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Overview of Syria's Premier Academic
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Abstract

Damascus University (Arabic: (4w 42sla), established in 1923, is the oldest and largest public
research university in Syria, located in the capital city of Damascus. This article provides a
comprehensive examination of its historical evolution, institutional structure, academic programs,
and contemporary challenges. Originally founded through the merger of a Medical School (1903)
and an Institute of Law (1913), the university has played a pivotal role in higher education in the
Arab world. Despite significant disruptions caused by the Syrian civil war, the university has
maintained its academic operations and continues to be a central institution for knowledge
production and dissemination in the region. This article analyzes its organizational framework,
including its faculties, higher institutes, and specialized centers, and assesses its current standing
in international rankings. The study concludes by reflecting on the university's resilience and its
critical importance for the future of Syria's educational and social reconstruction.

Keywords: Damascus University, Syrian University, higher education in Syria, academic
structure, historical development, Syrian civil war impact, university rankings, Arabic language
instruction, university hospitals.

1. Introduction

Damascus University stands as the oldest and largest public research university in Syria, serving
as a cornerstone of the nation's higher education system since its formal establishment in 1923
(Damascus University, n.d.; Al Majalla, 2023). Situated in the capital city of Damascus, it has
historically been recognized as one of the most reputable universities in the Arab World, a status
that persisted until the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011. The university's significance
extends beyond national borders, as it has traditionally attracted students from across the Middle
East and beyond, particularly for its renowned Arabic language programs for non-native speakers.
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This article aims to provide a scholarly analysis of Damascus University's development, structure,
and contemporary role. It examines the institution's historical trajectory from its origins in the early
20th century to its current operations amidst ongoing conflict. The analysis encompasses the
university's organizational framework, academic offerings, research capabilities, and the
challenges it faces in maintaining educational standards during a period of prolonged crisis. By
synthesizing available data and historical accounts, this study seeks to contribute to the
understanding of how premier educational institutions in conflict-affected regions adapt and
persevere.

2. Historical Development

The history of Damascus University is deeply intertwined with the modern educational and
political development of Syria. Its origins can be traced to the early 20th century during the late
Ottoman period, with the establishment of the Medical School in Damascus in 1903 (Al Majalla,
2023; Damascus University, n.d.). This school, which initially included branches in medicine and
pharmacy, used Turkish as the language of instruction and represented the nucleus of what would
eventually become the university.

A significant milestone occurred in 1913 with the opening of a Law School in Beirut, which
featured predominantly Arab instructors and used Arabic as the medium of instruction (Al Majalla,
2023). This school was transferred to Damascus in 1914, coinciding with the Medical School's
relocation to Beirut. The final years of World War I saw the Law School return to Beirut before
both institutions were reestablished in Damascus in 1919 (Damascus University, n.d.).

The formal unification of these institutions occurred in 1923, when the School of Law (then named
the Institute of Law) was administratively linked with the Institute of Medicine, the Arab Society,
and the Center of Arabic Heritage under the name Syrian University (Arabic: 4 sl dxalall)
(Damascus University, n.d.). The Arab Society and the Center of Arabic Heritage separated from
the university in 1926, leaving the core academic institutions. This founding marked the beginning
of structured higher education in Syria and laid the foundation for future academic expansion.

The mid-20th century brought significant changes. In 1946, the university expanded beyond its
initial focus on medicine and law to include faculties and higher institutions in other disciplines
(Syrian Ministry of Higher Education, 2020). A pivotal transformation occurred in 1958 when,
following the creation of the United Arab Republic, a new law regulated universities in the
northern and southern regions. This led to the renaming of the Syrian University to Damascus
University and the establishment of a second northern university called the University of Aleppo
(Al Majalla, 2023). This bifurcation reflected the geopolitical realities of the time and created the
dual-university structure that persists in Syria today.
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The subsequent decades saw continued expansion, including the establishment of the College of
Fine Arts in 1959, which became part of Damascus University in 1972 (Damascus University, n.d.;
Syrian Ministry of Higher Education, 2020). This historical trajectory demonstrates how
Damascus University has evolved from specialized professional schools into a comprehensive
university with a wide range of academic disciplines.

