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Ahwazy Arabs 

 
Ahwazy Arabs are ethnically Arab people of Iran and they are estimated to number 4.5 million. 
 
History 
The territory of the Ahwazy Arabs is known as Ahwaz (or Arabistan or Khuzestan). Ahwazy 
Arabs were between traditionally subjects either of the Ottoman Empire or either the Persian 
one. Since 1897 with British support and protection Ahwaz became an autonomous Arab 
territory under Shaykh Khazal. Shaykh Khazal was deposed in 1925 by Persian General Reza 
Khan, who went on to become Sha of Iran. Ahwaz gradually lost its independence when it was 
completely annexed by Reza Shah Pahlavi. Before Iran annexed Ahwaz, the Persians referred to 
the region as Arabistan. However after its annexation, the central government changed the 
territory's name to Khuzestan. Ahwaz is now used too as the name of the province's capital, used 
by Persians and Arabs alike. 
 
Location 
Ahwaz, or Khuzestan, is a province that lies in southwest Iran, bordering Iraq, Kuwait and the 
Persian Gulf.  
 
Religion 
Ahwazy Arabs are mostly Moslems with small minority of Christians. 
 
Sources 

- Ahwaz Studies Center – Provides with external articles and reports 
http://www.ahwazstudies.org/articlesmain.asp?languageID=1&pageID=4) 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahwaz and 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_conflict_in_Khuzestan) 

- Amnesty International Report on the Khuzestan 
(http://web.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGMDE130172005?open&of=ENG-IRN) 

 

Alawi  
 
Also known as: Alawites, Nusayris, Nusairis, Namiriya or Ansariyya  
Alawites number 1,350,000 in Syria and Lebanon, and constitute Syria's largest religious 
minority.  
 
History 
The Alawites trace their origins to the eleventh Shia Imam, Hasan al Askari (d.873), and his 
pupil Ibn Nusayr (d.868). Nusayr proclaimed himself the "bab" or door (representative) of the 
11th Imam. Alawites were persecuted under Mameluke and Ottoman rule. In 1516, the Turks are 
said to have killed 90,000 Alawites. After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the French gave 
autonomy to Alawites. A territory of "Alaouites" was created in 1925 and in 1930 it was created 
the Government of Latakia, which lasted until 1937. In 1939, the Sanjak of Alexandretta, that 
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contained a large number of Alawites, was detached from Syria and given to Turkey by the 
French. Zaki al-Arsuzi, a young Alawite from Antioch led the resistance to the annexation and 
later became a founder of the Ba'ath Party along with Michel Aflaq.  
 
In 1966, Alawite-oriented military officers successfully rebelled in Syria and expelled the old 
Ba'ath that had looked to Michel Aflaq and Salah al-Bitar for leadership and promoted Zaki al-
Arsuzi. In 1970, Colonel Hafez al-Assad, an Alawite, took power in Syria.  
 
Location 
Alawites live mainly along the coast in Al Ladhiqiyah Province, where they form over 60 
percent of the rural population. 
 
Religion 
Alawis claim they are Muslims, but many Muslim authorities did not always recognize them as 
such. Like Ismaili Shias, Alawis believe in a system of divine incarnation. Unlike Ismailis, 
Alawis regard Ali as the incarnation of the deity in the divine triad.  According to Alawi belief, 
all persons at first were stars in the world of light but fell from the firmament through 
disobedience. Faithful Alawis believe they must be transformed seven times before returning to 
take a place among the stars, where Ali is the prince. Their prayer book, the source of religious 
instruction, is the Kitab al Majmu, believed to be derived from Ismaili writings. Alawis study the 
Quran and recognize the five pillars of Islam. Alawis do not set aside a building for worship. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alawi) 
- Hendawi, H. Alawite Sect Rises or Falls on Assad Leadership at Belief.net 

(http://www.beliefnet.com/story/32/story_3245_1.html) 
- Nisan, M. Minorities in the Middle East: A History of Struggle and Self-Expression 

(North Carolina: McFarland & Company, 1991) 
 
 

Albanians 
 
Albanians are people of the western Balkan Peninsula, speaking the Albanian language and 
numbering today approximately six million worldwide. 
 
History 
The origins of the Albanian people have been traditionally placed on the ancient Illyrians. In 395 
the Roman Empire divided into east and west, the territories of modern Albania joined the 
Byzantine Empire. Later, Albania came under the domination of a succession of powers: 
Bulgarians, Norman crusaders, the Angevins of southern Italy, Serbs, and Venetians. The 
Ottoman Turks invaded Albania in 1388 and completed the occupation of the country about four 
decades later (1430). Although its control was briefly disrupted during the 1443-78 revolt, led by 
Gjergj Kastrioti Skenderbeg, the Ottomans eventually reasserted their dominance. Following the 
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conclusion of the First Balkan War, Albanians issued the Vlore Proclamation of November 28, 
1912, declaring independence. Albania's borders were established by the Great Powers in 1913.  
 
Religion 
In the Republic of Albania there structure is as follows: Muslim 70%, Albanian Orthodox 20%, 
Roman Catholic 10%. Within Greece there is a significant presence of Albanian Greek 
Orthodox. In Albania, many people follow a version of Islam called Bektashism. This version of 
Islam was founded in Asia Minor in the 1200s and includes elements of ancient pagan religions 
and Christianity.   
 
Location 
Albanians live mainly in Albania, Serbia-Montenegro (mainly Kosovo), the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia, Italy and Greece. There are 3,129,000 Albanians in Albania. Within 
Sebia and Montenegro there are 1,770,000 (out of which 1,730,000 in Serbia, including 
1,672,000 in Kosovo). There are 509,000 Albanians in the Republic of Macedonia from the 2002 
census, 233,000 in Italy and over 500,000 in Greece. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albania) 
- General information on Albanians from Albanian.com 

(http://www.albanian.com/community/index.php) 
- Gall, Timothy L. (ed). Worldmark Encyclopedia of Culture & Daily Life: Vol. 4 - Europe 

(Cleveland: Eastword Publications Development, 1998), pg. 27. 
- Wright, David K. Albania - Enchantment of the World Second Series. (New York: 

Children's Press, 1997), pg. 99. 
 
 

Amazigh 
 
Also known as: Imazighen (plural) and Berber 
The term Amazigh or Berber represents the ethnic group indigenous to the North of Africa, 
speaking the Berber languages. Literally means free man. 
 
History 
References to the Amazigh occur frequently in ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman sources. 
They long remained the main population of the Western Desert; the Byzantine chroniclers often 
complain of the Mazikes (Amazigh) raiding outlying monasteries. For many centuries the 
Berbers inhabited the coast of North Africa from Egypt to the Atlantic Ocean. They have 
expanded south into the Sahara, and were culturally assimilated in much of North Africa by the 
Arabs, particularly following the incursion of the Banu Hilal in the 11th century.  
 
Religion 
Since the 13th century, most Imazighen have professed the Islamic faith. 
 



