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from the eaStern mediterranean

akram Khater

at the entrance to the Port of Beirut there stands a statue. in arabic it 
is titled “the Lebanese [male] emigrant: from Lebanon to the World”.1 
it was erected in 2003—with a duplicate unveiled earlier in mexico 
and another one later in australia—to commemorate the departure of 
hundreds of thousands of emigrants from the shores of Lebanon to the 
americas, africa and australia. in frozen bronze the statue collapses 
these myriad stories and experiences—which span the 1870s through 
the 1960s—into an essentialized image of “the emigrant” and creates a 
normative and simplistic narrative of the complex history of immigra-
tion from the eastern mediterranean.2 it depicts a lone peasant with a 
kashé (small sack) over his shoulder staring off over the mediterranean 
with a majestic look and stance. absent are the city and town folks, the 
families that invested their monies and dreams into this departure from 
the ordinary, and the doubts and failures that permeate these journeys. 
the statue’s label also superimposes a national identity (Lebanese) onto 
predominantly pre-national peregrinations from a wider region. thus, it 
presumes as Lebanese the many who today would be called Palestinians 
and Syrians, and simplifies the struggle over multiple identities into a sin-
gular fait-accompli. But most strikingly, women are nowhere to be seen in 
this representation of emigration; the gendered statue of a male emigrant, 
textually and visually, enshrines a romanticized notion of the individual 
man facing the world alone.

the story of emigration is, as can be expected, far more complex and 
certainly not all about men setting off alone into the distance. in this essay i 
would like—in necessarily summary terms—to present a  different   history 

1   arabic is a gendered language. it also has a simple Spanish title which reads: “Statue 
of the male emigrant”. this statue, and its replicas, was erected by the Lebanese Club in 
mexico City.

2 the eastern mediterranean, or Levant, refers to today’s Lebanon, Syria and Palestine/
israel. While emigrants left from all these areas, the majority (60–80 percent) came from 
mount Lebanon. they were known as turcos in Latin america or more commonly as Syr-
ians, which referred to the pre-WWi area and not the post-WWi nation-state.

Proletarian and Gendered Mass Migrations : A Global Perspective on Continuities and Discontinuities from the 19th to the 21st
         Centuries, BRILL, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/ncsu/detail.action?docID=1192538.
Created from ncsu on 2020-05-28 08:15:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.
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of emigration from the eastern mediterranean. i would like to complicate 
the simplistic yet predominant narrative of this historical movement of 
people between 1870 and the 1960s by looking at two frequently ignored 
aspects of this story.3 at the most basic level i will argue that the ranks 
of those of who left their villages and towns were replete with women—
married and single—who travelled not simply for family reunification but 
just as often on their own initiative for similar reasons that compelled 
their male counterparts to leave the shores of the mediterranean. of equal 
importance is to look at this migration not nostalgically as the “heroic” 
ventures of individuals, but rather as a family investment whose story is 
as much about women working alongside their men, and quite often toil-
ing by themselves. finally, i will argue that the predominant narrative 
which minimizes women’s immigration in terms of numbers and causes, 
and makes them to be only wives, daughters and sisters residing within 
the confines of the home was a constructed one. it is a narrative that had 
little to do with the historical realities of early immigration and far more 
to do with the desire of second generation immigrants to enter the ranks 
of the “respectable” middle classes.

“emigration fever”4

immigration from the Levant predates the nineteenth century. for cen-
turies before, people moved in groups small and large within the region 
to avoid taxes, because of economic downturns, to seek seasonal work 
or to escape religious persecution. however, the trans-atlantic and trans-
Pacific migrations only began in the second half of the nineteenth century 
and the first wave lasted through the early 1930s.

3 Scholarship on Lebanese immigration has sought to include women in the narra-
tive starting with afif tannous and his article “Social Change in an arab Village”, Ameri-
can Sociological Review 6 (1941): 650–662; and including the work of alixa naff, Becoming 
American: The Early Arab Immigrant Experience (Carbondale, 1985); evelyn Shakir, Bint 
Arab: Arab and Arab American Women in the United States (Westport, 1997); and akram 
Khater, Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender, and the Middle Class in Lebanon, 1870–1920 
(Berkeley, 2001). however, for the most part women have been nearly absent from all other 
writings about immigrants to South and Central america, and to sub-Saharan africa. Simi-
larly, studies on early turkish migration have been very male-centred. more to the point, 
gender as an analytical category is rarely used in exploring these histories.

4 fifty-fourth annual report of the Board of foreign missions of the Presbyterian 
Church in the United States of america, 1891, 225. 
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there was not a singular reason for which Levantine men and women 
emigrated. escaping a bad marriage, reuniting with family, fleeing real or 
perceived religious persecution were all reasons to leave home. But, in 
general, the great majority left seeking to make money and intended to 
return after a hiatus, and because legal and logistical changes permitted 
them to depart when residents of other provinces of the ottoman empire 
could not. as with other parts of the nineteenth century world, the east-
ern mediterranean (particularly mount Lebanon) attracted european cap-
italists seeking markets for their manufactured goods and sources of raw 
material for their factories. in this instance it was silk that brought mer-
chants from marseilles and Lyons—through local intermediaries—to the 
villages that dotted the mount Lebanon range. higher prices offered for 
silk cocoons enticed local producers to sell to the newcomers as well as 
to increase their production. typically—as the story usually goes at some 
point for incorporation into the world capitalist market—after a decade 
or so the prices started fluctuating. By the 1870s, they had definitely stag-
nated because of the entry of China and Japan into the market, especially 
as the latter was bent on industrializing through a massive production of 
higher quality silk. the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 and steamboat 
navigation contributed as well to the saturation of the silk market and to 
the fall in prices. finally, the deathblow came from european-manufac-
tured synthetic fibres that—starting in the 1880s—steadily undermined 
the silk market. for the villagers in mount Lebanon this historical pro-
cess had an intimate impact on their daily lives. after three decades of 
prosperity—in which they experienced a better standard of living that 
translated into, among other things, a doubling of the population—they 
saw themselves sliding back into poverty and dispossession of their land. 
this was effectively making them landless labourers rather than peasants. 
in an effort to counter this undesirable end, about one-tenth of the peas-
ant population opted to send their daughters to work in silk factories. this 
family strategy for financial survival strained the gender “contract” to its 
breaking point.5 But, it did not completely solve the problem,  particularly 
as the factories were under-funded and could not compete with the tech-
nological superiority of french and italian silk factories. thus, by the early 
1890s the decision to emigrate appeared as the most financially viable 
alternative.