Founding & Early Growth Transformation B Modernization

1923 1926 1946 1958 1959 1972

ation of Expansion beyond Renamed to College of Fine Arts Fine Arts integrated
ural institutions medicine and Law Damascus University established into university

Figure 1 Historical Development of Damascus University

3. Organizational Structure and Academic Framework

3.1 Degree Programs and Academic Calendar

Damascus University offers comprehensive undergraduate and graduate programs leading to
bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degrees. The academic structure varies by discipline:

o Bachelor's Degrees: Require 4-6 years of study depending on the field.

e Master's Programs: Combine coursework and research, requiring a minimum of two
years and a maximum of three, with a possible fourth year under special circumstances.

e Doctoral Programs: Primarily research-based, requiring between two and five years of
study.

It is noteworthy that not all faculties offer doctoral degrees; for instance, the Faculty of Arts,
specifically the English Literature Department, does not award Ph.D. degrees. This variation
reflects different disciplinary traditions and capacity constraints across the university's diverse
academic units.

3.2 Faculties and Academic Units

The core academic structure of Damascus University comprises fifteen faculties, each specializing
in distinct disciplinary areas:
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Medicine

Pharmacy
Dentistry

Information
Technology

Civil Engineering

Mechanical &
Electrical Engineering

Economics
Arts and Humanities
Education

Agriculture

Islamic Jurisprudence

Architecture

Sciences
Fine Arts

Political Science

Law

Tourism

1903

1903
1921
1994

1961

1963

1956
1928
1946
1963

1954
1960

1960
1979

1913

Among top ten international providers of licensed
physicians to the United States; third in the Eastern
Hemisphere.

One of the university's oldest professional schools.
Offers specialized training in oral healthcare.

Reflects the university's adaptation to technological
advancements.

Part of the university's engineering education
expansion.

Combined faculty offering comprehensive
engineering programs.

Provides education in economic theory and policy.
One of the university's oldest academic faculties.
Focuses on teacher training and educational research.

Supports Syria's agricultural sector through research
and education.

Specializes in Islamic legal studies and theology.

Trains professionals in architectural design and urban
planning.

Encompasses various scientific disciplines.
Offers programs in visual and performing arts.

Focuses on political theory and international
relations.

One of the university's foundational faculties.

Specialized program in tourism management and
development.

Table I Faculties of Damascus University with founding years and distinguishing features.

3.3 Specialized Institutes and Centers

Beyond its traditional faculties, Damascus University operates several specialized higher institutes
that focus on advanced research and professional development:
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o Higher Institute of Laser Research and Applications: Conducts cutting-edge research
in laser technology and its applications.

o Higher Institute of Administrative Development: Provides training and research in
public administration and management.

o Higher Institute of Seismologic Studies and Research: Focuses on earthquake
monitoring and seismic research.

o Higher Institute of Languages: Offers advanced language training and linguistic research.

o Higher Institute of Translation and Interpretation: Provides professional training in
translation and interpretation services.

The university also maintains Technical Institutes that offer two-year diploma programs in
specialized fields such as business administration, finance and banking, medicine, dentistry,
engineering, and computer science. These institutes serve as important pathways for professional
education and workforce development.

A particularly notable component is the Arabic Language Institute, recognized as the premier
center globally for studying Arabic for non-native speakers. The institute is known for its
immersion instruction approach, which facilitates more rapid and comprehensive language
acquisition compared to programs in other Arab countries where instruction often occurs in local
dialects. This institute has historically attracted students from around the world and represents a
significant soft power asset for Syrian cultural diplomacy.

4. Infrastructure and Support Services

4.1 Library System

The university's library system began in 1903 alongside the establishment of the Medical Bureau.
As of 2011, it housed approximately 169,000 volumes and maintained subscriptions to 3,830
current periodicals. While these figures may have changed due to the conflict, the library remains
a central resource for academic research and scholarship. The library's collections support the
university's teaching and research missions across all disciplines.

