
nudity and totalizing disinfections.82 InMay1917 the U.S. Secretary of State
wrote the Secretary of Labor regarding the Immigration Act of 1917 and
his concern with
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a large number of European aliens seeking to enter this country by clan-
destine methods . . . the Department has sent appropriate instructions to
the American consulate at Veracruz as well as the American Consuls at
Tampico and Progreso, Mexico, directing them to endeavor to procure the
information desired by your Department and to forward the information
to the appropriate immigration officials.83

By 1918 U.S. Immigration officials began questioning the 1882 head tax
on immigrants, which was increased in1907 from 50 cents to $4.00.84They
feared that with respect to Mexicans, the head tax may have caused more
illegal entries into the United States because the immigrants could not af-
ford the $4.00 to enter. In a letter to Congressman JohnN.Garner, the Act-
ing Secretary of the Department of Commerce and Labor responded to a
concern voiced byMrs. Ella Pomery of Dallas, Texas, who apparently com-
plained that trachoma had spread inTexas becauseMexicans were entering
illegally. The Department of Commerce therefore advocated removing the
head tax from Mexican immigrants.85

In1921 the U.S. federal government took full responsibility for the health
inspection of international travelers. And from 1917 to 1923 in the United
States, Mexican labor became regulated through the issuance of provisos
(labor certificates), though not in a particularly systematic way. Therefore,
the Seraphic Report discussed earlier coincided with the relative lack of in-
stitutional control from both sides of the border and a U.S. concern to rein
in the situation. A 1921 report from the American Consulate in Veracruz
was titled ‘‘Aliens Landing in Mexico for the United States.’’86 U.S. con-
cerns about European immigrants illegally entering from Mexico can be
traced throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and are clearly
documented throughout ins records.
According to ins records, in1911 there were several cases of Syrian boys

trying to cross into the United States from Mexico.87 The Supervising In-
spector in El Paso wrote to headquarters: ‘‘There is a considerable number
of Syrians applying for admission on this border, particularly at Laredo,
Texas, at the present time, among whom are quite a number of boys under
sixteen years of age, and it appears that there must be some unusual rea-
son for diverting this immigration by way of the Mexican border.’’88When
fifteen-year-old Sarey Hanna El Baba was asked why he went to Mexico,
he replied: ‘‘I don’t know, the runners [at Liverpool, England] routed me
that way.’’89

In 1912, concern over Middle Eastern crossings into the United States
increased. Various cases suggest that immigrants would spend a few days
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to several weeks in Mexico waiting for money to arrive from family mem-
bers and/or friends in the United States before trekking from the Mexican
interior to the Laredo or El Paso port of entry.Once these immigrants, pre-
dominantly males like Sarey Hanna El Baba, made it to their respective
ports of entry, they were mostly rejected as potentially becoming a ‘‘pub-
lic charge.’’ Stories of cousins and brothers sending the immigrants money
in Marseilles and Veracruz are repeated throughout the immigrants’ testi-
monies. In particular, U.S. immigration officials were concerned about the
route between Laredo, Texas, and Sioux City, Iowa.When Khalil Shaaban
was asked why he came by way of Mexico, he responded: ‘‘I had to wait
19 days in Marseilles for a New York steamer so I came this way on the
advice of some person who said it cost the same, but I found it cost more
to come this way.’’90

In reading the immigrant testimonies and records from boards of in-
quiry, it becomes clear that board members did not agree on the value (or
disservice) of peddling. Some board members applauded the immigrants’
abilities to peddle inMexico, while others saw the immigrants’ peddling as
a sign of problems to come in the United States. Such disagreement among
U.S. officials clearly sent confusing messages to non-English-speaking im-
migrants. Khalil Shaaban’s attorney wrote on his behalf in 1912:

The fact that an alien might possibly become a peddler in case he is ad-
mitted also appears to operate against him, by the members of the board.
Why should this exclude a person from being admitted to the United
States? It is an honorable avocation, and in fact the foundation of much of
the wealth and prosperity of the people of this country.91

Mohammed Ramadan from Batroun, Syria (now Lebanon), stated to his
Board of Special Inquiry that he came to the United States ‘‘to better
myself.’’92

As the Mexican Revolution continued, many immigrants remained in
Mexico. Youssef Daher had been in Mexico for four months in 1913, most
of that time in Mexico City. He indicated to U.S. immigration authorities
that ‘‘he intended to come to this country, but was delayed on account of
the railroads not being in operation [in Mexico].’’93 According to Daher’s
testimony, he spent three and a half months in Mexico City because no
trains were running.94

While earlier immigrants who had settled in Mexico contended with
the cross-fire of theMexican Revolution, otherMiddle Eastern immigrants
continued to arrive, fleeing violence in their home countries. In the case of
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Murad el Kady from Beirut, his sister, Mateel Joseph (Youssef), testified to
U.S. immigration officials that her brother would be ‘‘forced into the Turk-
ish army and get killed . . . they are Chirstians [sic] and don’t want to fight
for the Turks; then I was afraid they would get killed so I asked my hus-
band to help them get to America. They will work and pay him back the
money.’’95 According to Immigrant Inspector A. D. Faulkner, the members
of this Syrian family ‘‘are much above the average Syrians in appearance
and are intelligent and refined.’’ Murad was one of the few permitted to
enter the United States in 1913. Perhaps his admission and the ascription
of intelligence to him can be attributed in part to the family’s economic
position and Christian background.
In August 1913 Khaleel Moustafa from Bateen, Syria, claimed that his

brother was helping himmigrate to the United States.While trying to reach
the United States, he said, ‘‘I was peddling goods in Monterey [sic].’’96

Moustafa said he had arrived in Mexico with $10 or $12, and in eight
months of peddling had earned $60 in gold. To verify his story, the Chi-
cago Inspector-in-Charge interviewed his brother,MohamedMustafa, and
his English-speaking friend, Kall Solomon. Solomon declared himself a
‘‘supply headquarters for peddlers’’ in Chicago and said that there were
forty to sixty peddlers. The Chicago report ends with this observation:

It would seem that the aliens could not be legally barred from entering the
United States even if promised employment as peddlers (which is denied),
as it is the nature of merchandising. From a superficial examination of
these merchants supplying these peddlers of whom there are a great many
in Chicago, it seems that there is a big profit in the importation of laces
from the Orient, ranging from 200 to 400 percent gross. That at the same
time a lot of laces and other things more or less imitation manufactured in
the United States are handled in which there is also a big profit.97

In October 1913, the Bureau of Immigration suspected that Khaleel Mou-
stafa did not have a brother in Chicago, although hewas likely to have been
part of a peddling operation. The commissioner-general asked that Mou-
stafa be deported, and he concluded: ‘‘It is difficult in Syrian cases to de-
termine what the facts really are, so easy do some aliens of that nationality
find it to stray away from the truth.’’98

U.S. immigration officials continued to distrust Syrian immigrants seek-
ing to enter the United States fromMexico. In October 1913, Syrian house-
wife Zaineb Ameen from Tibneen, Syria, sought to migrate to Michigan
City, Indiana, to rejoin her husband. She had been deported at New York
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because of trachoma and then illegally entered the United States from the
Canadian border to Detroit, Michigan, to join her husband, Mahmoud
Ajami. However, during 1912 she had an affair with Said Abdallah. In
Laredo, Texas, she tried to enter with an alleged male cousin ‘‘with whom
she had cohabited.’’ The document continues: ‘‘The record shows that
while this woman was unlawfully within the United States and pretend-
ing to be the wife of her alleged husband she was carrying on an intrigue
with the alleged cousin, who, it is shown, even went so far as to present a
fraudulent marriage certificate during the course of the investigation had
looking to her expulsion.’’99 The record also indicates that Ameen’s hus-
band,MahmoudAjami, cancelled transportation orders sent to her because
of his own debts. The supervising inspector concluded that the twenty-five-
year-old Syrian woman was ‘‘falling into a disreputable life’’ and should be
denied entry into the United States.100 Such cases of Middle Eastern im-
migrants using Mexico as a back door to the United States complicate the
historical trajectory.
AsMiddle Easterners developed their commercial enterprises, theMexi-

can nation continued to strugglewith revolutionary chaos and international
pressures. At the urging of the Brazilian Foreign Ministry (whether pres-
sured from Middle Easterners in Brazil is unclear), the U.S. State Depart-
ment wrote the Mexican government in May 1915 to inquire about the
violent deaths of three Syrians during the carrancista intervention against
Huerta inMexico City in February1914.101 The U.S. State Department and
the Brazilian Ministry’s concern over these deaths could have been a pre-
text for the United States and Brazil to get involved in Mexican political
events for larger purposes. When Ismael Palafox of the sre wrote the In-
spector General of Mexico City, the inspector responded that there was no
record of such deaths.102

Although Mexican policy was inconsistent in its dealings with Middle
Easterners, the immigrants continued to trade in the borderlands during
the Revolution, which overlapped with World War I. One Middle Eastern
merchant, Antonio Letayf, working with the Kuri cousins, asked the U.S.
government to allow the passage of goods from Glasgow, Scotland, into
Mexico. In March1918 the company, Kuri Primos Sucesores, received per-
mission to allow the goods to go forward because ‘‘the firm . . . does not
appear upon the British Statutory list.’’103Middle Eastern economic inter-
ests in Mexico seemed to prevail despite world events and the Mexican
Revolution, demonstrating the business acumen and successful economic
positioning of Middle Easterners within the international arena.
Yet, as the Middle Eastern immigrants cleverly ‘‘worked’’ the system,
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they simultaneously becamemore visible as having money in a time of great
economic hardship. In December 1919 the Diplomatic Department of the
sre viewed the Syrian colony as part of the French Protectorate and there-
fore sought to extract from the colony a loan of 50,000 pesos; however,
the details and purpose of such a loan were not clear in the documents.
The Syrian colony in the state of Tabasco was asked to pay 50,000 pesos.
AlthoughMexican government officials wrote the French Consulate, it ap-
pears that neither the French nor the Middle Easterners responded to the
request. It is possible that the Syrian colony paid the obligatory loan to tem-
per the still-brewing anti-foreign sentiment in the final years of theMexican
Revolution, but this transaction remains undocumented. Alternately, the
Middle Eastern community may have simply ignored Mexican authorities.
Although international forces tried to intervene on Middle Eastern im-

migrants’ behalf, such as the Brazilian government’s inquiry, they do not
appear to have hadmuch impact.Meanwhile,Mexican policy makers, who
were desperate for resources, looked to the Middle Eastern colony in Ta-
basco for assistance. These incidents of Brazilian diplomatic intervention
and perceived French monetary backing show the growing influence and
resentment of Middle Easterners in the Mexican nation during conflict.

World War I and the Middle East

As Middle Easterners in Mexico struggled with revolutionary conflict,
their families and friends faced the devastation of World War I. When
the Ottoman Empire sided with Germany during World War I, the Allied
fleets blockaded the Syrian coasts and prohibited the entry of all imported
food supplies. Meanwhile, the Ottoman military confiscated wheat and
other grains in order to assure adequate food supplies for the army.104

Local production was not enough to feed the population, and famine
spread all over Syria, especially in the densely populated area of Mount
Lebanon.105 Approximately one-eighth of the population died from starva-
tion and starvation-related diseases during the war as a result of famine.106

In Children of the Roojme, novelist Elmaz Abinader describes how the pro-
tagonist, Mayme, goes to Tripoli to sell one of her bracelets to obtain flour,
oil, salt, lentils, and rice to feed her daughters.107Mayme reflects, ‘‘It was
World War I, the Turks occupied Lebanon, and those who weren’t dying
of starvation were ill from the Spanish flu. Everyone counted these events
in his history.’’108

After the Ottomans surrendered to the Allies in 1918, much of their
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territory was occupied by Allied military forces. In 1920 Mustafa Kemal
organized a nationalist Turkish movement designed to radically secularize
the Turkish nation. This exclusion of Muslim law combined with Chris-
tian Allied occupation left many Muslims feeling dislocated. The Otto-
man Empire had provided its subjects a sense of security and belonging
to a large universal order with Islamic institutions. The Ottoman Empire
offered hope that a distinctly Islamic state could survive in a world of ex-
pansionist European powers.109

After World War I the French occupied all of Syria and in 1920 used
their new mandate to create Greater Lebanon. Pleas from many Lebanese
Maronite Christians led the French to split Syria and Lebanon into four
new divisions, which extended the area of Lebanon. At this same time,
members of the Maronite community in Mexico City wrote in support of
Lebanese independence. Hashaen Alazar and Rashid Khalifa, leaders of the
Lebanese Renaissance, for example, wrote from Mérida in 1919:

Dear Beatitude Ayub Al-
Alami of Mar Elias:
The Lebanese in the new world were thrilled to hear that your great self
didn’t spare an effort to claim their rights, which are the independence
of their Lebanon and giving back its original borders for the sake of its
sons blood shed in the war and for what had been scarified on the stand
of freedom . . . On behalf of the homeland, we depend on your Beatitude
after your appointment for Lebanon to represent the sons of Lebanon
at the Peace Council and to claim their holy rights. The members of the
Lebanese Renaissance (Al-Nahda Al-Libnaniah) give you the consent to
represent them during this term.110

According to Maronite priests living in Mexico in the early 1920s, the
Middle Eastern Maronite community ranged from 800 to 2,000 mem-
bers—perhaps suggesting a decline in membership since1892—who aimed
to teach their children Arabic and French.111 In another gesture of support
for a Lebanese nation, the Tanauring Charitable Association in Mexico
made a contribution of 2,000 francs (100 French lira) to their needy pai-
sanos in Lebanon.112 Such transnational exchanges further empowered the
Maronites’ position in the Lebanese homeland.
The FrenchMandate embracedChristians in lands outside the oldmutas-

sarrifya, but it also included thousands of unwilling Muslims who would
have much preferred to be part of Syria.113 At the time, a slight Christian
majority of 5 percent over Muslims indicated that Lebanon was no longer
a Christian province but rather a diverse religious society.
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The Sunnis, the dominant Muslim sect at the time, replaced the Druzes
as the Maronites’ political partners. The Sunnis refused to recognize Leba-
non as an independent state and deplored French government. Before 1920
the Christians had argued for the need to enlarge Lebanese borders to make
up for the exodus of so many Lebanese emigrants. Although the French
tried to restrict permits to leave, emigration continued.114

The French involvement in Lebanon continued to favor Christian ele-
ments, leading to a representative council in 1922 that was subsequently
replaced in1925 byGeneralMaurice Sarrail.The general, known for his un-
wise tactics, fomented quarrels between the Maronites and Druzes and ap-
pointed an unpopular Frenchman as governor of Lebanon. Meanwhile, the
French pushed Christians to develop a Lebanese constitution stipulating
that there would be representatives of both Christian and Muslim peoples
in government. The Lebanese Republic was proclaimed on May 23, 1926,
with Charles Dabbas, anOrthodox Christian, as president.Muslim leaders
lobbied for separation from Lebanon and union with the Syrian Confed-
eration, but the Maronites refused to give up any Greater Lebanon land.
These profound changes in Syria and Lebanon left many people displaced
socially, economically, and politically, and migration became an attractive
option despite French restrictions.
During and after World War I, peoples of Syria and Lebanon received

news of the opportunities abroad. One Middle Eastern immigrant remem-
bered, ‘‘We heard that the streets of America were paved with gold.’’115

Letters, telegrams, occasional returnees, and money sent back to the com-
munity (remittances) formed the basis of a social network in whichMiddle
Eastern emigrants felt confident in their ability to ‘‘make it’’ in America.
Whether emigrants generally understood the difference between the United
States, Mexico, and Brazil is unknown; however, many probably believed
that they could go to the ‘‘Americas’’ and quickly become rich and return
home. Akram Khater notes, ‘‘Those who were boarding the ships at Beirut
vaguely knew to go to ‘Amirka,’ south or north.’’116Middle Eastern immi-
grants in the United States who departed before 1905 and those who fol-
lowed until World War I said that they had come to make money and then
return within two or three years to live better in their villages.117 Khater
suggests that historians have not fully explored the role of return migration
and states that ‘‘these scholars appear to have barely noticed that over one
third of the people left and many came back.’’118 In my research, however, I
did not find many cases of immigrants returning to Lebanon permanently;
rather, once immigrants had ‘‘made it’’ in Mexico, they would sometimes
visit their homeland.



92 Borderland Merchants

After fifteen years in Mexico, Zain Chamut saved enough money to go
back to Braachit and find a bride. He married his first cousin and brought
her back with him to Torreón in 1924. At that time, immigrant plans to
bring relatives to America became complicated by strict U.S. immigration
policies. One interviewee indicated that her Muslim parents, from Bourg
El Barajni, Lebanon, intended to migrate to the United States, but her
mother was denied admission because of a case of trachoma. After forty-
four days of quarantine in 1923, her parents came to Mexico and settled in
Tampico.119

Many of these first-generation Middle Easterners also probably real-
ized that they were not returning to Lebanon and were therefore seeking
a way to maintain their culture. Letters to Carlos Jalife from his family in
Lebanon plead for him to return home. His brother Muhammad Khalife
wrote Carlos in 1926 not to forget about his homeland.120 In 1928 Ibrahim
Khalife, another brother of Carlos Jalife, wrote that ‘‘it is time to come
home’’ (es tiempo de regresar).121Other letters continue to ask Carlos to re-
turn, and in1934 his mother, Khadiya, wrote the strongest letter, imploring
her son to come back. She pleaded for Carlos to return to Lebanon even if
he did not have money.

For this reason, if you want to help your sad mother, hurry back, by all
means because I will not rest until you come back, and be assured that the
construction and destruction of our houses depends on your quick arrival,
and if [it] is the lack of money [then] I implore you to come here, I will
give it to you as soon as you need it, we will send it to you. We cannot
forgive you still that you delay as a stranger, do not look for pretexts to
write again, I repeat that you come back because the situation is between
life and death economically and morally.122

From the letters it appears that Carlos Jalife, who died in 1940, never re-
turned to his homeland. His son Salvador Jalife, however, visited Gha-
ziyeh in 1955 and met the family.123 Stories of other second-generation
Middle Eastern immigrants returning to Lebanon to visit are quite common
throughout the Laguna.124 Despite many immigrants’ intention to return
home, developments in the Middle East, Mexico, the United States, and
elsewhere further divided their home communities and indefinitely delayed
their return, leading many more to migrate.
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Middle Eastern Immigrant Profile During the Revolution

The Revolution and World War I affected the number of Middle East-
ern immigrants who came to Mexico and increased the importance of
the Middle Eastern immigrant network. Middle Eastern immigration de-
creased between 1910 and 1919, when 919 (11 percent of the total available
sample of 8,036) came toMexico.125 The majority (64 percent) of these im-
migrants who arrived between 1910 and 1919 said they were married when
they later registered in the 1930s (Table 9). Among the immigrants who
arrived in that period, 62 percent were male, and 38 percent were female
(Table 10). During this immigration phase, as compared to the Porfirian
period, more married men migrated. This increase could illustrate how the
Middle Eastern network provided a sense of opportunity and gave some
Middle Eastern men the impetus to leave their families in the Middle East.
The informal network offered migrants the ability to immediately begin
commercial activities in Mexico.
Among immigrants from the Middle East, regional identities remained

important. The majority (64 percent) said they were born in Lebanon, and
53 percent said they were Lebanese; 26 percent declared Syria as their
place of birth, and 19 percent called themselves Syrians; and 11 percent
called themselves sirio-libanés. This discrepancy between place of birth
and nationality illustrates that the early immigrants did not necessarily
see themselves as Lebanese or Syrian only, but rather as belonging to the
Middle East, both generally and specifically through various forms of iden-
tity. For example, some immigrants still called themselves árabes to re-
flect both a regional and cultural identity. Compared with the Porfiriato,
a higher percentage of immigrants were born in other American countries
during this period—2 percent compared to less than 1 percent (Table 5).
As in the earlier immigration period, most of those who migrated to

Mexico between 1910 and 1919 came with only a few members of their
communities. For instance, 63 percent of those born in Lebanon came from
towns or villages with fewer than ten emigrants.The largest exodus,13 per-
cent of all Lebanese immigrants, came from Beirut (Table 3). Damascus
sent 23 percent of all Syrian emigrants toMexico, and 52 percent ofMiddle
Eastern immigrants from Syria came from cities and towns with fewer than
five emigrants (Table 4). Again, this shows that only a few individuals, not
entire villages, were migrating to Mexico.
The immigrants’ regional identities were also clearly linked to their reli-

gious affiliations. When they registered in the 1930s, 68 percent of the
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Middle Eastern immigrants of this period declared themselves Catholic,
and 19 percent called themselves Jewish; compared to the Porfirian period,
Jewish immigration increased nearly sixfold, from 3.3 percent, and Catho-
lic migration decreased considerably, from 86 percent (Table 6). It is not
clear why Jewish immigration began to increase between 1910 and 1919.
Of the Middle Eastern immigrants who arrived in this period, 5.4 percent
called themselves Orthodox, and 3 percent identified themselves as Mus-
lim. As noted earlier, Muslims or Druzes probably were not comfortable
admitting to a non-Christian religion (Table 6).
Another critical aspect to the Middle Eastern immigrant profile during

the Revolution was their use of the network to avoid places of conflict.
The points of entry started to diversify during this period of immigration.
More than 80 percent of Middle Eastern immigrants entered in Veracruz,
and 8.4 percent entered in Progreso, Yucatán, or Tampico, Tamaulipas.
During the Revolution, immigrants also began entering Mexico at Ciudad
Juárez, Chihuahua, and Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas (Table 11). Although
the immigrants entered in various locations, nearly 38 percent settled in
Mexico City, and 13 percent settled in Veracruz (Table 7). As noted earlier,
these places of settlement could reflect the immigrants’ lives in the 1930s at
the time of registration, not their actual residences during the Revolution.
Overall, the new places of entry demonstrate the breadth of the Middle
Eastern immigrant network in this second immigrant wave and their com-
mercial activities throughout Mexico.
The Mexican Revolution, in sum, enabled a few Middle Eastern immi-

grants to diversify their enterprises and become more prosperous. It af-
forded Middle Easterners the opportunity to sell goods and services while
the rest of the country was involved in revolutionary violence. Due to the
scarcity of goods, prices fluctuated, enabling theMiddle Eastern merchants
to use some discretion in setting prices. These merchants often had a fixed
establishment, while other family members peddled goods in remote areas.
Middle Eastern immigrants found these conditions favorable for increas-
ing their wealth.126 The Chinese massacre, combined with a fighting Mexi-
can population, increased the demand for goods and services that Middle
Easterners could provide. As the Revolution unfolded, Middle Eastern im-
migrants who survived the violent decade became more united as an immi-
grant group. They began to use their resources to help their fellow Middle
Eastern countrymen in Mexico and in their homelands.
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Middle Eastern Immigrants in the 1920s

The border trading that began during the Porfiriato had long-lasting reper-
cussions and continued into the 1920s and 1930s.127 In 1927 the U.S. Con-
sulate complained that despite immigration restrictions,Middle Easterners
needed their visas so they could keep buying goods in El Paso to sell later
in Juárez, thereby helping U.S. business interests.

