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and other Middle Easterners 
in Latin America 

 
Ignacio Klich*  

 
 
Against the backdrop of Latin America’s incomplete ethnography, the 
immigration from the Middle East - hereafter used in reference to the 
countries of the Levant (Mashriq) as well as Francophone and Spanish 
speaking North Africa (Maghrib) - is among those that have received least 
scholarly attention. Several important factors appear to have been 
responsible for this sorry state of affairs: 

First, the apparent dearth of primary sources has hindered study, 
especially by researchers who consider oral materials a complement, 
rather than a substitute for documents and other sources. For example, a 
valuable bibliographic aid on immigration published by one of Britain’s 
best-known breeding grounds for Latin Americanists contains no more 
than eight entries on various groups from the Middle East: Armenians, 
Lebanese, Muslims, Palestinians and Syrians. Likewise, the useful 
bibliography in Magnus Mörner’s UNESCO-sponsored historical study on 
migration to and from Latin America includes even fewer items on the 
Middle Easterners.1 This said, some authors, aware of the fact that so little 
has been published on the Middle Easterners, seem too readily content to 
write on the basis of a very limited corpus of available information. This is 
not only the case with Latin America-based researchers, whose difficulties 
are spelled out later. If anything, the case of some scholars in highly 
  
* Ignacio Klich, a Senior research fellow at the Centre for Lebanese Studies, teaches Latin 

American history at the University of Westminster, London. He is the compliler of Los 
condenados del Medio Oriente (Buenos Aires, 1975) and Guest Editor with Jorge 
Bestene of a special issue on the Syro-Lebanese and Palestinian immigration to Latin 
America of Estudios Migratorios Latinoamericanos (Buenos Aires) April 1994. 

 
1 Juan Bailey and Freya Headlam, comps., ‘Intercontinental Migration to Latin America: 

A Select Bibliography’, Institute of Latin American Studies, London, 1980, pp. 16ff; 
Magnus Mörner, Adventurers and Proletarians: The Story of Migrants in Latin America 
(Pittsburgh, 1985), pp. 149ff. 
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developed countries is worse; they are quite far from having taken full 
advantage of databases, library holdings and inter-library loans that are 
unavailable to their counterparts in Latin America.  

Second, the historical lack of interest of the Middle Easterners 
themselves in anything but celebrations of their success, after arriving in 
these countries with little or no start up capital, has not fostered openness. 
Instead, their defensive reaction to the low esteem in which they were, and 
to some extent still are held by the local élites has hampered access to 
papers and interviewees, as well as to a rich body of diaries, memoirs and 
travelogues; inasmuch as many of these are authors’ editions they are not 
so readily available at public libraries. The same is the case with the array 
of bilingual press organs which Arabic speaking immigrants set up, 
especially, though not only, in the main recipient countries. Unhappily, the 
latter handicap has been compounded by the incompleteness of collections 
held at national libraries, and the transfer of whole ones to repositories in 
the Middle East. For example, since the 1970s a complete collection of 
Assalam, for many years the doyen of the Arabic language press in 
Argentina, has been at Beirut’s Université Saint Joseph, a Jesuit institution 
of higher learning. More recently, that of the Diario Siriolibanés, the 
Arabic-speakers’ sole daily in Argentina and their self-appointed official 
organ, was moved to Damascus. This said, the understandable 
unhappiness with the shift of complete collections of Arab periodicals to 
places too far away for the meagre grants available to Latin American 
scholars has yet to be matched by a thorough scan of those press organs 
still available in the region’s national and other libraries. The same is the 
case with other bibliographic assets, available in Latin America, that have 
not always been perused by local scholars.  

Third, with the sole exception of Lebanon, the Arab states failed to 
develop a serious interest in their expatriates before the 1970s. Moreover, 
such interest has not resulted in the promotion of research on their 
immigration, whether by Latin American or Middle Eastern scholars, but 
translated into the setting up of umbrella organisations. Hitherto, such 
institutional networks - e.g. the Lebanese government-created World 
Lebanese Cultural Union (at the present time a moribund adjunct of its 
foreign ministry); the Phalangist party-inspired World Maronite League; 
the Syrian Baath-sponsored Federation of Arab American Institutions 
(FEARAB); the PLO-initiated Confederation of Palestinian Institutions in 
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Latin America and the Caribbean (COPLAC), etc. - have devoted greater 
attention to fund-raising and to the political mobilisation of expatriates 
and their offspring.  

