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Introduction
Living in Syria: A Guide for Expats is crafted to serve as a comprehensive resource for
foreigners contemplating a move to Syria. With its millennia of civilization, dramatic
landscapes, and storied cities, Syria is a land of striking contrasts—where the whisper
of ancient empires is ever-present, yet the realities of modern recovery and ongoing
instability require thoughtful consideration. For expats, the decision to relocate here is
both a unique opportunity and a profound challenge, shaped by Syria’s vibrant culture
and its present-day complexities.

In recent years, Syria has found itself at the crossroads of hardship and hope. The
aftermath of civil conflict and continuing security concerns have shaped a nation in
transition, impacting infrastructure, daily life, and the very fabric of its communities.
Nevertheless, cities like Damascus, Latakia, and select other regions are witnessing a
slow but steady return of expatriates, humanitarian workers, and adventurous
professionals—drawn by the country’s compelling heritage, strategic opportunities,
and undeniable resilience.

This guide aims to provide a realistic picture, arming prospective expats with essential
information on everything from safety and legal requirements to cultural nuances and
everyday logistics. While many governments continue to warn against travel to Syria,
those who do venture here must do so with careful planning, staying abreast of
changing conditions and strictly adhering to local regulations. This book offers clear,
practical guidance for expatriates, covering fundamental topics such as housing,
healthcare, work, education, and financial management, while also delving into Syrian
traditions, etiquette, and the challenges particular to life in this part of the world.

Syria’s society remains deeply rooted in family, religion, and hospitality. Expats will
find a people known for their warmth and generosity, yet navigating day-to-day life
can be daunting amid intermittent shortages, fluctuating services, and a sometimes
opaque bureaucracy. Success here depends not only on adaptation but on building
respectful relationships and immersing oneself in a tapestry of customs that have
endured for centuries.

Economic realities must also be considered, as the impacts of sanctions, inflation, and
an evolving labor market shape both hardship and opportunity. For families and solo
professionals alike, assimilating into Syrian society means not only mastering practical
tasks—like securing accommodation or understanding the local currency—but also
appreciating the social fabric and joining in community life while being mindful of local
sensitivities.
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Ultimately, Living in Syria: A Guide for Expats is designed to equip you for the
rewarding, challenging, and, at times, unpredictable experience of making a home in
Syria. Through careful preparation, cultural openness, and continual vigilance, expats
can forge meaningful experiences in this country of ancient wonders and vibrant
communities. This book will help you build a strong foundation for your new life in
Syria, navigating its risks while embracing the opportunities unique to this remarkable
nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Syria: History and
Identity
Syria, a land often described as the cradle of civilization, boasts a history so
profoundly rich and layered that merely scratching its surface reveals millennia of
human endeavor, innovation, and cultural exchange. To truly understand modern
Syria, one must first appreciate the deep roots that anchor its identity, stretching back
to the very dawn of settled communities and urban life. This isn't merely a dusty
academic exercise; it's a vital part of navigating the present, as the echoes of empires,
ancient traditions, and historical narratives continue to shape the Syrian psyche and
daily interactions.

Imagine a land where the first agricultural revolutions took hold, where writing
emerged, and where some of the world's earliest cities flourished. This is Syria. From
the Eblaite Kingdom, whose meticulously preserved tablets offer insights into a
sophisticated Bronze Age society, to the Amorite and Aramean civilizations that
followed, the region was a vibrant crossroads of trade, ideas, and conquest. Each
successive layer left an indelible mark, contributing to a diverse cultural tapestry
unlike almost anywhere else on Earth.

The arrival of the Hellenistic Greeks under Alexander the Great brought a new wave of
influence, establishing cities like Antioch and Apamea and integrating Syria into a
wider Mediterranean world. This period saw a fascinating synthesis of Eastern and
Western thought, art, and architecture. Then came the Romans, who solidified Syria’s
position as a vital province, renowned for its trade routes, agricultural bounty, and
strategic military importance. Grand Roman ruins, such as those found at Palmyra and
Bosra, stand as magnificent testaments to this era, their monumental arches and
theaters whispering tales of past glory.

