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Syria Ethno religious composition 

Ethnicity: 

• Syrian Arabs 90%  

• Kurds 9% 

• Others 1% (Syriac-

Arameans/Assyrians 

Armenians, Circassians, 

and Turkmen, Greeks)  

 

Religion: 

Islam, is the dominant religion  

• Sunni Muslim 74% of the 

population (before the war)  

• 16% Shiite Muslim (Alawite 

Ismaili).  

• 8% Christians in Syria 

• 2% Druze 

• Small population of Jews.  
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Syrian history 

 History runs in Syria, and Syria runs into history 

 History is Syria's glory and Syria's curse 

 

"Every person has two 
homelands... His own and Syria."  

 

Andre Parrot,  

Former director of the Louvre Museum,  
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Prehistory  

 Buried human child remains were found 400 km 
north of  Damascus  

 Estimated to be 200,000  years old 
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Ancient Near East 3000 BC 

 Arameans  

 Ebla 

 Mari 

 Ugarit (Ugaritic alphabet) 1500 BC 
 CLAIMED TO BE THE OLDEST ALPHABET 

 Syria was occupied successively by Sumerians, 
Egyptians, Hittites, Assyrians and Babylonians, 
Persians,  Macedonian Greek king (Alexander the 
Great)… then the Romans 
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Ras Shamrah-Ugaritic alphabet 
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Roman Syria 64 BC to 640 AD 

 Was one of the most important roman provinces 

 The capital city was Antioch, but Damascus was still 
controlling its surrounding area 

 The population was mostly Aramaic speaking 

 Significant in Christianity history (road of 
Damascus-Conversion of Paul the Apostle) 

 Several sites still exist 

 Palmyrene Empire 

 Roman theatre in Bosra 
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Palmyra 
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Roman theatre in Bosra 
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Islamic Syria 

 Muslim Arabs conquered Syria in 640 AD. 

 Omayyad caliphate was established in 661 
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Omayyad caliphate  640-750 
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Umayyad mosque 
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Abbasid Syria 

 The majority of the population were mostly ethnic 
Arameans and in the north east, Assyrians) 

 Abbasid dynasty took over in 750, and moved the 
capital of empire to Baghdad.  

 In the third century of Abbasid dynasty, several 
regional dynasties ruled parts of Syria including  

 Hamdanid dynasty in Aleppo (most important ruler 
was Sayf al-Dawla 945–967) 
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Crusaders 1098-1291 
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Crusaders- Krak des Chevaliers 
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Ayyubid dynasty 1171–1260 
Mamluk 1260-1516 

 Started by Saladin 

 Several  historical sites 

 

21 



Ottoman Syria 1516-1916 

 Sultan Selim I 1516 

 Ottoman administration was based on the Nations 
(millet)  principle 

 Each ethnic or religious minority was considered an 
autonomous nation. 

 The new form of state was introduced by 
Mohammad Ali (the prince of Egypt) who took over 
Syria 1831-1841 

 

 

22 



1860 Massacre of Christians Damascus 

 A smear in the history of Syria 

 Religious tension 

 The new state versus the nations state 

 The new silk production versus traditional 

 Between 7,000 and 11,000 Christian murdered 

 The ottomans trialed hundreds of those responsible 

 The trials records are still in museums 

 
Source:Damascene factions and estates of the 18th and 19th centuries. (Berliner 

Islamstudien, Bd. 2.) xiv, 248 pp. Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag Wiesbaden 
GMBH, 1985. DM 48 
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1860 Civil War in Syria 
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Syrian kingdom 1918-1920 

 First World War and Arab Revolt  

 Emir Faisal I (Hashemite dynasty), who later became 
the king of Iraq 

 A constitutional kingdom 

 Taken over by the French 
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French mandate 1920-1946 
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Sates of Syria during French mandate 
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Franco-Syrian Treaty of Independence 1936 
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The National Bloc (Arabic: الوطنية الكتلة   Al-Kutlah Al-Wataniyah; French: Bloc national)  

A Syrian political party that struggled for Syrian independence during the French Mandate of Syria period. 



 Unstable Syria 1945-1958 
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•Multiple military coups 

•Very active political parties 

and free press 

•However, socially, the society 

was totally split between  

•Urban versus rural 

•Sunni elite versus the other 

•Ended by unification with 

Egypt 1958 

 

Publisher: Yale University Press 

ISBN-10: 0300039700 

ISBN-13: 978-0300039702 



The united Arab republic 1958-1961 
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•Military rule 

•Secret police state 

•All free press was forbidden 

•All political parties were 

dissolved 

•Ended by a military coup 1961 

•Unstable Syria again 1961-

1963 

 

 



Baath part revolution 1963-1970 
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•Military rule 

•Internal fights 

between different 

ideologies  

•Extreme Marxism 

was applied 

•Many business fled 

the country 

 

 



Hafez Assad (the father)  
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•Honey moon 1970-1976 

•The struggle 1976-1982 

•Hama city conflict 1982 

 

•The kingdom of fear 1982-2000 

•Start to release the economy 

1991 

 

 
Asad: The Struggle for the Middle East 

Publisher: University of California Press;  

ISBN-10: 0520069765 

ISBN-13: 978-0520069763 

 



Hafez Assad (the father)  
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•The largest social change in 

centuries. 