5 akram Khater, “from ‘house’ to ‘mistress of the house’: gender and Class in 19th 
Century Lebanon”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 28 (1996): 325–348.
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at the same time it was possible for large numbers of families—and 
individuals—to implement this decision because of mount Lebanon’s 
unusual political status within the ottoman empire. after the 1860 
civil war which wracked mount Lebanon, european powers—bent on 
increasing their influence in the region—worked with some local elites 
to force the ottoman government to provide mount Lebanon with semi-
independent status and secure greater personal freedom of movement 
for its inhabitants. the residents of mt. Lebanon in turn used the two 
new elements to their advantage by circumventing intermittent ottoman 
regulations against emigration.6 the presence of Western missionaries 
(particularly american Presbyterians) in the eastern mediterranean facili-
tated the imagining of america and allowed for the mental leap needed to 
depart from home and hearth. additionally, the establishment of steam-
boat navigation from the late 1870s onwards greatly eased travel. finally, 
World War one and the terrible famine, which killed nearly one-third of 
the population in mount Lebanon alone, spurred another wave of immi-
gration from the Levant after 1919 which lasted through the early 1930s.

By 1930, all these factors combined had led to the cumulative depar-
ture of around 628,000 men and women from the eastern mediterranean. 
almost 90 percent of them travelled to north or South america. the three 
largest communities came to reside in the United States (165,654), Brazil 
(162,178) and argentina (148,270).7 Quantitatively, women made up a sig-
nificant percentage of these early emigrants; a few examples will suffice 
to illustrate this point. from the earliest days of Levantine immigration to 
mexico, women represented over one third of the community, and their 
share grew steadily over time. thus, between 1878 and 1909 women made 
up 38.6 percent of the 2,277 immigrants to mexico; for the period between 
1941 and 1951, their numbers had grown to 41 percent of the population.8 
for immigration to Brazil between 1908 and 1941, Clark Knowlton notes 
that the “turco-arabs have the highest ratio of all nationalities entering 
Brazil, 229.9 men to every 100 women . . . followed by the Syrians, 190.0, 

6 engin akarli, “ottoman attitudes towards Lebanese immigration, 1885–1910”, in The 
Lebanese in the World: A Century of Immigration, ed. albert hourani and nadim Shehadi, 
(London, 1992), 109–138.

7 these numbers were collated by Kohei hashimoto from french consular censuses 
of Lebanese-Syrian populations across the world from 1919–1929 and 1930–1940. france 
was the mandate Power over much of the Levant—with the exception of Palestine—and 
oversaw all the consular needs of the immigrant population.

8 theresa alfaro-Velcamp, So Far From Allah, So Close to Mexico: Middle Eastern Immi-
grants in Modern Mexico (austin, 2007), 176.
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and the Lebanese, 168.2.”9 in other words, men made up 62 percent of 
the immigrants, while women constituted 38 percent. in argentina, of 
the 3,508 muslim immigrants from the eastern mediterranean, 2697 were 
males and only 811 females.10 this low ratio (23 percent women immi-
grants) seems to have been a common pattern among muslim immi-
grants.11 however, among the Christian immigrants to argentina—who 
represented over two-thirds of the community—that ratio was nearly 
double reaching as high as 45 percent. Similarly in australia, between 1911 
and 1947, women regularly made up 42 to 48 percent of the immigrating 
population from the Levant. in the United States, during the peak years 
of “Syrian” immigration between 1899 and 1914, women constituted 32 per-
cent of the immigrants.12

numerically, then, women constituted a significant element of emigra-
tion from the eastern mediterranean accounting for around 200,000 of the 
estimated 628,000 immigrants. But the issue is not only about numbers. 
rather, it also pertains to the reasons for women’s immigration as well as 
the role they played in the mahjar (land of immigration) once they arrived 
there. there is no doubt that one of the reasons for the departure of many 
single women to the mahjar was to marry, and for most married women it 
was to reunite with their husbands. the (tall) tales of riches to be had in 
“amirka” first slowly (in the 1890s) and then rapidly (1900–1924) stripped 
villages of scores of men, single and married. michael h. recounted one 
such letter that prompted him to emigrate to the US.

in 1892 not many people were going to america. this family went to 
america and they wrote back. . .[to say that] they made $1000 [in three 
years]. . .When people of ʿayn arab saw that one man made . . . $1000, all of 

   9 Clark Knowlton, “the Social and Spatial mobility of the Syrian and Lebanese Com-
munity in São Paulo, Brazil”, in The Lebanese in the World, 296.

10 gladys Jozami, “the manifestation of islam in argentina”, The Americas 53, no. 1 (July 
1996): 77.