There are in Ciudad Juarez, a number of aliens, principally Syrians and
Russians, who upon their arrival here several years ago applied for quota
numbers to enable them to enter the United States for residence. Not being
able to secure quota numbers they have established themselves in business
in Ciudad Juarez and do most of their buying in El Paso, Texas, just across
the border. As restrictions in reference to the issuance of passport visas
were much less severe at the time, upon their requests they were granted
temporary passport visas to enable them to go to El Paso occasionally to
buy merchandise. Several of these merchants within a short time apply
at this Consulate for renewal of this privilege. In view of late instruction
further restricting the issuance of temporary passport visas would this
office be justified in issuing new visas to these applicants? If these visas are
refused it may mean considerable loss of American trade.128

This letter signifies not only the legacy ofMiddle Eastern immigrants living
along the border and trading in both countries, but it also foreshadows the
ongoing dilemma of how to handle immigrants from many countries who
hope to enter the United States from Mexico and provide good business
opportunities.
After the Revolution, Middle Eastern migration to Mexico quadru-

pled.129 In1921 the American Consulate inVeracruz became especially con-
cerned with European immigrants trying to evade U.S. immigration laws
and entering the country via Mexico. An ins report dated March 1921
stated:

The feature of this immigration movement through the port of Veracruz
is that a very large portion of the incoming passengers from European
countries consist of persons who are unable or who did not obtain visas in
the country of origin. A great majority of these upon arrival here do not
present themselves at this Consulate nor at any other but through some
arrangement, which has not yet been traced, go to the frontier and attempt
to pass illegally at points some distance from the regular ports of entry.130
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As train services resumed across the U.S.-Mexican border, aliens who
arrived at the U.S. side were to first be inspected and, if necessary, vac-
cinated by the Public Health Service. Since many of these arrivals to the
United States were ‘‘second-class’’ passengers on the trains, they were also
bathed and deloused and had their clothing and baggage fumigated by
the U.S. Public Health Service. Acting Assistant Surgeon General Irving
McNeil explained the process in a1923 report: ‘‘After the clothing has been
removed and passed into the disinfecting room, the nude person is next
inspected by a male or female attendant, as the case requires, for vermin
infestation, for eruptions of any sort, enlarged glands or any abnormality
to which the doctor’s attention should be called.’’131 Then, the eyes of all
aliens other than the Mexicans were examined closely in order to detect
eye diseases.Unless themedical examiner’s suspicions were aroused,Mexi-
can immigrants’ eyes were rarely examined.132 In1921 the U.S. Immigration
Service recommended that certain stations outside of El Paso more closely
inspect trains in which contraband aliens may have traveled to the interior
of the country.133 European aliens were being apprehended at various ports
of entry along the U.S.-Mexican border for illegal entry into the United
States.
During this time, reports from El Paso, Texas, expressed concern that

immigrant smuggling rings were operating from Veracruz to the U.S. bor-
der.134 One report notes that many apprehended aliens had been the ‘‘He-
brew’’ race, which could be Eastern European Jews or those migrating
from the Middle East.135 According to the U.S. Department of Labor in
1923, ‘‘large numbers of people coming into the United States fromMexico
. . . [suggest] that the immigration laws are not as strictly enforced along
the Mexican border as they are at our ports of entry on the oceans.’’136 The
report also notes that the literacy test for admission was often overlooked
with regard to immigrants arriving from Mexico. In the period following
the Revolution, it appears that Middle Eastern and other immigrants seek-
ing to enter the United States faced more rigorous health inspections and
literacy tests than their Mexican counterparts.
The U.S. government continued its vigilance against undocumented im-

migrants by maintaining passenger lists of steamships arriving in Veracruz.
The French lines usually carried Syrian, Polish, Italian, Greek, and Turk-
ish immigrants. In 1922 the ins Acting Commissioner General noted that
‘‘as conditions in Mexico at the present time apparently are not such as to
attract immigration of this class, there seems to be a fair likelihood that
a considerable percentage of these aliens will eventually endeavor to gain



Borderland Merchants 97

entry to the United States, in all probability without complying with the
formality of applying to the immigration authorities.’’137 A consular report
from Berlin indicated that the scheme to enter the United States through
Mexico reached German immigrants as well in 1921.138

The U.S. Consulate in Veracruz also expressed concern about smug-
glers and in particular a man named Carlos Munves, a Mexico City im-
porter who met all the Holland-Lloyd Steamship Line boats in Veracruz
and helped immigrants disembark, change their money, and travel to Mex-
ico City. It seems that once in Mexico City, arrangements were made for
immigrants to enter the United States.139 By comparison, according to the
American Consulate in Antwerp, Belgium, although the Holland America
Line operated ships directly to Havana and Veracruz, it was not an im-
portant line competing for the transportation of passengers in the Gulf of
Mexico. Rather, Compagnie Generale Transatlantique, which operated the
steamers La Fayette, Espagne, and Flandres, tended to dominate the busi-
ness, taking passengers from St. Nazaire, France, to Havana and Veracruz.
The Pacific Steam Navigation Company also competed with Compagnie
Generale Transatlantique. The company periodically issued bulletins de-
scribing the favorable conditions in Mexico, such as the ‘‘plentiful supply
of work for emigrants.’’ The consulate in Antwerp reported, ‘‘Their agent
[of Compagnie Generale Transatlantique] informs me that this propaganda
had already had the desired effect and that emigration to Mexico is in-
creasing steadily.’’140 Clearly, international steamship companies played a
critical role in the dissemination of information among potential emigrants,
whose visions of the Americas motivated migration.
As a result of steamship information and U.S. border enforcement, the

profile of Middle Eastern immigrants who came to Mexico changed from
mostly married immigrants (64 percent) from 1910 through 1919 to more
single immigrants (40 percent) in the 1920s (Table 9). Also between 1920
and 1929, more Jewish Middle Easterners (26 percent) migrated (Table 6),
and 26 percent of the immigrants declared themselves Syrians (Table 2).
The larger number of Middle Easterners who arrived in Mexico in the
1920s was thus a more diverse immigrant population.
The occupations of Middle Eastern immigrants changed slightly in the

1920s with an increase in immigrants defining themselves as employees.
This gradual shift from merchant (or more likely peddler) to employee re-
flects the changes in the patterns of commerce. By the 1920s, Middle East-
ern families would have some family members working in the stores as em-
ployees while other members were often engaged in peddling. Immigration



98 Borderland Merchants

began to concern family reunification and enterprise. It should be noted
that the broad use of the terms comerciante and ama de casa gave immigrants
a great deal of latitude in categorizing their occupations (Table 8).
Middle Eastern immigration dramatically increased after World War I

and the initial decade of the Mexican Revolution. Of the total sample of
Middle Eastern immigrants, 3,657 of them (46 percent) arrived in Mexico
between 1920 and 1929. Many immigrants were escaping the dislocations
that followed World War I and seeking a better life in Mexico. The ma-
jority (64 percent) weremale, and 36 percent were female (Table10).Unlike
the previous immigration phase, only 54 percent of all of the immigrants
were married, compared to 64 percent in the preceding decade, and 40
percent were single (Table 9). This higher proportion of unmarried immi-
grants probably reflects a younger group at the time of registration. This
increased number of unattached immigrants shows that the Middle East-
ern community had grown sufficiently to give incoming immigrants the
prospect that they could find a partner in Mexico and come to depend on
the extended immigrant network. This period of immigration in the 1920s
marks a significant change in the immigrant profile and how the community
developed.
Reports of birthplace and nationality are similar to those in earlier im-

migration phases. The majority (55 percent) of the Middle Eastern immi-
grants who entered Mexico between 1920 and 1929 said they were born
in Lebanon, and only 43 percent said they were Lebanese; 33 percent said
they were born in Syria, and 26 percent said they were Syrian (Tables 2
and 5). The discrepancy between place of birth and nationality can be par-
tially explained by the11 percent with a hyphenated identity of sirio-libanés.
Whether the immigrants called themselves sirio-libanés or theMexican offi-
cials put this label on them cannot be discerned from their registration
cards. Again, this shows the variation noted earlier in region, ethnicity, and
nationality as terms of identification. Some post-revolutionary and post–
World War I immigrants felt a pan-Arab nationalism, especially Muslim
and DruzeMiddle Easterners who sometimes had strong anti-French senti-
ments. During this migratory phase, immigration attracted people with di-
verse religious backgrounds from many parts of the Middle East (Table 6).
The 1920s marked a period of a more rural Lebanese migration and a

more urban Syrianmigration toMexico than in earlier decades.The Leban-
ese cities of Beirut and Tripoli together sent nearly 19 percent of the im-
migrants born in Lebanon. In Syria, Damascus and Aleppo accounted for
nearly 60 percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants born in Syria. This
trend shows that immigrants born in Lebanon tended to come from towns
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that fewer people left; 59 percent came from cities or towns with fewer than
twenty emigrants (Table 3). Conversely, immigrants born in Syria tended
to come from large cities; 32 percent of the Syrian immigrants came from
cities and towns with fewer than nine emigrants (Table 4). Many of the
immigrants born in Aleppo, Syria, were Jewish.
As emigration varied among cities and towns, so did the religious back-

ground of the immigrants. The large Catholic migration of 68 percent that
had occurred between1910 and1919 decreased to 53 percent between1920
and 1929 (Table 6). This change could be partially explained by the immi-
grant registration in the 1930s for which early immigrants had had more
time to convert (either by choice or assimilation), but it could also reflect
that Jewish immigrants from the Middle East (26 percent) played a more
significant role in the immigration flow of this period. Another potential
reason for the decline in immigrants identifying with Catholicism was that
the French Mandate restricted Christian emigration. Although there may
have been trepidation on the part of the immigrants to admit to being
Christian, 6.5 percent called themselves Orthodox.
The French colonial administration that favored Catholics and discour-

aged Christian emigration also may have caused Orthodox Christian im-
migrants to deny their religion to Mexican immigration officials, resulting
in underrepresentation of Orthodox immigrants in the historical record.
Of the Middle Eastern immigrants, 6 percent were Muslim and 2.4 per-
cent were Druze. Clearly, the increased number of immigrants coincides
with greater religious diversity among the Middle Eastern immigrants who
came to Mexico between 1920 and 1929.
As during earlier immigration periods, the majority of the immigrants

came through Veracruz, using Domingo Kuri’s extensive knowledge of the
Middle Eastern network throughout Mexico to locate friends and family.
Again, 85 percent used Veracruz as a port of entry as compared to 83 per-
cent during the Revolution (Table 11). Mariscal, Chiapas, became a more
common place of entry, as 0.4 percent of the immigrants apparently mi-
grated from Guatemala or other Central American countries.
The post-revolutionary immigration differed from earlier periods,

with immigrants obtaining their paperwork through Mexican consulates
abroad; 0.49 percent obtained their travel visas from the Mexican Consul-
ate in Beirut, and 0.77 percent obtained their visas in France.TheseMiddle
Eastern immigrants were probably of middle- to upper-class backgrounds
and had the economic resources and literacy to begin their paperwork in
theMexican consulates overseas and registered with theMexican National
Registry of Foreigners.
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Although theMiddle Eastern immigrant settlement was regionally wide-
spread, immigrants often settled in concentrated areas, with 49 percent re-
porting their place of residence as Mexico City (Table 7). However, the
place of settlement could reflect the immigrants’ status at the time of reg-
istration rather than the place of residence from the time of arrival in the
1920s forward. Nearly 8 percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants indi-
cated that the state of Veracruz was their place of settlement, especially the
cities of Orizaba and Jalapa; 4 percent declared Puebla as their residence,
and many resided in Tehuácan. In the north, Coahuila attracted 4.45 per-
cent of the immigrants, with many residing in Torreón. In Chihuahua, 3.5
percent settled in the state and many in the city of Chihuahua. Of the im-
migrants, 2 percent indicated that Durango was their state of residence, in
particular the cities of Gómez Palacio and Durango. As noted earlier, Mus-
lims tended to settle in the north, while many of the Jews resided inMexico
City, and often newly arrived immigrants began peddling in Veracruz. De-
spite the urban concentration,Middle Eastern immigrants’ regional disper-
sal provided many rural Mexicans with needed goods but at the same time
triggered the anti-foreign sentiments often associated with immigrants in
Mexican history.

Anti-Arab Sentiment in Post-Revolutionary Mexico

Throughout the 1920s Mexicans distrusted foreigners, especially Middle
Eastern immigrants. Anti-Arab sentiments, which began during the Por-
firiato, escalated with the immigrants’ increasing visibility in Mexican
society. The Mexican public’s distrust probably began with the Middle
Easterners’ abono system of credit and disagreements about payments.
However, reports of criminal activities further manifest this distrust and by
1927 evolved into the restriction ofMiddle Eastern immigration. Both indi-
viduals and organizations throughout Mexico wrote to the federal govern-
ment about their troubling experiences with Middle Eastern immigrants.
Following ten years of violence and chaos, President Álvaro Obregón’s

administration needed funds and began imposing a fee structure on in-
coming immigrants. On October 10, 1922, the U.S. Consulate in Vera-
cruz reported that ‘‘all immigrants [to Mexico] must have on their person
the sum of 50.00 pesos ($25) or the equivalent in other money, besides
passage money to cover expenses to their destination in Mexico. Chinese
and Negroes are compelled, however, to have the sum of 500.00 pesos
($250.00).’’141 The provisions of this regulation aimed to deter not only the
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indigent and undesirable, but also the ‘‘visually other’’—the Chinese and
‘‘Negroes’’—from entering Mexico. More importantly, the differing fee
structure illustrates how anti-immigrant sentiment started and how policy
became an instrument of racial and ethnic prejudice.
Despite President Obregón’s supposedly good relations with Middle

Eastern immigrants, the Consular Affairs of the sre received and recorded
reports of crimes committed byMiddle Easterners.142 For example, in Janu-
ary 1922 José Helú was accused of injurious crimes, though no details
were provided.143 Although Helú was accused according to one govern-
ment file,144 Obregón responded nine months later to Helú and Naoum
Mokarzell’s telegram, saying he wished all Syrian-Lebanese immigrants
would make Mexico their second patria.145Mokarzell was president of La
Liga Progresista Libanesa de Norte America. The friendly exchange with
an accused man seems to indicate a prior working relationship whereby
Helú had perhaps helped Obregón in some commercial matter during the
Revolution.
Meanwhile, the Mexican citizenry began expressing misgivings about

the Middle Eastern immigrant population. The headline of a1923 article in
El Universal read: Una muchacha de la clase humilde dio muerte a un árabe
que quiso ultrajarla (A young girl of humble origins killed an Arabwho tried
to rape her).146 According to the article, María Rosario Ortega of humble
origins in Guadalajara, Jalisco, was waiting for her partner’s return when
the árabe returned to her house; he had come earlier requesting payment for
some clothes she had purchased, but she had not had sufficient money to
pay him.TheMiddle Easternmerchant had asked to use her bathroom, and
after using the toilet, he had tried to rapeMaría Rosario. She had grabbed a
shaving blade and stabbed him. Salomé Bernabé, the Middle Eastern mer-
chant, died. Yet at the end of the article, the author notes that Bernabé
was Ukranian: que era ukraniano de nacionalidad. The linking of Middle
Easterners and Ukranians illustrates the general confusion about foreigners
and the belief that all immigrants selling clothes were árabes.147 Both the
press’s construction and the populace’s concern that foreigners were not
to be trusted with Mexican women had continued from the time of the
Porfiriato. This distrust of foreigners and especially Middle Easterners as
peddlers and members of the community later became institutionalized in
restrictive policies toward Middle Eastern immigration.
During the Plutarco Elías Calles presidency (1924–1928),148 immigra-

tion restrictions against the Middle Eastern community become the most
stringent. Obregón, who chose Calles to become president, had alienated
Adolfo de la Huerta of the Sonora Triangle, who felt that he was entitled



102 Borderland Merchants

to the presidency. As a result, some landlords, clergy, and military offi-
cers rebelled against Obregón and Calles in 1923 and 1924. During this
three-month revolt, 7,000 people died. Later, manyMexicans whowanted
Middle Easterners deported would claim that the latter had supported de
la Huerta and were delahuertistas. This use of Mexican politics to influence
immigration policy is a subtle but effective tool employed by the Mexican
citizenry.149

On March 13, 1926, a Mexican immigration law passed that expanded
the list of medical reasons for which immigrants could be refused entry.150

In compliance with this new law, the French Consulate in June 1926 con-
tacted theMexicanOffice ofMigration towarn that a steamship en route to
Mexico had thirteen passengers with trachoma.151 The Consular Section of
Protection asked that the thirteen Syrian-Lebanese not be permitted to dis-
embark in Veracruz. Although the law was based on health reasons, it was
clearly linked to concerns that the Middle Eastern immigrants would de-
pleteMexican resources. Therefore, official documents had to be presented
upon entering or leaving Mexico, along with the possession of 10,000
pesos to satisfy basic living expenses while in Mexico.152

In response toMexican protests that foreign merchants’ unfair competi-
tive practices underminedMexican economic interests,153Armenians, Syri-
ans, and other Arabs were prohibited from entering Mexico in 1927. Ac-
cording toMexico’sDiario Oficial on July15,1927, an order to theMexican
Migration Department stated the following:

Whereas the immigration of persons of Syrian, Lebanese, Palestinian,
Arabic and Turkish origin has reached a limit that makes itself felt in the
national economy in an unfavorable manner on account of the conglom-
eration in urban centers;
Whereas, while the number of foreigners of the said nationalities,

shown by the incomplete census that by order of this Ministry is being
taken in the republic would not be sufficient to establish restrictive mea-
sures against the said immigrants, the activities of same do justify a
limitation, even if it be temporary;
Whereas these activities do not constitute a useful economic factor in

the development of the public wealth, nor can be considered as a produc-
tive contingent, as the industrial characteristics of the immigrants under
consideration are those of trading in the smallest way and money-lending;
the former exercised in the form of street peddling with practically no
capital or a precarious credit; a system that far from promoting industrial
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progress has occasioned a notable unstableness in the large trade and had
deprived our own countrymen of the small trade;
Whereas a selection based on the professions of those immigrants

would not give satisfactory results as a majority of them have noted on
their passports and identification cards that they are farm laborers and
none of them on arriving in the republic engage in field work, the Secre-
tariat of the Interior, in use of the faculty granted it by Article 65 of the
Migration Law, orders:
FIRST—Commencing the last four-monthly period of the present year and
during the years of 1928 and 1929 the admission of laboring immigrants
of Syrian, Lebanese, Armenian, Palestinian, Arabic and Turkish origin is
suspended; considering as laborers those persons who on their arrival in
the country do not possess a capital of ten thousand pesos as a minimum.
SECOND—Excepted from the foregoing restrictions are:
a) husbands and wives of those who have immigrated legally.
b) The ascendants and descendants of persons who have legally immi-
grated, provided that the latter have an honest means of earning a
living and are in a good financial positions.

THIRD—During the period referred to in the first part of this order
Mexican Consuls will refrain from visaing passports and issuing identifi-
cation cards to the persons affected by same.154

This law clearly reveals anti-Arab sentiments in post-revolutionaryMex-
ico; the most indicative aspect of the law is the second point. Not only were
the immigrants supposed to be legal, but they were also to have an ‘‘hon-
est means of earning a living.’’ Obviously, the peddling and commercial
activities of foreigners were not deemed sufficiently honest and were even
perceived as destructive to Mexican citizens. The third paragraph states
that Middle Eastern trading was not helping the Mexican nation progress;
rather, it deprived Mexican citizens of small trade. Ultimately, the law im-
plied that while Mexican peddlers and merchants were acceptable, Middle
Easterners in the commercial sectors caused economic and social insta-
bility. Daniela Gleizer suggests that these post-revolutionary regimes tried
to create Mexican immigration policy on selective criteria based on those
who could easily assimilate intoMexican society, criteria that becamemore
clearly manifest in subsequent laws.155

Although the U.S. State Department applauded the Mexican restriction
as a means to curb Middle Eastern immigration into the United States,
the American Consul General in Mexico City was skeptical that Middle
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Eastern immigrants would stop coming to Mexico in hope of eventually
entering the United States.156 This decree attempted to appease the U.S.
government as well as to quiet disgruntled Mexicans; however, as later
diplomatic letters indicate, it does not appear that there was much enforce-
ment of the law.
Despite theMexican government’s legal restrictions prohibitingMiddle

Eastern immigrants into Mexico, complaints about Middle Easterners and
their practices continued. In 1926 José Abraham Serpel, a Persian mer-
chant, wrote to the Secretary of the Interior complaining that ‘‘Turkish’’
merchants were falsely passing as priests in order to use orphans to work
for them. Serpel identified Daniel Benjamín and Isaac Jorge of the Hotel
Cairo in Mexico City as the guilty parties and asked that they be de-
ported.157Why would a Persian want to deport fellowMiddle Eastern mer-
chants? Perhaps Serpel wanted to eliminate his competition, and it is quite
possible that home-country hostilities still existed among Persian and other
Middle Eastern immigrants. Also, the complaint could point to tensions
within the Middle Eastern community in Mexico.
State governments as well as federal officials expressed frustrations with

Middle Eastern immigrants and their accumulation of wealth. In 1928 the
Governor of Hidalgo wrote to the French Consulate complaining that a
Middle Eastern immigrant, Alejandro Athié, had not acted appropriately
as a foreigner.158 Athié had not paid taxes on his haciendas, La Florida
and SanMiguel Ocoza, in the municipalities of Cardonal and Ixmiquilpan,
respectively.159 According to the governor, the foreigner had also treated
the renters poorly. More importantly, the governor claimed that Athié had
helped Gaudencio Garduño, his employee, during the Revolution, that he
had provided food, arms, money, and spies to overthrow the Obregón gov-
ernment during the de la Huerta uprising.160 The letter continues that the
haciendas in dispute were properties taken during the Revolution and given
to Athié. This situation demonstrates how post-revolutionary politics con-
tinued as Mexico struggled to recover from the destruction of the Revo-
lution.161 Athié’s particular case did not get resolved until 1932 when he
finally agreed to make payment for back taxes. However, he continued to
challenge the Hidalgo government every step of the way.
In 1927, Cecine Farres, a Middle Easterner, was accused of falsifying

documents to say that he was a doctor. As a charlatan, he sold drugs from
his house on Mesones Street in Mexico City.162 The accuser appears to be
Mexican citizen Antonio Pérez, who asked the Ministry of Security to in-
vestigate the extranjero pernicioso (harmful foreigner) and consider depor-
tation. It was not evident how the case was resolved.
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Another accused criminal was Josefina José Mabarark, also known as
the vampiresa árabe (Middle Eastern femme fatale). She was charged with
having an affair with Dr. Joaquín Aguilar and ruining his family. Agui-
lar’s son, Juan Aguilar González, began writing in December 1927 to have
her deported.163 He claimed that she was married to a Middle Easterner
in Puebla who had left her because of her prostitution and that Josefina
José had a police record in Puebla as well. To further damage her case, the
younger Aguilar said she had an abortion in 1925 and had supported the
delahuertistas in1923.164 According to the story, she was a lover of a colonel
who later claimed she was a rebel and a spy.165 In 1928 the Governor of
Veracruz wrote the State Attorney General of Justice (Procurador General
de Justicia) to say that Josefina José deserved to be deported. At the same
time, her lover Dr. Joaquin Aguilar went on record saying that she should
not be deported on the basis of having an affair with him.166 She also visited
the French Consulate for assistance, but it was unclear what the Consulate
provided. Sometime during the case, a newspaper ad ran trying to solicit
more information about Josefina José and her activities. By October 1930,
it appears that she was to be deported.167

This illustrates howMiddle Eastern womenwere constructed as danger-
ous toMexicanmen andMexican families. In the particular case of Josefina
José, it is difficult to evaluate the situation based on the limited information
available; however, it is clear that an adulterous relationship was grounds
for expulsion. The various letters from her neighbors and lover’s family
members paint an ugly picture of a vampiresa. Yet in telling her story, the
Jalapa community gives power to this woman and her ability to manipulate
men. The case of Josefina José Mabarark exemplifies the cumbersome and
lengthy nature of implementing the immigration laws as well as methods
used by Mexican citizens to employ national politics against immigrants
(such as calling them delahuertistas) to get foreigners deported. Pablo Yan-
kelevich, in analyzing the expulsion of foreigners pursuant to Article 33 of
the Mexican Constitution, found that not only were Middle Easterners ac-
cused of smuggling contraband but that the presidential administrations of
Pascual Ortiz Rubio (1930–1932) and Abelardo L. Rodríguez (1932–1934)
were especially aggressive against immigrant commercial activities, as will
be seen in the next chapter.168

After Calles’ presidency, Obregón won reelection but was murdered in
July 1928. Calles quickly arranged that a congressional selection have Gen-
eral Emilio Portes Gil, a Tamaulipas governor, named as president (1928–
1930). Calles then organized the official party, the Partido Nacional Revo-
lucionario (pnr), to ensure the selection of General Pascual Ortiz Rubio
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as the presidential candidate in the 1929 election that would complete the
Obregón term. Through the pnr, progenitor of the present-day Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (pri), Calles consolidated power in ‘‘the revo-
lutionary family,’’ from which he emerged as Jefe Máximo.169 Portes Gil,
as part of this ‘‘family’’ of leaders, continued many of Calles’ immigration
policies.170

In 1928, sixteen residents of Estación Creel in Chihuahua wrote to the
governor of the state asking for the expulsion of three Middle Eastern mer-
chants, David Daher, Antonio Daher, and Jorge Kirk. These citizens had
collected fifteen complaints against these Middle Eastern men stating that
the foreigners had violated the law of worship and were clandestinely sell-
ing intoxicating drinks.171Whether these Middle Eastern immigrants were
deported is not documented; however, they were incarcerated in June1928.
This complaint represents one of the first cases in the late 1920s and early
1930s in which groups of citizens, and in particular Mexican merchants,
wrote to the federal government asking for Middle Easterners to be de-
ported. Requests for the deportations of Middle Eastern immigrants esca-
lated in the 1930s and coincided with the peak of the Depression.
In response to such a complaint in October 1928, the municipal presi-

dent of the cities of Motozintla and Mariscal, a municipality in a district
of Chiapas, wrote in defense of Middle Eastern immigrant Felipe Dejuky,
who had been accused of illegally taking lands from InésVerdugo in1911.172