Fourth, limited contact between Latin America and the Arab world has 
meant that few of the historical studies on the Middle East in general and 
the countries of emigration in particular have been translated into Spanish. 
One of the upshots of this has been a marked ignorance of conditions in 
the countries of birth, with Alberto Tasso being an exception among the 
Latin American authors that have candidly admitted such a weakness in 
his work.2 

Looked at in this light, it is no coincidence that statements by 
institutional leaders and politicians have included assertions which, like 
others in pioneering studies on the Arab immigration, bear little 
resemblance to the facts, especially in respect of the following questions: 
(i) the country of birth of the Arabic speakers; (ii) their ethnic and 
religious identity; (iii) the factors that prompted them to leave the Middle 
East; (iv) the number of those who settled in Latin America and (v) the 
conditions they encountered in the region.  

As the first to pay attention to the emigration of their fellow 
countrymen, Lebanese authors, Maronites in particular, have, for example, 
tended to make no distinction between the Lebanese and other  Middle 
Easterners. This, however, violates the fact that the Lebanese in several 
Latin American states have not been, nor are they the majority among 
those with Middle Eastern ancestries. For example, in Chile and Honduras 
there is evidence pointing to the Palestinians as the single largest group 
from the Arab world, while in Argentina and Venezuela, the Syrians, not 
necessarily a majority in the early stages of immigration, seemingly 
achieved such a pre-eminent position. 

Concerning the immigrants’ ethnic and religious identity, at first the 
Argentine and Brazilian élites’ identification of some of the Ashkenazi 
Jews with radical politics and/or prostitution, coupled with the Arab-

  
2 Alberto Tasso, Aventura, trabajo y poder: Sirios y libaneses en Santiago del Estero 

(1880-1980) (Buenos Aires, 1989), p. 55. Uniquely among scholars in the Americas, one 
anthropologist did research among the Palestinians in Jordan and the Israeli-occupied 
West Bank for her important work on this group’s presence in Central America. See, for 
example, Nancie L. González, Dollar, Dove and Eagle: One Hundred Years of 
Palestinian Migration to Honduras (Ann Arbor, 1992). 
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Zionist conflict later, have, with rare exceptions, resulted in the exclusion 
of explicit references to the presence of Jews among the immigrants from 
the Arab world, whether in older or more recent publications.3 While not 
due to a single factor, the Arab-Israeli wars also provide an explanation 
for the absence of references to Middle Eastern Christians and Muslims in 
most works on the Jews from Arab countries. Jews, however, are not the 
sole ethnic group to have been left unmentioned: In fact, it is quite unusual 
to find references to Armenians and Assyrians among the literature on 
immigrants from the Arab countries, even if many of the former arrived in 
Latin America from Syria and Lebanon, while the latter moved from Iraq. 
By the same token, Catholic intolerance initially propelled Middle Eastern 
Christians to minimise the differences between their churches; it also 
encouraged Muslim and Druze self-effacement throughout the region. 

Almost exclusive reliance on the recollections of newcomers about 
what pushed them to migrate has taken its toll among writers, especially 
those unable or unwilling to double-check the facts arising from memoirs 
and oral history interviews. Such accounts have tended to overemphasise 
Ottoman religious and national oppression, while paying scant attention to 
economic conditions in the expatriates’ home countries. 

Quantifying the Middle Eastern influx has been hard because of the 
difficulties in most cases to gain access to official immigration records. 
Once that hurdle is overcome, matters are not made easy by the imperfect, 
undifferentiated or changing way of registering Middle Eastern 
immigrants’ nationalities, whether in entry records or censuses, as well as 
by unrecorded arrivals. Altogether, such factors, as well as the belief that 
the larger an ethnic group the greater its entitlement to influence, have led 
to non-scientific estimates by all sorts of interested parties. For example, 
Argentine Arab sources have mentioned that those hailing from the 
Middle East number 2.5-3 million souls, with 600,000-750,000 Muslims 

  
3 Among the exceptions see, for example, Nellie Ammar, ‘They Came from the Middle 

East’, Jamaica Journal, vol. 4, no. 1, 1970, p. 3; Michel Allard, ‘Les Libanais en 
Argentine de l’émigration à l’intégration’, Travaux et Jours (Beirut), 48 (1973), p. 11; 
Elie Habalián D., ‘La comunidad venezolana-levantina y la sociedad venezolana: 
Primera aproximación’ (mimeo), Universidad Central de Venezuela, Caracas, May 1991, 
pp. 8-9, 35-36. Marta Zusana Rufeil, ‘Presencia árabe en la República Argentina (1880-
1914)’, in El problamiento de las Américas (Veracruz, 1992), vol. 2, p.473. 
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among them,4 while a Dominican Republic diplomat has claimed that 
nearly a million of his countrymen are of Arab descent.5 In Brazil’s case, a 
visiting Saudi minister as well as a former presidential candidate of 
Lebanese parentage have spoken of 5 million Brazilians of Arab origin.6 
Such a penchant for unsubstantiated estimates of the numerical importance 
of the Middle Easterners and their local offspring could be severely dented 
by serious demographic studies, if and when these are undertaken. Some 
academic writers have not been above publicising unscientific estimates, 
either when recycling unsubstantiated figures or when creating ex nihilo 
their own. For example, the eye-opening work of an Arab-descended 
Venezuelan sociologist shows a marked preference for self-estimates of 
the Middle Easterners and their local offspring of 300,000-400,000 people. 
Notwithstanding the imperfections in Venezuelan immigration records, 
prudence counsels against outright dismissal of the more modest figures 
arising from such records, and in favour of taking note of other sources - 
e.g. a 1945 self-census of the Arabic-speakers in the Andean countries7 - 
that call into question the accuracy of the preferred figures. For their part, 
the relatively low estimates on Arab-descended Latin Americans offered 
by some Israeli academics also appear to be flawed inasmuch as they 
ignore data freely available at archival repositories in Jerusalem that 
certainly justify an upward revision.8 Such minimisations have their 
  