•For the first time, rural citizens 

have access to education and 

positions. 

•The base of the government is 

mainly rural, but business 

community shared a portion. 

 

 Publisher: Routledge; 1 edition (Sept. 27 2002) 

ISBN-10: 0415285682 

ISBN-13: 978-0415285681 



Bashar Alassad (the son) 
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•250 / 250 (100%) parliament 

member approved constitution 

amendment to change 

presidents age from 40 to 34 

 

•Elected 97% in June 2000 

 

•The spring of Damascus 

2001 

 

•The iron fist is back 
 



The conflict/uprising 

• Peaceful demonstrations March 15 2011 

1. Freedom and democracy  

• Military conflict October 2011-now 

2. Sectarian conflict 

• The Free Syrian Army 

• The opposition groups 

• Everybody else (terrorist, ISIL) 

3. Regional interference 
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Casualties of the Syrian War 

 UN estimates 250,000 (death) 

 More missing and detained 

 Other sources estimate up to 350,000 

 About half of the population is displaced 

 The UN Refugee Agency estimates that since 2011 
more than 4 million Syrian citizens have been 
registered as refugees 

 UNICEF estimates that 1.5 million Syrian children 
and adolescents have not been able to pursue 
education because of civil unrest and war.  
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Canada welcomes Syrian refugees 

 What to know about the Syrian culture 

 Ethnicity: 

• Syrian Arabs 90%  

• Kurds 9% 

• Others 1% (Syriac-Arameans/Assyrians Armenians, 
Circassians, and Turkmen, Greeks)  

 Religion: 

• Sunni Muslim 74% of the population (before the war)  

• 16% Shiite Muslim (Alawite Ismaili).  

• 8% Christians in Syria 

• 2% Druze 
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Islam 

 Pillars of Islam 

1. Declaration: Allah is the only God and Muhammad 
is his messenger 

2. Prayer (5 times a day), and Friday prayer in 
mosque for male 

3. Fasting the month of ramadan 

4. Zakat (charity) 2.5% of your savings, if you kept 
them for a year 

5. Hajj (pilgrim) to Mecca if you can (at least once) 
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Dress 

 Many Syrian women wear Islamic clothes 
 Hijab حجاب, essentially a scarf covering their hair, when in 

public or when around men.  

 Jilbab جلباب/ manto مانطو(mantle) a long coat  

 Rarely, few Muslim women will cover their head and upper 
body (khimar/mandeel منديل/خمار  ), or wear a full robe covering 
their face (burqa برقع  )  

 Summer clothes are usually found embracing 

 A Muslim Canadian culture is evolving 
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Acknowledgment: Peter Twele’s workshop on Syrian-Canadian interaction 

A summary of the workshop is available online: http://www.revelstokecurrent.com/2016/01/28/workshop-opens-a-

window-on-syrian-culture/  
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Family 

 Honoring your family (including your extended 
family) is a big motive to strive in life. 

 Taking care of your parents and elders is extremely 
important 

 Protecting female is extremely important    

 Individualism in the Western society may cause new 
Canadians to feel lonely 
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Relationships 

 Affection between male and female cannot be shown 
in public.  

 Friend male may kiss each other on the cheeks in 
greeting, or hold hands in public as an indication of 
friendship.  

 Women may greet each other similarly, but men do 
not greet women in public (no handshaking, 
hugging, cheek kissing) unless the woman initiates it, 
and then only by a handshake.  
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Food 

 Muslims do not eat pork and do not drink alcohol 

 For many Muslims, other kinds of meat (such as beef 
and lamb) need to be certified as halal 

 Islamic society of north America (ISNA) certification 
is widespread. 

 Halal means butchered by a Muslim, Christian, or 
Jew and using the correct procedure.  

 Muslims also eat fish.  
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Ramadan 

 The ninth month of the lunar calendar 

 This year (2016) it starts on June 6th (check local 
Muslim association for the exact date) 

 Time to reflect on the poor 

 Fasting from dawn to dust (no food, drink, marital 
relationship, and no smoke). 

 Prayer is encouraged, especially at night (every night 
in the mosque). 

 Each night, the fast is broken with a meal called the 
Iftar, which is often celebrated with friends and 
family.  

43 



Celebrations 

 Eid Alfitr (the end of Ramadan). This year, July 6th 
(check local Muslim association for the exact date) 

 Eid Al-adha (end of pilgrim). This year Sept 10th 

 Starts with a prayer in the morning in the mosque 
(or in a big community hall) 

 Time to celebrate with family and friends 

 New clothes, and sweets (especially for the kids). 

 Baklawa is usually served 
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Issues 

 Language barriers 

 Cultural shock 

 Refugees went through difficult times (PTSD). 

 Syrians traditions may seem unfamiliar 

 Fear and stereotypes may happen 

 Our role is to build the bridges 
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Offshoots 

 Like all religions, 
the main values of 
Islam teach 
tolerance and love 
to others.  

 Like other 
religions it is the 
militant offshoots 
that promote 
violence. 
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Contact 

 

Dr. Wasem Alsabbagh: email:  wasem.alsabbagh@uwaterloo.ca  
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