Amador Coutiño, the municipal president, noted that there had been an-
tagonism for some time between the gentlemen but that Dejuky had been
able to provide proof of a land purchase from Ricardo Arturo Lobato. The
letter states that Dejuky had donated 75 meters of land for the construc-
tion of a new plaza and municipal building.173 This letter raises questions
about why this Middle Eastern immigrant would have made these dona-
tions to the municipal government and what the result of these donations
had been. For example, had the evidence of his land purchase materialized
as a result of the donations? It also seems quite possible that Felipe Dejuky
had used the revolutionary conflicts to obtain his land. This case could also
point to the fact that some of the Middle Eastern immigrants were learn-
ing to ‘‘work the system’’ by bribing government officials in order to prove
that their land expropriations were legitimate.
AsMiddle Easterners becamemore clever in their dealings, theMexican

government temporarily suspended the entrance of all workers in 1929.174

This was probably a result of the inability to enforce the 1927 Mexican
immigration law. On August 30, 1930, the Migration Law of 1930 ruled
that those immigrants from cultures similar to the Mexican culture and
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with a propensity for easy assimilation could be granted entry as deter-
mined by the Secretariat of the Interior (Article 5).175 Taking its cue from
the United States,Mexico’s immigration policy becamemore restrictionist.
These laws clearly determined whether Middle Eastern immigrants could
enter the country and, once in Mexico, how they would earn their living.
In October 1929 the Mexican Consulate in Beirut prepared a report ex-

amining Syro-Lebanese immigration to Mexico and the impact of the 1927
law. This report concluded that the law had not been particularly effective
for several reasons. To begin with, the problems of spelling and pronun-
ciation between Spanish and Arabic often led to duplicate passports and
confusion in reporting immigrants.176 The report also noted that the 1927
law was ‘‘ambiguous’’ regarding bringing spouses back to Mexico and left
room for interpretation.177 If the immigrant was legal, then technically he
or she could bring back his or her spouse toMexico.Mexican officials were
also concerned about illegal immigration. The third aspect of the report
expressed concern about how the immigrants were obtaining their 10,000
pesos to enter Mexico. Consulate Officer Gaspar O. Almanza noted that
certain individuals were taking advantage of the gullibility of the Lebanese
by offering to obtain illegal documents for them for 300 pesos. Coinciden-
tally, the person named for running this business was Alejandro Attié,178

who was most likely the same Alejandro Athié of Hidalgo who was not
paying his taxes. Finally, there were doubts about whether the Secretary
of the Interior in Mexico or the Consulate Office in Beirut was ultimately
responsible for deciding whether an immigrant was to emigrate. This de-
tailed report underscores the Mexican problem of handling both the immi-
grant population residing in Mexico and those intending to migrate from
Lebanon.
The evidence from the1920s demonstrates that theMiddle Eastern com-

munity continued to gain momentum and visibility in Mexican society.
As many Mexican citizens became frustrated with the Middle Easterners’
presence both for legitimate deals as well as perceived evils,Middle Eastern
immigrants successfully employed the French Consulate to mediate their
situations. As part of the French protectorate,179 the immigrants would
write the French Consulate asking for its intervention on their behalf. How
active the French Consulate was in protecting the Middle Easterners is un-
clear; however, I would suggest that the symbolic French role tempered the
Mexican government’s responses. As a result, the Middle Eastern immi-
grants had some credible standing against the Mexican complaints.
Many Mexican citizens nevertheless felt that foreigners were not help-

ing native-bornMexicans or the country and should be deported. Although
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Obregón made a gesture toward theMiddle Eastern community, the Calles
machine still aimed to prohibit immigration. The 1927 decree, which fol-
lowed the U.S. quota laws from 1921 to 1924,180 appeased the U.S. gov-
ernment interest in Mexico’s own border controls. Yet, the active Mexican
Embassy in Beirut in the 1920s showed Middle Eastern influence in Mexi-
can political circles as well as profound concern over continuing Middle
Eastern immigration. It appears that Mexican policy makers were caught
between responding to their constituents and appreciating the cheaper
goods and services provided by the Middle Eastern merchants. Thus, al-
though Middle Easterners were not particularly well liked, some such as
Alejandro Athié/Attié and José Helú successfully positioned themselves in
Mexican development and competed internationally.
In the Laguna, the largest influx of Middle Eastern immigrants to the

region occurred during the post-revolutionary period. More than 50 per-
cent of the Middle Eastern immigrants who came to the region arrived and
settled there between 1920 and 1929, with thirty-four immigrants going to
Gómez Palacio and seventy to Torreón.181 The increase in the Middle East-
ern population, combined with French and British occupation of Greater
Syria, mobilized many of the first-generation Middle Eastern immigrants
into celebrating their fraternal unity. As the Mexican nation struggled to
rebuild itself, the early immigrants along with the newer immigrants began
creating a sense of Arab consciousness.

Concluding Comments

The early sojourners’ network established an infrastructure for Middle
Easterners to provide the necessary food and arms to the various revolu-
tionary factions. While fighting occurred in many parts of Mexico, some
Middle Eastern immigrants perished, some amassed large profits, and
others just managed to survive. Their ability to overcome the chaos of the
Revolution helped them position their foreign merchant status during the
1920s as had earlier generations of immigrants in the Mexican nation. As
the Ottoman Empire collapsed, the French occupied Syria and Lebanon,
and the British controlled Palestine, Middle Eastern immigrant identities
changed.Ottoman subjects (turcos) were transformed into the colonial sub-
jects of the French and British, and yet a sense of Arab identity grew.Many
Middle Eastern immigrants in Mexico emerged as los árabes.
As the Middle Eastern community grew in the 1920s, Mexican citi-

zens became increasingly uncomfortable with the presence and market-
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ing endeavors of these immigrants and voiced opposition. The result was
that foreigners and immigrants, once the symbols of Porfirian progress, be-
came the scapegoats of theMexican Revolution and post-revolutionary na-
tion building. However, theMexican tradition of having foreign merchants
combined with a porous U.S.-Mexican border enabled the Middle East-
erners to continue with their commercial activities. With increased migra-
tion, the reunification of Middle Eastern families signaled their long-term
settlement in Mexico, even while some migrated to the United States. The
commitment of those who stayed in Mexico would provide the basis for a
permanent Lebanese Mexican community and the construction of foreign
citizens.



CHAPTER 5

Middle Eastern Immigrants and Foreigners in
Post-Revolutionary Mexico

During the 1930s, Mexican citizens manifested ambivalent attitudes
about immigrants and specifically Middle Easterners. As in earlier
immigration periods, Middle Eastern immigrants and their chil-

dren responded by positioning themselves as foreign citizens in Mexican
society. As I have shown in earlier chapters, the historical record presents
only a somewhat linear trajectory of Middle Eastern immigrants arriving
as turco peddlers, becoming Middle Eastern merchants, and evolving into
Syro-Lebanese store owners.1 Although many in the community followed
this path, not all did. Individual narratives and general patterns combine
and overlap. Anomalies, however, are difficult to document. In this chap-
ter therefore I explore how some Middle Eastern immigrants responded
to events in the Middle East by constructing liminal identities, such as
declaring themselves Syro-Lebanese or reporting disjunctive birthplaces
and nationalities. ‘‘Syro-Lebanese’’ can be a translation of sirio-libanés,
which is used in Argentina and Brazil and in most of the Mexican immi-
gration records. The term entered common parlance between the 1920s
and 1940s as Lebanon and Syria established political identities. Following
World War II and the creation of Israel, these identities become layered
with complexity, as we will see in this chapter.
Although the 1930s were marked by ongoing anti-foreign sentiments,

Middle Eastern immigrants and their descendants registered withMexican
authorities and began the process of naturalization.Mexican policy makers
struggled to control the influx and activities of foreigners and to appease
the Mexican populace’s concern with Middle Eastern business practices.
In 1932 Mexican policy makers decided to manage the immigrant popula-
tion through immigrant registration. Foreigners were obligated to appear
before authorities of the Mexican Migration Department and to show per-
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sonal identification papers. The registration policy forced Middle Eastern-
ers to declare themselves foreigners irrespective of their length of residence
in Mexico. Policy makers thus perpetuated the ‘‘foreign citizen’’ paradigm
whereby an immigrant could maintain multiple identities while becoming
part of the Mexican nation. Furthermore, events surrounding the regis-
tration in the 1930s laid the groundwork for the formation of the Leban-
ese community in the 1940s. Letters complaining about Middle Easterners
offer insights into the dynamics between Mexican citizens and the post-
revolutionary presidencies.
The presidencies of Pascual Ortíz Rubio and Abelardo Rodríguez con-

tinued President Plutarco Elías Calles’ policy of restricting Middle Eastern
immigration. During the same period, the number of letters of complaint
from Mexican citizens about Middle Easterners substantially increased,
especially during Lázaro Cárdenas’ presidency. Cárdenas’ populist style
combined with his perceived ability to stand up to foreigners, such as the
American and British oil interests in 1938,2 created an expectation that he
could handle foreigners.

Pressures from the United States

As post-revolutionary governments took shape in Mexico in the 1920s and
1930s, the U.S. government began repatriating Mexicans. ‘‘According to
figures attributed to the U.S. Labor Department and cited by El Univer-
sal, on August 22, 1932, 2,000,000 Mexicans had returned home during
the past fifteen months.’’3 The newly repatriated Mexicans raised issues
of how to deal with Mexico’s own immigrant populations, especially in
light of how Mexicans were being treated by their North American neigh-
bor. As the post-revolutionary regimes struggled with foreign policy ques-
tions, these regimes also sought ways to handle immigration as a domestic
issue.
Theworld Depression in the1930s and more stringent immigration laws

in the Americas led to a decrease inMiddle Eastern immigration toMexico,
yet the U.S. government remained concerned about smuggling operations
in Mexico. On January 29, 1934, the Conference of American and Mexi-
can Immigration Officers met in El Paso, Texas, to discuss various pro-
posals. Prior to the meeting, D. W. MacCormack, U.S. commissioner of
immigration, cabled Washington, D.C.: ‘‘We have much to gain in estab-
lishing friendly relations withMexican immigration officials and in obtain-
ing their cooperation direct or through their government in preventing alien
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smuggling.’’4 The Chamber of Commerce also wrote and suggested that
‘‘Europeans, Asiatics or other aliens residing in Mexico desiring to visit
the United States should not be made subject to passport restrictions and
should be entitled to the crossing card privilege on the same basis as Mexi-
cans should be entitled to it and for the same reasons.’’5 Apparently, many
European businessmen residing in Mexico had found it impossible to visit
American border cities on legitimate buying trips because of an inability to
produce current passports. The United States was particularly concerned
about corruption among Mexican Customs guards. A U.S. consular report
from Ciudad Juárez in June 1934 notes:

Our border patrol is probably attributable to the tightening down on
Mexican Custom Guards by the present Mexican Collector of Customs at
Ciudad Juárez. It was rumored, and probably had some foundation, that
at the time of the informal meeting [January 1934] when the situation was
so bad, that Mexican Customs Guards were frequently aiding smugglers
in protecting their crossing the river by firing on American patrols from
places of concealment on the Mexican side.6

Following the conference in 1934, the El Paso Herald Post reported that
‘‘nearly100 smugglers since1920, will be discussed directly with theMexi-
can government.’’7The smuggling of aliens and goods remained a pervasive
problem along the U.S.-Mexican border. In September 1940 both El Uni-
versal and Excelsior printed articles describing how certain individuals fal-
sified admissions documents of the Mexican Foreign Service and produced
telegrams dated in Mexico and bearing falsified facsimile signatures of the
functionaries of the genuine secretary. According to the newspaper reports,
the ‘‘trick’’ was discovered in time and foiled, thus keeping those ‘‘undesir-
able’’ immigrants from enteringMexico.8As the U.S. government also pres-
sured Mexico to keep unwanted immigrants from entering Mexico (and
eventually the United States), Mexican officials sought to balance Mexican
national interests against U.S. demands.

Mexico in the 1930s: Controlling Immigration

During the Ortíz Rubio administration (1930–1932), the sre continued to
report on the limitations of the 1927 law that prohibited Middle Eastern-
ers from immigrating to Mexico. In a 1930 consular report from Beirut,
Gaspar O. Almanza noted irregularities in granting permission to emigrate.
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He identified two Lebanese men, Alejandro Attié (discussed in Chapter 4)
and Antonio Letayf, who helped immigrants obtain the necessary docu-
ments for 300 pesos per person. According to Lebanese community docu-
ments, Antonio Letayf was one of themost importantmen in the immigrant
community and a man of much respect, a don.9 Yet according to Mexican
diplomatic records, he was a criminal generating fraudulent documents.
He was also reported as working for the Kuri cousins, who had declared
bankruptcy under dubious circumstances.
The report from Beirut argued against allowing these individuals to im-

migrate into Mexico as arranged by Attié and Letayf. It claimed that the
children were educated to worship money, be secretive, lie, and cheat. It
charged that the Syrian-Lebanese people in general were inculcated in self-
ishness and carried in their blood the need for immediate personal benefit.10

The report described a scenario in which a young Lebanese migrated to
Mexico, changed his last name, naturalized as aMexican, andmade a good
salary but lived without luxuries. After saving his money, he returned to
Lebanon and purchased expensive property. This immigrant then returned
to Mexico to begin the process all over again. The report claimed that an-
other tactic of accumulating wealth was for a Middle Easterner to defraud
Mexicans by purchasing goods on credit and then leaving the country with-
out having paid for those goods. Almanza suggested that the capital re-
quirement of 10,000 pesos was not enough to compensate for the damage
caused by such immigrants.11

Almanza closed the report by saying that the Lebanese could not be
held responsible for these defects; rather their shortcomings were due to
their background and perceived lack of education. Although they were ad-
mittedly physically attractive people, Almanza said that mixing with Arab
blood would spoil the mestizo.12 This stereotype that Middle Easterners
were contaminating the national population was shared by many Mexi-
cans and other Latin Americans. Nancy Leys Stepan notes that Syrians and
Lebanese were seen as ‘‘weighed down by psychic and physical defects.’’13

Registering Middle Eastern Immigrants in 1930s Laguna

The economic success of Middle Easterners in the 1920s fueled anti-Arab
sentiments during the Depression of the 1930s. As the federal government
sought to consolidate its power, the Secretary of the Interior began writ-
ing to the Torreón municipal president to push for order in the region. In
particular, the federal government aimed to get control of the foreign popu-
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lation living in Mexico. From 1930 through 1939, only 3.4 percent of the
Middle Eastern immigrants migrated to the Laguna.
For the federal government, via the Secretary of the Interior, registering

immigrants was one way to better monitor the immigrant population.14 In
March 1932 the Secretary of the Interior ordered municipal governments
to document the specific occupations of its foreigners.15 The Torreón Mu-
nicipal Presidency had Middle Eastern immigrants fill out a specific alien
questionnaire to ascertain their employment and to identify how many em-
ployees worked for immigrants.16

In 1934 the Inspector General of the Police in Torreón wrote to the mu-
nicipal president about the various immigrants.17 In response to tough eco-
nomic times, post-revolutionary reforms, and anti-Arab attitudes, federal
and municipal governments corresponded in the early 1930s to correct,
verify, and clarify information on Middle Eastern immigrants.18

In1934 J. Ignacio Uribe and F. Sifuentes from San Pedro, Coahuila, con-
tacted President Lázaro Cárdenas to have Juan Abusaid expelled for financ-
ing small businesses in a harmful way.19 Although Abusaid was never de-
ported, he apparently made a donation of some of his ‘‘less used’’ lands
in order to avoid expropriation during the Cárdenas administration.20 It
could also be inferred that Abusaid’s gesture was a successful attempt to
temper some of the anti-Arab objections to him and his business practices.
He became a naturalized Mexican citizen in 1938.
In1936 Luis Rodríguez of the FactoryWorkers Clothing Union wrote to

the Governor of Coahuila complaining of Yadala Marcos. Marcos owned
El Venado (The Deer) clothing factory and was accused of savagely hit-
ting workers who demanded their rights.21 The union asked to have her
deported in compliancewith Article 33 of the1917 Constitution. José Ayub
also faced similar charges when the Federation of Municipal Workers of
Matamoros, Coahuila, asked to have him deported for using false forms
and taking advantage of their good faith. They wrote: ‘‘This gracious city
[complains that] enemy José Ayup [sic] tries to surprise you by [using] false
reports, taking advantage of the good faith [of] those signators referred,
we appeal to your correct, esteemed criteria so justice justifies honorable
behavior observed [by] slanderous elements.’’22

This anti-Arab attitude escalated in 1937 with the threat of the Ku Klux
Klan (kkk) coming to Coahuila. A letter from the Syrian, Lebanese, and
Polish colonies indicated that thirty Syrian, Lebanese, and Polish fami-
lies were threatened with grave harm in Nueva Rosita.23 Interestingly, al-
though the kkk threatened to come into Coahuila in1937, Shawn Lay found
that the kkk had been in decline in the El Paso area since 1923.24 Yet the
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Klan was known to be keenly interested in issues of law, order, and social
morality. Through Mexican official R. Medina Guzmán, President Cárde-
nas responded to Alejandro Chaib, José Name, and Owszei Sladownik,
secretaries of the Syrian, Lebanese, and Polish colonies, that hewould guar-
antee their safety by directing the governor of Coahuila to protect them.25

This order to the state government exemplifies how the federal govern-
ment handled many difficult problems. It would order the governor or mu-
nicipal president in a given state to remedy a controversial issue at the same
time that the president would promise to help one or both sides. This inci-
dent not only shows the state-federal government tensions, but it also illus-
trates that the proximity to the United States brought American racialized
ideas on the need to limit certain immigrant populations. The question re-
mains how the kkk knew about a small community of Syrian, Lebanese,
and Polish families in Nueva Rosita. Did disgruntledMexican workers and
merchants contact the kkk? Did successful Middle Eastern immigrants an-
tagonize white Americans in their border dealings? Or could it have been
an imagined threat?
In July 1937 the Diario Oficial announced the need to protect Mexican

merchants and the request of the federal government for the cooperation
of the municipal governments.26 A few days later, the National Chamber
of Commerce and Industry of Torreón (Cámara Nacional de Comercio e
Industria de Torreón) wrote the various municipal and federal government
agencies complaining that immigrants were violating the law and were
making Mexican middle and lower classes poorer.27 By August 1937 the
Torreón Municipal Presidency instituted its own registry to comply with
the request of the Secretary of the Interior. This additional registry also
served to confirm that all immigrants had F14 immigrant cards issued by
the National Registry of Foreigners.28

According to Torreón municipal government records, a total of 567
aliens—200 Chinese, 150 Spaniards, 84 Middle Easterners, 43 Americans,
37 Germans, 8 Greeks, and others—were registered in 1938.29 Nearly 87
percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants in Torreón were merchants in
1938, and of those 74 merchants, 26 had Mexican employees. Jacobo Zar-
zar recorded having 25 Mexican employees. The predominance of Middle
Eastern immigrants as merchants differs from the immigrant registration
from 1930 through 1939, a decade when 45 percent of all the Middle East-
erners identified themselves as being in commerce (Table 8). The Laguna
Middle Easterners were notably more inclined toward the trading profes-
sion as compared to their paisanos dispersed throughout Mexico.
The concern with foreign merchants continued with letters to President
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Cárdenas. The Veracruz Union of Small Peddlers complained that some
foreigners were unscrupulous and the country needed to exterminate the
‘‘plague of the Jews,’’ who were making them poor and dishonorable.30

This ‘‘plague of Jews’’ probably referred to all Middle Eastern merchants,
including Middle Eastern Jews and non-Jews alike. The Veracruz Union
wrote: ‘‘We hope that you continue your patriotic and purging work until
exterminating that plague of Jews that discredits us, makes us poor, and
dishonors us.’’31 The letter also noted that the practice of selling in abonos
hurt the poor and harmed the Mexican economy. Manuel Sánchez Cuen of
the Secretaría de la Economía Nacional wrote in1938 that Middle Eastern-
ers controlled the clothing market and employed Mexicans as servants.32

The Nationalist Committee of Nueva Rosita complained thatMiddle East-
erners charged five or six times the value of an article and that they sucked
the small economy (chupan las pocas economías).33These letters claimed that
Middle Easterners were violating Article123, which provided for equal pay
for equal work regardless of nationality. The concerns resulted in a policy
that required all foreigners to go through the federal government in order
to naturalize.
By 1939 those wishing to naturalize had to go directly to the sre in

Mexico City to register.34 This policy to take alien registration and natu-
ralization from the municipalities and states and to put these functions in
the hands of the federal government coincides with Cárdenas’ overall drive
to concentrate more power in the central government. It is also similar to
U.S. immigration policy that increasingly put immigration under federal
jurisdiction in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.35 A few
months later, the sre wrote again, asking about the availability of cotton
in order to supply a French request.36Despite intentions to temper regional
independence, the Laguna remained a powerful economic force inMexico,
challenging the federal government’s desire to centralize its power.
Written exchanges in the 1930s reflect tensions between the municipal

and federal governments and how officials struggled to handle the immi-
grant populations. The Secretary of the Interior would write the Torreón
municipal president for additional information on Middle Eastern immi-
grants, and the Torreón municipal president would consistently reply that
Middle Easterners were upstanding and valuable communitymembers.The
municipal government sided with Middle Eastern immigrants, who pro-
vided the necessary goods and services to spur development in the Laguna.
Meanwhile, the federal government attempted to respond to middle-class
concerns by establishing specific procedures and regulations for the immi-
grants to naturalize, thereby hoping to deter further migration and natu-
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ralization. Ultimately, it appears that Middle Easterners and the various
Torreónmunicipal presidencies were able to outmaneuver the various presi-
dential administrations.37 Not only did Middle Eastern immigrants stay in
the Laguna, but they naturalized and continued as foreign citizens in their
economic and political activities to support both of their patrias.

