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Dalal Arsvzr-Eramir: Arabischer Nationalismus in Syrien. Zaki al-Arsuzi
und die arabisch-nationale Bewegung an der Peripherie Alexandretta/ Antakya 1930-
1938 (Zaki al-Arsuzi and the Arab National Movement at the Periphery
Alexandretta/Antakya 1930-1938). Miinster/ Hamburg/London: Lit
Verlag 2003. i1, 338 pp. (= Studien zur Zeitgeschichte des Nahen Ostens
und Nordafrikas, vol. 9)

Despite the fact that quite a number of important studies about the history of
the Arab East under European mandatory rule have appeared, there is still ample
room for enhancing our knowledge of crucial aspects of that history and the unusu-
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ally complicated, multi-faceted and protracted evolution of Arab nationalism that
accompanied it. In both respects, the present study is an important contribution.
It gives, on the one hand, a narrative of how the district of Alexandretta as an
integral part of Syria was called into question and finally severed from mandatory
Syria and annexed by Turkey. On the other hand, it tackles the person and the
actions of Zaki al-Arsuzi (1900-68), the most prominent figure in the nationalist
agitation during the Alexandretta crisis and the source of inspiration for a group
of people that later became one of the main constituent elements of the Baath
party.

The Alexandretta issue remains a trauma for Arab national consciousness: Turkey
could revise the post-Ottoman Turkish-Arab border in its favour, something that
would most probably not have happened had it not been for foreign mandatory
rule—cause and symbol of Arab weakness at the same time. Thus, the present
study, by tackling this sensitive yet neglected issue, may also contribute to a sound
view of the recent Arab past, for a sober analysis and proper understanding of a
trauma is the first precondition for coming to terms with it.

After two introductory chapters discussing the state of the art and presenting the
Alexandretta issue in all its importance, the author traces the life of Zaki al-Arsuzi
up to 1934 when he was thrown out of his job as a school teacher for his nation-
alist leanings and when the group of nationalists around him began to prepare for
the fight against the separation of the district from Syria. Al-Arsuzi appears as a
keen young man who became so much of a nuisance that the authorities sent him
to study philosophy in Paris just to get him out of the way but who returned to
Syria even more nationalist than before and was eventually kicked out of school
service for that very reason.

The bulk of the book is a quite detailed account of the unfolding of the
Alexandretta crisis from the Turkish-French Ankara Treaty of October 1921 that
gave Turkey a certain foothold in the district till the final annexation of the dis-
trict by Turkey in June 1939. The author explains that outcome by looking also
at the interests and actions of several international and regional players: Britain,
Germany, France, Turkey, and Syria. The attempt of al-Arsuzi and his fellow
nationalists to prevent the loss of the district for Syria was doomed to failure.
France who still wielded power in Syria gave way to Turkish demands because, in
the pre-war situation, she wanted to keep Turkey in the Western fold. That much
is accepted wisdom. What is new here is the emphasis on the Syrian dynamic of
the crisis. In Arsuzi-Elamir’s view, Arab interests in the district were the victim not
only of France’s conciliatory stand towards Turkey but also of the Syrian govern-
ment’s conciliatory stand towards France—it wanted to rescue the French-Syrian
treaty of September 1936 and the prospect of independence enshrined therein.
That stand in turn is explained by the preponderance in the government of largely
Damascus-based forces prepared to sacrifice the periphery to the point of truncat-
ing national territory. In relation to the centre, the much more ardent nationalists
of the Alexandretta district were too weak to prevail against that trend. The expla-
nation of their defeat by placing them in the tension between centre and periph-
ery is arguably the most provoking feature of the book.

In a final chapter, the author gives a sketch of al-Arsuzi’s life after the defeat
which he spent in Damascus—a disappointed, bitter, rather isolated man who never
again engaged in practical politics but who nevertheless continued to be revered
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as some kind of a national hero and whose writings inspired much of the ideol-
ogy of the Baath party. She also draws a sketch of a revisionist reading of the ori-
gins of the Baath in which al-Arsuzi’s group and thoughts are given more promi-
nence than usual.

As a niece of al-Arsuzi, the author takes a strong personal interest in her sub-
ject. Being aware of the risks that entails for the objectivity of her study, she tries—
and largely succeeds—to keep them in check by putting events and persons in their
historical context, as she herself says (p. 13). The study draws on a broad variety
of sources. In addition to published materials—among them al-Arsuzi’s own writ-
ings—, the author used documents from (mostly British, German and Syrian) pub-
lic archives as well as documents from private collections of al-Arsuzi’s colleagues
and interviews with those persons. In a documentary annex (curiously called
“Register”—index—here), the author provides some important League of Nations
documents relating to the question as well as some letters of contemporary mili-
tants in the Arabic original and German translation.

By and large, the study draws a sharp and lively picture of its two subjects and
thus contributes a great deal to our knowledge of the Alexandretta issue and al-
Arsuzi’s life. If there is anything to be desired it is to see if and how all this was
reflected in his writings and to what extent they in turn influenced Baath ideology
and practice. That might be explored in a further study. For the time being, let
us hope that the book will be published in English and thus accessible to a wider
audience of Syria scholars.

Bremen - ALEXANDER FLORES
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