11   for example, Kemal Karpat notes that of the 1,000 druze immigrants to the US before 
1920 there were only a dozen women, and of the total 8,000 muslim immigrants only 
“about two dozen” were women. Kamal Karpat, “the ottoman emigration to america, 
1860–1914”, International Journal of Middle East Studies 17, no. 2 (may 1985): 180. John J. 
grabowski notes the almost total absence of women among the 25,000 anatolian turkish 
immigrants who came to the US between 1890 and 1920. “Prospects and Challenges: the 
Study of early turkish immigration to the United States”, Journal of American Ethnic His-
tory 25, no. 1 (fall 2005): 85–100.

12 US Senate, industrial Commission on immigration, 1907–1910, Abstracts of Reports, 
vol. 1 (Washington, 1911), 95; Philip Kayal and Joseph Kayal, The Syrian-Lebanese in Amer-
ica, (new York, 1975), 70.
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ʿayn arab rushed to come to america . . . Like a gold rush we left ʿayn arab, 
there were 72 of us . . .13

remittances sent back and new homes built were an added incentive. 
in the words of the US consul general, ravndal, “. . . a village in the most 
remote parts of the Lebanon . . . has . . . at least 2 or 3 new houses with tiled 
roofs and . . . even whole villages have been thus constructed [with remit-
tances from the US].”14 these blushings of wealth that could be seen from 
all over the village and from afar, attracted the attention and excited the 
imagination of those who had remained in the village still pondering how 
to secure their future as farmers. Consequently, the tens turned to hun-
dreds, and by the turn of the twentieth century they were followed by 
thousands who left “Syria” every year. thus, by the end of the nineteenth 
century, single women were having a difficult time finding a husband, and 
wives were left behind and alone to contend with a host of new social 
and financial problems. in both cases, the patriarchal contract was being 
broken. Some women left for the mahjar seeking to salvage this contract, 
while others found in this an opportunity to step outside the boundaries 
of their gender roles.

according to the statistics available to us, the movement of unmar-
ried women peaked around the turn of the century, when 38.6 percent 
of women above the age of 18 arriving in the United States were single.15 
in mexico, this same group made up 27.6 percent of the 2,554 women 
travelling there between 1878 and 1951.16 it would be quite facile to 
conclude that exploring prospects of marriage was the sole motivation 
behind these young women’s excursions. Yet, in addition to seeking bet-
ter financial status and escaping village life, seeking marriage partners 
was definitely one of the main factors pulling the majority of women out 
of mount Lebanon. married women also had their reasons to leave the 
mountain. Some wanted to escape an unhappy marriage, others sought 
a better financial status, and a few were after adventure, but most went 
looking for the “family”. Perhaps the most famous case of a woman leav-
ing an abusive relationship is that of Kamila Jibran, the mother of Khalil 

13 Smithsonian institute, naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-c, interview with 
mike h. and ghandura h. and nazira, Spring 1962.

14 US Consular reports, 18, Consul general gabriel Bie ravndal, “report on emigration 
from the Levant”, September 12, 1903.

15 United States department of Labor, Bureau of immigration, Annual Report of the 
Commissioner General for the Fiscal Year 1918, 69.

16 alfaro-Velcamp, So Far From Allah, 175.
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 “women were strong” 247

Jibran the famous arab-american writer whose book The Prophet (1923) 
has more than two million copies in print and has been translated into 
40 languages. Born in the northern village of Bsharé around 1855, Kamila 
first married hanna ʿabd al-Salaam rahmé. Unfortunately, rahmé died 
on a trip to Brazil he had undertaken alone to investigate the possibility of 
emigration. Later she married Khalil Sa ʾad Jibran by whom she had three 
children: Jibran (born 1883), marianna (1894 or 1895) and Sultana (born 
1886). By all accounts Khalil was a drunkard and a bully, and Kamila had 
long resented the poverty he led the family into through his behaviour. 
When he got into trouble with the ottoman administration for extort-
ing taxes from the peasants and grafting some of the collected fees into 
his own habits, Kamila decided to leave him. She took all her children 
and emigrated to the United States, travelling in steerage and arriving 
in June 1895.17

“my mother Peddled”

Some women legitimized emigrating and leaving their husbands behind 
in the Levant on the premise of wanting to work to improve their financial 
lot. “a woman who was strong and courageous would leave her husband, 
be absent about 3 to 4 years and come back with $300 or $400. her fam-
ily would open a new home and villagers would go and welcome her . . .”18 
da ʾad fatuh was that kind of woman. in 1884, da ʾad—who was a mid-
wife—departed from her village of al-munsif and left behind her husband 
to take care of a son and two-year old daughter. Upon disembarking in 
new orleans, da ʾad had a baby who she was forced to place in the care of 
the Sisters of mercy—since she did not know anyone in the city—while 
she went out peddling. When she came back she was told that the infant 
had died. devastated by this news, and confused since she never saw the 
grave, da ʾad persisted in her pursuit to save enough money before going 
back to Lebanon. We do not know how much money da ʾad saved, or if she 
built a new home, but what we do know is that after returning to Lebanon 
she convinced her son to leave for the US at the age of 15, and later went 

17 robin Waterfield, personal communication, october 7, 1997.
18 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-5, interview with nicola Shamiyyi, april 