Immigrants, Complaints, and Restriction

The dynamics present in the Laguna correspond to the widespread pat-
terns of complaint and restriction concerning Middle Eastern immigrants
in Mexico during the 1930s. For their part, pro-Middle Eastern interest
groups began pressuring the Mexican government to act on their behalf.
The Congress of Syro-Arab Associations for Independence (Congreso de
las Asociaciones Siro-Árabes Pro Independencia) based in Buenos Aires,
Argentina, even petitioned the sre in February 1931 to advocate indepen-
dence for the Arab peoples in the Middle East. The letter detailed foreign
aggression against Middle Easterners and asked that Mexico advocate for-
eign withdrawal from the Levant.38No response was found in the records;
however, these records do show that the Middle Eastern community sup-
ported a free Lebanon in 1943 and 1944, illustrating their political connec-
tions as well as their sense of community consciousness.
At the other end of the political spectrum with a domestic focus, the

Mexico City National Chamber of Commerce (Cámara Nacional de Co-
mercio de la Ciudad de México) wrote the Secretary of the Interior com-
plaining of Middle Eastern merchants falsely declaring bankruptcy.39 The
complaint corroborated Gapsar O. Almanza’s 1930 report from Beirut that
Middle Eastern immigrants were taking advantage of Mexicans’ trust and
goodwill. This particular letter from the Chamber of Commerce identified
Antonio Cid of Progreso, Yucatán, and Halim B. Nassar of Irapuato, Gua-
najuato.40 The president of the Junta de Administración Civil de Irapuato
defended Halim Nassar, saying he was honest and hardworking.41 The mu-
nicipal president said that Cid also was a man of good behavior and not
known to have any vices.42 Although resolutions to these cases were not re-
corded, they mark the beginning of a decade of citizens claiming injustices
committed against them by Middle Eastern immigrants.
In this context, in 1932 the Mexican government established a National

Registry of Foreigners over fifteen years of age. All were obligated to ap-
pear before the proper authorities and show their personal identification
papers.43 Growing anti-foreign sentiment, combined with the Depression,
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gave Middle Eastern immigrants the incentive to register with the Mexi-
canMigration Department, where they could become ‘‘legal’’ and begin the
process of naturalization. In complying with the new law, the municipal
president of Mazatlán, Sinaloa, issued a notice to aliens in January 1932.
The notice stated that ‘‘only Chinese, Russians, Syrians, Czechoslovaks,
Hungarian, Bulgarian, and Turks . . . have been given a period of 15 days
in which to present their immigration documents to the Municipal Au-
thorities.’’44 Non-compliance would be considered an act of disobedience,
although the law did not mention any specific punishment. However, the
strong language helped push adherence to the law. Of the Middle Eastern
immigrants who registered, 72 percent did so between 1930 and 1933, and
89 percent registered between 1930 and 1939.
Despite the laws of 1927 and 1932, Mexicans continued to complain

about Middle Easterners in letters to government officials. In San Luis
Potosí, an organization called the National Block of Defense Pro Patria
(Bloque Nacionalista de Defensa Pro Patria) was established to control
Mexican commerce and industry by Mexicans and to prevent the ‘‘degen-
eration of the race’’ by Asians, particularly the Chinese. The organization’s
first tenet was: ‘‘To ask for the expedition of a law that will restrain the im-
migration of Turkish, Syrian-Lebanese, Czechoslovakians, Poles, and Jews,
or of any nationalities of the many that are invading the markets with seri-
ous injury to the National commerce.’’45 This organization was one of sev-
eral groups that aimed to publicly impedeMiddle Easterners and their eco-
nomic activities.
During Aberlardo Rodríguez’s administration (1932–1934), the Com-

mittee for Race (Comité Pro-Raza) began a letter-writing campaign asking
the president to put a quota on the number of ‘‘exotic’’ races permitted
into Mexico.46 The Committee for Race circulated a detailed constitu-
tion in October 1933 stating that the invasion of little-desired immigrants
such as the Chinese, Turks, Arabs, and Lithuanians ought to be curbed
because of their payment schemes and mafia connections.47 In November
1933, five hundred people in Santiago Ixcuintla, Nayarit, demonstrated to
protest against foreign merchants, in particular against the Chinese.48Dur-
ing this same month, telegrams to the president from the Committee for
Race in Guasave, Sinaloa, Chihuahua, Chihuahua, and Mexico City de-
scribed demonstrations of up to eight hundred people protesting the influx
of undesirable immigrants.49

In February 1934 Rodríguez extended the ban on immigrants who had
fewer than 10,000 pesos, except for those with approved technical skills;
those skills were to be determined by the Secretary of the Economy. Inves-
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tors with the minimal capital of 20,000 pesos and interested only in agri-
cultural and industrial businesses were allowed, but nobody interested in
commerce (de ningún modo comerciales) was to be permitted.50 In response
to economic dislocations and discontented citizen groups, the president
strove to curb Middle Eastern immigration.
Despite Rodríguez’ efforts, the Turkish government complained to the

Mexican government about its acceptance of Turkish citizens who had not
obtained permission to migrate. Although the Mexican government had
signed a FriendshipTreaty withTurkey in1927 to continue trading between
both countries,51 by 1934 the Turks believed the Mexicans were violating
the spirit of the agreement. In November 1927 the Turkish Embassy issued
its first complaint that Mexico was already in violation of the treaty. Sub-
sequently, the Turkish government suspended visas to Mexican citizens.52

TheTurkish government argued that since1900,many people hadmigrated
toMexicowith Turkish passports or declared themselves Turkish and were
able to acquire Mexican citizenship, particularly Jews from Istanbul, An-
drinople (Edirne), Kirklar-Eli, Izmir, Los Dardenelos (Chanak-kale) and
Silivri. Since many of the emigrants first went to the Mexican Consul in
NewYork, theTurkish government requested that theMexicans not extend
passports to those Jews who were registered as Turkish citizens.53

In response to the Turks’ complaint and U.S. pressures, the regulations
to enterMexico appeared to tighten. A1934 shipping document explaining
Mexican immigration regulations, particularly the rights to a tourist card,
stated:

[S]pecial permission had been granted by Mexican Immigration Authori-
ties to this [unnamed shipping] Company to issue a Tourist Card to first
cabin passengers, 15 years or older, purchasing roundtrip tickets, who are
entering Mexico solely for sightseeing purposes (except to Ministers of
the Gospel and foreigners of origin Syrian, Lebanon, Armenian, Palestine,
Arabian, and Turkish, whose entrance into Mexico is prohibited.)54

These restrictions in obtaining a Mexican tourist card were an attempt to
appease the Turkish government’s concern about the unauthorized migra-
tion of Turkish Jews, who could easily enter Mexico via New York. How-
ever, it is more likely that the restrictions aimed to curb Middle Eastern
immigrants altogether.
In the face of rising xenophobia and international pressures, Middle

Easterners in Mexico began lobbying the Mexican government. Julián
Slim, President of the Lebanese Chamber of Commerce, wrote to the
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president requesting clemency and justice in reference to the expulsion
of Lebanese Luis Ferrer.55 Five days after sending this note, José Magro
Soto responded, saying that the Secretary of the Interior was reviewing
the situation.56 The quick response suggests that the Lebanese Chamber of
Commerce and Julián Slim commanded sufficient economic power to get
the attention of Mexican political elites.
This emerging political power of the Middle Eastern community ex-

tended beyond Mexico. A Brazilian journalist wrote asking the president’s
opinion of the progressive Syrian colony and its cooperation with the prog-
ress and civilization of Mexico.57 The tone of this letter indicates that Mid-
dle Easterners in Brazil were becoming increasingly prominent.58 Although
the letter does not appear to have received a response, it demonstrates that
Middle Easterners were becoming more united and determined to posi-
tion themselves as a community not only in Brazil but also throughout the
Americas. As a result, President Lázaro Cárdenas sought to strike a politi-
cal balance between Mexican citizens and Middle Eastern immigrants.
The popular administration of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934–1940) con-

structed an image of fulfilling many of the revolutionary promises, such as
land distribution and nationalization of the oil industry.59However, schol-
ars debate the degree to which he challenged foreign investors and im-
migrant populations. In breaking from the Jefe Máximo, President Plu-
tarco Elías Calles, Cárdenas went to the people. As a populist, he appeared
to successfully address citizens’ concerns and orchestrate power within a
single political party.60 As Cárdenas sought to consolidate political power,
right-wing newspapers such as El Hombre Libre urged the Labor Depart-
ment to visit ‘‘the different stores headed by Syrian-Lebanese and the rest
of that Jewish plague who invaded our dear fatherland, to practice disloyal
competition in commerce, industry and even in the most humble activity,
that of tamale sales.’’61 Another right-wing newspaper, Omega, noted that
‘‘one cannot find a place [on the streets of Mexico City] where one does
not trip over a Chinese, an Arab, a Jew, or another foreigner, swarming
the plazas and markets, and even engaging in such traditionally national
pastimes as the sale of lemonade, candies and other items.’’62 Such right-
wing elements not only vilified foreigners but also set the context in which
Cárdenas began his tenure.
In October 1935 the sre prepared a study examining foreigners’ ac-

quisition of property in Mexico. The study reiterated Article 27 of the
1917 Constitution, which stated that only Mexicans born in Mexico or
naturalized Mexicans had the right to acquire property.63 The study also
underscored that publicly traded Mexican companies had the ability to ac-
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quire unlimited urban properties, suggesting that theMexican government
struggled to curtail foreign acquisitions in Mexico.64 At the same time, the
Mexican government needed foreign investment in order to maintain its
reform programs. This attempt to balance national interests of generating
revenue for the state against sacrificing Mexican sovereignty plagued the
Cárdenas administration.
Meanwhile, cases against Middle Eastern immigrants continued. In De-

cember 1935 the National Chamber of Commerce and Industry noted that
Jewish and Arab immigrants were falsely declaring bankruptcies and were
showing a lack of ethics in their businesses in León, Guanajuato.65 In April
and July1936 the Union ofMexicanMerchants and Industrialists of Aguas-
calientes asked President Cárdenas to look at the ‘‘immoral’’ commercial
practices ofMiddle Eastern immigrants that included changing their names
to avoid the law.66 The Aguascalientes union wrote Cárdenas again in July
insisting that he combat Middle Easterners and push the public to conduct
business through Mexican establishments.67

In response, the Population Lawof1936 (LeyGeneral de Población1936)
aimed to resolve fundamental demographic problems by establishing and
maintaining more comprehensive records on the immigration and repatria-
tion of foreigners.68This law prohibited the entrance of alcoholics, drug ad-
dicts, prostitutes, anarchists, and salaried foreign workers. It also banned
the exercise of commercial activities by foreigners except when such ac-
tivity was necessary.69 Although the law did not explicitly mention Middle
Easterners, it clearly attempted to restrict Middle Eastern merchants and
regain ‘‘Mexico for Mexicans.’’70

With this post-revolutionary emphasis on Mexico for Mexicans, letters
from Veracruz, Mexico City, Chihuahua, and Chiapas called for increased
restrictions onMiddle Eastern immigrants. In September1937 the Union of
Mexican Merchants and Industrialists of Veracruz asked for a law to stop
foreigners (Chinese, Japanese, Poles, Jews, and the rest) from peddling be-
cause they were charging 300 percent more for the value of the goods by
using payment in installments, abonos.71 The letter claimed that the abono
system was hurting the small-scale Mexican merchants who were trying to
compete. The group advocated a complete halt to the migration of these
immigrants.72

President Cárdenas also received a letter accusing the Middle Easterner
Cherif Kassem of exploitingMexicanworkers inMexico City. Kassemwas
said to have entered Mexico on a tourist visa and then to have remained
in order to open a store. He was charged with having various young ladies
working for fifteen or more hours a day and for less than minimum wage.73
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He was also supposedly the landlord of a house in which the renters suf-
fered from poor living conditions and were forced to pay a doorman 55
pesos daily.74 The letter recommended deporting Cherif Kassem, illustrat-
ing how Mexicans were expressing their discontent with Middle Eastern
immigrants. The unidentified writer further claimed that Kassem was ex-
ploiting Mexican women. Once again, these themes reinforce the notion
that foreigners were not to be trusted with Mexican women, and therefore
action needed to be taken against them.
In Chihuahua, the Workers Union Chamber of the City of Juárez (Cá-

mara Sindical Obrera de Ciudad Juárez) wrote Cárdenas inNovember1937
asking for a prohibition against Jews, Arabs, and Japanese who dedicated
themselves to selling fruit and other articles.75 The presence of these for-
eigners, the group argued, created unfair competition for Mexican mer-
chants. In addition to the competition, the fruits, vegetables, and meat sold
by foreigners carried ‘‘contagious diseases’’ that could infect Mexicans.76

This notion of foreigners carrying diseases that ‘‘threaten the health of the
nation’’ by infectingMexican food demonstrates the extent towhichMexi-
cans resented foreigners.77 In June 1938 the National Alliance of Chihua-
huans sent a letter to the president complaining that the numerous for-
eigners, especially those in commerce, were monopolists.78 Many citizens
in Chihuahua found the immigrants to be unacceptable. Although it is dif-
ficult to document precise numbers, U.S. ins records further suggest that
many undocumented immigrants from the Middle East resided in Chihua-
hua, often waiting to cross the border into the United States.
On the southern border in the state of Chiapas, the same concern was

voiced with regard to foreign merchants. In a letter to the president in
November 1939, citizens asked that the government put a stop to unde-
sirable immigrants and their commercial activities, which were displacing
Mexican merchants.79 Despite these various requests, it does not appear
that these complaints resulted in any further legislative changes.
Governments elsewhere in Latin America likewise adopted restrictions

on Middle Eastern immigrants. Guatemala,80 El Salvador,81 and Nicara-
gua82 began implementing legislation aimed against Arab, Turkish, Syrian,
Lebanese, and Palestinian immigrants, in some cases prohibiting them from
engaging in commercial activities. The Honduran government went so far
as to say that Arab immigrants should only be allowed to do agricultural
work.83 The Colombian government instituted even more rigorous require-
ments for Middle Easterners in 1937.84 In the most severe restriction, Bo-
livia issued ordinances forbidding consuls to consider visa applications
from Semite candidates in April and May 1940.
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These restrictions illustrate the extensive prejudices that Middle East-
ern immigrants faced in coming to the Americas. Brazil, Argentina, and
the United States were the largest recipients of Middle Eastern immigrants,
and each set its own rigid barriers. Inspired by U.S. immigration policies,
the1937 Brazilian Constitution introduced a quota of 2 percent per nation-
ality for those who had entered the country between 1884 and 1933.85 Ac-
cording to Jeffrey Lesser, in June 1937 Brazilian President Getúlio Vargas
authorized Secret Circular1,127, which ‘‘prohibited the concession of visas
to persons of ‘Semitic origin.’ ’’86 Lesser suggests that the term ‘‘Semites’’
conflated Jews and Arabs, with the policy aim of reducing both Jewish and
Arab emigration to Brazil.
Cárdenas, similar to Vargas in his populist style, did not take such ex-

trememeasures in immigration policy. Rather, he stressedMexican nation-
alism, a sense of social justice, and a very centralized state apparatus that
built upon the strength of a single political party, the prm (Partido Revo-
lucionario Mexicano).87 This newly constructed Mexico became more na-
tionalistic and anti-foreign, which helps explain the many letters to the
Mexican government complaining of Middle Eastern immigrants. Like its
Latin American neighbors, Mexico sought to enact laws to restrict immi-
gration. However, as in all immigration debates, laws needed to be en-
forced to act as deterrents. The letters therefore signified not only the xeno-
phobic attitudes at that time toward Middle Eastern immigrants but also
the Mexican government’s ambivalence about enforcing the existing laws.
Cárdenas also grappled with the question of how to deal with the Span-

ish Civil War and the rise of General Francisco Franco. Fearing the spread
of fascism, he supported the Spanish Republic and refugees of the Civil
War. In January1939 theMexican government officially welcomed Spanish
refugees and formed a special commission to help accommodate them.88

Between 1939 and 1942, some 12,000 Spanish Republicans resettled in
Mexico, and by 1943, almost 30 percent of them had acquired Mexican
citizenship.89 His treatment of the Spanish refugees reflects how Cárdenas
worked within the international theater. Cárdenas continued to give Span-
ish Republicans and leftists special treatment as foreigners in accordance
with precedent, which suggests that political refugees such as the defeated
Spanish left had acquired a certain legitimacy that others lacked and were
welcomed by ruling Mexican ‘‘revolutionaries.’’ Unlike Middle Easterners,
the Spanish were seen as a race more similar to the Mexicans and therefore
desirable.90

As Cárdenas and Mexican policy makers struggled to define the Mexi-
can nation for Mexicans, Syria and Lebanon sought independence from
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the French Mandate. After decades of Mexican residency and xenopho-
bic backlashes, many immigrants decided to naturalize. Although they be-
came Mexican citizens, some still clung to their regional and ethnic roots
in Lebanon and Syria, thus becoming foreign citizens. The Middle Eastern
immigrants’ ability to become Mexican while retaining their foreign iden-
tity enabled some members—in particular the wealthy, Christian elite from
Lebanon—to in turn create a unique Lebanese Mexican identity.

Syria and Lebanon on the Eve of WWII

As Mexicans wrestled with issues surrounding foreigners in their midst,
the French Mandate faced resistance movements throughout Syria in the
1920s. In 1925 Homs and Damascus were in full revolt against the French,
so in October 1925 the French bombed Damascus for forty-eight hours.
Despite the bombing, the revolt lasted until 1927, two years. Roughly
6,000 Syrians died, and a new Syrian political organization, the National
Bloc, emerged. The National Bloc consisted of many nationalists from the
Ottoman period who called for independence and territorial integrity for
Greater Syria. Although they demanded French withdrawal, the leaders of
the National Bloc wanted to retain their dominant local positions. There-
fore, they presented themselves as intermediaries to the French, much like
they did during the Ottoman Empire.
In 1930 France imposed its own constitution on Syria, rejecting the

Syrian Constituent Assembly’s constitution in 1929. The 1930 constitution
upheld France’s role as the mandate authority and prevented Syria from
adopting any measures that might infringe on French Mandate privileges.
Although Syrian presidents and primeministers held office and Syrian legis-
latures met in annual sessions, French power to veto legislation left the Syri-
ans with little ability to self-govern. In1936 a treaty was drafted by the Na-
tional Bloc, which prepared itself to assume power of a semi-independent
country. However, in 1938 the National Bloc’s coalition unraveled. The
French refused to ratify the Franco-Syrian treaty, and Syria remained under
French control. In 1939 the high commissioner suspended the Syrian con-
stitution, dissolved the parliament, and reestablished the autonomy of the
Alawite and Druze states.
Lebanon, with its pro-FrenchMaronite community, was more receptive

to the mandate than Syria. As they did in Syria, the French retained much
control over Lebanon’s domestic and international affairs. The French high
commissioner also had the right to dissolve parliament and suspend the
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constitution, both of which he did in 1932 and again in 1939. Despite the
restrictions, Lebanon was provided with a constitutional framework that
allowed for electoral politics and some measure of self-government.
During the1930s the conflicting aspirations of the Christian andMuslim

communities framed Lebanese politics, and national leaders needed to per-
suade the communities to work together. Maronite politician Emile Eddé
was premier and served as president of Lebanon from 1936 to 1941. He
believed that the purpose of Lebanon was to preserve the Maronite domi-
nance and to link Lebanon’s interests with those of France. Despite Eddé’s
distrust of Muslims, he appointed Khayr al-Din al-Ahdab, a Sunni Mus-
lim, as his prime minister. This appointment established the principle that
the president of the republic would be a Maronite, and the prime minis-
ter a Sunni Muslim. The appointment of al-Ahdab also prompted Muslim
leaders to realize that it was more beneficial towork within the system than
to remain outside it.
In 1936 French and Lebanese representatives agreed on a treaty similar

to the one that France and Syria had agreed upon but that the French cham-
ber refused to ratify. As a result, Lebanon failed to achieve independence.
At the onset of WorldWar II, the high commissioner once again suspended
the Lebanese constitution and dissolved the parliament. While Lebanon
achieved independence in 1943, Syria had to await the end ofWorldWar II.

Profile of Middle Eastern Immigrants to Mexico in the 1930s

With the French Mandate in the Levant during the 1930s and increased
immigration restrictions in the United States and Mexico, Middle Eastern
emigration decreased. Between1930 and1939, only 585Middle Eastern im-
migrants and resident foreign nationals registered in Mexico, compared to
3,657 in the previous decade.This significant reduction can be attributed to
the world Depression and the fact that less money was circulating among
the Middle Eastern community. Of the 585 immigrants, 62 percent were
men and 38 percent were women. As in the 1920s migration, the immi-
grants tended to be married, although in a smaller proportion (49 percent)
than during the 1920s; roughly 8 percent were widowed; and 43 percent
were single, an increase over the previous decade (Table 9). Single and wid-
owed migrants tended to join family members in Mexico and to work in
family enterprises, demonstrating family reunification to be an important
pattern of migration.
Most of the Middle Eastern immigrants (57 percent) called themselves



126 Immigrants and Foreigners

Lebanese in the 1930s, an increase from 43 percent in the 1920s (Table 2).
However, 63 percent of the immigrants said they were born in Lebanon
(Table 5). This discrepancy between place of birth and nationality could be
explained by the strong Maronite presence in Lebanon in the 1920s and
1930s. It seems probable that someMuslims born in Lebanonweremore in-
clined to call themselves Arabs than Lebanese. As noted earlier, immigrant
registration cards began to be compiled in 1926, which coincides with the
declaration of the Lebanese Republic.The reported identities on immigrant
cards probably reflect the ‘‘Lebanization’’ of Middle Eastern immigrants in
the 1920s and 1930s.
Among the Middle Eastern immigrants in the 1930s, nearly 22 percent

called themselves Syrian (Table 2), with 24 percent saying they were born
in Syria (Table 5). This slight discrepancy could be explained by the French
Mandate altering Syrian borders in the 1930s. A smaller proportion than
before, 8 percent, called themselves sirio-libanés, which also could under-
score the ongoing disjunctions between nationalities and places of birth.
Approximately 8 percent of the immigrants called themselves Arab,

which may have signified attachment to the Middle East through a pan-
Arab identity. It is also possible, however, that some Mexican officials
continued to label anyone from the Middle East as Arab, as opposed to
specifying a declared nationality. Besides the Arab, Syrian, Lebanese, and
Syro-Lebanese nationalities,1.5 percent were Iraqis,1.2 percent were Egyp-
tians, and 0.17 percent were Jordanians, that is, Transjordanians (Table 2).
These variations in identity show the diversity of the Middle Eastern im-
migration to Mexico. A greater proportion than before, 3 percent, were
born in Mexico, and 1.4 percent were born in other American countries
(Table 5), again showing that an Arab identity did not always equate to
being born in the Middle East. Rather, Middle Eastern communities had
proliferated throughout Latin America and the United States and main-
tained ethnic identities.
Emigration from Lebanese cities became more diffuse in the 1930s. Of

the immigrants born in Lebanon, 66 percent came from communities from
which fewer than five emigrants left forMexico in the decade. In the1920s,
59 percent came from Lebanese cities and towns with fewer than twenty
emigrants (Table 3). Most of the immigrants born in Syria migrated from
Aleppo (38 percent) and Damascus (20 percent), and 36 percent came from
communities with fewer than two emigrants (Table 4). Although emigrants
from Syria tended to embark from larger cities compared to emigrants from
Lebanon, a significant number from both Syria and Lebanon also migrated
from towns with fewer emigrants than during the previous decade.
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Of the 585 immigrants, only 45 percent called themselves Catholics, pos-
sibly reflecting a lack of time to convert between their entry into Mexico
and their registration. Since the immigrants were arriving and registering
during this decade, they had less time to choose between maintaining or
changing their religions than earlier immigrants to Mexico had been af-
forded. Jewish immigration declined to19 percent in the1930s, down from
26 percent in the 1920s (Table 6). While 13.5 percent of Middle Eastern
immigrants called themselves Orthodox Christians in the 1930s, only 6.5
percent did so in the 1920s. Although the French Mandate was probably
more stringent on Maronites migrating, 7 percent nonetheless declared
themselvesMaronites.Of theMiddle Eastern immigrants, 5.3 percent were
Druzes and 4.1 percent were Muslims. Those in the ‘‘none’’ and ‘‘other’’
categories could have included Jews, Muslims, or Druzes who felt intimi-
dated or for other reasons chose not to disclose their faith (Table 6).
To a greater extent than in earlier migration phases, modes of trans-

portation changed, as immigrants arriving by boat then moved overland
by trains, cars, and/or buses. This in turn affected how immigrants came
to Mexico and where they arrived and settled. Only 65 percent of Middle
Eastern immigrants in the 1930s used Veracruz as a port of entry, as com-
pared to 85 percent in the 1920s (Table 11). The state of Tamaulipas con-
tinued to be the second main destination, although the primary port of
entry switched from Tampico to Nuevo Laredo in the 1930s. This change
could reflect more immigrants using the land ports of entry along the U.S.
border rather than the port city of Tampico. Of the Middle Eastern immi-
grants, 6 percent obtained their visas in the Mexican Consulate in Beirut,
and 4 percent apparently arrived directly in Mexico City by plane.
After their arrival, roughly 50 percent of Middle Eastern immigrants in

the 1930s settled in Mexico City. As in earlier periods, many also resided
in the states of Veracruz, Yucatán, Puebla, Chihuahua, Nuevo León, Coa-
huila, and Durango (Table 7). What makes this migration phase different
is that many immigrants claimed to be tourists and therefore did not in-
dicate a place of residence. After the 1927 law to stop Middle Eastern im-
migration, manyMiddle Easterners entered Mexico on tourist visas. How-
ever, data on immigrant departures has not been adequately documented
to verify how many immigrants had these visas and how many overstayed
their tourist visas to settle in Mexico.
In the 1930s, 45 percent of Middle Eastern immigrants described them-

selves as being in commerce, and 35 percent stated that they were home-
makers (Table 8).The occupations listed do not reflect substantial increases
in property merchants or employees, suggesting that immigrants did not
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wish to draw much attention to themselves or to their possible commercial
activities. The increase in the number of students to almost 9 percent from
less than 1 percent may also reflect a younger group of Middle Eastern-
ers migrating to be reunited with their families and educated in Mexico,
as well as children born in Mexico. Family reunification enabled the immi-
grants to merge their resources so that often one family member could still
peddle goods in the rural areas while another family member could open
a family store in a more urban area. This phase of family reunification not
only gave the family unit moreworkers, but it also consolidated wealth and
resources within the nuclear and extended family.91

The 1940s Immigration and World War II

DuringWorld War II and Manuel Ávila Camacho’s administration (1940–
1946), immigration continued although Mexican anti-foreign sentiment
was modified.92 TheMiddle Eastern community, through various Lebanese
clubs, began insisting that the Levant region be free of foreign aggression.
Middle Easterners lobbied President Ávila Camacho in 1943 to demand
French withdrawal from Syria and Lebanon.93 Letters from presidents of
Syrian-Lebanese clubs from nearly every Mexican state flooded the presi-
dent’s office, and theMiddle Eastern community repeated the letter-writing
campaign in1944.94These letters showa united immigrant groupmobilized
to participate in Mexican society. After arriving as poor peddlers, within
two decades some were able to make enough money to emerge as powerful
Mexican actors in the 1940s.
President Miguel Alemán (1946–1952) saw immigration as a form of

international collaboration and a mechanism of national development. He
offered hospitality to those foreign populations displaced by the war, in
particular Jewish refugees. However, as with the earlier legal proscriptions,
those admitted had to be able to ‘‘ethnically fuse with national groups.’’95

This clause in the law gave Mexican policy makers latitude to interpret
which ethnic groups would be most useful to the Mexican economy and
nation. According to Article 7 of the 1947 law (Ley General de Población),
the Mexican government ‘‘will facilitate the collective immigration of for-
eigners . . . who are easy to assimilate into our environment, with bene-
fits to the race.’’96 According to Rosa María Meyer and Delia Salazar, the
1947 law aimed to attract immigration of foreign investors, especially those
interested in agricultural industry.97 Economic and ethnic classifications re-
mained firmly codified in Mexican law.
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Meanwhile, other Latin American countries continued to impose simi-
lar restrictions on foreign populations. For instance, Panama’s Constitu-
tion of 1941 banned the immigration of peoples of ‘‘the black race whose
mother tongue is not Spanish, the yellow race and races original from India,
Asia Minor and North Africa.’’98However, despite the discriminatory lan-
guage of other Latin American countries’ laws, the events of World War II
tempered some of the extreme anti-immigrant sentiments in Mexico. As
Mexico profited from war enterprises and economic conditions improved,
xenophobic attitudes decreased. In particular, the war helped both the
Mexican economy and many Middle Easterners’ economic endeavors.