4 Arab News (Riyadh), 28 May 1989; La Prensa (Buenos Aires), 28 August 1991; La 

Nación (Buenos Aires), 28 March 1992. For lower self-estimates on the Muslims in 
Argentina see, for example, Islam (Buenos Aires), vol. III no. 7, p. 27; S. A. H. Ahsani, 
‘Muslims in Latin America: A Survey,’ Journal Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs, 
July 1984, p. 457; ‘Islam in Argentina: A Report’, Journal Institute of Muslim Minority 
Affairs, January 1992, p.274. See also Raymond Delval, Les Musulmans en Amérique 
latine et aux Caraïbes (Paris, 1992), p.264; Gladys Jozami, ‘El retorno de los “turcos” 
en la Argentina de los noventa’, paper presented at the International Seminar, 
‘Discriminación y Racismo en América Latina’, Universidad de Buenos Aires, 23-25 
November 1994. 

5 EFE, Jerusalem, 20 August 1980. 
6 Arab News, 8 January 1980. 
7 Ahmad Mattar, Guía social de la colonia de habla árabe en Bolivia, Colombia, 

Ecuador, Perú, Venezuela y las islas holandesas de Curaçao y Aruba (Barranquilla, 
1945), pp. 87-104. 

8 In 1947, the head of the Latin American department of the Jewish Agency estimated the 
number of Argentines of Arab descent at 500,000. The same figure is given for 1970 by 
some Israeli authors. For the 1947 estimate, see Central Zionist Archives, Jerusalem, 
S25/7502, Moisés Toff to Moshe Shertok, n.d. 
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counterpart in Palestinian-inspired references to 500,000 people in Latin 
America who can trace their roots back to Palestine. This, however, is 
hard to reconcile with other much lower Arab estimates: 5,000 in a 1970 
study conducted by the PLO Research Centre,9 or 293,000 Palestinian 
holders of Hashimite Kingdom and other passports in Argentina, Brazil 
and Chile in the 1980s, according to the Jordanian foreign ministry.10 

As for the conditions confronted by immigrants from the Middle East, 
many contrived portraits of Latin America as a welcoming region for 
people that were generally considered exotic, if not worse, have been 
drawn. Hagiographers, however, pay little or no heed to the barriers that 
were erected against immigrants from the Arab world, among other 
undesired groups. Witness the following incomplete catalogue of such 
restrictions: Uruguay’s law 2096 of June 1890, as well as the decrees of 
December 1894 and February 1915, banned ‘the immigration of Asians 
and Africans’, with a further decree, this one of October 1902, 
proclaiming the need to protect Uruguayans from the noxious influence of 
‘inferior races’. In 1903-4 Haiti closed the gates on Syrians and Lebanese, 
barred all Arabic speakers from involvement in petty trade, set a 10-year 
waiting period for those wishing to be naturalised and ordered the 
expulsion of passport holders of countries that had not been recognised by 
March 1905. Mexico’s immigration law of 1926 barred Poles from entry, 
and also banned the landing of Syrians, Lebanese, Armenians, 
Palestinians, Turks and Chinese whose capital was below 10,000 Mexican 
pesos, or who were unable to deposit a sum determined by the foreign 
ministry by way of indemnity. From 1929, El Salvador considered Middle 
Easterners as pernicious aliens, with the country’s legislative decree 65 of 
September 1930 singling out ‘Turkish, Palestinian, Arab, Syrian and 
Lebanese’ immigrants for discriminatory treatment: Not only did they 
have to register every year but persons of said origins were forbidden from 
translating into Spanish or Hispanicising their names. Nicaragua’s 
immigration legislation of 1930 banned the entry of ‘individuals belonging 
to the Chinese, Turkish, Arab, Syrian, Armenian, black and gypsy races’. 
After requiring Arabs, Turks, Syrians, Armenians, blacks and Chinese to 
post a bond of $2,500 in 1929, Honduras’ law 134 of March 1934 
  