1965.
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back herself for another stint of peddling around meridian, mississippi.19 
najibé Younis was another adventurous soul who was not satisfied with 
staying poor in Lebanon when she “could gather a fortune” in the ameri-
cas. So, she too left her village and went even further West than da ʾad, 
peddling in Billings, montana. there she catered to prostitutes “who were 
the kindest women” and who bought from her the “nice” things she was 
selling, such as linens, lace, silk and other fabrics. only after two years of 
peddling in Wyoming and montana, when she had saved $3,000 in addi-
tion to the money she sent to her husband in Lebanon, did najibé rejoin 
her husband in Lebanon in 1906.20 other women, like martha Cammel 
and annie tabsharani, were widowed and subsequently left for the US 
and Canada (respectively) to work and make a living and life for their chil-
dren through peddling for years and then establishing their businesses.21

these glimpses do not fully capture the complexity of immigrant sto-
ries. in many cases, the story of women’s immigration is far too complex 
to reduce to linear processes and singular reasons. for instance, Katrina 
Sa ʾade’s thickly woven life-story stands in marked contrast to the flattened 
narrative offered by the statue at the entrance of the Port of Beirut.22 Born 
in Bethlehem, Palestine, in 1900, Katrina took her first migratory trip as a 
child of six to Kiev where her father had established a store selling “holy 
Land” objects in 1882. By 1914 the family was back in Bethlehem penni-
less because of the war and the revolutionary tumult. Katrina was mar-
ried to another Bethlehemite, emilio Kabande, who had immigrated to 
mexico and settled in San Pedro with his family in the late 1890s. Within 
two years of her marriage, Katrina lost her husband to a train accident 
and one of her two daughters to influenza. this tragedy compelled her 
to move to Long Beach, California, to live with her sister and brother-in-
law and to work to support herself and her surviving daughter. five years 
later she met another immigrant from Palestine whom she married and 
together they moved between mexico, arizona and California opening 
various stores and working together as partners with Katrina providing 

19   naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-1, interview with abe abraham, august 23,  
1979.

20 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-5, interview with mrs. tom amelia C. 
Unes, 1980.

21   Sara gualtieri, “gendering the Chain migration thesis: Women and Syrian transat-
lantic migration, 1878–1924”, Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 
24, no. 1 (2004): 67–78.

22 all the details of the life of Katrina Sa ʾade are from Kathy Saade Kenny, Katrina en 
Cinco Mundos (Long Beach, 2010).
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the business acumen she inherited from her family and which her hus-
band lacked. the great depression and her new father-in-law’s pleas took 
a very reluctant Katrina back to Palestine where her sense of indepen-
dence, cultivated by years of immigration, quickly clashed with a domi-
neering family and her inability to work. the tensions grew so strong that 
in 1936 she returned to California alone with the children and from that 
point forward established her own businesses and remained unmarried 
for the remainder of her life.

in short, then, marriage and family reunification account for only some 
of the reasons for the emigration of women from the eastern mediter-
ranean. a significant number of women travelled on their own initiative 
seeking to make a new life for themselves or to escape a previous one. 
even more significantly, we simply cannot assume that marriage encom-
passes the whole experience of those women who did immigrate for that 
purpose. for, regardless of the reasons that compelled women to emigrate, 
nearly all of them ended up working with male relatives or independently. 
numbers provide us with a glimpse of that. in new York, for example, we 
know that officially 38.1 percent of emigrant Lebanese women worked in 
either peddling or at a factory. further south the numbers were smaller 
but not by much. ignacio Klich estimated that in argentina somewhere 
around one-fifth of the women worked alongside their husbands, and 
Charles Knowlton dismissed emigrant women’s work as minimal in Bra-
zil by noting that only a quarter worked. in mexico between 1878 and 
1909, there were 718 women who were designated as homemakers, while 
171 (or 19 percent) were registered as having one occupation or another 
ranging from cloth merchant to farming.23 in fact, it is quite certain that 
emigrant women worked at earning money in far larger numbers, albeit 
in ways oblique to the eyes of male observers. Based on interviews with 
emigrants in the US, alixa naff contends that anywhere between “75 and 
80 percent of the women peddled during the pioneer years [1880s–1910].”24 
even women who never peddled, or who left that task, worked in other 
venues. many helped in family stores, sewed items at home that were later 
sold by a male relative, and some even worked as servants in houses of 
rich emigrants. informally, women took in boarders, cleaned and cooked 
and made certain of a modicum of order in a chaotic world and time. the 
sight of “Syrian” women working was so common in the US that in 1920 

23 alfaro-Velcamp, So Far From Allah, 173–174.
24 naff, Becoming American, 178.
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harry Chapman ford wrote and produced a Broadway play titled “anna 
ascends” which takes as its subject a young immigrant, anna ayyoub, 
who goes from working as a waitress to a best-selling author. two years 
later, Victor fleming turned the play into a silent movie with alice Brady 
and nita naldi.25 this affirmation of a persistent—and generally positive 
notion—of an ethnic identity stood in sharp contrast to israel Zangwill’s 
far better remembered 1908 play The Melting Pot.

going back to the “tangible”, we find many testimonials to the long 
days and hard work that women put into making certain their families 
(in the mahjar or back home) survived. in the words of one descendent of 
emigrants, “Women weren’t afraid and were strong and even women up 
to 70 years of age peddled.”26 Budelia malooley recounted how “mother 
arrived and started to peddle in Spring Valley . . . must have been in her 
mid-teens at the time. She resumed peddling on her return to Spring Val-
ley from Lebanon after my father died and i was born [about the first 
part of 1904]. She’d make $5 to $10/week. She’d have to send money back 
to rachaya to support my sister and brother.”27 Women were drawn to 
peddling for several reasons. Primarily, and as noted above, most families 
would not have attained their financial goals without the work of women. 
But at other times women had no other option but to work as they were 
the sole or main “breadwinners”. for Sultana al-Khazin work was a neces-
sity of survival for her and her children. Sultana travelled to Philadelphia 
in 1901 to join her husband. however, upon arrival she discovered, much 
to her dismay that he was living with another woman named nazira. his 
plan was for all of them to live together in the same house as one fam-
ily. Sultana was not quite so cavalier—to say the least—in her approach 
to marriage, so she packed up the three children and moved out on her 
own. Soon she was selling linens door to door.28 Some women lost their 
husbands not to infidelity but to death. they, equally, had to contend with 
raising a family on their own. alice assaley was widowed when she was 
only in her twenties. in order to raise her son and daughter without her 
husband or any other male relatives, alice was left to fend for herself by 
working first as a janitor and later as a peddler in Springfield, illinois.29

25 harry Chapman ford, “Why i wrote a Syrian Play”, Syrian World 2, no. 1 (July 1927): 
33–40.