World War II Refugees

The World War II and immediate post-war periods (1940–1951, the year
the immigrant registration records ended) brought slightly more registered
Middle Eastern immigrants to Mexico than had the 1930s. This can be ex-
plained by dissipating anti-Arab sentiments and a more powerful Middle
Eastern lobby within Mexico. Those seeking to leave the Levant needed
to obtain their passports from the French Surete General, whereby the
presidents of Syria and Lebanon were authorized to issue passports as of
March 15, 1942.99 Between 1940 and 1951, 598 Middle Eastern immigrants
migrated to Mexico, among them 59 percent men and 41 percent women.
This period is perhaps the most gender-balanced, possibly indicating that
many of the war refugees were fleeing in family units. The majority (55 per-
cent) of the immigrant population were married, 31 percent were single,
and12 percent werewidowed (Table 9).The consistently highmarriage rate
among the immigrants corresponds to family migration.
The immigrants of this period comprised one of the most religiously

diverse migrations to Mexico. Of the Middle Eastern immigrants, 45 per-
cent called themselves Catholic, and nearly 5 percent were Maronites.
This period saw the highest Arab Jewish migration to Mexico, 30 per-
cent, followed by nearly 7 percent whowere Orthodox Christian. Another
3.9 percent were Muslims, and 2.3 percent were Druzes (Table 6). World
War II clearly caused extensive dislocations for many Middle Easterners
and added more complexity to the configuration of Middle Eastern immi-
grants in Mexico.
Compared to earlier immigration periods, the difference between na-

tionality and place of birth decreased. Of the Middle Eastern immigrants,
56 percent called themselves Lebanese, and 59 percent reported being born
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in Lebanon; 33 percent said they were Syrian, corresponding closely to the
32 percent who were born in Syria. The proportion of immigrants call-
ing themselves sirio-libanés plummeted from 8 percent in the 1930s to a
mere 0.84 percent in the 1940s, reflecting Syrian and Lebanese indepen-
dence movements. Muslims and Druzes might have been more inclined to
call themselves Arab rather than Lebanese; 4 percent of the immigrants
were registered as Arabs, while 0.5 percent were born in Arabia (Table 2).
Migration in this period also included many immigrants from various re-
gions in the Middle East, such as Jordan and Morocco, and other areas of
the world.
A trend similar to that in the 1930s immigration is that the majority (63

percent) of Middle Eastern immigrants born in Lebanon came from com-
munities with fewer than five emigrants (Table 3). In Lebanon, more cities
and towns, such as Douma, Bhamdoun, Ghazir, and Tannourine, began to
emerge as places of departure. These newer locations indicate an extensive
network between Lebanon and Mexico. Middle Eastern immigrants born
in Syria tended to leave from three cities, Aleppo, Damascus, and Homs,
which together accounted for 76 percent of the Syrian-born immigrants
(Table 4).
Where Middle Eastern immigrants entered Mexico reflects the geo-

political changes of the 1940s as well as the boom in air travel. Nearly 10
percent obtained their visas in the Consulate in Beirut, and almost 7 per-
cent processed their paperwork in Jerusalem (Table 11). Others went to
consulates in other countries, such as Havana, to obtain visas to enter
Mexico. Nearly half (47 percent) of all Middle Eastern immigrants from
1940 to 1951 entered at Mexico City, indicating that some arrived by air
(Table 11). Of the immigrants, 8 percent entered through Nuevo Laredo,
Tamaulipas, showing an increase in U.S. border crossings. Less than 3 per-
cent indicated that Veracruz was their place of entry.100 The decrease in
seaports as entrances into Mexico demonstrates the changes in transporta-
tion as well as the use of various consulates that could have functioned as
ports of entry to Mexico. Changes in port cities also reflect global migra-
tion during and soon after World War II.
During that period, settlement information is lacking for more than 75

percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants, though most appear to have
settled in Mexico City (Table 7). The immigrant registration cards indicate
that of the 1.8 percent who reported settling in Veracruz state, most settled
in Orizaba; another 1 percent settled in Nuevo León, specifically in Mon-
terrey. During all immigration periods, Middle Eastern immigrants largely
settled in places with paisanos from their villages or cities in the Middle
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East. This type of regional concentration suggests that the period of im-
migration and occupation did not necessarily determine the immigrants’
settlement process. Rather, the strong ties of family and networks appear to
have played the strongest role in the immigrants’ residence once they were
in Mexico.101

In similar proportions to earlier immigration periods, 44 percent of the
immigrants classified themselves asmerchants. Nearly 38 percent ofMiddle
Eastern immigrants, mostly women, declared themselves homemakers. As
noted earlier, it is highly probable that these homemakers helped in the
family’s commercial activities. Of the immigrants, 4.5 percent were stu-
dents, suggesting that although the first generation often continued with
the family’s occupations, the second and third generations began to pur-
sue other professions (Table 8). The ability to develop other professional
careers was clearly linked to the family’s economic standing.
By the end of the 1940s, some Middle Eastern immigrants had be-

come wealthy entrepreneurs. From approximately 1925 through the 1940s,
Middle Easterners made substantial investments in the textile industry.
While many factories were closing and declaring bankruptcy in1928–1929,
Middle Eastern immigrants acquired bankrupt companies.102 In 1932 there
were twelve Middle Eastern immigrants in the textile industry in Puebla,
and by 1940 there were twenty.103 Middle Eastern immigrants in Puebla,
like their counterparts in the Laguna, had begun as peddlers selling in the
marginal zones and then slowly accumulated enough capital between ped-
dling and their small stores to become industrialists.
For the first time, 2.3 percent of the immigrants identified themselves

as industrialists. Although some Middle Easterners in the 1930s and 1940s
had accumulated sufficient capital to become store owners, only a very
few had become industrialists, as the majority continued in some commer-
cial enterprise.104The rise ofMiddle Eastern industrialists nevertheless cor-
responds to the constructed Lebanese Mexican history whereby Middle
Eastern immigrants began as peddlers, later became merchants and store
owners, and eventually emerged as an elite minority of industrialists.
The World War II refugees and post-war immigrants had different ex-

periences in obtaining visas, in transportation, and in settling in Mexico.
The early Middle Eastern immigrants struggled to position themselves in
Mexican society as legitimate suppliers and eventual Mexican citizens,
while immigrants in the 1940s participated differently in Mexican society,
often joining as foreign citizens almost upon arrival inMexico and encoun-
tering a more welcoming Mexico with established ethnic networks to help
them in their settlement process.
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Concluding Comments

As in earlier periods, Mexican policy makers struggled to both control for-
eigners and appease the Mexican populace about Middle Eastern business
practices. The registration policy made Middle Easterners declare them-
selves foreigners while at the same time enabling them to acquire citizen-
ship. Inadvertently, policy makers perpetuated the ‘‘foreign citizen’’ para-
digm whereby outsiders maintained multiple identities while joining the
Mexican nation. With registration, Mexicans treated Middle Easterners
in confusing and often contradictory ways. In the 1930s, Mexican citizens
wrote the federal government asking for economic help by demanding the
expulsion of Middle Eastern immigrants. Letters from citizens, Chambers
of Commerce, and state governments demonstrate a nation searching for
a way to control its immigrant populations. The new post-revolutionary
regime tried to contain the Middle Eastern problem through restricted im-
migration policies; however, subsequent letters of complaint indicate that
the enforcement of immigration laws remained variable.
Although many Middle Eastern immigrants secured legal status and

citizenship in the late 1930s and early 1940s, some of the immigrants
still faced socioeconomic marginalization and discrimination. Mexican
citizens often excluded Middle Easterners from the mainstream,105 help-
ing establish Middle Easterners as permanent ethnic minorities.106 Some
of the wealthy Middle Easterners then used the ‘‘foreign’’ label and mi-
nority status to differentiate themselves from Mexicans. This became the
basis of constructing ‘‘Lebaneseness’’ and distinguishing themselves among
the various Middle Eastern communities. The impetus to claim Leba-
neseness probably stemmed from the overpowering French Mandate that
favored Christians over Muslims and Druzes. While non-Christian Arabs
in Lebanon felt increasingly disenfranchised, Middle Easterners in Mexico
faced a citizenry that perceived them as parasitic.
Despite some Mexicans’ sentiments, Mexican policy makers seemed to

recognize the value of Middle Eastern economic enterprises and their role
in the Mexican economy. Although the letters do not specifically state the
importance of Middle Eastern commercial activities, the registration of the
Middle Eastern community implicitly signaled acceptance of their presence
in the Mexican nation and conceded expansion to the revolutionary mes-
tizo construction. The historical conditions explored in this chapter fur-
ther shaped how Lebanese Mexicans would construct their community in
Mexican society.



CHAPTER 6

Peddling, Positioning, and Prosperity

Carlos Slim Helú recalled his father telling him: Respect your commercial
activities . . . Commerce ought to introduce a useful system, its activities
and its purpose rest in the small profit in sales. It ought to furnish the
consumer with fine and cheap articles, and one ought to deal directly with
the consumer, giving him payment options and adjusting your actions to
the strictest morality and honor.

martha díaz de kuri and lourdes macluf, de líbano a méxico

Slim Helú has followed his father’s advice by developing innovative
products and providing services to his customers. SlimHelú has come
to symbolize the idealized Lebanese Mexican citizen—wealthy yet

still connected to his Lebanese ancestry. The story of Slim Helú and his
economic prowess are part of a constructed Lebanese Mexican history of
Middle Eastern immigrants. Many Middle Easterners came to Mexico as-
piring to make money and return home.1 The presence of Middle East-
ern itinerant traders in Mexico is well known; yet few researchers have
questioned whyMexican campesinos traded with these foreigners. Howdid
Middle Eastern immigrants, with their growing knowledge of Spanish and
Mexican customs, attract Mexicans to purchase Middle Eastern products?
Questions also remain concerning how Middle Eastern communities

evolved. How did communities construct their identity? In this chapter,
I explore how Middle Eastern immigrants have continuously positioned
themselves between Mexican society and their own Middle Eastern com-
munities, creating a foreign citizenry. While making their profits, Middle
Eastern immigrants (later constructed as the Lebanese colony) sought to
position themselves in relation to events in the Middle East and in Mexico.
In response to Mexican nation building, the immigrants aimed to unite
themselves and establish their foreign elitism by employing a Lebanese
discourse that largely excluded Arabs, Muslims, and Druzes. Today, the
Lebanese community speaks with a hegemonic voice for all those ofMiddle
Eastern descent in Mexico. The newly constructed history tends to portray
the early immigrants as primarily Christians from Lebanon with Phoeni-
cian roots. The diversity of the immigrants and their contradictory treat-
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ment and reception in Mexico have largely been overshadowed by the
notion that the Lebanese quickly assimilated and economically dominated.2

Here I examine how leading Middle Eastern immigrants reconstructed
themselves as Lebanese Mexicans by their positioning during conflictual
times and their construction of ‘‘Lebaneseness.’’

Profit and Dealing in Conflict

As discussed earlier, the campesinos in Mexican society needed the Middle
Eastern merchants’ goods. Consequently, Mexicans may have looked past
the foreignness of merchants and viewed them as merely suppliers in a de-
veloping market economy. The credit system of abonos also probably gave
the campesinos and rancheros new economic freedoms from the system of
patrones and company stores. Middle Easterners were able to cut across
class and ethnic lines, and this ability afforded them a unique position in
selling clothing and other goods to the poor and middle classes.
At the same time that they sold their products, they were positioning

themselves as important providers within Mexican society. Mexican re-
actions to Middle Easterners vary by region and class. In Torreón some
Mexicans actually seemed to accept and help Middle Eastern immigrants.
Leopoldo Olvera and his wife, Juanita Martínez, hid Nicolás Abusamra
Hadad in their house from xenophobic rebels during the Mexican Revolu-
tion.3 Conversely, in the Yucatán, many Middle Easterners faced discrimi-
nation, which led the Middle Eastern community to insulate itself and to,
in turn, discriminate against yucatecos.4 It is difficult to ascertain, how-
ever, whether these two states reflect broad patterns among other regions
in Mexico or anomalies, and further immigrant studies will help explain
these regional differences.
As tensions increased betweenMiddle Eastern communities andmiddle-

class Mexicans throughout Mexico, Middle Easterners often looked to an
‘‘imagined’’ past in order to authenticate themselves in their new homeland.
Unlike the Spanish and Barcelonette French immigrants, Middle Eastern
peddlers tradedwith campesinos for small goods, therebydeveloping a bond
in the countryside. These relationships were clearly strategic and mutually
reinforcing as tactics of survival: they fomented autonomy for workers and
laborers and acceptance in a foreign land for Middle Eastern peddlers.
Middle Eastern immigrants have often faced xenophobia because being

foreign in Mexico has often been equated with prosperity, and Mexicans
have resented foreigners’ wealth.5 Indeed, foreigners have tended to domi-
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nate in commerce throughoutMexican history. Paradoxically, the tradition
of foreign merchants and wealthy immigrants has helped Middle Eastern
entrepreneurs and propagated foreign elitism—and with it, the notion that
being foreign in Mexico gives one the ability to profit as he or she pleases.6

These Middle Eastern immigrants are foreign citizens.
The historical trajectory of Middle Eastern merchants trading with

Mexicans facilitated a measure of tolerance forMiddle Easterners inMexi-
can society. Mexicans may not have liked these immigrants, but the im-
migrants nonetheless developed the ability to market themselves as legiti-
mate agents. Middle Easterners learned that they had to please Mexicans
in order to ensure their own acceptance and safety in Mexican society.
Obviously, eachMiddle Eastern entrepreneur had his or her own economic
strategy and clientele. In the quest to make profits, Middle Eastern immi-
grants needed to establish themselves as trustworthy suppliers. This posi-
tioning of both goods and societal acceptance between Middle Easterners
and Mexicans has been ongoing and often problematic.
Middle Eastern immigrants saw profit as the essence of the success that

would provide them the ability to return home. Moreover, the ability to
trade and profit was heavily dependent on networks of family and friends.
‘‘Network migration’’ describes the complex relationships between the im-
migrants and members in the receiving community.7 However, these net-
works were sometimes unfair and exploitive.8 For example,Yamil Darwich
Adí felt that his uncle exploited him by charging him 200 pesos for living
in his home during his first year in Mexico.9 Although the Middle Eastern
network provided Yamil Darwich Adí and other immigrants their initial
capital from their fellow countrymen, cases of exploitation or perceived
exploitation may have been quite common.
Dib Morrillo recounts in his memoirs that he had deposited 800 pesos

with Pedro Slim, but when he returned six months later to get his money
back, his money had devalued and merchandise had increased in price.
Slim did lend Morrillo the cash to purchase the merchandise, but it took
Morrillo three years to pay him back.10 Morrillo indicates that it was the
circulation of Pancho Villa’s currency that led to the devaluation during
the Mexican Revolution. This anecdote highlights not only the informal
network among theMiddle Eastern immigrants in lending money and mer-
chandise to one another, but it also illustrates that Middle Easterners did
not necessarily afford one another any special opportunities. Although
these were ethnic networks, their business transactions appear focused on
individual pursuits of profit.
In his novel En el verano, la tierra, Carlos Martínez Assad also describes
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how Pedro Slim purchased merchandise from some friends in Puebla. In
adopting the voice of a Lebanese grandfather, Martínez Assad cleverly tells
the story of a Lebanese immigrant by exploring the fictional grandson José’s
feelings toward Lebanon. José’s grandfather believed that Pancho Villa’s
troops respected the Lebanese aboneros,11 because they helped provide the
soldiers with clothes once in awhile.12

Admittedly, the Middle Eastern system of allowing customers to pay in
installments, abonos, gave them a competitive advantage over other mer-
chants and increased their profits. This innovative system gave a poor
family the opportunity to buy two or three dresses even though the family
did not have the money up front to pay for the dresses. TheMiddle Eastern
merchant would then sell the dress for double the price, asking for some
initial deposit such as a peso, and the consumers only had to give their name
and pay a weekly peso or 50 centavos.13This credit system has endured into
the digital age in which Carlos Slim Helú and his son Carlos Slim Domit
now allow customers to purchase desktop computers for a $100 down pay-
ment and 24 monthly installments of $50.14 What distinguishes the abono
system is its application to all markets as well as its continued success with
both consumers and merchants. The abono system combined with the net-
work’s infrastructure of providing the immigrants necessary capital proved
to be quite profitable.
Mexican conflicts facilitated the Middle Eastern pursuit of profit. Dur-

ing the various conflicts of the Porfiriato, Mexican Revolution, and post-
revolutionary nation building, Middle Eastern immigrants found a way to
venture into varied commercial enterprises. By taking enormous risks, they
were able to exercise great freedom in pursuing their economic strategies.
As demonstrated in earlier chapters, it was this latitude in the commer-
cial sector that particularly frustrated middle-class Mexicans. What ulti-
mately resulted from these moments of conflict was a contradictory role
for Middle Easterners. They were both victims and victors in the conflicts
because they became targets of xenophobia and simultaneously profited
from the tensions. It is within this conflicted role that they constructed their
Lebanese community.
The Mexican Revolution afforded Middle Easterners the opportunity

to sell goods and services while many parts of the country were involved
in violence. Recall that due to the scarcity of goods, prices fluctuated and
enabled the Middle Eastern merchants to mark up prices. In the 1920s,
by having a fixed commercial establishment and one or more family mem-
bers who peddled in remote areas, the Middle Eastern immigrants created
a great economic advantage that would increase their wealth.15 In theYuca-
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tán, the devaluation of Mexican money along with a lack of trusted cur-
rency reduced property prices.With their savings, Middle Easterners were
able to monopolize the circulation of money and to invest heavily in real
estate that would later yield large profits.16

In addition to trading along the border, money lending was common for
Middle Eastern immigrants in such places as Torreón in the north. Immi-
grants such as Antonio Achem also had a history of money lending.17While
the post-revolutionary government struggled to define the parameters of
theMexican nation,Middle Eastern immigrants began an informal lending
practice that helped Mexicans to subsist. The peddlers’ abono system em-
ployed during the Porfiriato and Revolution enabled the peddlers to offer
credit to their fixed customers in the 1920s, thereby providing an alterna-
tive to formal banking institutions.18 Juan Abusaid’s successful enterprises
had led to a family fortune by the end of the 1940s.19

The Depression of the 1930s caused some Lebanese families to move
from the Yucatán to Mexico City. Those merchants who stayed in Mérida
developed extensive networks and increased their wealth.20 In Torreón,
Juan Abusaid and Antonio Achem had accumulated sufficient resources to
begin money lending in the post-revolutionary period. Abdelour Aboum-
rad opened a small store to exchange money, and by 1937 the business had
grown to the point of establishing the Banco Aboumrad. Miguel Abed also
opened a bank in Puebla.21 Thus, while the post-revolutionary government
struggled to rebuild the Mexican nation-state, Middle Eastern immigrants
began providing both formal and informal segments of the banking struc-
ture that was needed for the Mexican economy to survive and develop.
Middle Eastern immigrants in Puebla, similarly to their northern and

southern counterparts, began as itinerant traders selling in the marginal
zones and slowly accumulated enough capital between peddling and their
small stores to become industrialists. Early immigrants Antonio Jacobo y
Abdo and Antonio Cassab opened a factory to produce tights in Puebla
in 1907. Then, Abraham Cheban Bechelani founded the Sociedad Musalen
y Cheban to also produce socks and tights in 1909.22 These early indus-
trialists laid the groundwork for fellow paisanos in the mid-1920s. From
approximately 1925 through the 1940s, Middle Eastern investment in the
textile industry was substantial, and when many factories began to go
bankrupt in 1928–1929, Middle Eastern immigrants acquired them.23 This
period also corresponds to the world economic crisis and increased de-
mands forMexican products duringWorldWar II.Thus, whilemanyMexi-
cans suffered from the 1930s economic downturn, someMiddle Easterners
flourished.
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This prosperity gains partial explanation among Lebanese Mexicans
through the notion that Lebanese culture is unique in cultivating profit and
that it is their Phoenician past that has helped them succeed financially.
One interviewee stated that ‘‘the Lebanese make money precisely because
we had the background preparation. . . .We come from the Phoenicians, we
are merchants by origin.’’24 The emphasis on a 6,000-year history of trad-
ing and their Phoenician roots is echoed throughout Lebanese literature, as
will be discussed later in this chapter.25 The assertion that Phoenician an-
cestry gave Middle Eastern immigrants their enterprising talents to make
a profit in Mexican society provides the basis for analyzing their commu-
nity in terms of Benedict Anderson’s theory of the imagined community:
‘‘Communities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but
by the style in which they are imagined.’’26 Middle Eastern immigrants
have drawn on their own cultural constructions and on Mexican histori-
cal events to find their niche in Mexican society. These mutual construc-
tions of Middle Eastern culture and Mexican nation building are founded
on continuous conflict and negotiation.27

Economic and Social Positioning: Climbing the Ladder

Much of the foreign status of Middle Eastern immigrants derived from
their roles in the Mexican economy. Early immigrants often brought their
initial goods from other countries and then borrowed capital from their fel-
low countrymen. Family-based connections created and consolidated the
ethnic network. Jeffrey Lesser notes that ‘‘the use of ethnicity to construct
wholesale-retail linkages provided new economies of scale.’’28 The eco-
nomic, ethnic, and family links created a network of itinerant salespeople.
However, this network was informal and difficult to trace outside of oral
testimony.29 This Middle Eastern network enabled many of the immigrants
to participate in the Mexican economy by providing initial capital to one
another and to Mexicans, allowing the immigrants to start peddling.
This pattern recalls Walter Zenner’s definition of a middle-man minor-

ity, of which ‘‘a substantial and disproportionate number of its members
are engaged in small commercial enterprises or are employed in such enter-
prises by other members of their groups.’’ Middle Eastern immigrants in
Mexico fit his construction. ‘‘Some . . . see the culture of the ethnic group
in its fostering of ethnic cohesion and familism as an independent vari-
able . . . while others emphasize the role which trade and ethnic cohesion
play in the survival of the individuals and the group in a particular con-
text. . . . Whichever stress is given, the ‘middleman minority’ concept links
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ethnicity to the political economy.’’30However, middleman minorities also
have tended to refer to those who mitigate between colonial regimes and
a subject population. In the case of Middle Easterners in Mexico, these
immigrants lacked a colonial relationship and its dynamics of power with
respect to Mexican society. This in turn helped foster a commercial iden-
tity whereby Middle Eastern immigrants largely described themselves as
participating in the commercial sector.
During the 1930s immigrant registration, more than 45 percent of the