Christianity took root early in Syria, with Damascus claiming to be the oldest
continuously inhabited capital in the world, a city famously linked to the conversion of
Saint Paul. Syrian Christianity, with its ancient rites and traditions, played a crucial role
in the development of early Christian theology and art, before the advent of Islam in
the 7th century ushered in another transformative period. The Umayyad Caliphate,
with its capital in Damascus, oversaw a vast empire stretching from Spain to India,
further cementing Syria's pivotal role in global history. This era brought about a
golden age of scientific, artistic, and philosophical achievement, the remnants of
which are still visible in the intricate designs of mosques and madrasas.

Throughout the Crusades, Syria found itself at the heart of the clash between East and
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West, with formidable fortresses like Krak des Chevaliers bearing witness to centuries
of conflict and cultural exchange. Later, the Mamluks and then the Ottoman Empire
held sway, integrating Syria into larger Islamic empires while allowing distinct regional
identities to persist. The Ottoman period, lasting over four centuries, brought
administrative structures, trade networks, and a degree of stability, though it also saw
the rise of local power dynamics that would continue to influence the region for
generations.

The collapse of the Ottoman Empire after World War I led to the French Mandate, a
controversial period that sowed the seeds of modern Syrian nationalism. While the
French introduced some infrastructure and administrative reforms, their policies were
often met with resistance, fueling a desire for self-determination. The arbitrary
drawing of borders by colonial powers, often disregarding existing ethnic and sectarian
lines, created complexities that continue to resonate today. This era also saw the rise
of new political ideologies and the emergence of figures who would shape the
independent Syrian state.

Syria gained its independence in 1946, a moment of immense national pride and
aspiration. However, the subsequent decades were marked by political instability,
military coups, and regional conflicts, including wars with Israel. The Ba'ath Party rose
to prominence in the 1960s, promising Arab unity, socialism, and freedom. This period
saw significant social and economic reforms, but also increasing authoritarianism and
a centralized state apparatus. The legacy of these decades continues to be debated
and felt throughout Syrian society, influencing everything from political discourse to
everyday interactions.

The identity of modern Syria is thus a complex mosaic, woven from the threads of
these diverse historical experiences. It's a land where ancient ruins stand alongside
bustling modern markets, where Christian and Islamic traditions have coexisted for
centuries, and where the Arabic language, with its rich poetic heritage, is a unifying
force. This deep historical consciousness means that Syrians often view current events
through a lens shaped by centuries of invasions, empires, and struggles for self-
determination.

For an expat, understanding this historical depth is not just about appreciating the
architectural marvels; it's about recognizing the cultural codes, the unspoken
assumptions, and the collective memory that inform Syrian daily life. It helps explain
the resilience in the face of adversity, the strong emphasis on family and community,
and the profound sense of national pride that permeates society. Even in
conversation, historical references and proverbs often pepper discussions, reflecting a
people deeply connected to their past.

Moreover, Syria's geographical position as a bridge between continents has always
made it a nexus of diverse peoples and influences. This has contributed to a society
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that, despite its current challenges, possesses a remarkable capacity for cultural
adaptation and intellectual curiosity. The very streets of Damascus, Aleppo, and other
ancient cities tell stories of merchants, scholars, and pilgrims from every corner of the
known world passing through, leaving their mark and taking a piece of Syria with
them.

In essence, to live in Syria is to step into a living history book. Every stone, every
traditional souk, every ancient tale recounted by an elder connects you to a lineage of
human experience that spans millennia. This profound sense of history imbues the
Syrian identity with a unique character—a blend of enduring traditions, a deep
appreciation for heritage, and a resilient spirit forged through centuries of change and
challenge. While the focus of this guide is practical advice for the present, recognizing
this historical foundation will undoubtedly enrich your experience and provide a
deeper context for the vibrant, complex nation you will call home.
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