26 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-5, interview with mayme faris, 1980.
27 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-5, interview with Budelia malooley, 1980.
28 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-b, interview with dorothy Lee andrache 

(grand-daughter of Sultana), January 18, 1991. 
29 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-5.
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Louise houghton remarked on another reason for women’s work while 
discussing the misguided attempts of american social workers to induce 
“Syrian” women to abandon peddling for more “honourable and lady-like” 
pursuits. rhetorically she asked: “Why should she [emigrant] give up the 
open air, the broad sky, the song of the birds, the smile of flowers, the 
right to work and rest at her own pleasure to immure herself within four 
noisy walls and be subject to the strict regime of the clock?”30 of course, 
one must take the pastoral bit about “song of birds” and “smile of flowers” 
with an immense grain of salt; life on the road was hardly this romantic. 
however, hidden amidst the flowery language is a good deal of common 
sense and truth. Peddling for some women was not only a necessity, but 
also an escape. for instance, mayme faris vividly remembers arguments 
between her father and mother about the latter’s peddling activities.

my mother peddled when my father had the [supplier’s] store. it was a 
controversy between them; he didn’t like her to; he didn’t like her inde-
pendence. She wanted more for them. She worked hard; two or three days 
after my sisters were born, she would be up washing and not long after that 
she’d take her stuff and peddle. once my father got mad and destroyed her 
satchel—in front of the other peddlers and the women who lived around 
there too. no, she wasn’t disgraced . . . She stopped it for a while and when 
she felt they needed more money, she would go. But independence was a 
big thing in their lives.31

Sophia mussallem was equally persistent and restless in seeking financial 
independence. Starting in 1885, when she first immigrated to the United 
States at the age of 14, she worked. from milwaukee, Wisconsin to green-
bay and Watertown, then across to the oklahoma territory she peddled 
all the way to muskogie. throughout her expeditions she stashed away 
money for the dream of owning a store, which she finally accomplished 
in muskogie.32 and oscar alwan’s mother made more money as a ped-
dler than did his father. “She was a strong woman . . . She was never afraid, 
people [in upstate new York] loved her and waited for her to arrive. She 
knew how to deal with people, she was a good saleswoman.”33 of the 
300 or so women who arrived in north Carolina between 1890 and 1930, 

30 Louise Seymour houghton, “Syrians in the United States”, Survey 26 (part 2, 5 august 
1911): 648.

31   naff arab-american Collection; Series 4-c-5, interview with mayme faris, 1980.
32 naff arab-american Collection; Series 4-c-5, interview with eva frenn, november 18, 

1980.
33 naff arab-american Collection; Series 4-c-5, interview with oscar alwan, July 16, 

1980.
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 two-thirds either opened their own businesses or helped in the family 
store, and many were far more entrepreneurial than their husbands.34

of course, not all enjoyed this “freedom”, which for some was a burden 
more than anything else. in toronto,

there was a girl from rachaya who peddled and it was cold and the snow 
would come to her waist and she’d have to walk from door to door, street 
to street. it was very difficult in those days. one day she despaired. She 
took her suitcases and angrily threw them aside saying “ah, when will i be 
rid of you, you kashé. When?” a Lady nearby asked her “what’s the mat-
ter?” she answered nothing and sighed heavily. this lady turned out to be 
arab—she asked the peddler in arabic: ‘are you an arab?’ She answered: 
“yes”. the helpful lady said in arabic, “if i find you a husband will you marry  
him?” the girl answered yes, find me one. i will marry anyone so i can finish 
with this kashé and from peddling. the lady found her a man and the girl 
married him and was happy with him.35

While sounding like a variation on the story of Cinderella, this tale 
embodies the frustrations some women must have felt with the hard life 
they encountered in the mahjar. hauling 25 or 50 pound satchels on their 
backs mile after mile was exhausting; knocking on doors and struggling 
with hand gestures and broken english to make a sale was agonizing 
and humiliating at times. this was so because the context of labour had 
changed in the crossing of the atlantic. While in the village most people 
worked and lived along similar lines, the same was not the case in the 
mahjar. there the gap between rich and poor was far more glaring, espe-
cially to immigrant women who knocked on middle class doors all day 
long. the suspicious or pitying looks they received only added mental bur-
dens to their physical labour. in comparison to the elaborate entryways 
and wallpaper with which middle class homes came to be decorated, the 
tenement housing to which they returned every evening must have been 
ever more depressing. and, even if many of these women were strong it 
does not mean they did not tire of the daily routine of working all day only 
to come home and work half the night.

it should be obvious by now, from all the “althoughs” and “whiles” that 
are sprinkled throughout the preceding paragraphs that the experience 
of immigrant women varied considerably. their desire for work as well 

34 these numbers are based on interviews the author carried out between august 2010 
and may 2011 for an oral history project on the Lebanese in north Carolina. See http://lac 
.chass.ncsu.edu for details.