 

 5 

Location 
The Berbers live mainly in Morocco (between 35%- 80% of the population) and in Algeria 
(about 15%-33% of the population), as well as Libya and Tunisia, though exact statistics are 
unavailable. One particularly prominent Berber group are the Kabyles of northern Algeria, who 
number approximately 4 million and have kept, to a large degree, their original language and 
culture. Other noteworthy groups include the Shluh (plural of Arabic "Shalh" and Berber 
"Ashalhi") of south Morocco, the Riffain of north Morocco, the Chaouia of Algeria, and the 
Tuareg of the Sahara. There are approximately 3 million Berber immigrants in Europe, 
especially the Riffain and the Kabyles in the Netherlands and France. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berbers) 
- Lehtinen, Terhi Beyond Moroccan State – The transnational nation-building of the 

Amazigh cultural movement in Linjakumpu, Ainji (ed.) Globalization and state in the 
Middle East (Tampere, 2003)  

- Tamazgha The Amazigh Issue in Morocco (Geneva, 2003) Report submitted to the UN 
ECOSOC International Convent on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination 

 
 

Arabs 
 
The definition of who an Arab is has three main aspects: 

·  Political: whether they live in a country which is a member of the Arab League (or, more 
vaguely, the Arab world); this definition covers more than 300 million people.  

·  Linguistic: whether their first language is Arabic; this definition covers more than 200 
million people.  

·  Genealogical: whether they can trace their ancestry back to the original inhabitants of the 
Arabian Peninsula.  

 
The relative importance of these factors is estimated differently by different groups. Most people 
who consider themselves Arabs do so on the basis of the overlap of the political and linguistic 
definitions.  
 
History  
The first written attestation of the ethnonym "Arab" occurs in an Assyrian inscription of 853 BC, 
where Shalmaneser III lists a King Gindibu of mâtu arbâi (Arab land) as among the people he 
defeated at the Battle of Karkar. By the fourth century AD, the Arab kingdoms of the Lakhmids 
in southern Iraq and Ghassanids in southern Syria had emerged just south of the Fertile Crescent, 
and, constantly at war, ended up allying respectively with the Sassanid and Byzantine Empires.  
 
During the 8th and 9th centuries, the Arabs (specifically the Umayyads, and later Abbasids) 
forged an empire whose borders touched southern France in the west, China in the east, Asia 
Minor in the north, and the Sudan in the south. This was one of the largest land empires in 
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history. Throughout much of this area, the Arabs spread the religion of Islam and the Arabic 
language (the language of the Qur'an) through conversion and assimilation. Many groups came 
to be known as "Arabs" not through descent but through Arabisation. Thus, over time, the term 
Arab came to carry a broader meaning than the original ethnic term. Many Arabs in Sudan, 
Morocco, Algeria and elsewhere became Arab through cultural diffusion. 
 
Religion 
Before the coming of Islam, most Arabs followed a religion featuring the worship of a number of 
deities, including Hubal, Wadd, Al-Lat, Manat, and Uzza, while some tribes had converted to 
Christianity or Judaism, and a few individuals, the hanifs, had apparently rejected polytheism in 
favor of a vague monotheism. With the expansion of Islam, the majority of Arabs rapidly 
became Muslim, and the pre-Islamic polytheistic traditions disappeared. 
 
Sunni Islam dominates in most areas, overwhelmingly so in North Africa; Shia Islam is prevalent 
in Bahrain, southern Iraq and adjacent parts of Saudi Arabia, northern Yemen, and southern 
Lebanon, as well as parts of Syria. The tiny Druze community, belonging to a secretive offshoot 
of Islam, is usually considered Arab, but sometimes considered an ethnicity in its own right. 
 
Reliable estimates of the number of Arab Christians, which in any case depends on the definition 
of "Arab" used, are rare. According to Fargues 1998 "Today Christians only make up 9.2 per 
cent of the population of the Near East. In Lebanon, where they have undoubtedly lost their 
position as the majority, they number little more than 40 per cent, 19 in Syria they are about 6.4 
per cent, in the Palestinian-occupied or autonomous territories the figure is 3.8 per cent, and in 
Israel 2.1 per cent. In Egypt they constitute 5.9 per cent of the population, and in Iraq 
presumably 2.9 per cent". 
 
Location 
Arabs are mainly established in the Middle East and North Africa, although strong communities 
in Europe and America. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arab) 
- Fargues, Philippe The Arab Christians of the Middle East: A Demographic Perspective 

From "Christian Communities in the Middle East" (Oxford University Press, 1998) 
Reprinted by permission of OUP at 
arabworld.nitle.org/texts.php?module_id=6&reading_id=63&sequence=4) 

 
 

Armenians 
 
The Armenians are a nation and an ethnic group, originating in the Caucasus and eastern Asia 
Minor. They account to eight million worldwide. A large concentration remains in the Caucasus, 
especially in Armenia, but almost as many are scattered elsewhere throughout the world. 
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History 
Armenia first emerged into history around 800 BC as part of the Kingdom of Urartu or Van. At 
its zenith (95–65 BC), the first Armenian state extended from Caucasus all the way to what is 
now eastern Turkey and Lebanon. It became part of the Roman Empire in 64 BC. In AD 301 
Armenia became the first nation to adopt Christianity as a state religion. Between the 4th and 
19th centuries, Armenia was conquered and ruled by, among others, Persians, Byzantines, Arabs, 
Mongols, and Ottoman Turks. This last was to prove particularly disastrous, with two genocidal 
campaigns against the Armenians in 1894–1896 and 1915–1916. This persecution of Armenians 
in the last decades of the Ottoman Empire increased dramatically the Armenian Diaspora. In the 
1820s parts of historic Armenia were incorporated into Russia. Following the breakup of Russian 
empire in the aftermath of World War I for a brief period from 1918 to 1920, it was an 
independent republic. In late 1920, the communists came to power following an invasion of 
Armenia by the Red Army, and in 1922, Armenia became part of the Transcaucasian Federative 
Soviet Socialist Republic, later the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic (1936–September 21, 
1991), now the independent state of Armenia.  
 
Location 
About 3 to 3.5 million Armenians live in Armenia, but there are also about 2.5 million in Russia, 
267,000 in Georgia, 400,000 in the United States, 250,000 in France, 200,000 in Iran, 156,000 in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, 100,000 in Syria, 75,000 to 150,000 in Lebanon, 50,000 to 70,000 in 
Turkey, and more scattered in other counties, all together there are about 8 million worldwide. 
 
Religion 
The Armenian church exists independently of both the Catholic and the Eastern Orthodox 
churches, having become so in AD 451 as a result of its excommunication by the Council of 
Chalcedony. The Armenian Apostolic Church is a part of the Oriental Orthodox communion, not 
to be confused with the Eastern Orthodox communion. While the Armenian Apostolic Church 
remains the most prominent church in the Armenian community throughout the world, 
Armenians, especially in the Diaspora, subscribe to any number of other Christian 
denominations. These include the Armenian Catholic Church, and the Armenian Brotherhood, 
influenced by Protestantism.  
 