Middle Eastern immigrants registered themselves as comerciantes, mer-
chants.31 The second-highest reported immigrant profession was home-
maker, ama de casa, with nearly 34 percent of all immigrants declaring this
as their profession.32 Yet, many of these homemakers assisted their spouses
in the families’ commercial activities.33 This participation both justified the
settlement of Middle Eastern immigrants in Mexico and led to their con-
struction of a meaningful and relevant history.
The majority of the peddlers carried their own merchandise and kept

track of their accounts in small notebooks (libretitas). They would keep
records of those who owed money and the payment schedules. Accord-
ing to Patricia Jacobs Barquet, ‘‘They filled a void between the peripheral
towns and the commercial interior.’’34 Middle Eastern immigrants could
peddle goods in the marginalized small towns along the Nazas River in the
state of Durango from a commercial base in the city of Torreón in Coa-
huila state.35 TheMiddle Eastern immigrants often established commercial
networks in major cities, and then countrymen would peddle the goods.
As some peddlers improved their economic positions, they began to strive
for better social standing, in which they emphasized their foreign roots to
explain and justify their successes.
The importance of Lebanese identity and community preservation is per-

haps best exemplified in a1948 census taken inMexico that coincided with
the new independence of Lebanon and Syria, each nation trying to imbue a
separate identity and citizenship in its people. Journalists Julián Nasr and
Salim Abud spent two years compiling a 621-page census, Directorio Liba-
nés: Censo general de las colonias—libanesa—palestina—siria: Residentes en
la República.36This Lebanese directory servedmany functions, among them
giving a renewed sense of ethnic pride in Mexico. More importantly, the
Lebanese directory listed 70 percent of the Middle Eastern families living
in Mexico by dividing the community into the Lebanese, Palestinian, and
Syrian colonies. The census in particular celebrates the Lebanese commu-
nity’s success and constructs the ethnic differences among theMiddle East-
ern immigrants in Mexico.
Tables 12 and 13 demonstrate how analyses of the community census
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varied. Louis J. Maloof examined the marital status of all people (whom
he calls Arabic-speakers) reported in the census (Table 12). The nearly 90
percent endogamous marriage rate is probably a skewed number, given
that many of the informants did not list their spouses, and women and
Jews were not counted. Also, this was only a 70 percent sample of the
actual community in1948, and it probably reflected the middle- and upper-
middle-class Middle Easterners. It is likely that the poorerMiddle Eastern-
ers had been absorbed into the Mexican society and did not participate in
the census. Páez Oropeza focused only on endogamy and exogamy of the
Lebanese among all the Middle Eastern immigrants (Table 13). Her estima-
tion that nearly 73 percent of the Lebanese married within the Lebanese
community faces the same limitations asMaloof’s calculations. Despite the
limitations of the data, however, the roughly 73 to 90 percent of theMiddle
Easterners who claimed to be intermarrying in their community indicates
a high rate of endogamy.37 According to immigrant registration cards be-
tween 1940 and 1951, 59 percent of the Middle Eastern immigrants were
male and 41 percent female. More than 55 percent who entered during this
period were married, 31 percent were single, and nearly 12 percent were
widowed—including almost half of the women as widows. However, the
immigrant registration cards do not consistently indicate whether the mar-
riages were between Middle Easterners or with Mexicans.
Conversely, from10 to 27 percent of the Middle Easterners were marry-

ing outside of the community. It is highly probable that many of these
exogamous marriages were contracted with Mexicans, although a few
Middle Easterners may have married other foreigners. The marriages with
Mexicans could have been arranged for economic reasons as well as for
emotional attachments. Although there are still more endogamous mar-
riages, there may have been a gradual shift in Middle Eastern immigrant
community attitudes regarding endogamy. These attitudes probably varied
as immigrants assimilated into Mexican society.38 It is also likely that
poorer Middle Easterners had higher exogamous marriage rates because
they could not have afforded return trips to theMiddle East to find spouses
or pay for potential spouses’ voyages across the Atlantic; this in turn would
have necessitated finding spouses within Mexican society.
Overall, there is a clear tendency for prosperous Middle Easterners to

intermarry andmaintain a community inMexico. In an interviewwith Pro-
fessor Juan Estafan in 1957, Louis Maloof described that ‘‘to them, marry-
ing an outsider was like ‘the hand of death crashing down upon the glorious
inheritance’ they had received from ‘the cradle of civilization.’ ’’39Maloof
explained that Middle Eastern women wanted to preserve their own ‘‘flesh
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and blood’’ through endogamous marriages. In some cases, ‘‘the Leban-
ese parents did not permit their children to marry with Yucatecans, saying
they did not want to change their race and mix [blood].’’40 This fear for
the composition of the community from intermarriages led some Middle
Eastern families to arrange marriages between first cousins. Although these
marriages are not common in Mexico today, earlier immigrants wanted to
‘‘at least keep family patrimony within the line of descendancy.’’41 Akram
Fouad Khater notes that ‘‘the overwhelming predominance of cousin mar-
riage—common to most Mediterranean societies—arose from the eco-
nomic conditions in Mount Lebanon.’’42 Cousin marriages kept land and
capital within the family units and established social linkages within the
community.
Maloof also traced the ethnic differences of the Middle Eastern immi-

grants and their years of migration to Mexico. Maloof, writing in 1959,
found that at the end of 1948 more Arabic-speaking Middle Eastern im-
migrants identified themselves as ‘‘Lebanese’’ than other Middle Eastern
nationalities (Table 14). Of the 5,509 Middle Eastern immigrants living in
Mexico in 1948, 4,472 (81 percent) claimed a Lebanese identity; in con-
trast, during the Mexican immigrant registration in the 1930s, only 55 per-
cent ofMiddle Eastern immigrants described themselves as having a Leban-
ese identity. However, Maloof notes that no Jews were counted in the
census,43 and only the males of the family were counted: ‘‘only the patri-
arch and his sons were named in the genealogy.’’44 The discrepancy be-
tween the community census and the Mexican immigrant records can be
explained not only by the dates when the Middle Eastern immigrants were
questioned but also by the exclusion of Jews and women from the tally.
The Mexican immigrant registration cards had been produced in the early
1930s, when the Middle Eastern community was still struggling to find its
voice inMexican society. However, by1946, when the two-year census was
begun, the Lebanese community had become more strongly committed to
bringing together its members, consolidating a Lebanese identity.
Within Middle Eastern families, women have helped create wealth in

their dual role of helping the family business (as peddlers, bookkeepers,
and store employees) and carrying the cultural traditions necessary for the
creation and maintenance of Lebaneseness.45 Evelyn Shakir has suggested
that in the United States, Middle Eastern women peddlers were often more
proficient than their husbands because they could more easily enter the
American household. The situation of women peddlers in Mexico has yet
to be fully explored in this regard and is worthy of further research. It
is clear, however, that although women typically were not paid directly
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in their families’ businesses, their labor contributed to the consolidation
of family wealth.46 The consolidation of wealth by Middle Eastern fami-
lies can also be described as part of the ethnic identity of the community.
Middle Eastern families have tended to be patriarchal and to form a sym-
biotic unit in which each family member performs a function to help maxi-
mize savings and capital; and within this economic unit, family members
also aimed to maintain their ethnicity and their immigrant positioning in
Mexican society.

Creating a Lebanese Community

The presence of Middle Eastern immigrants has often been understood to
have evolved from turco peddlers to Middle Eastern merchants to Syro-
Lebanese store owners and to Lebanese industrialists. In fact, the commu-
nity has formed in a far less linear way, with peddling, store owning, and
industrial production overlapping in various periods and regions.The com-
munity has employed diasporic elements,47 thereby perpetuating a myth of
uniqueness.48 This myth was largely founded on the Phoenician past and
fostered by the creation of organizations, newspapers, churches, and films.
The creation of community was linked to the amount of time individual
immigrants and the larger group had spent in Mexico.49 With time, the
immigrants sought to bring paisanos together to uphold the values of the
patria, the motherland. While the immigrants contributed to the Mexican
economic and industrial infrastructure and their own personal fortunes,
the first and second generations started to develop a collective conscious-
ness.50 This collective consciousness can first be documented in 1922 with
the founding of the Liga Libanesa by José Helú.51

The construction of identity can be linked as well to the Lebanese efforts
to declare an independent state. On May 23, 1926, the Lebanese Republic
was proclaimed, and Charles Dabbas, an Orthodox Christian, was chosen
president. At this time the Lebanese constitution was drafted.With Leban-
ese state formation, the Cámara de Comercio Sirio-Libanesa advocated
bringing more paisanos to Mexico to help solidify a collective identity of
Lebaneseness in Mexico. In 1943 the Unión Libanesa de la Laguna became
the Comité Central Libanés Pro-Aliados y Pro Francia Libre, openly dem-
onstrating itsWorldWar II dedication to the Allies and a liberated France.52

The Academy of Arabic Language was founded by Professor Juan Aaún in
1945 in the classrooms of the Unión Libanesa in Mexico City.53

Immigrants sharing an affiliation with Syria were similarly organized
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and interested in the politics of their homeland. On November 29, 1920,
the Syrian Union Committee of Torreón (Comité Unión Sirio de Torreón)
wrote U.S. President WoodrowWilson to ask for French and British with-
drawal from Syria and Palestine. The letter (with misspellings retained
here) stated: ‘‘There fore we are sorry for Angl-French behavior in Syria &
Palestine wich will kepp our Country in disturbances for ever, and wich is
also perfectly contrary to the hig ideals for wichAmerican People struggled
in Europe—Only withdrawal of invasors from Syria & Palestine would re-
store normal conditions.’’54 This letter shows a more politically active and
unified Middle Eastern immigrant community with the determination to
preserve their homeland patria.
By late1927 the Syrian Union Committee became the Lebanese Union of

the Laguna (Unión Libanesa de La Laguna). This groupwas established on
December 17, 1927, with Nicolás Abusamra as president, Simon M. López
as secretary, Pedro Jaik as treasurer, and Antonio Farhat as first voice.55

Its principal objective was to unify the general opinion of the Lebanese
who had settled in Mexico, principally those in the Laguna. The founders
also sought all possible means to help fellow Lebanese and to influence
a morally and intellectually Lebanese culture,56 thereby establishing them-
selves as foreign citizens.
In the United States, Lebanese immigrants began to feel an increased

sense of ethnic consciousness in the 1920s. This rising consciousness ig-
nited controversy within the Syrian American community because many
insisted on being known simply as Lebanese, an identity to which Syrians
on the whole would not accede. In1946 and1943, when Syria and Lebanon
respectively achieved full independence, this matter appeared to be resolved
in the United States.57 Yet, in Mexico the Lebanese became a dominant
voice compared to the other Middle Eastern groups.58 The Lebanese were
more affluent and more politically connected.
The Lebanese further developed their sense of community through the

use of newspapers and newsletters that galvanized the community around a
Lebanese identity.59 In1905 Father Chaya startedAsk Shark to help educate
the Middle Eastern community about its history. Ask Shark was followed
in 1909 by Al-Gurbal,60 begun by Youseff Mousalem and later taken over
by Salim Abud.61 Publication of Al-Jawater (The Ideas) began in 1909; in
1927 its publication in both Arabic and Spanish began.62

In 1937 Alfonso Negib Aued began publishing Emir, which addressed
the Lebanese elite in the 1920s and 1930s in Mexican society. Emir high-
lighted social events and provided general community information. Líbano,
which began publication in August 1937, encouraged a more politically
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involved community. Under Líbano Director General Nasre M. Ganem,
columnist Nemesio García Naranjo wrote about the prejudices that the
Lebanese community faced and the importance of destroying stereotypes.
The message was that the Lebanese community needed to proclaim its ori-
gin with pride and always maintain its cultural traditions.63

Emir and Líbano both had sections on women’s issues in order to rec-
ognize their female readers. The editors appeared to promote idealized
Middle Eastern women who were concerned with their appearance as well
as their families. As noted earlier, Middle Eastern women in the family en-
vironment helped createwealth through the family business and carried the
cultural traditions, making Middle Eastern immigrant women important
to the creation, maintenance, and reproduction of Lebaneseness.
In Líbano, the Femininas section suggested in one issue that women

needed to develop a personality to be ‘‘attractive.’’ This article maintained
that true beauty is natural beauty.64 In Emir, a section called Página Femi-
nina discussed beauty and health. Although the article format varied, the
women’s column offered advice on dieting, sunbathing, dressing attrac-
tively, improving one’s smile, and achieving self-awareness.65 Anne Ruben-
stein discusses how the New Woman of the 1920s was an ‘‘idealization
of lean, androgynous, youthful women.’’66 Magazines in North America,
South America, and Europe offered advice for women to attain this inter-
national image.67 This image of the New Woman was portrayed in many
of the advertisements in Lebanese Mexican magazines in 1937. However,
in looking at photographs of the Middle Eastern women during this time,
few appear to fit this idealized female image.
Emir also included a section on women’s social clubs, such as La Aso-

ciación de Damas de San José, noting how the ‘‘honorable’’ families of the
community intermingled with Mexican society.68 Both newspapers recog-
nized the importance of a gender discourse to reachMiddle Eastern women
and address women’s roles within the patriarchal community. At this time,
similarly toMexican discourses on women’s behavior,69 the Lebanese com-
munity itself encouraged its women to be physically attractive and morally
upstanding. Interestingly, articles in Líbano and the other periodicals dem-
onstrate that women in the immigrant community have been critical to the
construction of Lebaneseness. In the 1940s immigrant women responded
by establishing the Club Feminil Libanés in Mérida.70 In 1943 Emir promi-
nently displayed the Unión de Damas Libaneses for their philanthropic
work and ‘‘zeal to respond to the destitute in Mexican society.’’71 These
immigrant women’s groups show the importance of Lebaneseness and how
the community was adding value to Mexican society.
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The film industry addressed some of the tensions between the rising
Middle Eastern elites and Mexican society. During the 1940s Gregorio
Wallerstein produced two films about Middle Eastern peddlers, El baisano
Jalil and El barchante Neguib. Filmex financed both, and actor Joaquín Par-
davé directed the films and played the protagonists.72 Baisano in the earlier
film’s title is a dialectic version of paisano. Many Middle Eastern immi-
grants have been known to mispronounce the letters ‘‘p’’ and ‘‘b’’ because
the Arabic language does not have distinct, comparable phonemes for these
sounds. In El baisano Jalil, Pardavé uses an Arabic accent and confuses
words such as majacano to mean mexicano. Through the father character
of Jalil Farad, the film El baisano Jalil tells the story of a courtship between
his son, born to a Middle Eastern immigrant family, and the daughter of
an aristocratic Mexican family that has fallen on hard times. The romantic
and comedic narrative tacks between these young adults and the confused
interventions of their families. Although the film is imbued with melodra-
matic flair, El baisano Jalil also reflects the anxiety about foreigners and
foreign citizens in Mexico.
In onememorable scene, the daughter of thisMexican aristocratic family

rejects Selim Farad, Jalil’s son. Overcome by emotion, Jalil cries: ‘‘Have I
not worked as if I was Mexican? Have I not made more for this country
than that entire family? Don’t I love Mexico as if it were my own mother?
The son of my soul is not Mexican?’’ Although the Farad family lives in a
large, spacious home, Jalil, his wife, Suad (played by Sara García), and son
Selim (played by EmilioTuero) still face painful discrimination in their new
home country. This narrative of Farad becoming an owner of a large fabric
shop in Mexico City illustrates the common perception among Mexicans
that Middle Eastern immigrants, through economic prowess, quickly came
to dominate the Mexican economy. However, the ability of the Middle
Eastern immigrants to climb the economic ladder has not always corre-
sponded to acceptance in Mexican society.
Middle Eastern immigrants have been able to maintain their foreignness

while joining the Mexican nation. As El baisano Jalil depicts the family’s
situation, to be foreign in Mexico is seen as a guarantee of wealth, and yet
Mexicans are often hostile because of foreigners’ wealth. As the character
Farad experiences flashbacks to his peddling days, he both fears losing his
new status as a store owner and celebrates his new home in Mexico. In one
scene, Jalil and Suad visit the home of Guillermo de la Rada, patriarch of
the Mexican aristocratic family that has lost most of its wealth and fiercely
clings to its social status. Needing money to maintain the family’s social
position, Guillermo invites the Farads to the family hacienda in the hope
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of encouraging a relationship between Selim (Jalil’s son) and his daugh-
ter (Marta). Meanwhile, Marta’s aunt and uncle scheme to have her marry
Billy, a member of their own social class. Encouraged by Guillermo’s invi-
tation, Jalil desperately wants to impress this aristocratic family for his son.
However, throughout the visit, Jalil and Suad break societal rules. For ex-
ample, they wear over-the-top clothing: Jalil appears in a tuxedowith coat-
tails, while the other men are in open shirts and blazers, and Suad wears
dangling earrings and heavy eye makeup. Selim, embarrassed by his par-
ents, suggests that his father has perhaps overdressed, towhich Jalil replies,
‘‘It is because they have no money.’’ Jalil’s comment suggests that immi-
grants, whatever their origin, are not above their own prejudices and can
make disdainful references to their host country’s inhabitants.
During this comical yet uncomfortable visit to the hacienda, the audi-

ence sees Jalil and Suad in charro outfits (which typically include a som-
brero, a silver-trimmed bolero jacket, and tight trousers) trying to ride
horses and entertaining their hosts by singing and dancing to an Arabic-
sounding song. Selim, meanwhile, realizes that his hosts are laughing at his
parents and says, ‘‘My parents, as all simple and good people, have wanted
to win you over. The music of our land that you have just finished listen-
ing to is not an odd thing.’’ Then, with the camera sweeping on Selim’s
face and the sound of a full orchestra, Selim begins to play the piano while
singing Rimski Kórsakov’s Scherezada in Spanish, capturing the hearts of
the young women guests and, in particular, Marta.73 Billy realizes Selim’s
romantic gesture and makes a snide comment about ‘‘the young Sheik’’ (el
joven sheik). Meanwhile, Jalil and Suad are proud of their son and the sac-
rifices they have made for him.
As the romantic tension rises between Selim and Marta, he fumbles in

expressing himself, and she assumes he is uninterested in her. She returns
to Billy. Selim becomes withdrawn, and Jalil decides that he must act on
his son’s behalf. Unbeknownst to Selim, Jalil goes to Guillermo’s home to
ask for Marta’s hand for Selim. Marta’s mother, aunt, and uncle respond
that she cannot marry a poor ‘‘abonero,’’ ‘‘a foreigner,’’ ‘‘a son of an Arab!’’
Jalil, feeling rejected, begins to experience flashbacks to his peddling days.
When Jalil returns to his spacious home full of mosaics and arches,

he finds Suad and Selim eating dinner. Jalil begins to sob and tells them
about what happened. At first, angry at his father for acting on his behalf
and without permission, Selim denies any interest in Marta (‘‘a frivolous
woman’’) and is confused by his father’s emotions. Suad responds, ‘‘Your
pain is that of your father’s and my pain . . . we are alone in the world
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and have each other to help one another.’’ The scene touches on a common
theme of Mexican cinema in the 1940s, that families must be strong and
united, and the Farads fit this Mexican ideal.74

Suad decides that after Selim’s lack of self-awareness and Jalil’s med-
dling, it is time for her to save her family’s happiness. She tells Jalil, ‘‘My
heart of a mother tells me that something has happened to Selim and my
heart never makes a mistake.’’ In the scene that follows, Suad and Marta
chat in a restaurant. Suad asks Marta to help her stop Selim from traveling
to Europe. Initially, Marta says she cannot do anything but soon admits
to her feelings for Selim. Sara García, often described as ‘‘the mother of
Mexico’’75 and the ‘‘perfect incarnation of the Latin mother,’’76 transcends
cultural boundaries and becomes ‘‘the mother of all mothers,’’ determined,
in her character of Suad, to keep her family happy and together. Despite
being a foreign,Middle Eastern character, Suad embodies the mother spirit
associated with the ideal Mexican family.
Although members of the Middle Eastern (and more specifically the

Lebanese) community did not produce El baisano Jalil,77 the film signals
that Middle Easterners composed a notable part of the Mexican cultural
fabric in the 1940s. The popularity of the actors Sara García and Joaquín
Pardavé, both individually and as an ensemble, demonstrates that Mexi-
can filmmakers and Filmex believed that the film’s themes would resonate
with Mexican audiences. To this day, when I mention the topic of árabes or
turcos in Mexico, many Mexicans ask me if I know about this film because
they have seen it. In my analysis, director Pardavé and producer Waller-
stein, through El baisano Jalil, suggest that immigrants have been central to
Mexico’s development and that the immigrants aimed to integrate them-
selves into Mexico yet retain some of their ethnicity.
Ultimately, Pardavé and Wallerstein’s film shows that despite Middle

Eastern economic power in Mexico, the immigrants and their children
faced painful discrimination.To overcome prejudice, Middle Eastern fami-
lies would rely on tight family bonds to cope with daily struggles. As the
Farad family pulled together as an idealizedMexican family, they also drew
strength from their Arab culture, showing how foreign citizens survive in
Mexican society. For instance, none of the Mexicans in El baisano Jalil act
with the same compassion for their fellow citizens as Jalil, and many of
the de la Rada family are not interested in working, as Selim is. Thus, the
immigrant values of work appear to coincide with the values of the ideal-
izedMexican family to underscore the economic and personal—if not soci-
etal—success of the Farads.
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A Lebanese Mexican Elite Class

Carmen Mercedes Páez Oropeza suggests that ethnicity has sometimes
been manipulated to serve class interests.78 She argues that the Leban-
ese ‘‘clubs and casinos constructed more a show of class than of an eth-
nic group.’’79 Interestingly, stratification among Lebanese on economic
grounds also existed in twentieth-century West Africa.80 The Lebanese
Mexican colony often dismissed poorer Middle Easterners in order to cre-
ate and celebrate a history of wealthy Lebanese profiting in Mexico.While
the Mexican government gave Middle Easterners the opportunity to natu-
ralize as Mexican citizens in the 1930s, as a community they reestablished
explicit ethnic ties to advance their foreign citizenship in Mexico.
In particular, the community stressed the notion of Lebaneseness, which

became the basis of the Centro Libanés, founded in 1959.81 The planning
of the Centro, however, had actually begun in 1941.82 During the develop-
ment process, the Syrian community hoped to join efforts with the Leban-
ese by making significant monetary contributions. In exchange, they asked
to have the club named sirio-libanés. However, the Lebanese community
members who were involved did not want to attach ‘‘Syro’’ to the Centro’s
name because they wanted to establish a Lebanese-only club; they subse-
quently rejected any Syrian donations.83 The Lebanese’s ability to refuse
such funds was in part due to their own wealth and not necessarily a re-
flection of widespread tensions between Lebanese and Syrians in Mexico.
Rather, as Martha Díaz de Kuri notes in contrast, ‘‘there is a good num-
ber of integrated families in which the mother is Syrian and the father is
Lebanese or vice versa.’’84

During World War II and afterward, the Mexican textile industry
boomed, generating large profits, especially in Puebla. Mexican and Mid-
dle Eastern industrialists began producing all types of cotton and wool to
supply the national and international demand. This, combined with their
money lending, enabled many of the Lebanese Mexicans to make their for-
tunes and make contributions to the Centro Libanés during this period.85

Ironically, the self-positioning of the Lebanese was both facilitated and
hindered by the Centro Libanés. The Centro, with its luxurious branches
throughout Mexico, draws on the constructed Lebanese history to create
the Lebanese Mexican. The Lebanese viewed themselves as economic role
models for Mexicans as the country struggled to develop. Carmen Mer-
cedes Páez Oropeza has noted that in 120 interviews with Lebanese immi-
grants and their descendants, only two Lebanese admitted that they lacked
economic resources. The Lebanese community described those two impov-
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erishedmembers within their community as having less wealth and of being
less competitive, less intelligent, and lazy.86 Páez Oropeza found that her
informants projected an image of themselves as being more responsible,
hard-working, and capable of maintaining stable homes than Mexicans.87

The Centro, therefore, has tended to function as an elite social club that
advocates Lebanese cultural superiority.
The Unión Nacional de Jóvenes Mexicanos de Ascendencia Libanesa

(jomali) is a youth organization affiliated with the Centro Libanés and
holds annual conventions for Lebanese descendants throughoutMexico. In
1998 its conference was held in Pachuca, Hidalgo, and in 1999 in Cancun,
Quintana Roo. jomali, founded in1983, serves to elevate awareness of the
Lebanese culture and introduce youth to paisanos.88 Although it was never
explicitly stated in the founding literature, jomali functions as a means to
introduce future spouses at the same time it reproduces what it means to
be Lebanese Mexican.
Today, jomali and the Centro Libanés are the most active organiza-

tions in Mexico that promote the Lebanese Mexican. Yet these organiza-
tions are not especially visible to the Mexican public. They tend to ex-
clude those who have fully assimilated into Mexican society. Where are
those Middle Eastern descendants outside the construct who did not at-
tain wealth? What has happened to middle-class Middle Eastern immi-
grants? And what has happened to those who could never advance beyond
peddling? The answer is that poor and middle-class immigrants generally
did not maintain their Middle Eastern identities because survival depended
on their assimilation into Mexican society.89 Therefore, many second- and
third-generation Mexicans of Middle Eastern descent now feel little or no
connection to Middle Eastern cultures.
Scholar DavidNicholls, in studyingMiddle Easterners in the Caribbean,

notes, ‘‘One prominent Lebanese businessman put it like this: ‘There is a
terrifying division within the community on a class basis’. A young Syrian
woman complained about the fate of the less wealthy: ‘Certain families
living in the Belmont area [of Trinidad] have gained little recognition and
acceptance from the [Levantine] community at large’.’’90 Middle Eastern
Mexicans of lesser means are not discussed in the Lebanese community,
yet they are worthy of further research.
The Lebanese Mexicans who affiliate with the Centro and jomali

tend to accentuate their Christianity, downplaying any Muslim and Druze
constituencies. This has helped them to demonstrate their ‘‘Mexicanness’’
among Mexicans. There are two Maronite churches in Mexico City, La
Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Balvanera, located downtown, and Nues-
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tra Señora de Líbano, located in Coyoacán. In addition to the Maronites,
the Lebanese community includes some Melkites (Byzantine-rite Catho-
lics) and Orthodox Christians, some of whom attend Iglesia San Jorge in
Colonia Roma in Mexico City.91 Although there is a mosque in Polanco
where Muslim diplomats and some recently converted Mexican Muslims
pray, the Centro Libanés deemphasizes its Muslim paisanos who migrated
toMexico.92According tomy analysis of 8,240Middle Eastern immigrants
who came to Mexico between 1878 and 1951, 343 were Muslim. Of the
Muslim immigrants, 56 percent arrived between 1922 and 1927.93 Roberto
Marín-Guzmán and Zidane Zéraoui found 345 out of 7,533 (4.6 percent)
to be Muslim and 157 to be Druzes (2.1 percent).94More recently, the con-
stituency of theMuslim community has changed with the influx ofMuslim
immigrants from other areas of theMuslim world.95Yet, Muslim Lebanese
are generally not members of the Centro Libanés, nor are they mentioned
in the larger Mexican discourse.
The LebaneseMexican organizations, newspapers, and churches all per-

petuate the myth of uniqueness rooted in Christianity that has been part
of the Lebanese Mexican self-positioning. The myth is a complement to
the claim of a deep Phoenician past. Although this claim to uniqueness
was a response to the discrimination directed against them, the Lebanese
community has since developed a sense of foreign elitism. The sense of dis-
tinction coincides with the increased economic and social standing of the
Lebanese community. Their elevated class standing enabled them to create
their own identity, a Lebanese Mexican identity.96 This Lebanese Mexican
construction reflects these immigrants’ economic power and their ability to
maintain their position and to protect community interests.
Community scholars such as William Nimeh and Alfonso Negib Aued

have written books addressing both the historical and political aspects
of Lebanon, subtly stressing Lebanese superiority. Negib Aued, as editor
of Emir, published Historia del Líbano in 1945 through Emir’s publish-
ing house.97 Nimeh’s work also was titled Historia del Líbano and pub-
lished in 1945; in its prologue, José Vasconcelos suggests that the Lebanese
community was contributing to building Mexico’s future and the cosmic
race.98Negib Aued argued for Lebanese sovereignty in theMiddle East, ad-
dressing an educated Lebanese Mexican audience seeking to clarify politi-
cal stances. Nimeh’s work was overall more academic, describing Leban-
ese history for an audience of interested Mexican and community readers.
The books may have served different audiences and purposes, yet both
were attempts to inform public opinion about Lebanon and the Mexican
Lebanese community. It is unlikely that the books had wide circulation or
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ever reached those outside of the Lebanese community because they served
mainly as affirmations of the significance of Lebaneseness in Mexico.
Through film, newspapers, associations, and centers, wealthy Middle

Easterners successfully created a Lebanese Mexican colony drawing on a
constructed Phoenician past. As theseMiddle Eastern immigrants and their
descendants positioned themselves economically, they looked for ways to
situate themselves socially. Those who had sufficient resources began re-
interpreting their past and justifying their place in Mexican society. This
in turn led to political positioning and increased prosperity.