9 Nabeel Shaath, ‘High Level Palestinian Manpower’, Journal of Palestine Studies, 

Winter 1972, p. 81. 
10 Author’s interview with Malik Twal, Amman, 3 August 1985. 
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restricted the influx of ‘Arabs, Turks, Syrians, Armenians, Palestinians, 
Czechs, Lebanese and Poles’ to those who could assure the immigration 
authorities that they came ‘to devote themselves to agriculture 
exclusively’ on pain of being expelled from the country if they had not 
started work in agriculture or established new industries within six months 
of arrival. Whereas Guatemala’s immigration law of 1909 rejected Asians, 
its decrees 1813 and 1823 of May 1936 prohibited the ‘establishment of 
new workshops, warehouses, shops, market places and industrial, 
mercantile and commercial centres [or the opening of branches of already 
existing establishments] which are to be owned or directed by individuals 
of the following nationalities [and their Guatemalan offspring]: Turks, 
Syrians, Lebanese, Arabs, Palestinians, Armenians, Egyptians, Persians, 
Afghans, Hindus and Polish, as well as the members of races originating 
in the African continent’. The annual intake of next of kin of Jamaica’s 
Syrians was reduced to 16 in January 1936. Colombia’s decree 397 of 
February 1937 sanctioned requirements more difficult to meet for 
‘Bulgarians, Chinese, Egyptians, Estonians, Greeks, Hindus, Latvians, 
Lithuanians, Moroccans, Palestinians, Poles, Rumanians, Russians, 
Syrians and Turks’. Issued in April-May 1940, Bolivian ordinances 
forbade consuls to consider visa applications, including tourist ones, from 
Semitic candidates. Panama’s Constitution of 1941 proclaimed a ban on 
the immigration of members of ‘the black race whose mother tongue is not 
Spanish, the yellow race and races originally from India, Asia Minor and 
North Africa’. Lastly, the US example inspired article 151 of the Brazilian 
Constitution of 1934, which introduced a quota system limiting the intake 
of immigrants according to nationality to 2 per cent of those who had 
entered the country during 1884-1933. In addition to this, decrees 406 and 
3019, of May and August 1938 respectively, empowered the Brazilian 
government to limit or suspend entry of individuals of certain races or 
origins on account of economic or social considerations.11 
  
11 National Archives, Washington, Civil Reference Branch, RG 59, 815.55/978-999, US 

embassy to State Department. Lelio Mármora, ‘La fundamentación de las políticas 
migratorias internacionales en América Latina’, Estudios Migratorios Latinoamericanos, 
December 1988, pp. 380-81. See also Selly Dayan de Mizrachi and Nadhji Arjona, La 
saga de los sefarditas: Del Medio Oriente a Panamá (Panama, 1986), p.80; Alicia G. 
Backal, ‘Los sobrevivientes del Holocausto en México’, paper presented at the 
International Seminar ‘Discriminación y Racismo en América Latina’, Universidad de 
Buenos Aires, 23-25 November 1994. 
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No such legislation was ever as effective a deterrent to prevent 
completely the legal and/or surreptitious arrival of Arabic speakers, or 
others also deemed undesirable. Indeed, Middle Eastern immigrants from 
various ethnic, religious and linguistic backgrounds came to Latin 
America as part of the predominantly Ibero-Italian influx that spanned the 
period from the latter decades of the 1800s until the 1950s. Most were 
Arabic speakers from Ottoman or post-World War I Lebanon, Syria and 
Palestine. They were preceded by the less numerous waves of mainly 
Spanish speaking Jews from Morocco and Algeria. 

Some two hundred years after the flowering of a Maghribi Jewish 
presence in Brazil, economic and demographic factors combined with a 
bout of xenophobia stemming from the Moroccan-Spanish conflagration 
(1859-1860) to add new impetus to individual departures to Latin 
America, which had resumed earlier that century. Impelled by such a 
combination, more Jews from Morocco - and eventually from Algeria too 
- set their sights on reaching Gibraltar, the Spanish mainland (Algeciras, 
Cádiz and Málaga) and the Canary islands (Las Palmas and Santa Cruz de 
Tenerife), en route to a fresh start across the Atlantic. 

Favourable economic conditions at their final destination and the fact 
that some Moroccan Jews hailed from Portugal were among the reasons 
reportedly pulling the departees in Brazil’s direction. Later, Argentina and 
Venezuela, and to a considerably lesser extent other Latin American 
states, became their foremost destinations. An indication of the scale of 
such migration is provided by the Argentine census of 1914 which 
recorded the presence of nearly a thousand Maghribis: 802 Moroccans and 
125 Algerians. 