Sources 

- Kasbarian, Lucine. Armenia: A Rugged Land, An Enduring People (Parsippany: Dillon 
Press 1998), pg. 4-5. 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armenia) 
 
 

Ashkali 
Also known as: Aschkali and Hashkali 
Ashkali are an Albanian language speaking ethnic minority of Kosovo 
 
History 
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Their origin is disputed. Ashkali are often regarded as Albanized Roma, but some think they are 
descendants of Turks or Egyptians. Ashkali have similar culture to both Roma and Albanians. 
Ashkali seem to have alligned with Albanians before and during the Kosovo War. However, 
there were reports of mass expulsion of Ashkali along with Roma from Kosovo that took place 
after the war. 
 
Location 
Kosovo, although many Ashkali have been forced to seek shelter in refugee camps or are living 
in slum conditions in the neighbouring countries of Montenegro, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Macedonia and Albania. Thousands of them have risked the dangerous sea crossing to Italy in 
frail and overloaded ships and boats. A considerable number have drowned in the Adriatic.  
Many of those still left in Kosovo are living in UNHCR camps for "displaced persons". 
 
Religion 
Muslim 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashkali) 
- Ashkali.org.yu (http://www.ashkali.org.yu)  
- Zülch, Tilman The Mass Expulsion of Roma and Ashkali from Kosovo (Human Rights 

Report on Fact Finding Mission, 4 – 18 August 1999) 
 
 

Assyrians/Chaldeans/Syriacs 
 
Assyrians are a Christian Syriac-speaking minority of the Middle East, some of whom also 
identify themselves as Aramaeans, Syriacs and Chaldeans.  
 
History 
The heartland of Assyria lays in present day northern Iraq, northeastern Syria, southeastern 
Turkey, and northwestern Iran. The remains of the ancient capital of Assyria, Nineveh, lie next 
to Mosul in northern Iraq. Until earlier this century prior to the Assyrian killings of 1915, the 
major communities still inhabited the areas of Tur Abdin and Hakkari in southeastern Turkey, 
Jazira in northeastern Syria, Urmi in northwestern Iran, and Mosul in northern Iraq. Following 
the creation of the Iraqi State in 1920, Assyrians were targeted because of their Christian faith 
and ethnicity. In the Simele Massacre of 1933 well over three thousand men, women and 
children were murdered for trying to flee into neighboring Syria. Under Baathist the situation for 
the Assyrians in Iraq did not improve and persecution continued. Many Assyrians overtime have 
left their original homes and emigrated to Syria or even outside the region in search for 
religious/ethnic tolerance.  
 
Location 
The total Assyrian, including the Diaspora, is estimated at 3.3 million, with the majority living in 
the former Mesopotamia. Outside of the Middle East, approximately 93,000 live in Europe, 
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300,000 in the United States and Canada, 64,000 in Armenia, Georgia and Russia, 33,000 in 
Australia and New Zealand and 150,000 in other countries. Assyrians reside primarily in Iraq, 
Syria and Lebanon. To a lesser extent there are small communities in Iran and Turkey.  
 
Religion 
The Assyrians are Christians of various denominations. The term Assyrians (or Chaldeans) is 
commonly used in religion for Eastern Christian Syriac-speaking minority that is divided in two 
different churches: the Assyrian Church of the East that accounts for 400,000 affiliates and the 
Chaldean Catholic Church that accounts for 300,000 members (mainly in Iraq). The term Syriacs 
is more commonly used for Occidental Syriacs: those Christians that maintained the Western 
version of Aramaic and are members of the Syrian Orthodox Church or the Syrian Catholic 
Church. 
 
Sources 

- Gonzalez Montes, Adolfo Las Iglesias Orientales (Madrid, BAC, 2000) 
- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assyrian) 

 

Baha’is 
 

The Baha’is are the members of a religious faith that emerged founded by Bahá'u'lláh, a 
nineteenth-century Iranian exile. 
 
History  
In 1844 Siyyid `Alí-Muhammad of Shiraz proclaimed that he was "the Báb". His followers were 
therefore known as Bábís. Bahá'ís regard the Bábí movement as a new independent religion; and 
the Báb as a Manifestation with a station equal to that of Bahá'u'lláh. The Báb was imprisoned 
and eventually executed by a firing squad in Tabriz, Persia. His tomb, the 'Shrine of the Báb', 
located on the slope of Mount Carmel in Haifa is an important place of pilgrimage for Bahá'ís. 
Mizra Husayn Ali was drawn to the teachings of the Bab, and remained a committed member of 
the Babi faith after the Bab's execution.  In prison he had a vision: God told him that he was the 
Messenger whom the Bab had prophesied. He chose for himself the name "Baha'u'llah," which 
means "The Glory of God" in Arabic. Thereafter as an exile, the Baha'u'llah and his family went 
to the city of Acre on 1868. In Acre, Baha'u'llah wrote the Kitab-I-Aqdas as well as other texts 
and letters which laid down the principles of Baha'i belief. Abdu'l Baha, Baha'u'llah's son, 
designated his grandson, Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, to serve as the "Guardian" of the Baha'i faith. 
Shoghi Effendi developed the unique administrative rules of the Baha'i faith. The worldwide 
religion is governed by Local Spiritual Assemblies, National Spiritual Assemblies and, since 
Shoghi Effendi's death on 1957 in London, by a Universal House of Justice.   
 
Religion 
Ten basic tenets of the Baha'i faith, as set down by the Baha'u'llah, are: 1) the oneness of 
humanity; 2) the equality of women and men; 3) the elimination of prejudice; 4) the elimination 
of extremes of wealth and poverty; 5) the independent investigation of truth; 6) universal 
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education; 7) religious tolerance; 8) the harmony of science and religion; 9) a world 
commonwealth of nations, and 10) a universal auxiliary language. 
 
Location 
Estimates of the worldwide Bahá'í population vary between three and eight million. Most 
sources agree that India boasts the largest Bahá'í population, followed by Iran; and that Africa, 
South America, and the South Pacific have overtaken the Middle East and Western countries in 
terms of Bahá'í representation. The most important temple of the Bahá'í faith is in Haifa. 
 
Sources 

- Harrison, Donald H. The Fourth Faith  Who are the Baha'i's and why did they  put their 
sacred shrine in Haifa? (San Diego: Jewish Press-Heritage, 1998) 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bah%E1'%ED_Faith) 
 
 

Balkars 
 
The Balkar (malqar/balqar) people are a Turkic people of the Caucasus region, the titular 
population of Kabardino-Balkaria. 
 
History 
The term Balkar is derived from Bolgar or Bulgar. The Balkars were those Bulgars who lived in 
Onoghur and Great Bulgaria and who remained in the Caucasus as the others migrated to the 
Balkans and Middle Volga. Their language is of the Ponto-Caspian subgroup of the 
Northwestern (Kypchak) group of Turkic languages. There is also an opinion that the Balkars are 
remnants of a branch of the Bulgar tribe that moved into the Caucasus after the westward 
movement of the Hunnish wave at the beginning of the 4th century AD. 
 