Political Positioning and Economic Dominance

A brief survey of the 1940s and 1950s until the late twentieth century re-
veals how some Middle Eastern immigrants adapted to Mexican society
and in some cases rose in economic and political prominence. Although my
archival research ends with 1951, the last year the cards were kept, ethno-
graphic studies and other community-based works offer insights into how
Lebanese Mexicans have navigated their role in Mexican society into the
present.
Since the early twentieth century, descendants of Middle Eastern immi-

grants have participated inMexico’s public sector. In1910 theMiddle East-
ern community inMexico, still subjects of theOttoman Empire, donated to
President Porfirio Díaz an Ottoman clock to commemorate Mexico’s cen-
tennial. The clock can be found today at the corner of Bolívar and Venus-
tiano Carranza Streets in Mexico City, across from the Miguel E. Abed
Building.99 Ironically at the time of this gesture,Middle Eastern immigrants
experienced xenophobia at the outset of the Mexican Revolution. Many
nevertheless fought with the revolutionary factions during the Mexican
Revolution, while others continued to pursue commerce.
Later in the twentieth century, the children and grandchildren of these

Middle Eastern immigrants becamemore visible in public service positions.
This may be explained by the community’s focus on economic success as
well as the dominant role of the pri in Mexican politics since the 1930s. By
having much of the political power concentrated in the pri and its leaders,
newcomers to the field of politics could not easily enter.That said, a fewde-
scendants of Middle Eastern immigrants attained ambassadorships, others
won gubernatorial elections, and a couple became cabinet members. Ro-
dulfo Figueroa Aramoni, whose family was from Aramún and Chuayfett,
Lebanon, was an ambassador to Colombia from 1987 to 1989.100 Ricardo
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Figure 6.1. Ottoman Clock, Mexico City

Villanueva Hallal, whose family was from Lebanon, has been ambassador
to Saudi Arabia and Finland.101

In state gubernatorial races, some descendants of Middle Eastern im-
migrants have won elected seats. According to a preliminary examination,
seven past and present governors (of thirty-one states, excluding Mexico
City) are of Middle Eastern ancestry.102 And of these seven governors, six
claimed a Lebanese background. Most of these Middle Eastern politicians
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began serving as governors in the late 1990s or later. Their governorships
illustrate that second and third generations are entering the public sphere
after their immigrant parents and grandparents have become financially
established. It is also interesting to note that these sons of Middle Eastern
immigrants have succeeded politically in southeastern Mexico. Although
the majority of legal immigrants settled in Mexico City, Veracruz, and
Puebla, the prevalence of governors of Middle Eastern descent in south-
easternMexico suggests that larger numbers of undocumented immigrants
may have settled in the states of Campeche, Quintana Roo, Morelos, and
Oaxaca. And these Middle Easterners seem to have entered the politi-
cal elite.103

Descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants have become cabinet mem-
bers as well as governors. Fernando Rafful Miguel became Secretary of
Fisheries in the 1990s,104 and Emilio Chuayffet Chemor of Chuayffett and
Chemor, Lebanon, was Secretary of the Interior from 1995 to 1998, after
serving as governor of the state of Mexico from1993 to 1995.105 According
to Zidane Zéraoui andRobertoMarín-Guzmán, five senators and four con-
gresspeople have had Arabic names; nearly eighty Middle Easterners have
entered the ranks of state government; and an additional thirty-one descen-
dants of Middle Eastern forebears have held political positions in the vari-
ous federal ministries and the Supreme Court of Justice, among others.106

The descendants of Middle Eastern immigrants have thus begun entering
the ranks of public service as well as holding critical roles in the Mexican
economy.107

The Lebanese community’s century-long evolution in Mexico formed a
basis for its members’ entry into Mexican political ranks in the 1980s and
1990s—and for the critical role that one Lebanese Mexican would play
economically in the twenty-first century. Forbes reported Carlos Slim Helú
as the third-wealthiest man in the world in 2006 and worth $30 billion.108

Although the story of Slim Helú and his economic prowess are well known
(and perhaps exaggerated),109 few have questioned how much power he
wields in Mexico and how he has influenced Lebanese Mexican history.
According to Philip Peters, a senior fellow at the Lexington Institute, a

Virginia-based think tank that monitors regulatory agencies in Latin Amer-
ica, ‘‘Mexican officials often point out that [Slim Helú’s] Telmex accounts
for more than a fourth of the [Mexican] stock market. A ruling against
the company would put the Bolsa [the Mexican stock market] at risk.’’110

Although this characterization of his economic power may be somewhat
inflated, Slim Helú undoubtedly influences much of the Mexican economy
with his control of the telecommunications industry. ‘‘The running joke



154 Peddling, Positioning, and Prosperity

about Slim is that he began investing outside Mexico because there was
nothing left to acquire inside the border.’’111

How Slim Helú has been able to consolidate his wealth so quickly can
be attributed in part to his use of family resources. From the early immi-
grants to Carlos Slim Helú’s family-run enterprises, Middle Eastern fami-
lies often operate as a unified organization in weathering social, political
and economic changes.112 As a result, the ability to accumulate and con-
centrate wealth within the family unit has enabled some Middle Eastern
families to be self-employed. It has been suggested that Slim Helú’s wealth
was greatly increased during the pri-led Carlos Salinas de Gortari presi-
dential administration whenTelmex stock was sold to SlimHelú at deflated
market value. Accordingly, Carlos Salinas’ brother Raúl was particularly
well compensated for this transaction.113 The exact details of this business
deal are rather speculative and need further exploration.
SlimHelú has carefully drawn on hisMexicanness while simultaneously

funding the creation of Lebanese centers throughout Mexico. The history
of Slim Helú and his family parallels the smaller-scale histories of a few
Middle Easterners in Mexico who have achieved economic prominence
while successfully positioning their social and cultural acceptance and ulti-
mately their citizenship in the Mexican nation. His cousin Alfredo Harp
Helú also resides on the list of the world’s wealthiest, with $1.8 billion as-
sociated with his interest in Banamex.114

Finally, the history of Middle Eastern immigrant positioning implicates
dynamics of gender and the contributions of women. Slim Helú’s late wife,
Soumaya Domit Gemayel, was the niece of Amin Gemayel, ex-president of
Lebanon and helped solidify the Lebanese cultural ties of the family. Inter-
marrying within the community also has been important for both socio-
economic and political reasons.

Constructing a Lebanese Identity

The economic, social, and political positioning of Middle Eastern immi-
grants in Mexico corresponds to their construction of a Lebanese identity
by which to relate to one another and to Mexicans. In Lebanon, identity
has tended to be associated with villages and religious affiliations. Shi
ites,
Sunnis, and Druzes from Lebanon have often called themselves ‘‘Arabs,’’
while those of Maronite or Orthodox backgrounds have called themselves
‘‘Lebanese’’ or ‘‘Phoenicians.’’115 Maronite communities both in Mexico
and Lebanon have largely constructed what it means to be ‘‘Lebanese’’ in
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Mexico. Maronites have often asserted that their Phoenician ancestry gave
them their enterprising talents to make a profit in Mexican society.
Historically, demographic changes caused great disparities between

Lebanese Christians and Muslims during the nineteenth century in Mount
Lebanon,116 and these differences became more pronounced in the 1920s
when theMaronites, helped by France, establishedGreater Lebanonwithin
the French Mandate of Syria. Many of the Middle Eastern immigrants
looked to this 1920s period as part of an idealized past that they sought to
replicate in Mexico. However, as Meir Zamir comments, the Maronites’
dominant position was eroded during the Lebanese civil war:

The Maronites, who considered themselves to be the founders of the
Lebanese state, assumed the role of guardians of its independence, sov-
ereignty, and Christian character. They demanded and secured for them-
selves a preeminent position in its political and administrative systems
and in the armed forces, initially with French assistance during the Man-
date, and later after independence, when they exploited the National Pact
of 1943 to retain and even enhance their privileged status. They not only
controlled the presidency but also secured the position of commander-in-
chief of the army and head of the judicial system. Indeed, their share in
the administration was much greater than their proportion in the general
population, and they took advantage of their dominance and access to
state institutions to increase their power and wealth.117

The construction of a Lebanese identity in Mexico has drawn on the
strong links between the Maronites and the French. As with the Mexican
tradition of looking to European—in particular to French—origins and tra-
ditions for cultural legitimation, these twentieth-century ‘‘Lebanese’’Mexi-
cans have promoted themselves as the saviors to Mexican underdevelop-
ment. The Maronites’ close affinity with the French probably caused some
of the Middle Eastern immigrants to position themselves as members of
this ‘‘desirable’’ culture. As Zamir continues, ‘‘The Maronites determined
Lebanon’s national identity, which distinguished it from Syria and the rest
of the Arabworld.’’118This notion of promoting a Christian Lebanese iden-
tity was extended to communities located throughout the world, and the
World Maronite Union was established in the late 1970s. The First World
Congress of the Maronite Union met in Mexico City in February 1979.119

Although many Maronites met to celebrate their transnational identity,
their dominance in Lebanon began to unravel in 1975 with the Leban-
ese civil war. Many Muslim Lebanese blamed the Maronite leadership for
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Lebanon’s ills, and the war lasted nearly twenty years, ending in 1991. In
October 1989 the Ta’if Agreement forced Maronites to make many po-
litical concessions, stipulating among its provisions that Christians and
Muslims be equally represented in the Lebanese Parliament. Zamir notes:
‘‘Whatever the future holds for theMaronites,Christian Lebanon under the
Maronite hegemony, which had existed until1975, is a thing of the past.’’120

Meanwhile, LebaneseMexicans have distanced themselves fromMiddle
Eastern immigrants of Muslim and Druze background and implicitly as-
serted that Lebaneseness, in positive connotations, is equivalent to being
Maronite. Many members in the Lebanese Mexican community note their
Phoenician roots and strong work ethic to explain why they have suc-
ceeded. Other Mexicans discreetly imply that immoral business practices
have enabled these foreign peddlers to take advantage of Mexican good-
will and make large profits. Apart from these explanations, the breadth of
Mexicanness—who can belong to the Mexican nation—enables this immi-
grant group to position themselves inMexican society and attain influence.
How this immigrant group had acquired power by the latter part of the
twentieth century can also be explained by the tradition of having foreign
merchants working in Mexico as well as by Mexican historical events such
as the Mexican Revolution.

Concluding Comments

The immigrants’ principal drive to make profits led them also to promote
their acceptance into Mexican society. The desire to improve their well-
being required them to market themselves as legitimate forces in Mexican
society. As consumers, Mexicans tended to buy from trusted sources with
reliable products, so the newly arrived immigrants immediately began a
process to establish themselves as a trusted part of the Mexican economic
infrastructure. The Mexican tradition of immigrant merchants allowed
Middle Easterners to become entrepreneurs. These immigrants began as
peddlers selling to campesinos and indigenous populations. Therefore, un-
like previous foreign merchants, early Middle Eastern immigrants targeted
the poorer, traditionally marginalized consumer classes. With the profits
they would earn, the immigrants originally planned to return home as
wealthy men and women.
Instead, the immigrants settled in Mexico and constructed their com-

munity by promulgating an idealized version of Lebaneseness that empha-
sized the Christian and European linkages. As they watched events in the
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Middle East unfold in the twentieth century, some resolved to maintain
their culture. The immigrants’ identities tended to be complex, constantly
changing and evolving. The fungibility—the relational and contextual use
of identity—ofmexicanidad has enabled the community to draw on a sense
of foreign elitism, yet it has also differentiated them from their Lebanese
counterparts living in the Middle East.
A further complication has been the regional differences in Mexico, for

to be Lebanese in the Yucatán has been very different than being Lebanese
in the Laguna or inMexico City. According to a Lebanese immigrant living
in Mexico City in 1999, ‘‘Most of them [those at the Centro Libanés] . . .
were racist against Muslims.’’ He felt that the Centro was full of Maronite
Lebanese ‘‘who measure people by their wealth, who [are] very arrogant
against Mexicans. They felt superior to Mexicans.’’ He continued, ‘‘You
can’t compare these Lebanese with the Lebanese in Lebanon.’’ The Leban-
ese community in Mexico was perceived as trying to ‘‘exclude themselves’’
and to claim Arab characteristics when convenient. Within the Mexican
context, they were accused of being ‘‘opportunists.’’121 This disjunction be-
tween recent Lebanese immigrants and the descendants of earlier Middle
Eastern immigrants exemplifies how the construction of Lebaneseness has
been created by a Mexican myth of uniqueness wherein the second and
third generations blended the real and the imaginary, thereby fashioning a
hybrid Lebanese Mexican community.
The accuracy of the immigrant history becomes less significant when

we examine how Lebaneseness extends into the Americas. The Middle
Easterners’ sense of belonging extended to two, three, or four homelands
simultaneously. Currently, a larger ‘‘American Arab’’ identity or ‘‘Lebanese
American’’ identity seems to pervade the Middle Eastern immigrant com-
munity in Mexico, in which a sense of ‘‘transnationalism’’ ties immigrants
and their descendents to relatives inMexico, Brazil, and Argentina. For ex-
ample, in the case of the Abusaid family, one of Juan’s sisters migrated to
Bogotá, Colombia, and her family started a textile factory. Juan’s other sis-
ter settled in Tucumán, Argentina. Both sisters came to Torreón, Mexico,
and visited Juan. But ultimately, it is the economic ties and their pursuit of
profit that has helped defineMiddle Eastern immigrants. InMexico, ‘‘Arab
immigration is a marvelous example of the economic life in Mexico.’’122

Mexico’s economic opportunities have clearly enabled Middle Eastern im-
migrants to position themselves between Mexican society and their own
constructed Lebanese community, to become foreign citizens.



CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

Meanings of Multiculturalism

During the reign of President Porfirio Díaz, it was said: ‘‘Mexico,
mother of foreigners and stepmother of Mexicans.’’1 By interpret-
ing this metaphor with regard toMiddle Eastern immigrants, they

can be seen as both the children and stepchildren of the Mexican nation.
Assuming that their father is a foreign country and their mother is Mexico,
the children born to Middle Eastern immigrants remain foreign, their citi-
zenship deriving from their father in early-twentieth-centuryMexican law.2

Middle Eastern immigrants can also be described as stepchildren of the for-
eign father, whereby the father had an additional, prior, or perhaps even an
adulterous relationship with a foreigner. This interpretation becomes par-
ticularly salient after 1934 (the post-revolutionary period) when children
would obtain Mexican citizenship by juis soli, meaning the place of birth
determines citizenship. These offspring could thus be deemed stepchildren
of Mexico.
In describing the foreign citizens in France of the seventeenth and early

eighteenth centuries under Louis XIV, Peter Sahlins notes, ‘‘The mixed
metaphor of the fatherland as mother was, in fact, the complement of the
widespread tropes in legal and political thought that identified the king as
‘father’ and considered naturalized foreigners as ‘adopted children.’‘‘3 Ap-
plied to Mexico, the notion that foreigners can be adopted children of the
nation and therefore explicitly and legitimately part of the Mexican family
amplifies the meaning ofmexicanidad.Middle Eastern immigrants, as both
children and stepchildren ofMexico, provided necessary skills and labor to
help the ‘‘family’’ develop and prosper. In subsequent generations, by build-
ing on Mexico’s foreign tradition, elite Middle Eastern immigrants have
both integrated into the Mexican nation and created their own communi-
ties, while other Middle Easterners have acculturated to join the mestizo
nation.
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Middle Easterners are part of the Mexican cultural landscape and be-
long to the Mexican nation. Since the Porfiriato, post-revolutionary re-
gimes have adopted contradictory attitudes toward immigrants. Municipal
governments, on the one hand, have often benefited from the Middle East-
ern merchants’ activities and abono system of payment; on the other hand,
national policy makers have often adopted an anti-immigrant discourse and
advocated a Mexico for Mexicans based on the mestizo construct. Mexi-
can citizens often resented Middle Eastern entrepreneurial successes and
wrote letters of complaint about the immigrants’ business practices.
The post-revolutionary construction of the mestizo was in large part

based on the ideas of intellectuals such as Justo Sierra, Andrés Molina
Enríquez, and José Vasconcelos who suggested that the lack of ethnic
integration was at the root of many of Mexico’s problems. They advo-
cated a type of ethnic unity—arguably homogeneity—to integrate the di-
vided Mexico. By encouraging individual groups to lose their distinctive
characteristics and become mestizo, different groups could become part of
the Mexican nation. In promoting mestizaje as the basis of being Mexi-
can, the mestizo construction aimed to diminish the role of foreigners and
the indigenous, thereby limiting ethnocultural plurality and allowing for
a hegemonic discourse. Despite the intellectuals’ attempts to construct a
monolithic Mexico, the Mexican populace, including diverse immigrants,
developed into a pluralistic society that has allowed many ways of being
Mexican.
Consider an episode of a popularMexican telenovela that showed a hero-

ine whispering to her friends as they left a Middle Eastern merchant’s
apartment, ‘‘The Turk is cheap.’’4 The Middle Eastern merchant sports a
comically bushy mustachewith the ends twisted up and has a large, hooked
nose. This character is not particularly important to the story line; yet, he
appears in the soap opera with his oversized nose and cartoonish mustache
trying to swindleMexicanwomen, a stereotypicalMiddle Eastern presence
in Mexican popular culture.
The story of Middle Eastern immigrants arriving at the end of the nine-

teenth century and becoming peddlers and merchants in the twentieth cen-
tury illuminates a neglected aspect of Mexican history. As the Mexican
nation evolved from the Porfiriato to the regime of Lázaro Cárdenas, the
treatment of Middle Eastern immigrants fluctuated.While immigrants en-
countered a mixed reception in Mexico, events in the Levant caused many
Middle Easterners to settle permanently in Mexico. AfterWorld War I, the
Ottoman Empire lost its power in the Levant, and the French took over. In
1943 and1946, Lebanon and Syria, respectively, were declared independent
states.
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Against this backdrop of political change, Middle Eastern immigrants
found an environment in which their network enabled them to settle in
Mexico or continue migration to the United States and in many cases to
make a profit. Their settlement entailed acculturating in multiple ways,
depending on their economic and social positions. Some identify them-
selves as Mexicans, as does my tío-abuelo, while others such as Carlos Slim
Helú identify with being Lebanese Mexican, and still others identify with
being Arab.
The diversity of this immigrant population offers new ways to concep-

tualize the Mexican nation as tolerating ethnic difference. It suggests that
Mexicanness is anything but monolithic. The influx of Lebanese, Syrians,
‘‘Arabs’’ (again, whether Saudi Arabians or other immigrants who self-
identified as ‘‘Arabs’’), Egyptians, Iraqis, Persians, Jordanians, Palestini-
ans, and Arab Jews suggests an alternative to the notion that only the
Lebanese came to Mexico and that Lebanese Mexicans quickly positioned
themselves to dominate Mexico. Rather, the data have shown that Middle
Eastern immigrants were from all parts of the Middle East and of vari-
ous religious orientations and that all encountered challenges in joining the
Mexican nation.
Themulticultural aspects ofMexicanness have roots in theMexican for-

eign tradition, which dates back to the Spanish Conquest and continues to
the present. The foreign citizen paradigm allows some outsiders to main-
tain multiple identities in Mexico while becoming citizens. The process of
joining theMexican nation has also enabled wealthyMiddle EasternMexi-
cans to position themselves politically and economically in Mexican so-
ciety. Those Middle Eastern Mexicans who did not attain great economic
fortunes were not able to participate in the Lebanese historical construc-
tion. Rather, these lower- and middle-class Middle Eastern Mexicans be-
came absorbed into the mestizo discourse and saw themselves primarily as
Mexicans.
How the Mexican national discourse has evolved reflects the changes

in Mexican identities and the instability of the categories of legal and po-
litical personhood, nationality, and ethnicity generally. The categories of
turco, árabe, sirio-libanés, and libanés reflect the dynamics ofMiddle Eastern
politics, the historical imagination, and the changing Mexican discourse of
what is Mexican and who can belong to the nation. Middle Eastern immi-
gration toMexico in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries sheds
light on how one immigrant group played a pivotal role in revolutionary
Mexico. The immigrants’ early roles as merchants later enabled some of
them to become economic and political leaders in present-day Mexico.
Turco sojourners left the Middle East because of political instability, in-
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creased competition in the Levant economy, and religious tensions. At that
time, Porfirian development initiatives drew some immigrants to Mexico,
and others sought easier entrance into the United States through Mexico.
The analysis of immigrant registration cards and immigrant histories re-
veals that the majority of immigrants came from Lebanon and Syria and
settled throughout Mexico. Middle Eastern immigrant networks that gave
them money and information greatly facilitated their migration experi-
ences. The early sojourners’ network also provided an infrastructure that
enabled Middle Easterners to continue with commercial activities during
the chaos of the Mexican Revolution. Middle Eastern immigrants often
provided food and arms to Villa and Zapata by using their ability to cross
into the United States to obtain goods. While the rest of the country was
fighting, these and other Middle Eastern immigrants and their descendants
were able to amass large profits. At the same time, the immigrants faced
great risks from anti-foreign sentiments and revolutionary violence.
After the violent decade of the Revolution, Middle Eastern immi-

grants continued migrating, with nearly 50 percent of the study sample
(1878–1951) coming to Mexico in the 1920s. Mexican citizens became
increasingly uncomfortable with the immigrants’ presence and commer-
cial practices. As Mexicans voiced their opposition to the Middle Eastern
immigrants, wealthy Middle Eastern families became more unified, con-
solidating their economic enterprises with more kinship ties.
Economic hardship led to more anti-foreign policies during the Depres-

sion. This can be attributed both to the larger numbers of immigrants
who had arrived in the 1920s and to a Mexican citizenry demanding
help from the federal government in times of crisis. Complaints against
Middle Easterners came in the form of letters from citizens, chambers of
commerce, and state governments. While Middle Eastern immigration de-
creased in the 1930s, Mexico was a nation searching for a way to handle
its immigrant populations in the midst of economic, social, and political
change. For although Mexican citizens excluded Middle Easterners from
the mainstream,Mexicans thus helped establishMiddle Easterners as ‘‘for-
eigners,’’ which in turn became a point of differentiation for elite Lebanese
Mexicans.
In the Laguna region, immigrants fulfilled specific needs of the northern