 Unlike the North Africans, the Mashriqis’ first choice apparently was 
not Latin America but the US, presumably because of the greater attention 
the latter received in nineteenth-century Arabic language geography books 
and press. Nevertheless, the economic and other factors that pushed 
increasing numbers of Lebanese, Syrians and Palestinians to leave their 
homes since the 1870s, together with stringent health tests in the US and 
the eventual introduction of quotas, prompted travel agents to redirect 
many Mashriqis to the countries south of the Río Grande. The absence of 
direct links between the migrants’ places of birth and the main Latin 
American ports required transhipment in France, Italy, Spain or other 
European countries. Additionally, Ottoman restrictions prompted 
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numerous departees to disguise their voyage’s ultimate destination as a 
trip to Egypt. Hence, many of those classed in Latin American 
immigration registers as Egyptian were in fact originally Lebanese, Syrian 
and Palestinian, just as countless Algerians were, for entirely different 
reasons, originally Moroccan. 

Latin America’s principal countries of immigration, Argentina and 
Brazil, were also the favourite among the Lebanese, Syrians and 
Palestinians. Argentine records show some 180,000 entries from the 
Mashriq during 1890-1950. As the main waiting room republics for 
Arabic speakers and others intent on crossing into the US, Cuba and 
Mexico witnessed the arrival of thousands of Mashriqis too. Not 
surprisingly, Washington repeatedly prodded the Cuban and Mexican 
authorities into co-operating to stem this human contraband. That is not to 
say that all the Arabic speakers who arrived in these countries sought to 
leave or aimed to contravene US sanitary and other regulations, just as not 
all their counterparts landing in Montevideo intended to circumvent a 
1928 Argentine foreign ministry directive designed to stem the influx of 
Middle Easterners. 

Most Arabic speakers were Christian, in particular Greek (Melkite) 
and Maronite Catholics, or Orthodox. Undeniably, however, followers of 
other Christian denominations, as well as Muslims (Alawi, Shia and 
Sunni), Druzes and Jews, were also among them. In fact, the emigration of 
Arabic speaking Jews from Aleppo, Damascus and Beirut occurred at the 
same time as that of the Judeo-Spanish (Ladino) speaking counterparts 
from continental Turkey, the Balkans and the eastern Mediterranean isles. 
Ottoman and Young Turk policies no doubt provoked an Armenian 
exodus too, whether from Turkey proper or the Arab countries which 
witnessed the arrival of fleeing Armenians. That some Latin American 
states received nearly as many Turks as Arabic speakers is highlighted by 
the fact that between 1901 and 1924 Cuba admitted nearly 14,000 Turkish 
and Mashriqi aliens, with 5,807 listed as Turks and 8,128 as Arab, Syrian 
or Palestinian. 

Most Spanish and Arabic speakers arrived before the 1930s, when the 
combination of economic crisis and nationalism in Latin America fostered 
greater selectivity in immigration affairs. Since the end of World War II, 
however, the region’s Palestinians, as well as its Maghribi and Mashriqi 
Jews, represented a powerful magnet for a new wave of their confrères. 
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Palestinian refugees of the first Arab-Israeli war (1948-1949) moved to 
Brazil, Venezuela and other countries,12 while Moroccan and Egyptian 
Jews flocked to Brazil, Chile and Uruguay.13 The resettlement of these 
North African Jews was one of the side effects of the waning of the French 
presence in the Maghrib, the Israeli-Egyptian war of 1956 and the fears 
aroused by the ascendancy of Nasserite Pan-Arabism throughout the Arab 
world.  

Known as turcos (Turks) - a label used with inadvertent irony in 
relation to Turks, Arabs and Armenians14 - the Arabic speakers were 
likewise referred to as moros (Moors) in Cuba, presumably owing to 
Spain’s longer-lasting influence on the island. Most of the immigrants, 
though, tended to perceive the turco sobriquet as pejorative, especially 
after the Ottoman empire’s demise resulted in Lebanese and Syrian 
arrivals with French travel documents, or brought Palestinians with papers 
issued by their country’s British mandatory authorities. More recently, 
though, some of those hailing from the Middle East have come to 
recognise the existence of a more benign side to the turco label as well.15 
Instead, many Lebanese, the Maronites in particular, were keen to stress a 
French identity even before World War I, much in the same way as 
numbers of Moroccan Jews described themselves as Andalusian Catholics. 
The former appears to have been very much the case in Uruguay, where 
Maronite Catholic predominance among the Syro-Lebanese élite and 
French patronage prior to the carving up of the Ottoman empire were 

  
12 Israeli government figures prompted Yoram Shapira to write that ‘a considerable number 

[of Arabs] in Venezuela, and 8,000 in Brazil are refugees of the 1948 war’. Though not 
mentioned by Shapira, there is important evidence showing that Israeli diplomats and 
other envoys also explored the possibility of resettling in Latin America Palestinian 
refugees as well as their kinsmen who stayed behind in the Galilee. Yoram Shapira, 
‘External and Internal Influences in Latin American-Israeli Relations’, in Michael Curtis 
and Susan Aurelia Gitelson, eds., Israel in the Third World (New Brunswick, 1976), p. 
164; Ignacio Klich, ‘La posibilidad del asentamiento de palestinos en la Argentina 
(1948-1952): Una perspectiva comparada’, Estudios Migratorios Latinoamericanos, 
April 1994, pp.115-41. 