In 1827, Balkariya became the first North-Caucasian area to be conquested by the Russians. In 
1922, it became part of the Kabardino-Balkar Autonomous province and in 1936 was made an 
autonomous republic. In 1944, Stalin accused the Balkars of Kabardino-Balkaria of collaborating 
with Nazi Germany and deported the entire population to Kazakhstan and Central Asia. The 
territory was renamed the Kabardin ASSR until 1957, when the Balkar population was allowed 
to return and its name was restored. They constitute the 9% of the population in Kabardino-
Balkariya. 
 
Location 
60,000 Balkars live in the Russian republic of Kabardino-Balkaria. There are still a few Balkars 
scattered around Central Asia (mainly Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan), but the majority now live in the 
Kabardino Balkar autonomous republic. 
 
Religion 
Sunni muslims. 
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Sources 
- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kabardino-Balkaria) 
- Kabardino-Balkaria online (http://kbr.oncloud8.com/) 
- NUPI Center for Russian Studies (available report at http://www.nupi.no/cgi-

win/Russland/etnisk_b.exe?Balkar) 
 
 

Beja 
 

The Beja are a nomadic people group with a million and a half members who live in the 
northeastern portion of the African nation of Sudan 
 
History 
Eastern Sudan has been the homeland of the Beja since the days of the pharaohs 4,000 years ago. 
Despite contact with the Egyptians, along with Greeks and Romans, it was the Muslims who 
finally had a real and lasting impression on the Beja. Although the Beja had partially accepted 
Christianity in 500 A.D., their conversion was only skin deep and beginning in 640 A.D., when 
Arabs first invaded Sudan, the Beja began to gradually adopt the Islamic faith. The Arabs did not 
conquer Sudan, and although many Beja tribes still do not speak Arabic, Islam left a lasting 
impact on their lifestyle, customs and religious practices.  In general, the Beja have always 
rejected authority and they greatly value their nomadic freedom. For the most part they have not 
changed their lifestyle or practices in the last 1,500 years. Most Beja are nomadic herders of 
camels and goats, although some have adopted sedentary lifestyles in the towns and cities of 
eastern Sudan.  
 
Location 
The Beja inhabit some 110,000 square miles of Sudan between the Egyptian border and Eritrea 
and the river Setit; from the Red Sea coast to the river Atbara and the Nile. 
 
Religion 
Sunni Muslim 
 
Sources 

- Abdel Salam Sidahmed Report on the Beja People 
(http://www.sudanupdate.org/REPORTS/PEOPLES/BEJA.HTM)  

- Sudan 101 Report on the Beja (http://www.sudan101.com/beja.htm) 
 

 

Berber 
 

Also known as: Amazigh or Imazighen (plural) 
The term Amazigh or Berber represents the ethnic group indigenous to the North of Africa, 
speaking the Berber languages. Literally means free man. 
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History 
References to the Amazigh occur frequently in ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman sources. 
They long remained the main population of the Western Desert; the Byzantine chroniclers often 
complain of the Mazikes (Amazigh) raiding outlying monasteries. For many centuries the 
Berbers inhabited the coast of North Africa from Egypt to the Atlantic Ocean. They have 
expanded south into the Sahara, and were culturally assimilated in much of North Africa by the 
Arabs, particularly following the incursion of the Banu Hilal in the 11th century.  
 
Religion 
Since the 13th century, most Imazighen have professed the Islamic faith. 
 
Location 
The Berbers live mainly in Morocco (between 35%- 80% of the population) and in Algeria 
(about 15%-33% of the population), as well as Libya and Tunisia, though exact statistics are 
unavailable. One particularly prominent Berber group are the Kabyles of northern Algeria, who 
number approximately 4 million and have kept, to a large degree, their original language and 
culture. Other noteworthy groups include the Shluh (plural of Arabic "Shalh" and Berber 
"Ashalhi") of south Morocco, the Riffain of north Morocco, the Chaouia of Algeria, and the 
Tuareg of the Sahara. There are approximately 3 million Berber immigrants in Europe, 
especially the Riffain and the Kabyles in the Netherlands and France. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Berbers) 
- Lehtinen, Terhi Beyond Moroccan State – The transnational nation-building of the 

Amazigh cultural movement in Linjakumpu, Ainji (ed.) Globalization and state in the 
Middle East (Tampere, 2003)  

- Tamazgha The Amazigh Issue in Morocco (Geneva, 2003) Report submitted to the UN 
ECOSOC International Convent on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination 

 
 

Bosnians 
 
Also known as: Bosniaks 
Bosnians are South Slavs who converted to Islam during the Ottoman period (15th-19th century). 
 
History 
It is important to note that most of the people previously known as Bosnian Muslims or Muslims 
by nationality are Bosniaks, but that not all of the Muslim peoples of the Balkans are Bosniaks; 
there are other groups of South Slavic Muslims (such as the Pomaks). 
 
Slavs settled in Bosnia, Herzegovina, and the surrounding lands, which were then part of the 
Eastern Roman Empire, in the seventh century. An independent Bosnian kingdom flourished in 
central Bosnia between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries. The Bosnian Kingdom blended 
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cultural influences from east and west. The final Turkish conquest in 1463 marked the end of an 
independent Bosnia and the beginning of the influence of a third civilization, Islam.  
 
Location 
The vast majority of Bosniaks live in Bosnia and Herzegovina (around 1,872,000). However, 
40,000 Bosniaks are found in Croatia and 38,000 in Slovenia. In Macedonia there are estimated 
to be about 17,000 Bosniaks. Due to warfare and ethnic cleansing during the war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, a large part of the world's 2.5 million Bosniaks are found in countries outside of 
the Balkans. The highest Bosniak populations outside of the ex-Yugoslavian states are found in 
the United States, Sweden, Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Australia, Canada, and Turkey. 
 
Religion 
Traditionally, Bosniaks are Muslims. However, due to more modern influences, some Bosniaks 
have Atheist, Agnostic or Deist beliefs (Pre war estimate of 10% of total population). The 
overwhelming number of Bosniak Muslims belong to the Sunni branch of Islam, although 
historically Sufism played a significant role in the country. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bosnia) 
- Maners, Lynn The Bosnians: An Introduction to Their History and Culture (Bureau of 

Population, Refugees, and Migration of the U.S. Department of State - Refugee Fact 
Sheet Series No.8, 1995)  

 
 

Chechens 
 

The Chechen people are mainly inhabitants of Chechnya, which is internationally recognized as 
part of Russia. 
 
History 
The Chechens are origin is in the north slope of the Caucasus. Large parts of the Chechens were 
Christians, but during the 16th to 19th c., they all converted to Islam by Sunni missionaries from 
Dagestan and other neighboring areas. In the 18th c., Russia fought the Ottoman and Persian 
empires for dominance in the Caucasus region. The Ossetians, who are Christians, welcomed the 
Russians, as protectors against neighboring Muslim peoples, whereas the Chechens resisted 
bitterly. A long and extremely brutal Caucasian war started in 1817 and ended in 1864 as the last 
of the Caucasian peoples was defeated. The instability over Chechnya has continued ever since 
and two wars were fought between 1994-1996 and 1999-2000 and are known as the First 
Chechen War and the Second Chechen War respectively. The conflict remains unresolved. 
 