35 naff arab-american Collection, Series 4-c-1, interview with Skiyyé Samaha, 1962.
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as their need and reasons for employ were hardly uniform. But the fact 
that they all worked, at one time or another, outside the “house” is the 
common thread running through their varying experiences. abandon-
ing the “private” space of the house and sallying forth on a daily basis 
into the “public” world of city streets was a new experience for most of 
these women. in the United States, Brazil and argentina it was made even 
more so by the fact that these spaces were being articulated—at vari-
ous moments—into a gendered division of society even as they arrived 
at new York, São Paulo, or Buenos aires. in the US, social workers and 
the burgeoning middle class did not expect women—the repository of 
morality in society—to work in the sullied world outside the door of the 
home.36 thus, these women were not only transgressing their “imported” 
gender boundaries; they were also trampling—as it were—across the ter-
rain of a middle class world rising all around them. Similarly, in tucuman, 
argentina the “turcos”—immigrants from the eastern mediterranean—
were critiqued for allowing women to peddle outside the house.37 in 
the mahjar women’s work—borne of economic necessity and individual 
desire—was implicitly and explicitly questioning both the “traditional” 
and the “modern” notion of women’s role in society. equally, the criss-
crossing between “private” and “public” spaces was wreaking havoc upon 
the lines that were being drawn between the two by emerging middle 
classes. altogether, then, emigrant women were challenging the simplify-
ing division of the world surrounding them, making the ideas of “modern” 
and “traditional” largely irrelevant.

“humiliating things”

But it was not only social reformers wanting to “nativize” the immigrants 
and nativists seeking to stem their flow by casting aspersions on their 
moral fibre and behaviour who critiqued and objected to women’s work. 
Some members of the community raised questions about this work. in 
an article that appeared in al-Huda—an arabic newspaper published in 
new York—in 1903, elias nassif elias, a regular and early contributor,  

36 for excellent studies of the rise of the middle class in america see mary ryan’s Cra-
dle of the Middle Class: the Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790–1865 (new York, 1981) 
and Stuart m. Blumin’s The Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Experience in the Ameri-
can City, 1760–1900 (new York, 1989).

37 estela Valverde, “integration and identity in argentina: the Lebanese of tucuman”, 
in Lebanese in the World, 328.
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254 akram khater

contended that women’s work tarnished the honour of the “Syrians”. 
to make his point, elias wrote of an experience he had while sitting 
in the lobby of the Central house hotel, in Bridgewater, maine. “While 
talking with some men about various matters,” he wrote, “[we heard] a 
light knock on the door, so one of us got up to open it only to find a 
Syrian woman weighed down by her heavy load . . . and she sighed say-
ing: i will sell to those men for the amount of 4 or 5 dollars and i do not 
care if they laughed at, or made fun of, me.”38 With the stage set, elias 
proceeded to describe a scene in which the “american” men ask the “Syr-
ian” woman to do various “humiliating things” (such as letting one of the 
men tie her shoes) that carried dishonourable overtones. elias could not 
stand the situation anymore, so . . . he left without identifying himself as 
a compatriot of the woman. Without reflecting on the irony inherent in 
his lack of intervention in the “degrading” affair, elias proceeded—in his 
 composition—to reproach the “Syrians” for letting “their” women work. he 
scathingly asked, “oh, you dear Syrians who claim honor . . . is it honorable 
to send your women to meander and encounter such insults?”39 as more 
of the immigrants made the move from itinerant peddling to a “respect-
able” settled life, such questions only became more persistent and the 
tone and intensity of opposition to women’s work grew more strident.

the “concern” was not just about protecting an “honour” grounded in 
the “traditional” construct of patriarchy. many of those objecting to wom-
en’s work saw it as a departure not only from village “norms”, but more 
importantly from the standards of the middle class in america, into whose 
ranks they were trying to gain entry. Using clinical terms, women’s work 
was identified as the “disease” that was “infecting” the communal body, 
and simultaneously destroying “traditional honour” and “modern moral-
ity”. in a singular turn of phrase, then, these authors collapsed women’s 
economic independence with sexual freedom, and termed both as detri-
mental. Part of the “cure” for these problems was to subjugate women to 
male authority and confine them to the “home”. this  recommendation 
echoed the fears of the larger american middle class of sexuality and 
the restrictions which its members applied to confine female sexuality 
within the house.40 and like the anglo-Saxon bourgeois  moralists who 

38 nassif elias, “Syrian honor”, al-Huda, may 9, 1903, 2.
39 ibid.
40 in the 1860s american writers on sexuality, such as doctor r.t. trall, placed control 

of the “passional expression of love” to the house and its control to the woman. and while 
admitting the possibility that women can experience sexual pleasure, he and other writers 
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surrounded them, these authors sought then to universalize the “true” 
gender identity that derived from middle class history and sensibilities. in 
fact, other authors argued that the only way to avoid the “fall” of women 
into “ruin” is to mix with “middle classes of america” and not the lower 
classes “with whom we the Syrians mingle”.41

in the imagination of such immigrants, a woman’s place was clearly 
within a middle class house which included only the immediate family of 
husband, wife and children. this was to be a sanitized space where foul 
language and rough play would be banished and where order in every 
aspect of life (theoretically in any case) presided over chaos. one ameri-
can reformer depicted this life in the following manner:

the social and moral life of a smaller family where the father earns enough 
to support wife and children, and where the mother can devote her time to 
the care of them, and where neither she nor the children go out and help in 
the support of the family, is superior to that of a family with a large number 
of children where the wife and often the older children must slave.42

Within such an isolated environment, sexuality would once again be con-
tained within the marital contract and bond. more specifically, women’s 
sexuality would be (again, at least, theoretically) controlled by the hus-
band, who nonetheless would continue to have access to sex through his 
commutes into the “city” and public life from the privatized suburbs.

the criticism levelled against women’s work was met with objections 
from more liberal elements within the Levantine immigrant community. 
these contrarian views did not advocate women’s work as inherently good, 
but rather as a necessary evil. articles and editorials appearing in arab-
american newspapers sought to dispel concern over women’s labour by 
making statements to the extent that a woman’s honour, “like pure gold”, 
will not be tarnished by work. to emphasize that last point, al-Huda—
the newspaper mentioned earlier—reminded its readers that women had 
worked in the silk factories of mount Lebanon without any visible side-
effects; and that was long before they had arrived in “amrika”.43 Speak-
ing from an equally “modernist” and middle class perspective, these latter 
writers tended to emphasize that the fault lay not with the women but 
with their “lazy” or “incapacitated” husbands or fathers. read, for example, 

either subordinated female sexual desire, or lust, “to the passive, loving faculties of femi-
nine character or denied [it] entirely”. mary ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class, 105.