Mexican economy. Immigrant testimonies showed the tensions between
laguneros and immigrants as well as theMiddle Easterners’ continuous eco-
nomic positioning for themselves. Although the Laguna’s economic de-
mands during and after the Revolution drove many immigrants to risk
their lives in an effort to succeed financially, Mexican historiography has
given little attention to their mercantile activities. Instead, regional docu-



162 Conclusion

ments combined with immigrant narratives downplay anti-Arab attitudes
expressed to federal authorities and portray theMiddle Eastern community
as overcoming Mexican economic difficulties.
Speaking more broadly, Middle Eastern immigrants have positioned

themselves between Mexican society and their own ethnic groups within
theMiddle Eastern community. Their identities have been largely rooted in
their economic roles of realizing profits, especially during conflict. While
profiting, Middle Eastern immigrants sought to define themselves in rela-
tion to events in the Middle East and in Mexico. In response to Mexican
nation building, the immigrants aimed to unite themselves and perpetu-
ate their foreignness. The construction of the Lebanese community cre-
ated a hegemonic voice for those of Middle Eastern descent with money in
Mexico. Middle Eastern immigrants and their descendants with few eco-
nomic resources have been absorbed into the mestizo Mexican construc-
tion, thus contributing to a history that tends to ignore the diversity of the
immigrants and their contradictory reception in Mexico.
The examination of Middle Eastern immigrant registration, immigrant

testimony, and government letters challenges the Lebanese Mexican his-
torical construction and the notion of a monolithic mestizo nation. Middle
Easterners have simultaneously acculturated into Mexican culture, add-
ing to the diversity of mestizaje, and become foreign citizens. Their pres-
ence therefore implicates a Mexican multiculturalism. This multicultural-
ism appears in the ways in which Middle Eastern immigrants have suc-
cessfully positioned their ambivalent role in Mexican society by exploiting
conflictual moments and building on the Mexican tradition of immigrant
entrepreneurship. It is perhaps best captured in a 1936 editorial in the
Palestinian-Lebanese magazine Palmira that quoted a Mexican immigra-
tion official as saying:

It is among those peoples (referring to Syrians, Lebanese, etc.) whom we
can find the sons who are proud to be Mexicans. Not with that Mexi-
canism of our drunkards nor that shouted by our agitators. We know full
well that the citizens coming from prosperous, rich and glorious countries
come to us as if they were doing us a favor with their presence. On the
other hand, the others, those who come from lowly countries, come here
with the desire to honorably deserve to be taken as Mexicans.5

This study has revealed a Mexican multiculturalism by examining how
Middle Eastern immigrants and their descendants have become Mexican
citizens and how they have created their own Lebaneseness. If scholars
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Figure 7.1. Statue of Emigrant, Beirut

begin to include Middle Eastern immigrants and other ethnic groups in ex-
plorations of Mexican history, new questions arise as to what it means to
be Mexican. If Mexicans can be seen as ethnically and culturally diverse,
then scholars may also need to reexaminewho are theMexican immigrants
coming to the United States.These questions challenge current understand-
ings of Mexican migration and integration into North American society.
Are immigrants fromMexico ‘‘Mexican,’’ or are they, for example, Leban-
ese Mexican, Chinese Mexican, or Zapotec Mexican? What significance
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do these categories command? Given the fluidity of the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der, how does one identify these individuals and their contributions from
such diverse backgrounds? How do scholars begin to meaningfully differ-
entiate between Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the United States?
Such questions, derived from the historical experiences of Middle Eastern
and other immigrants to Mexico, underscore the complexity of twentieth-
century constructions of the Mexican nation and mexicanidad.

Postscript

As I mentioned in the introduction, I traveled to Lebanon and Syria in June
2004. Upon arrival, I learned that the Lebanese community in Mexico had
donated a statue to the Lebanese government in October 2003. This statue
of a nineteenth-century immigrant towers over bustling traffic on Avenue
Charles Helou in Beirut (East Beirut, as it was referred to during the Leban-
ese civil war). His eyes look out toward the port, the Mediterranean Sea,
the Atlantic Ocean, and beyond. The emigrant appears Middle Eastern in
dress, yet he is a gift from Mexico. As I looked at the statue, I reflected
on how far Middle Eastern women and men had traveled to improve their
lives, finding both success and failure and often feeling very far from their
‘‘Allah.’’ The Centro Libanés proudly displays the immigrant statue on its
Website, and the Mexican government has issued a postage stamp bear-
ing a similar image to commemorate ‘‘125 Years of Lebanese Presence in
Mexico.’’ They show how close Middle Eastern immigrants have come to
Mexico.
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Table 1. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Source of Documentation

Mexican Immigrant
Mexican Census Registration Cardsc

Year Birthplacea N Nationalityb N Years N

���� ��� ��� ����–���� �		
���� �	� 	�� ����–���� 
,���
���� �,��� �,��� ����–���� ���
��
� ��,��	 �,��� ��
�–��
� �,	��
���� �,��� ��,��� ����–���� ���
���� Not available �,��� ����–���� ���
���� 	,��� �,�	�

a Delia Salazar Anaya, La población extranjera en México (1895–1990): Un recuento con
base en los Censos Generales de Población (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropo-
logía e Historia [inah], 1996), 105–106. The data used to construct this column are based
on the Mexican census takers’ questions on place of birth. I used Saudi Arabia, Lebanon,
Syria, Palestine, Turkey, Iran, Egypt, and Morocco to calculate this column.
b Ibid., 297–298. I used Arab, Lebanese, Palestinian, Iranian, Syrian, and Turkish nationali-
ties to calculate this column.
c Author’s calculations from the National Registry of Foreigners, Departamento de Migra-
ción (dm), 1926–1951, Archivo General de la Nación (agn), Mexico City. The archive dates
from 1926 to 1951, the years the Mexican government required immigrant registration,
and includes information on immigrants who entered Mexico before 1926 as well.
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Table 2. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Nationality and Sex

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Nationality N % N % N % N % N %

Lebanese
Male ��� ��� �,��� 
�� ���
Female 	�� ��� ��	 ��� ���
Subtotal �,	�� ��.�� ��� ��.�
 �,��� ��.�� ��� ��.
	 ��� �	.�

Syro-Lebanese
Male ��� 	� ��� �
 �
Female �� �� �� �� 

Subtotal 
�� ��.�� ��
 ��.�� ��� ��.
� �� �.�� � �.��
Syrian
Male ��� ��� 	�
 �� �
�
Female �� 	� ��� �� ��
Subtotal ��� �.�
 ��	 ��.�� ��� 
�.�� �
� 
�.�� ��� ��.��
Arab
Male ��� �� ��� 
� ��
Female �� �� 
�� �� ��
Subtotal �	� �.
� ��� ��.	� 	
� ��.
� �	 �.�	 
� �.��
Egyptian
Male � � �� � �
Female � � � � ��
Subtotal � �.�� � �.�	 
	 �.�� � �.
� �� 
.��
Palestinian
Male �
Female 

Subtotal � �.��
Iraqi
Male 
 � �� � 	
Female � � � � �
Subtotal 
 �.�� � �.�� �� �.�	 � �.�� � �.��
Turkish
Male 

Female �
Subtotal 
 �.��
Armenian
Male �
Female 

Subtotal 	 �.�	
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Table 2. Continued

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Nationality N % N % N % N % N %

Transjordanian
Male �
Female �
Subtotal � �.��
Ottoman
Male �
Female �
Subtotal � �.��
Persian
Male 

Female �
Subtotal 
 �.��
British
Male �
Female �
Subtotal � �.	�
North American
Male �
Female �
Subtotal � �.��
By Marriage (Female)
Lebanese �� � �
Syro-Lebanese 
 �
Syrian � � 

Other � �
Total �� �.�� � �.�� � �.
� � �.	�
Not available �� �.�� � �.�	 
� �.�� 	 �.�� � �.��
Total 
,
�� ��.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ���.� ��� ���.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 3. Lebanese-Born Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by City/Town of Birth

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

City/Town N % N % N % N % N %

Beirut ��	 �
.� �� ��.� 
�� �
.�� �� ��.	� �� ��.��
Bikfaya (Bakafra) 	� �.�
Tripoli 	� �.� 

 �.� �
	 	.�� �� �.�� �
 �.��
Monte Lebanon �� �.� 
� �.� �� �.�� � 
.��
Tannourine �
 �.� 	 �.��
Kartaba 
� 
.� �� 
.

Zgharta 

 �.� 
� �.� 	� �.
� �� �.�� �� �.
	
Jounieh 
� �.�
Nabatiyeh �� �.	 
� �.��
Saida �� �.	 	 �.	�
Jezzine �
 
.� � 
.�� �� �.	�
Jounieh �
 
.�
Deir el Qammar �
 
.� 
� �.
�
Beiteddine �� �.�
Bacassin �� �.�
Beit Mellat 
� �.�� �	 �.��
Douma 
	 �.�� � �.��
Kartaba 
	 �.�� 	 �.��
Batroun 
� �.
� �� 
.�
 �� �.��
Saida 
� �.��
Salima 
� �.��
Braachit 

 �.��
Sarba 
� �.��
Meniara �� 
.��
Shouaifat � 
.
�
Bhamdoun 	 �.��
Ghazir 	 �.��
City/town with �
� ��.� �	� 	�.� �,��� ��.�� 
�
 	�.�� 

� 	�.��
fewer than ×
emigrants × = �� ×=�� ×=
� ×=� ×=�
Total �,
�	 ���.� ��� ���.� 
,��
 ���.�� �	� ���.�� ��
 ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 4. Syrian-Born Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by City/Town of Birth

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

City/Town N % N % N % N % N %

Damascus �
 

.� �
 

.� 
�� 
�.� 
� ��.	 �� ��.�
Aleppo �� �.� �� �.� ��
 ��.� �� ��.� �� ��.�
Homs �	 �.	 �	 �.	 �� 	.� � 	.� �� �.

Lattakia � �.� � �.� �� �.�
Hama 	 �.
 	 �.

Safita �� �.�
City/town with �	 �
.� �	 �
.� ��� �
.� �
 �	.� �	 
�.�
fewer than ×
emigrants × = � ×=� ×=� ×=
 ×=

Total ��� ���.� ��� ���.� �,


 ���.� ��� ���.� ��� ���.�

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 5. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Country of Birth

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Country of Birth N % N % N % N % N %

Lebanon �,
�	 ��.�� ��� 	�.�� 
,��
 ��.�� �	� 	
.�� ��
 ��.�	
Syria ��� �.�
 
�� 
�.�� �,


 ��.�
 ��� 
�.�� ��� �
.��
Arabia �
 �.�� � �.�� �� �.�	 � �.�� � �.��
Egypt 	 �.
	 �
 �.�� �� �.�� � �.�� � �.��
Iraq � �.�� � �.�� �	 �.�� �� �.�� � �.��
Palestine 
 �.�� � �.�� � �.�� � �.��
Turkey 
 �.�� � �.�� �� �.�� � �.�� � �.	�
Transjordan (Jordan) � �.�� 
� �.	� � �.�� 
 �.��
Iran � �.�� � �.��
Armenia 
 �.��
North and South
American Countries �� �.		 
� 
.�� �� �.�� � �.��
European Countries � �.

 � �.�� � �.�� � �.�� �� �.��
Not available �� �.�
 �� �.�� ��� �.
� �� �.�� � �.	�
Born in Mexico ��� ��.�� � �.�� �	 �.�� �� �.�� � �.��
Total 
,
�� ��.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.

Table 6. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Religion and Sex

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Religion N % N % N % N % N %

Catholic
Male �,��� ��
 �,
�� �	
 �	�
Female ��� 
�� �
� ��� ���
Subtotal �,��� ��.�	 	
	 	�.�
 �,��� ��.�� 
	� ��.�	 
�
 ��.��
Jewish
Male �� ��� ��� �
 ���
Female 
� �� ��� 	� ��
Subtotal �� �.�� ��� ��.	� �	� 
	.
� ��� ��.�
 ��
 ��.��
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Table 6. Continued

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Religion N % N % N % N % N %

Orthodox
Male �� �
 ��� �� 


Female �� �� �� 
� ��
Subtotal �� �.�
 �� �.�� 
�� 	.�� �� ��.�� �� 	.��
Maronite
Male 
� ��
Female �� ��
Subtotal �� �.�� 
� �.��
Muslim
Male �� 
� ��� 
� �	
Female � 
 
� � �
Subtotal �� 
.
� 
� 
.�� 
�� �.�� 
� �.�� 
� �.��
None
Male �� �� �� � �
Female � 
 � � �
Subtotal �� �.�� �� �.	� �� �.
� � �.�� � �.��
Free Thinker
Male 
� �
Female � �
Subtotal 
� �.�� � �.�	
Druze
Male �� � �� 
� ��
Female � � � � �
Subtotal �� �.		 � �.�� �� 
.�� �� �.�� �� 
.��
Romanist
Male 
�
Female ��
Subtotal �� �.
�
Other �� �.		 � �.�� �� 
.	� 
	 �.�� 
� �.��
Not available �� �.�� 	 �.	� 
� �.�	 � �.�� �
 
.��
Total 
,
�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ���.�� ��� ��.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.



172 Appendix: Tables

Table 7. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by State of Residence in Mexico

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

State N % N % N % N % N %

Aguascalientes �	 �.�� � �.�	 
� �.		 � �.�� � �
Baja California �� �.�� 
 �.

 �
 �.�� � �.�	 � �.��
Campeche �� �.�	 �� �.�� �� �.�
 � �.�� � �.��
Chiapas 
� �.
� �� 
.�� �� �.
� 
 �.�� � �.��
Chihuahua ��
 �.�� �	 �.�
 �
� �.�� �� �.
� � �.	�
Coahuila ��� �.�� �	 �.�� �	� �.�� �	 
.�� 
 �.��
Colima � �.

 � � � �.�� � �.�� � �
Distrito Federal ��� 
�.�� ��� ��.�	 �,��
 ��.�� 
�� ��.�� ��� ��.�	
Durango ��� �.�	 
� 
.�� �� 
.�� 	 �.�� � �
Guanajuato �� �.�� � �.�	 
� �.�� 
 �.�� � �
Guerrero �� �.�� �� �.�� 

 �.	� � �.�� � �
Hidalgo �� 
.
� 

 
.�� �� �.
� � �.	� � �
Jalisco 
	 �.�� 	 �.	� �	 �.
	 � �.	� 	 �.��
Mexico �� �.�� �
 �.�� �� �.
� � �.
� � �
Michoacán �� 
.�� �� �.�
 
� �.	� 
 �.�� � �
Morelos �	 �.�� � �.�	 �� �.�� � � � �
Nayarit 
� �.�� � �.�� �� �.�� � �.�� � �
Nuevo León �
 �.�	 
� 
.�
 �� 
.�� �� �.�� 	 �.��
Oaxaca �� �.�	 
� 
.�� �� 
.�	 �� �.�� � �
Puebla 
�� ��.�� �� �.�� ��	 �.�� 
� �.�� � �.��
Querétaro 
� �.�
 � �.�� �� �.�	 � � � �
Quintana Roo � �.�� � �.�� � � � �
San Luis Potosí 	� 
.�� �	 �.�� �� 
.�� � �.
� � �
Sinaloa �� �.	� � �.�� �� �.
� � �.	� � �
Sonora � �.�� � �.�� �
 �.�� � �.�� � �
Tabasco � �.�� 	 �.	� � �.�� � � � �
Tamaulipas �� 
.�� �� �.	� ��� �.�� � �.
� � �.��
Tlaxcala �
 �.�� � �.�� �� �.�� � � � �
Veracruz ��� ��.
� ��� �
.�
 
�� �.�� 
	 �.�� �� �.��
Yucatán ��� �.�� �� 	.�
 ��� 
.�	 �	 
.�� � �.	�
Zacatecas �� 
.
� � �.�	 �� �.�� � �.�� � �
Not available �� �.	� 
 �.

 �
 
.�
 ��
 ��.�� ��� ��.
�
Total 
,
�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ��.�� ��� ��.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 8. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Occupation and Sex

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Occupation N % N % N % N % N %

In Commerce
Merchants
Male ��� �
� �,	�� 
�� 
��
Female 	� �� 	� 
 �
Subtotal �

 ��.�� ��� ��.
� �,�	
 ��.�� 
�� ��.�� 
�� ��.	�
Peddlers
Male 
� �� ��� �� �
Female � � � � �
Subtotal �
 �.�� �� �.�� ��� �.�� �� �.�� � �.��
Clothing Merchants
Male �� �� 	� �� 

Female 	 � 
 � �
Subtotal �� �.	
 �� �.	� 	� �.�� �� �.�� 
 �.��
Property Merchants
Male �� �� �� � �
Female � � � � �
Subtotal �
 
.
� �� �.�
 �� �.
� �� �.�� � �.��
Employees in Commerce
Male 
� � 
� �
Female � � 
 �
Subtotal 
� �.�� � �.�� 
� �.	� � �.	�
Other Commerce
Male ��
Female �
Subtotal �� �.��
Subtotal in
Commerce �,��� �	.�� �
� �	.	� 
,�
� ��.�� 
	� ��.�� 
	� ��.��
Homemakers
Male �	 � 
� 
 �
Female ��� ��� �,�	� 
�
 

�
Subtotal ��� �
.
� ��� ��.�� �,��� �
.
� 
�� ��.�� 

� ��.	�
Employees in Unspecified Sectors
Male �� �
 �� 	 �
Female � � �� � 

Subtotal �	 �.�� �
 �.�� �� 
.	� 	 �.�
 � �.��
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Table 8. Continued

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Occupation N % N % N % N % N %

Employees in Specified Sectorsa

Male �� � �
Female � � �
Subtotal �� �.�� � �.�� � �.��
Farmers
Male �� �	 �� �� �
Female � � � � �
Subtotal �� 
.�� �	 �.�� �� �.�� �� �.�� 	 �.��
None
Male 
� 
 �� � 

Female �� � 	 � �
Subtotal �� �.�	 
 �.

 
� �.	� � �.�� � �.��
Students
Male 	� � �	 �� ��
Female 
� � �� � �
Subtotal �
 �.�� � �.�� 	� �.	� �� �.�� 
� �.�

Landlords
Male �	
Female �
Subtotal �� �.�	
Industrialists
Male �	 ��
Female � �
Subtotal �	 �.�� �� 
.��
Other ��� �.�� �
 �.	� �		 �.�� �� �.�� �� �.��
Not available 	 �.
	 � �.�� �� �.�� � �.	�
Total 
,
�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
a Specified sectors include office work, industry, municipal service, accounting, jewelry, and lingerie.



Appendix: Tables 175

Table 9. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Marital Status and Sex

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Marital Status N % N % N % N % N %

Married
Male �
� ��� �,��� �	
 
��
Female ��� 
�� �	� �
� ���
Subtotal �,

� ��.	
 ��
 	�.�
 �,��� ��.�� 
�� ��.�
 ��� ��.��
Single
Male ��� ��� �,
�� ��
 ���
Female 
	� �� 
	� �� ��
Subtotal ��� ��.�� 
�
 
	.�
 �,��� ��.�� 
�� �
.�	 ��� ��.��
Widowed
Male �� �� �� 	 ��
Female ��	 �� �	� �� ��
Subtotal ��� �.�� �� �.	� ��� �.�� �� �.�� 	� ��.��
Divorced
Male �� � � � �
Female 
 � � 
 �
Subtotal �� �.		 � �.�� �� �.�� � �.�� � �.��
Not available � �.�� 
 �.

 � �.�� � �.�� 
 �.��
Total 
,
�� ��.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ��.�� ��� ���.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 10. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in
Mexico, by Sex

Male Female Total

Years N % N % N %

����–���� �,��� 	�.� ��� ��.	 
,
�� ���.�
����–���� ��� 	
.� ��� ��.� ��� ���.�
��
�–��
� 
,��� 	�.� �,��� ��.	 �,	�� ���.�
����–���� �	� 	
.
 

� ��.� ��� ���.�
����–���� ��� ��.� 
�� ��.� ��� ���.�

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 11. Middle Eastern Immigrants and Resident Foreign Nationals in Mexico,
by Place of Entry

1878–1909 1910–1919 1920–1929 1930–1939 1940–1951

Place of Entry N % N % N % N % N %

Veracruz, Veracruz �,��� ��.�� �		 ��.�� �,��� ��.
	 ��� 	�.�� �	 
.	�
Progreso, Yucatán ��� �.�� �� �.
� 	� �.�	 
	 �.��
Tampico, Tamaulipas �� �.	
 �� �.
� ��� �.�
 �� 
.��
Ciudad Juárez,
Chihuahua 
	 
.�� �� �.�	 �� 
.�� �� �.��
Nuevo Laredo,
Tamaulipas 
� 
.�
 
� �.�� �� 	.�� �� �.�	
Mariscal, Chiapas �	 �.��
Distrito Federal 
� �.
� 
�� ��.�

Mérida, Yucatán �� 
.��
Other places of entry �� �.�
 �� �.�� �� �.�� �
 �.�� �� ��.��
in Mexico by fewer
than x immigrants × = �� ×=� ×=�� ×=�� ×=��
Consulate in France 
� �.��
Consulate in Beirut �� �.�� �	 	.�� �� �.��
Consulate in Jerusalem �� 	.�	
Consulate in
Havana, Cuba �� 
.��
Not available 
� �.�� � �.�� �	 �.�� �
 
.�� �� 
.��
Born in Mexico ��� ��.�� � �.�� � � 
 �.��
Total 
,
�� ���.�� ��� ���.�� �,	�� ���.�� ��� ��.�� ��� ���.��

Source: Author’s calculations from National Registry of Foreigners, dm (1926–1951), agn.
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Table 12. Middle Eastern Immigrants in Mexico, Endogamy and Exogamy, 1948

Marriage Pattern N %

Endogamy �,��	 �	.��
Exogamy �,��� ��.��
Unknown ��� 
.�	
Total ��,��� ��.��

Source: Louis J. Maloof, ‘‘A Sociological Study of Arabic-Speaking People in Mexico’’
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Florida, January 1959), Table 24, pp. 254–255. Maloof
based his calculations on Directorio libanés: Censo general de las colonias—libanesa—
palestina—siria: Residentes en la Républica, compiled and published by Julián Nasr and
Salim Abud (Mexico City, 1948).

Table 13. Lebanese Immigrants in Mexico, Endogamy and Exogamy, 1948

Marriage Pattern N %

Endogamy �,��� �
.	
Exogamy �,��	 
�.�
Total �,��� ���.�

Source: Carmen Mercedes Páez Oropeza, Los libaneses en México: Asimilación de un
grupo étnico (Mexico City: Institituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1984), Table 17,
p. 124; Oropeza calculations based on Directorio libanés, Nasr and Abud, 1948.
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Table 14. Middle Easterners Living in Mexico at the End of 1948, by Nationality and Sex

Period of Arrival in Mexico

1880– 1890– 1900– 1910– 1920– 1930– 1940–
Nationality 1889 1899 1909 1919 1929 1939 1948 Total

Lebanese
Male 
� 	� ��� ��
 �,
�� �	 �� 
,	��
Female 
� 	� ��� ��� ��
 �� 
� �,�
�
Subtotals �� �
� �,
�	 ��� 
,��	 ��� �� �,��

Syrian
Male 
 � �	 �� ��� � � ���
Female � � �� �� ��
 � � ���
Subtotals � � �� �� 
�� �� � ���
Palestinian
Male � � �	 �� �

 � � 
	�
Female � 
 �� 
� �
 � � 
��
Subtotals � � ��� 		 
�� � �� �	�
Iraqi
Male � � 	 � 
� � � ��
Female � � � � �� � � 
�
Subtotals � � � �
 �� � 
 ��
Jordanian
Male � � � � �
 � � ��
Female � � � � � � � �
Subtotals � � � � �	 � � ��
Egyptian
Male � � 
 � � 
 � 	
Female � � � � � � � �
Subtotals � � 
 � � 
 � 	
TOTAL �� ��� �,��� ��	 
,	�� ��� �� �,���

Source: Maloof, ‘‘Sociological Study,’’ Table 1, p. 147; Maloof calculations based on Directorio libanés,
compiled by Nasr and Abud, 1948.
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