Location 
Chechnya (98% of the population). Some Chechen minorities are found in some of the 
neighboring republics. 
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Religion 
Most Chechens are Sunni Muslim, the country having converted to that faith between the 16th 
and the 18th century.   
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chechnya) 
- NUPI Center for Russian Studies Report (available report at http://www.nupi.no/cgi-

win/Russland/etnisk_b.exe?Chechenian) 
 
 

Cherkess 
 
Also known as: Circassians 
The Cherkess are a sub-group of the Circassian peoples, together with Adygey, the Kabards and 
Abazas. 
 
History 
Cherkess are descended from a cluster of Caucasian tribes who called themselves Adygey. They 
originated in the Kuban basin, adopted Christianity in the 12th c. They were pressed eastward by 
the invasion of the Mongol Golden Horde in the 13th c. Some of the Adygey mixed with local 
Alan peoples, and eventually became known as the Kabards. Those Adygey that stayed in the 
west, became known as the Cherkess. Early in the 16th c., the Cherkess came in contact with the 
Ottomans through the Crimean Khanate, and by the early 1800s they had converted to Sunni 
Islam. During the mid-19th c., when the Shamil Revot against Russia spread throughout the 
Caucasus, the Cherkess maintained neutrality. But still, after the Russians had established firm 
control over the region in the 1860s, there was a mass exodus of Cherkess and other Circassians 
to Turkey and other parts of the Ottoman Empire. Before the Bolshevik Revolution, the Cherkess 
were generally lumped together with the Adygey and the Kabards as a Circassian people, but in 
the 1920s, the Circassians were redefined by the Soviets into two ethnic groups, the Cherkess 
and the Kabards. Late in the 1930s, Soviet authorities again redrew the ethnic lines subdividing 
the Circassians, now creating three groups - Adygey in the west, Cherkess in the middle and 
Kabards in the east. 
 
Location 
Most of the Cherkess people nowadays live in Turkey (2,000,000 people). While 900,000 live in 
Russia, in the Caucasus area. There are significant communities in Jordan (126,000), Syria 
(30,000) and Israel (3,000 in Rihania and Kfar Kama)   
 
Religion 
Sunni Muslims 
 
Sources 

- Jaimoukha, Amjad M. The Circassians: A Handbook (Peoples of the Caucasus) (Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2001)  
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- Abzakh, Edris History of Circassians 
(http://circassianworld.5u.com/Circassian_History.html) 

- NUPI Center for Russian Studies Report (http://www.nupi.no/cgi-
win/Russland/etnisk_b.exe?Cherkessian) 

  
 

Christians 
 

Christians are those that professing belief in Jesus as the Christ or are members of a religion 
based on the teaching of Jesus.   
 
History 
Christianity is the name given to that definite system of religious belief and practice which was 
taught by Jesus of Nazareth in the country of Palestine, during the reign of the Roman Emperor, 
Tiberius, and was promulgated, after its founder's death, by certain chosen men among his 
followers. "Christian" was at first a derogatory term meaning "Christ-like ones" related to 
persecution, but early Christians were taught by their leaders to bear that name proudly. This 
term was given to those who followed Jesus in the city of Antioch. Christianity is developed 
from Judaism in the sense that it embodies the revelation contained in the latter creed and its 
founders were Jewish that believed in Jesus as the Messiah announced in the Old Testament 
(Jewish Torah).  
 
Location 
Christians are widespread across the world and they represent the biggest religious group with 2 
billion followers. In the Middle East Christians are a minority that represents between 6 and 8% 
of the total population. 
 
Religion 
Christians are divided in different churches.  
 

·  The Assyrian Church decreed in 451 A.D. that the stand taken by Nestorius ideas on the 
divine and human nature in Christ, in the Council of Effesus (431 A.D.), was in 
agreement with the view always maintained by the Church of the East (Assyrian Church) 
and rejected the conclusions of the Council of Ephesus.  

·  At the Council of Chalcedony, in 459, a new disagreement developed on describing 
Christ's humanity and divinity developed around the teachings of Eutyches. This doctrine 
was called monophysitism and was condemned by the Council. Those that did not accept 
the Council of Chalcedony were in Alexandria, Armenia, and Antioch. In Egypt they 
were called Copts and in Syria they were called Syrian Orthodox (or sometimes 
Jacobites). Derived from Alexandria the Ethiopian and Eritrean Churches were 
developed, and derived from the Syrian church the Syro-Malankar Church of India was 
developed.  

·  The last major schism of the Christian churches with significant impact in the Middle 
East was the division between the Roman Catholic Church and the Greek Orthodox 
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Church in 1054. The Greek Orthodox Church in the Middle East can be traced back to 
the early Christian Hellenic and Byzantine period. Until the late 19th century the priests 
were usually Greek, while the congregations were Arab.  

·  Uniatism: There has been a strong effort from the Catholic Church to reintegrate some of 
the oriental churches to the Roman supremacy. This way there has been a creation of twin 
Catholic churches: Greek Catholic, Syrian Catholic, Armenian Catholic, Coptic Catholic, 
Ethiopian Catholic and Syro-Malankar Catholic.  

·  Maronite Church: is one of the most numerous in the Middle East, remained Catholic 
across its history.  Originated in the Sirian tradition the Maronites are those Christians 
who gathered round a certain priest by the name of Maron and adopted his pattern of life. 

·  Some Arabs have been converted from the previously mentioned churches to Protestant 
ones, most notably Baptist and Methodist churches, by missionaries (predominantly 
American). 

 
Sources 

- Fargues, Philippe The Arab Christians of the Middle East: A Demographic Perspective 
From "Christian Communities in the Middle East" (Oxford University Press, 1998) 
Reprinted by permission of OUP at 
arabworld.nitle.org/texts.php?module_id=6&reading_id=63&sequence=4) 

- Kasbarian, Lucine. Armenia: A Rugged Land, An Enduring People (Parsippany: Dillon 
Press 1998), pg. 4-5. 

- Jane, Betty and Bailey, Martin J. Who Are the Christians in the Middle East? (Eerdmans, 
2003) 

 
 

Druzes 
 
Druze people are a Middle Eastern minority religious group of about 1 million that uses the 
Arabic language. They are not considered Muslim by most Muslims, although some Druze 
members state that their religion is Islamic. 
 
History 
The Druze faith origin is stated as established in 1017 in Cairo. The Druze considered Tariq al-
Hak�m, the Caliph who claimed to be God, to be the incarnation of God. As a consequence they 
were persecuted by orthodox Muslims, especially after Hak�m's death in 1021. The Druze came 
under Turkish pressure as the Levant is conquered by the Ottomans. In 1918 Druze people 
participated in the army of Faisal, thereby breaking a principle of non-participation outside their 
own community. In March 4, 1921, the Druze were granted autonomy in the region of Jabal al-
Druz, from the League of Nations. In 1925 the Druze revolt against the liberalization of the 
society as promoted by French governor of Jabal al-Druz. The revolt ends with the arrest of the 
Druze leaders, and their being exiled to Palmyra. Once the Druze revolt is over, and the French 
starts a politics that is intended to keep the Druze away from Arab nationalism. However, the 
Druze speak Arabic and most of them consider themselves to be Arabs, although some Israeli 
Druze do not.  
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Religion 
The Druze religion developed out of Ismaili Islam. The religion did not attempt to reform 
mainstream Islam but aimed to create a whole new religious body influenced by Greek 
philosophy, Gnosticism and Christianity, among others. The Druze took up taqiyya 
("dissimulation"), a practice whereby they conceal their true beliefs and outwardly accept the 
religious beliefs of those amongst whom they live. The Druze faith keeps its tenets secret and 
they are publicly open about very few details of their faith.  
 