41   “improving our Syrian race”, al-Huda, october 21, 1905, 3.
42 S. adolphus Knoph, “the Smaller family”, Survey 37 (1916): 161.
43 al-Huda, march 5, 1899, 15–17, and September 11, 1906, 3.
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the following rejoinder by nasrallah faris. reacting to nassif elias’s story 
of the woman peddler in Bridgewater, maine, nasrallah wrote, “. . . we 
agree with the writer that women should not travel to sell if her husband 
is capable of properly taking care of her needs and the needs of her house, 
but if that woman had emigrated and left in the country a sick man . . . or 
one heavily indebted then is it not permissible for her to sell? or if her 
husband is with her and he was sick, then who will take care of him, or if 
he was a gambling drunkard then how can she depend on him?”44 afifa 
Karam, one of the earliest and most prolific women writers in the mahjar, 
took up the same theme in a later article. addressing those writers who 
were maligning the “honour” of women peddlers, she wrote: “you ascribe 
licentiousness, depravity and immorality only to the [female] kashé sellers, 
but you are wrong because an immoral woman is not constrained from 
committing ugliness simply because she is living in palaces, or because 
she is imprisoned there.”45

although women’s work is not completely dissociated from the risk of 
immorality and dishonour, the anxiety over unbridled sexuality is shifted 
away from class and more onto individual character and personality. afifa 
Karam, for example, categorizes and evaluated “womanhood” by creating 
four mutually exclusive and idealized types of “woman”. in this construc-
tion, a woman—as an individual—is either “good”, “deceitful”, “working”, 
or “ignorant”. the “good” woman is the one who attends to her duties 
and helps her mother, and who later as a bride makes her husband happy 
and makes her house a paradise. “Working” women on the other hand 
are not—“god forbid”—necessarily without morals, but they do exist 
in an environment that is filled “with dangers” which could compromise 
their honour. however, for Karam, the worst two kinds of women are the 
“ignorant” one who is “the disease of civilization and the curse of mod-
ernization”, and the “deceitful” woman who pretends to be “good” but is 
in reality a “snake that poisons the honey of life”.46 Superficial beauty, 

44 nasrallah faris, “men and Woman Were Created to Work”, al-Huda, June 11, 1903, 3.
45 afifa Karam, al-Huda, July 14, 1903, 2. at the beginning of this article, afifa Karam 

wrote, without the slightest hint of sarcasm, “i read above the article [of Yusuf al-Za ʾini 
titled ‘Women Qashé Sellers’] words from al-Huda asking educated men to respond and 
criticize without including educated women. But i ask from al-Huda to excuse this action 
of mine [writing in response]”, at the end of the article, the editor of al-Huda wrote: “We 
wish if more of educated women were like the writer of this article, not afraid to appear 
neither in a literary setting nor of the objections against them by foolish people . . .” Both 
comments were indications that the entry of women writers into this field was a fairly 
novel event.

46 al-Huda, april 8, 1900, 2.
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powdering the face, and wearing corsets to make thin waists were all con-
sidered frivolous affairs by Karam, whose purpose is simply to physically 
attract men and appeal to their “animal” instincts. in still another article, 
ms. Karam chided men who, she argued, seduced innocent women and 
brought “dishonour” upon them by promising marriage only to take advan-
tage of their bodies. Carnality, in her view, was the common and negative 
denominator in both of these instances (“deceitful” women and rapacious 
men), and it was directly responsible for the “sorry” state of the emigrant 
community. thus, afifa Karam still regarded sexuality outside marriage 
as a threat to family and community even if she saw its causes as men’s 
rapacious appetites and “ghoulishness”.47 to civilize these monsters and 
eradicate the implied sexual predatory behaviour of men—let loose by 
the absence or even collapse of communal boundaries—Karam also advo-
cated the construction of an ideal middle class family. however, in this 
family, where the woman is respected, educated, and house-bound, the 
man has to contain his sexuality within the household by refraining from 
visiting coffeehouses, cinemas and houses of ill-repute.48 the house itself 
remains de-sexualized in the writings of these liberal emigrant thinkers, 
where every depiction of such abodes is full of marital bliss deriving from 
proper table manners, wholesome evenings of reading and needlework, 
and where the children are always in the presence of their parents. any 
notion of physical tenderness let alone unbridled sexual pleasure is absent 
from these prosaic portraits.

it was not only in the US that this new narrative of a middle class  
(or elite) woman was being constructed. in mexico, toward the end of the 
1930s, two new newspapers—Emir and Líbano—appeared and they were 
aimed at the socially climbing members of the immigrant community. 
one of the prominent aspects of these magazines were sections dedicated 
to women readers in which an idealized Lebanese-mexican woman was 
defined through articles on fashion, manners, beauty and health, cooking 
and maintaining cultural traditions. theresa alfaro-Velcamp notes that 
the construction of a feminine ideal—distant from the peddling and other 
forms of labour that women had partaken of—was intimately linked to 
the creation of a respectable Lebanese identity for the immigrant commu-
nity in mexico.49 and while women were an integral part of the working 