13 Ilya M. Dijour, ‘Jewish Migration in the Post-War Period’, Jewish Journal of Sociology, 
June 1962, pp. 77-78. 

14 Not surprisingly, Arabs and Armenians sought to stress that Turkey is not an Arab state 
and to underline that Armenians are neither Turks nor Semites. See Narciso Binayán, La 
comunidad armenia en la Argentina (Buenos Aires, 1974), p.7; Jozami, art. cit. 

15 Habalián, art. cit. 
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useful to counter the noxious consequences of that country’s anti-Asian 
immigration legislation.16 As for Maghribi Jews feigning to be Catholics, 
such a practice was not uncommon in the New World, whether in Iberian 
Latin America or the Anglo-Saxon US.17 

Like other new arrivals, the Middle Easterners or at the very least a 
significant proportion of them, initially saw themselves as sojourners, 
striving to amass wealth before returning to their birth place to enjoy the 
fruits of hard work. Indeed a number of Maghribis and Mashriqis fulfilled 
the expectation of moving back to their home countries, so it is hardly 
surprising to find some of the most successful serving as honorary consuls 
for several Latin American states before the close of the nineteenth 
century. 

Moroccans and Algerians first, Arabic speakers later, took advantage 
of Latin America’s undeveloped tertiary sector, in particular retail trade 
and consumer credit, and devoted themselves almost exclusively to 
commerce, at the outset as pedlars, then as shopkeepers, and later as 
wholesalers. Catering for the needs of the least well off they helped to 
expand the market; to achieve this they provided credit by operating a 
rudimentary system of payment by instalments, or accepting countertrade. 
The accumulation of start-up capital in commerce drove some into 
manufacturing, at first in small workshops, later in fully fledged 
industries. Such manufacturing enterprises had a part in the process of 
import-substitution industrialisation, especially in the textile and garment 
industries. 

Most Middle Easterners settled permanently in Latin America. They 
proved wrong those among the local liberals who, like others, had argued 
against their immigration, whether on grounds that their occupations 
differed markedly from official expectations of recruiting agricultural 
labour or that their ethno-religious backgrounds stood in the way of 
assimilation. Nevertheless, the concern over occupation persuaded some 
of Argentina’s better established Syro-Lebanese to channel, albeit 

  
16 ‘Los libanenses en la República Oriental del Uruguay’, Revista Diplomática Argentina, 

April 1924. 
17 See, for example, Jewish Colonisation Association, London, Samuel Halphon and J. 

Sabah, ‘Enquête sur la population israélite de l’Argentine, 1909-10’; Walter P. Zenner, 
‘Chicago’s Sephardim: A Historical Exploration’, American Jewish History, Winter 
1989-90, p. 225. 
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unsuccessfully, their newly arrived kinsmen to farm work early in this 
century, and also to establish their own short-lived screening of 
immigration candidates in Beirut in the late 1920s. 

Latin Americans of Arab parentage - especially, though not only, the 
Christians among them - rose to political prominence in countries that 
once sought to limit the influx of their kinsmen. From the 1930s, the 
region saw some become Congressmen; others were entrusted with 
ministerial portfolios, pursued military careers or were co-opted into the 
diplomatic corps; a few ruled - or sought to do so - as elected or de facto 
heads of state. To name but a few, the latter include Argentina’s Carlos 
Saúl Menem (of Syrian Muslim parentage), Bolivia’s Juan Pereda Asbún 
(whose mother was a Palestinian Christian) and Colombia’s Julio César 
Turbay Ayala (whose father was a Lebanese Maronite). 

None of the above means that anti-Arab prejudice, stronger in some 
parts of the hemisphere than others, has faded into insignificance. There is 
no need to be a Menem supporter or sympathetic to his party to recognise 
the lacing of legitimate opposition to the present Argentine government 
with expressions of anti-Arab bigotry in some of the country’s mass 
circulation publications.18 Moreover, an opinion survey sponsored by the 
American Jewish Committee and the Delegación de Asociaciones 
Israelitas Argentinas, conducted in Buenos Aires, Córdoba, Santa Fe and 
Tucumán before the end of 1992, showed that 40 per cent of the 1,900 
interviewees classed Arabs and their Argentine offspring as belonging to a 
separate people, rather than the Argentine one; 31 per cent considered 
Arab and Arab-descended Argentines among the least integrated in the 
country, with 17 per cent in favour of the notion that they should not enjoy 
the same rights as other Argentine citizens. Asked whether they would 
vote for a non-Catholic presidential hopeful, 45 per cent answered that 
they would not support a Muslim candidate, the highest level of rejection 
recorded among a variety of non-Catholic creeds.19  