Location  
There are about 1 million Druze worldwide, the vast majority in the Middle East: Lebanon  (30-
40%, Israel (6-7%), Syria (40-50%) and Jordan (1-2%). There are small communities of 
expatriates in the US, Canada, Latin America, Australia, and Europe. 
 
Sources 

- Encyclopeadia of the Orient (www.mideastinfo.com) 
- Swayd, Samy S. The Druze: One Thousand Years of Tradition and Reform (UCLA, 

1998)  
- Dana, Nissim The Druze in the Middle East: Their Faith, Leadership, Identity and Status 

(Sussex Academic Press, 2003) 
- Furno, Richard, “Peoples of the Middle East” (National Geographic Society Map, 

Washington, D.C., Jul 1972).  
 
 

Fur  
Also known as: names Fora, Fordunga, Furawi, Konjara or Kungara  
The Fur are the largest ethnic group in the Darfur region of western Sudan. They are 744,000 
people.  
 
History  
The homeland of the Fur is what was known in the 16th century as Southern Nubia.  Fur oral 
tradition attributes ancient ruins to a mysterious people called the Torra.  After the Torra, the 
Daju ruled the area, based in Jebel Marra, then the Tunjur, based in Dar Furnung. The Fur were 
renowned as cavalrymen in the Kanuri state of Borno in what is now Nigeria.  They were at 
times opposed to the Kanuri.  In 1504 a leader of the Funj people, Amara Dungas, founded the 
Black Sultanate, succeeding to the remnant of the old Christian kingdom of Alwa.  Dungas 
established his capital in Sannar on the Nile.  There was a busy trade route between the Funj 
empire and Darfur, slaves being a major commodity. In the early 1600s, Sulayman Solong of the 
Keira clan of the Fur overthrew the ruling clan allied with Borno, and became Darfur's first 
Sultan.  He brought Islam to the area.  The local sultanate remained intact under Funj suzerainty 
and after the Ottoman annexation of Darfur in 1874. The slave trade had been an institution for 
centuries in Darfur, a great trading center until the British forced the Egyptian ruler to stop the 
trade in the late 1800s.  
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Religion 
Animism and Islam  
 
Location 
The Fur people live mostly in the Sudan, in Darfur province, named for them, but a small 
number live on the Chad side of the border. 
 
Sources 
Haaland, Gunnar.  Fur - Muslims Peoples:  A World Ethnographic Survey.  Westport, 
Connecticut:  Greenwood Press, 1984 
 
 

Hindus 
 
Hindus are those that confess Hinduism. Hinduism is the third largest religion with 
approximately 940 million followers worldwide, 96 percent of whom live in the Indian 
subcontinent. 
 
History 
The Indus Valley Civilization thrived in Northwest India from the middle of the third millennium 
B.C. to the middle of the second millennium B.C. The civilization was a well developed culture 
centered around two major cities, Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa. Indo-Aryans, a nomadic tribe, 
began to migrate into this area around 1500 B.C., roughly the same time as the mysterious 
disappearance of the Indus Valley civilization. The religious scriptures of the Indo-Aryans, the 
Vedas , serve as the most widely aknowledged basis for Hinduism. The Vedas are said to be the 
eternal truths of the religion and are upheld as the supreme authority for Hinduism.  
 
Location 
Of the total Hindu population of the world, about 94% (890 million) live in India. Other 
countries with a significant Hindu population include Nepal, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan In 
the Middle East there are 792,800 Hindus. 
 
Religion 
Hinduism. The philosophical Vedic texts called the Upanishads explored the search for 
knowledge that would allow mankind to escape the cycle of reincarnation. Fundamental to 
Hinduism is the belief in a cosmic principle of ultimate reality called Brahman and its identity 
with the individual soul, or atman. All creatures go through a cycle of rebirth, which can only be 
broken by spiritual self-realization, after which liberation is attained.  
 
Sources 

- Encyclopaedya Britannica 
(http://www.britannica.com/ebc/article?tocId=9367122&query=hinduism&ct=) 

- Wikipedia Hindus by Country and Region 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hinduism_by_country) 
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Ismailis 
Also known as: Severners 
The Ismailis represent the second largest Shi‘i Muslim community after the Ithna‘asharis 
(Twelvers) 
 
History 
The Ismailis came into existence after the death of the sixth imam, Ja'far ibn Muhammad, in 765. 
His son Isma'il was accepted as successor only by a minority, who became known as Isma'ilites. 
Their doctrine, formulated in the late 8th and early 9th century, made a distinction between 
ordinary Muslim believers and the elect, who shared a secret wisdom. The Qaramitah subsect 
was popular in Iraq, Yemen, and Bahrain in the 9th–11th centuries, and the Fatimid subsect 
conquered Egypt in 969 and established the Fatimid dynasty. A subgroup of the Fatimids was the 
Nizaris, who gained control of fortresses in Iran and Syria in the late 11th century and were 
known as Assassins. The major Nizari line survived into modern times under the leadership of 
the Aga Khan, moving from Iran to India in 1840.  
 
Location 
They are mainly concentrated in Pakistan, India, West Africa, Syria, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, 
and Tajikistan. There are small communities in other Middle Easter countries (i.e. Saudi Arabia 
and Yemen), America and Western Europe. 
 
Religion 
Ismaili Shi'ite  
 
Sources 

- Daftary, Farhad A Short History of the Ismailis: Traditions of a Muslim Community 
(Edinburgh: EUP, 2000) 

- Institute for Ismaili Studies (http://www.iis.ac.uk/home_l1.htm) 
- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ismaili) 

 
 

Janjaweed 
 

Name given to the armed militia group in Darfur, western Sudan, comprising fighters of Muslim 
Arab background (mainly from the Baggara tribe) 
 
History  
Janjaweed militiamen are primarily members of nomadic Muslim Arab tribes who've long been 
at odds with Darfur's settled "African" farmers, who are darker-skinned. The Janjaweed started 
to become much more aggressive in 2003, after two non-Arab groups, the Sudan Liberation 
Army and the Justice and Equality Movement, took up arms against the Sudanese government, 
alleging mistreatment by the Arab regime in Khartoum. Numerous reports from Human Rights 
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Watch and other sources have described the “hand-in-glove” manner in which the Government 
of Sudan and the nomadic ethnic militias known as the Janjaweed have operated together. The 
Janjaweed campaign resulted in the murder, rape and forced displacement of thousands of 
civilians. More than a million people have been forced from their homes and more than 158,000 
people have fled Darfur for neighboring Chad.  
 