47 al-Huda, march 11, 1900, 3.
48 afifa Karam, al-Huda, January 18, 1905, 2.
49 alfaro-Velcamp, So Far From Allah, 143–144.
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immigrant community in Brazil, by the 1920s, the most successful firms—
such as the Jafet, abdalla and Salem factories—had become wholly male 
dominated. in 1952, at the re-establishment of the Syrian and Lebanese 
Chamber of Commerce in São Paulo, all the founders were male business 
owners.50 all this led the Brazilian author alfredo ellis Junior to write of 
the “syrio” as “a merchant . . .[who] is able to barter his own life”.51

Conclusion

eliding women from the narrative of eastern mediterranean immigration 
was, thus, part of the process of creating an ethnic bourgeoisie in the mah-
jar. to become accepted by the indigenous middle classes, and to be less 
ethnic and more white, especially in a place like the US, necessitated the 
creation of a narrative of respectability whereby women were literally and 
metaphorically contained within the confines of the home. noting that 
women were not in any sense marginal to the immigration story is an 
important first step in enriching and complicating the overly simplistic 
narrative embodied by the statue at the Port of Beirut. for instance, main-
stream histories claim that the first immigrant from the eastern mediter-
ranean to the US was a man, ibrahim arbeeli, who arrived in new York 
in 1878. his claim of religious persecution as the cause for his immigra-
tion was a common trope that had little to do with the realities driving 
him and his compatriots to immigrate.52 rather it was intended to elicit 
a sympathetic reception and admission into an american society replete 
with orientalist notions that portrayed islam and “turks” (the term used 
for muslims) as nefarious, violent, and repressive.53 in reality, that same 

50 John tofik Karam, Another Arabesques: Syrian-Lebanese Ethnicity in Neoliberal Brazil. 
(Philadelphia, 2007), 28.

51   emphasis is author’s. Quoted in Karam, Another Arabesques, 26.
52 for a more thorough discussion of the causes of immigration see akram Khater, 

Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender and the Middle Class in Lebanon, 1870–1920 (Berkeley, 
2001). also see “Becoming ‘Syrian’ in america: a global geography of ethnicity and nation”, 
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 14, nos. 2/3 (fall/Winter 2005): 299–331.

53 Such orientalist depictions of the muslim “other” as suspicious at best and certainly 
un-american were also peddled by anti-mormon writers who sought to discredit the new 
american Christian sect by associating its founder, Joseph Smith, with the “false” prophet 
“mahomet,” and its precepts with those of “arabian” islam. in august 1843, for example, 
in Carthage, illinois, an anti-mormon committee published a manifesto that would cul-
minate in the assassination of Joseph Smith and the expulsion of mormons from illinois. 
the manifesto declared that mormonism is a sect that stands against the moral precepts 
of god and Christianity even as it perpetuates “the most lawless and diabolical deeds” 
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year “a young woman left an unsuccessfully arranged marriage in Zgharta 
and headed for alabama where others from her village had settled. Within 
the year, she had moved to Springfield, massachusetts, and started in the 
peddling trade. She soon saved enough money to buy a wagon, and at the 
time of her death in 1932, she was the successful owner of a dry-goods 
store, affectionately known as “Queen mary” for her willingness to assist 
new immigrants.”54 her reasons for departing neither fit into the trope of 
religious persecution, nor can they be contained in the narrative of male 
emigrants working hard to bring over their families.

however, providing statistics and life stories which interject women into 
the narrative of immigration is not sufficient in and of itself. rather, we 
must include gender as a historical lens refracting the tensions and chal-
lenges that immigration posed to patriarchal contracts, and the transfor-
mation it wrought not only in the lives of men and women who emigrated 
but in the society they left behind. By gender i mean the social relation-
ships between men and women (as well within each group) that are his-
torically constructed through cultural symbols, social institutions and 
economic transactions. Studying immigration through this prism allows 
us to see the decision to leave, not as the heroic venture of a single man, 
but as a familial decision that entails an investment of resources (includ-
ing the dowries of women), and the re-negotiations of the role of those 
left behind, be they male or female. the distance and time spent apart fur-
ther stretched these social relations almost to their breaking points (and 
beyond at times). it threw their contradictions into sharp relief: what is 
the real meaning of a man’s authority if he be far away from his fam-
ily; if a woman is providing all the income from her work in the mahjar 
then should she be able to make decisions about its expenditure? in the 
mahjar, social relations had to be reconfigured to allow for women’s work 
beyond the space of the family and in the public sphere where it is poten-
tially “shameful”. this, in turn, raised questions about sexuality, love, mar-
riage, family, education, rearing of children, cooking and food and a host 
of other matters that shaped the identity of immigrants and their sense 
of community. finally, these very same dynamics and questions were 
brought back as immigrants shuttled between the eastern mediterranean 
and the mahjar and as over 30 percent of them returned permanently 

through the prophetic pretensions of a “latter-day would be mahomet”. richard Lyman 
Bushman, Rough Stone Rolling (new York, 2005), 510.

54 gualtieri, “gendering the Chain migration thesis”, 68.
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after years of working in the americas, australia or africa. Unfortunately, 
to this date we have very few studies that have focused on the gender 
(or race and class for that matter) dimension of immigration from the 
eastern mediterranean. it is only when such studies are undertaken more 
comprehensively that we can actually move beyond the public narrative 
embodied by a bronze statue erected by elites intent on romanticizing 
their past and sweeping it clean from the messiness of history.
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