Setting aside the many problems that have retarded the study of 
Middle Eastern immigrants in Latin America, various aspects of their life 
in the region are being researched by a small group of anthropologists, 
  
18 Ignacio Klich, ‘Challenges to Jewish Life in Latin America: Argentina’, in William 

Frankel, ed., Survey of Jewish Affairs 1991 (Oxford, 1991), pp. 226-28. 
19 Edgardo Catterberg y Asociados, ‘Attitudes toward Jews in Argentina: A Public-Opinion 

Survey’, 12 November-3 December 1992. 
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geographers, historians, linguists and sociologists, especially in Latin 
America (Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, Mexico, Venezuela) but also elsewhere 
(Lebanon, Europe and the US). The important contribution of experts in 
the Arabic language and literature need not be underestimated. This is 
highlighted in the recent works of, among others, C. Nijland, Robin Ostle 
and Margot Scheffold on the literary production of the Latin American 
mahjar (countries of emigration), particularly the Arabic poetry and prose 
writers based in Argentina and Brazil. To a lesser extent, the same is the 
case of Latin American literary critics and other writers, e.g. Sergio 
Macías, Teresa Estévez Brasa, Moshe Nes El, and Estela Valverde, who 
have reminded readers of the Arab characters and other elements present 
in the region’s literature, whether the latter have been authored by the 
likes of Jorge Amado, Roberto Arlt and Gabriel García Márquez, among 
the foremost Latin American fiction writers, or by prominent descendants 
of the early immigrants, e.g. Argentina’s Jorge Asís, Brazil’s Milton 
Hatoum, Chile’s Roberto Sarah, etc. Most of the aforenamed scholars and 
critics are not based in Latin America. 

A comprehensive bibliography on the Middle Easterners in Latin 
America is a long overdue aid for scholars and students. By way of 
contrast, that on the Lebanese in Africa is nearly two decades old, while 
the most extensive of the bibliographic projects on the European and 
Middle Eastern Jews in Latin America dates back to 1990.20 Taking stock 
of the literature on Algerians, Armenians, Assyrians, Lebanese, 
Maghribis, Palestinians and Syrians of various creeds, a hitherto 
unattempted combination, will not only broaden significantly the range of 
materials available but will also avail writers on one specific group the 
opportunity of seeing this in the wider context of the influx of various 
other groups from the Middle East. As such, this can encourage further 
study, and, hopefully, promote richer results. Undeniably, this first step in 
the direction of an annotated bibliography has benefitted from other earlier 
endeavours; to be sure, though, most of the nearly 500 sources listed 

  
20 H. Laurens van der Laan, ‘A Bibliography on the Lebanese in West Africa, and an 

Appraisal of the Literature Consulted’, Kroniek van Afrika, 3 (1975), pp. 283-95; 
Mohammed Sawaie, ed., Arabic-speaking Immigrants in the United States and Canada: 
A Bibliographical Guide with Annotation (Lexington, 1985); Judith Laikin Elkin and 
Ana Lya Sater, comps., Latin American Jewish Studies: An Annotated Guide to the 
Literature (Westport, 1990). 
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below have never been mentioned together in the published bibliographies 
of other authors.21 This includes a host of primary sources, generally 
official publications (e.g. censuses), in addition to important self-censuses, 
diaries and memoirs by the immigrants themselves. Secondary sources 
have been restricted to entries in encyclopaedias, articles in monthly 
periodicals and scholarly journals; unpublished presentations at academic 
events; licentiate, masters and doctoral dissertations, as well as 
biographies and other books by academics, journalists and writers of 
fiction. It bears stressing that such articles and books may be central for 
the study of one or more of the immigrant groups from the Middle East; 
they could simply contain passing, though relevant references to them, or 
else they could bring to readers’ attention the fact that some of the 
experiences in Latin America of Muslims from the Indian subcontinent 
and South East Asia may be pertinent for the study of their Middle Eastern 
co-religionists. Instead, encyclopaedia entries, dissertations and works of 
fiction cited below, are only those centred on the Middle Easterners. Such 
arbitrary criteria may do justice to some and injustice to other authors. As 
relates to their organisation, a list of materials deemed of general interest, 
is followed by individual country entries. Needless to say that there is also 
value in attempting an inventory of press articles, as was done by Margalit 
Bejarano in the case of the Buenos Aires Spanish-language Sephardic 
periodical La Luz, or by a team led by Nélida Boulgourdjian, who had set 
their sights on Argentine press coverage of the Armenian question.22 

Of course, much more will have to be done to fill in the gaps in our 
knowledge of the diverse ethnic and religious groups that settled 
throughout the region, and to match the bibliographic aids on either the 
Arabic speakers who moved to West Africa at about the same time, or 
other immigrant groups in Latin America. Published materials are neither 