Location 
Darfur region (Sudan) 
 
Religion 
Sunni muslim 
 
Sources 

- Koerner, Brendan I. Who Are the Janjaweed? A guide to the Sudanese militiamen (article 
available at http://slate.msn.com/id/2104210/) 

- Human Rights Watch Briefing Paper, July 20, 2004 Darfur Documents Confirm 
Government Policy of Militia Support 
(http://hrw.org/backgrounder/africa/072004darfur.pdf) 

 

Kabardians 
 
Also known as: Kabar, Kabard, Kabarda, Kabarid, Kabardin, Kebertei 
Kabardians are a predominantly Sunni Muslim people who inhabit Kabardino-Balkaria.  
 
History 
Most likely, the Kabardians are descended from a cluster of Caucasian tribes who called 
themselves Adygey. They originated in the Kuban basin, adopted Christianity in the 12th c. They 
were pressed eastward by the invasion of the Mongol Golden Horde in the 13th c. The Turkic 
Kabardians emerged as a distinct ethnic group in the 15th century. Even though they were 
converted to Islam by the Tatar Khanate of Crimea in the early 16th century, they appealed to 
Ivan the IV for protection against the Tatars in 1561. Kabardia was established as a neutral state 
between the Ottoman and Russian Empires in 1739. The territory once again came under Russian 
control with the defeat of Turkey in 1774. The Kabards were never openly hostile to Russian 
control, but many emigrated to the Ottoman Empire in the 1860s. The Kabardian Autonomous 
Region was formed in the USSR in September 1921. Balkariya, populated by the Muslim 
Balkars, came under Russian control in 1827.  Kabardino-Balkaria was occupied by the Germans 
from 1943 to -44, and when the Red Army recaptured the area, many Balkars were deported, 
accused of collaborating with the Germans. The Kabard population was never deported. They 
speak Kabardian, which derives from the Caucasian group of languages.  
 
Location 
They live in the Kabardino-Balkaria Autonomous Republic within the Russian Federation. As of 
2002, they numbered approximately 390,000. 
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Religion 
Sunni Muslim 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kabardians) 
- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kabardino-Balkaria) 
- Kabardino-Balkaria online (http://kbr.oncloud8.com/) 
- NUPI Center for Russian Studies Report (http://www.nupi.no/cgi-

win/Russland/etnisk_b.exe?Kabardinian) 

 

Kurds 
 
The Kurds are an Indo-Iranian, Muslim people numbering between 30 million and 40 million 
who inhabit an area spanning parts of Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran. 
 
History 
The Kurds are an ancient Middle Eastern people whose history stretches back several millennia. 
The seventh century saw the conversion of most Kurds to Sunni Islam, but also marked the 
beginning of centuries of subjugation of Kurds by neighboring or foreign groups. Arabs, 
Mongols, and later the Ottoman Turks all dominated the Kurds and their mountainous region. In 
the 20th century, the Kurds were initially promised a state of their own under the Treaty of 
Sevres, but this treaty was ultimately abrogated in favor of the Treaty of Lausanne, which 
divided the would-be Kurdistan between the new Turkish Republic, Syria, and Iraq. Kurds in 
Turkey, Iran, and Iraq took various steps toward independence in the ensuing years, all of which 
were beaten back by their host states, often with bare-knuckled force.  
 
Today, Kurds face a crossroads. Iraqi Kurds are attempting to maintain the autonomy they 
enjoyed under US protection during the last decade of Saddam Hussein's rule. Some observers 
believe Iraqi Kurds are angling towards the long-held goal of establishing an ethnic Kurdish 
state, one that could plausibly spark similar calls for independence by Kurds in Turkey, Iran, and 
Syria. For this reason these governments and that of Iraq are making serious efforts to ensure that 
Iraqi Kurds status remains autonomy with a federal Iraq rather than outright independence. 
 
Location 
Kurds today are concentrated in the mountainous terrain of southeastern Turkey, northeastern 
Syria, northern Iraq, and eastern Iran.  
 
Religion 
Kurds today are predominantly Muslim. About 75% are Sunni Muslim, while approximately 
10% are Alevi Muslims and 10% Shia Muslims. The remaining 5% are believed to be Christians, 
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Jews, and Yezidis. Before the advent of Islam Kurds were almost entirely believers in 
Zoroastrianism. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kurds) 
- Infoplease.com (http://www.infoplease.com/spot/kurds3.html) 
- Burkay, Kemal. "The Kurdish Question – Its history and present situation." 

(http://members.aol.com/KHilfsvere/Kurds.html) 
 
 

Malay 
 
Malays are a mostly Muslim ethnic group found throughout Southeast Asia. 
 
History 
The term Malay refers to both a specific group native to Sumatra but which has since migrated 
throughout the Malay Peninsula, as well as to a constellation of groups in Sumatra, Java, Borneo, 
and East Timor. Malays are also found outside the Malay Peninsula in countries ranging from 
Cambodia and Vietnam to South Africa and Sri Lanka. 
 
Religion 
Malays are predominantly Muslim. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malay_people) 
 
 

Maronites 
 
The Maronites are a Christian sect numbering more than one million living primarily in Lebanon 
and Syria.  
 
History 
The original Maronites were followers of the Christian hermit St. Maron who died in the 5th 
century. Doctrinal challenges to the Maronite faith – specifically regarding whether the 
Maronites held heretical beliefs – sparked controversy and persecution during the ensuing 
centuries. This pressure prompted most Maronites to relocate to the remote mountain regions of 
Lebanon and Syria. Tensions with Rome persisted but were eventually subordinated to the 
perceived mutual interest of combating Muslim invaders. Maronites thus formally reestablished 
their link with Rome during the Crusades of the 12th century. This alliance provoked anti-
Christian violence under the Mamluks, but the later Ottoman Empire left the Maronites largely 
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unmolested. They gained autonomy under the French mandate of Lebanon in 1920, and 
cemented their status once Lebanon became independent in 1943. 
 
Religion 
The Maronites are one of the Eastern Churches of the Catholic Church. They claim to have never 
been separated from the Catholic Church, and thus have no counterpart among the Orthodox 
Churches of the east. The head of the church is the Maronite Patriarch of Antioch, who is elected 
by Maronite bishops. Each new patriarch reaffirms the Maronite connection to the Roman 
Catholic Church. 
 
Location 
Most Maronites continue to live in their historical homeland of Lebanon and Syria. Smaller 
populations may be found in Cyprus and Egypt, and a small diaspora exists in Latin America, 
North America, Europe, and Australia. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maronite_Christians) 
- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Rites) 
- Bkerke.org.lb (http://www.bkerke.org.lb/themaronites.html) 
- US Library of Congress (http://countrystudies.us/lebanon/48.htm) 

 
 

Marsh Arabs 
 
Also known as: Madan 
The Marsh Arabs were the one-time inhabitants of some 20,000 square kilometers of wetlands 
located at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in southeastern Iraq. 
 