4.2 University Hospitals

Damascus University operates a network of eight teaching hospitals in Damascus, which serve a
dual purpose of providing healthcare services to the community and clinical training for medical
students. These hospitals include:

e National University Hospital (Damascus)
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e Al Mouwasat University Hospital

e Obstetrics & Gynecology University Hospital

e Cardiac Surgery University Hospital

e Dermatology & Venereal Diseases University Hospital
e Children's University Hospital

e Al Bairouni University Hospital

e Oral Maxillofacial Surgery Hospital

These hospitals represent critical infrastructure for medical education and research, while also
addressing the healthcare needs of the population during a period of significant strain on Syria's
medical system.

4.3. Career Guidance and Capabilities Building

The university has established Career Guidance and Capabilities Building Centers, including
the "Business Clinics (Shabab-Damascus)" initiative. These centers aim to enhance student
employability and professional development through practical training and industry connections.
The university also maintains cooperative agreements with both local institutions, such as the
International University for Science and Technology, and international partners.

5. Academic Standing and International Recognition

5.1 Historical Reputation

Prior to the Syrian civil war, Damascus University was widely regarded as one of the most
reputable universities in the Arab World. It attracted students from across the region and
maintained strong academic standards, particularly in medicine, law, and Arabic language studies.
The university's reputation was built on decades of academic excellence and its role as a flagship
institution for Syrian higher education.

5.2 Contemporary Rankings

Despite the significant challenges posed by the ongoing conflict, Damascus University has
maintained a presence in international ranking systems:

e QS World University Rankings: In 2023, the university rose in the rankings due to its
research contributions to sustainable development.
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e Times Higher Education World University Rankings: In 2024, Damascus University
was ranked in the +1501 category, making it the only Syrian university included in these
prestigious rankings.

e Webometrics Ranking: The university has also shown improvement in this ranking
system, which measures web presence and research visibility.

These rankings, while modest, are remarkable given the operational constraints under which the
university has been functioning. They suggest a sustained commitment to research output and
academic standards despite the crisis environment.

6. Challenges and Resilience

The Syrian civil war that began in 2011 has presented unprecedented challenges to Damascus
University. These include:

e Physical Infrastructure Damage: Some university facilities have likely been damaged
during the conflict, though specific details are limited in available sources.

e Brain Drain: Many academics and students have left Syria, potentially depleting the
university's human capital.

e Resource Constraints: Economic sanctions and the general economic crisis in Syria have
strained the university's financial resources.

e Operational Disruptions: Security concerns have periodically disrupted academic
schedules and access to educational facilities.

Despite these challenges, the university has continued to operate and maintain its academic
programs. The fact that it remains the only Syrian university ranked in the The World University
Rankings suggests a level of institutional resilience and commitment to academic standards. The
university's continued operation represents not just an educational achievement but also a
significant act of cultural and intellectual preservation during a period of profound crisis.

7. Conclusion

Damascus University represents a remarkable case study in institutional resilience amidst conflict.
From its origins in the early 20th century as professional schools in medicine and law, it has
evolved into a comprehensive university with fifteen faculties, multiple specialized institutes, and
anetwork of teaching hospitals. While the Syrian civil war has undoubtedly affected its operations
and international standing, the university has maintained its core educational mission and
continues to be recognized in international ranking systems.
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The university's future will be crucial to Syria's post-conflict reconstruction and development. As
the country eventually moves toward stabilization and rebuilding, Damascus University will
undoubtedly play a central role in training the professionals, researchers, and leaders needed for
national recovery. Its historical significance, comprehensive academic structure, and demonstrated
resilience position it as an indispensable institution for Syria's future.

Further research would be valuable to assess more precisely the impact of the conflict on specific
academic departments, research output, and student demographics. Additionally, comparative
studies with other universities in conflict-affected regions could provide insights into best practices
for maintaining educational quality during crises. Despite the challenges, Damascus University's
continued operation stands as a testament to the enduring value of education even in the most
difficult circumstances.
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