  
21 For Argentina, Brazil and Chile only, see Ignacio Klich, ‘Introducción a las fuentes para 

la historia de los mesorientales en América Latina’, Temas de Africa y Asia, 2 (1993). 
See also Bailey and Headlam, op.cit.; Francine H. McNulty, ‘Mahjar Literature: An 
Annotated Bibliography’, Mundus Arabicus, vol. 1, 1981; Mörner, op.cit.; Elkin and 
Sater, op.cit.; Michael W. Suleiman, ‘Los árabes en America Latina: bibliografía 
preliminar’, Estudios Migratorios Latinoamericanos (Buenos Aires) April 1994. 

22 Margalit Bejarano, ‘Fuentes para la historia de los sefaradíes en la Argentina’, Sefárdica, 
May 1986; Nélida Elena Boulgourdjian, Leticia Otero, Pedro Gitz, Claudia Cortese and 
Alberto Piñeiro, El genocidio armenio en la prensa argentina, 1890-1900 (Buenos 
Aires, 1988). 
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the only nor necessarily the foremost sources for the study of a specific 
aspect of any immigrant group. The pioneering works of María Elena Vela 
and Lilia Bertoni in Argentina, Jan Suter in the Salvadorean case, or Darío 
Euraque in that of Honduras, shows that wherever accessible, such sources 
can be complemented by the unpublished papers of the recipient countries’ 
immigration authorities, as well as by the raw and processed data from 
national, provincial and municipal censuses. Additionally, sifting through 
data from regional and other chambers of commerce, banking as well as 
other financial information, has been amply successful for Fernando 
Dahse in the case of Chile, Louise Fawcett de Posada and Eduardo Posada 
Carbó in Colombia, Jan Suter in El Salvador, as well as Darío Euraque in 
Honduras. The same can be said about registry documents of weddings for 
Diana Epstein’s initial efforts to probe into the social history of Maghribi 
Jews in Argentina. Looking into ecclesiastical records and those of 
community institutions, as done, for example, by Gladys Jozami in 
Argentina, the late Clark Knowlton for Brazil, Eurídice Charón and 
Gladys Perdomo in Cuba, as well as Antonio Seluja Cecín in Uruguay, has 
been particularly rewarding for those granted access to such papers. No 
less promising has proved to be scouring through diplomatic records, 
primarily those of Mideastern and American states, but also Ottoman 
papers (as in the case of Elie Safa with Lebanese foreign ministry papers, 
and by Engin Akarli and Kemal Karpat in Turkey), those of the British 
and French mandatory authorities, or those of the Spaniards in Morocco 
(as highlighted by Juan Bta. Vilar’s work).23 Lastly, interviews and 

  
23 For works based on Argentine, Brazilian, French, Lebanese, Ottoman, Spanish and US 

diplomatic records, or including references to these, see, for example, Elie Safa, 
L’Emigration libanaise (Beirut, 1960); Brenda Gayle Plummer, ‘Race, Nationality and 
Trade in the Caribbean: The Syrians in Haiti, 1903-1934’, International History Review, 
October 1981; Kemal H. Karpat, ‘The Ottoman Emigration to America, 1860-1914’, 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 17 (1985); Louise Fawcett de Posada, 
‘Libaneses, palestinos y sirios en Colombia’, Centro de Estudios Regionales, 
Universidad del Norte, Barranquilla, 1991; Kohei Hashimoto, ‘Lebanese Population 
Movement 1920-1939: Towards a Study’, in Albert Hourani and Nadim Shehadi, eds., 
The Lebanese in the World: A Century of Emigration (London, 1992); Ignacio Klich, 
‘Argentine-Ottoman Relations and their Impact on Immigrants from the Middle East: A 
History of Unfulfilled Expectations, 1910-1915’, The Americas, October 1993; Juan Bta. 
Vilar, ‘La emigración judeo-marroquí a la América Latina en la fase pre-estadística 
(1850-1880)’, Paper presented at the Seventh International Research Conference of the 
Latin American Jewish Studies Association, Philadelphia, 6-8 November 1993; Jeffrey 
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questionnaires, the main primary source employed, among others, by 
Alberto Tasso in Argentina, and Teresa Cuevas Sebá, Miguel Mañaná 
Plasencio and Luz María Martínez Montiel in Mexico can help answer 
questions not covered by other sources. As is well known, the 
effectiveness of such a tool, a favourite among anthropologists and 
sociologists, inevitably hinges on the interviewer’s familiarity with the 
data and vistas arising from documents and secondary sources.  

  
Lesser, ‘Immigration and Shifting Concepts of National Identity in Brazil during the 
Vargas Era’, Luso-Brazilian Review, vol. xxxi, no. 2, 1994. 
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