History 
The Marsh Arabs were distinguished by the unique geography of their homeland and the lifestyle 
they built on top of it. For thousands of years the vast marshlands of southeastern Iraq, among 
the world's largest, supported an economy based on farming and animal husbandry. The region 
had long remained outside the tight grip of Saddam Hussein's regime, including reportedly as an 
outpost for rebels after the 1991 Gulf War between Iraq and a coalition led by the United States. 
After quelling the uprising, Hussein revived a program to desiccate the marshes by irrigation and 
upstream damming. This program effectively destroyed the wetlands, forcing the Marsh Arabs to 
give up their traditional way of life and to relocate to other regions of the country. According to 
some estimates, less than 5% of the original marshlands still exist. The population once 
numbered near half a million, but is now estimated at less than 40,000. 
 
Location 
Originally inhabitants of wetlands located at the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in 
southeastern Iraq. Nowadays they are relocated all over Iraq. 
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Religion 
Most Marsh Arabs are Shia Muslims.  
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marsh_Arabs) 
- Human Rights Watch (http://www.hrw.org/press/2003/01/iraq012503.htm) 

 
 

Massalit 
 
Also known as: Masalit, Massalat, Massaleit 
The Massalit are a non-Arab, Muslim ethnic group numbering several hundred thousands and 
living in remote areas of western Sudan and eastern Chad. 
 
The Massalit converted to Islam beginning in the 16th century. They remain today fervently 
Islamic. Sudanese Massalit live in the Dar Massalit region of Sudan's Darfur province. The 
Massalit are among the many victims of the conflict currently occurring in Darfur. A smaller 
Massalit population inhabits the area across the border in Chad.  
 
Sources 

- Massaleit.info (http://www.massaleit.info/) 
- The Joshua Project 

(http://www.joshuaproject.net/peopctry.php?rop3=106392&rog3=SU) 
 
 

Nubians 
 
Nubians are a Muslim African people found in northern Sudan and southern Egypt. 
 
History 
Ancient Nubia was initially dominated by Egypt during the period of the Pharaohs. As Egyptian 
power receded, a new kingdom known as the Kush assumed power in its place. This was in turn 
conquered by the Noba people, from which the modern term Nubian most likely springs.  
 
Religion 
Christianity found its way to the area beginning in the sixth century, with the region's three 
contemporary kingdoms converting to one denomination or another in short order. The Nubians 
adopted Islam in the 16th century. 
 
Location 
Nubians are today found in northern Sudan and southern Egypt. 
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Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nubian) 
- Nubia-Nubians.org (http://www.nubia-nubians.org/nubia-nubians-history.htm) 
- Sudan 101 (http://www.sudan101.com/nubian.htm) 

 
 

Roma 
 
Also known as: Rroma, Rrom 
The Roma are a people originally from India now spread throughout the world and numbering 
between 5 and 10 million. 
 
History 
The Roma originally hail from northwest India, but the reason for their subsequent diaspora 
remains unknown. Beginning in the 3rd century CE, Roma migrated west into Persia. By the 14th 
century, Roma had reached the Balkans; by the 16th, as far north as Sweden and as far west as 
Scotland. More recently, groups of Roma have immigrated to North America. 
 
Roma communities' tendency to remain aloof within their host states has led to significant 
persecution throughout centuries. European governments have permitted anti-Roma 
discrimination and occasionally fomented attempts at genocide against their Roma populations. 
 
Location 
Roma are today found in most regions of the world. The largest concentration of Roma lies in the 
Balkans, with smaller communities in Western Europe. 
 
Religion 
The worldwide Roma populations share no common religion. In centuries past, the European 
Roma may have worshipped a goddess known as Kali, but practices and rituals associated with 
this belief system appear to have been abandoned.  
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roma) 
- ReligiousTolerance.org (http://www.religioustolerance.org/roma.htm) 

 
 

Sabaeans 
 
Now extinct, the Sabaeans lived in present-day Yemen during the first century BC. While often 
confused with the Sabians, a people warmly referred to in the Quran, the Sabaeans were in fact 
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polytheists. Their home was the Sheba region of Southern Arabia, an area of immense wealth 
that straddled key Middle East-Africa trade routes. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabaeans) 
- The Columbia Encyclopedia (http://www.bartleby.com/65/sh/Sheba-rgn.html) 

 
 

Sephardim 
 
Also known as: Misrahi 
The Sephardim are Jews with current or ancestral ties to the Iberian Peninsula. The name 
Sephardim derives from the word Sefarad (Spain in Hebrew). However it has also been used to 
designate the Jews of Middle Eastern origin. 
 
History 
Many Sephardim were exiled from their native Iberian Peninsula after the expulsion from Spain 
in 1492 and from Portugal in 1497.  While some remained and hid their Jewish identity, most 
Sephardim resettled in Western Europe, North Africa and the Middle East. Their ethnic dialect, a 
Judeo-Spanish mix known as Ladino, survived in the remaining hidden populations as well as 
among some of the resettled communities, particularly in Turkey and Brazil. In time the 
designation Sephardic has come to encompass the Jewish communities resident in several 
Middle East countries who have no roots in Iberia. These include Yemeni, Iraqi, and Iranian 
Jews who have mostly decamped to Israel. 
 
Location 
The Sephardim today are found in significant numbers in Israel, Western Europe, the United 
States, South Africa, and Australia 
 
Religion 
The term Sephardim refers to the Jewish populations in Mediterranean states in Western Europe, 
North Africa, and the Middle East. Originally, the term indicated current or ancestral ties to the 
Iberian Peninsula. Over time, however, the Sephardim came to include those Jews living in 
North Africa, Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and Greece, as well as others who are not Ashkenazim. 
Because Sephardic is a geographic rather than a religious designation, the rites and spiritual 
beliefs of the Sephardim are not readily distinguishable from the Ashkenazim, the other principal 
Jewish community. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sephardim) 
- JewishGen (http://www.jewishgen.org/SefardSIG/SEPH_who.HTM) 
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Shia 
 
Also known as: Shiites, Shi'ites 
The Shia are a minority Muslim sect, comprising 10-15% of Muslims worldwide, concentrated 
in Iran and Iraq, with smaller communities in Afghanistan, Yemen, and Syria. 
 
History 
The Shia believe that the split with Sunnis began at the death of the Prophet Muhammad, when a 
handful of the faithful backed Ali while a majority of Muslims sided with Abu Bakr, then Umar 
and Uthman, the first three caliphs. The Shia branch of Islam diverged from the mainstream over 
the successor to the Caliph Ali. The Shia do not recognize the caliphs who succeeded Ali, opting 
instead to follow a series of Imams (the number of Imams varies according to different Shia 
sects). Shiism became the dominant faith in Persia under the Safavid dynasty in the 16th century. 
 
The Shia have historically been persecuted by the Sunni majority throughout the Muslim world. 
For this reason, Shia doctrine states that believers may deceive others about their faith in order to 
avoid discrimination, a practice called taqiya. Taqiya has been practiced even in Iraq, where Shia 
are a majority, because of repression by the Sunni regime. 
 
Location 
Shia are found throughout the Muslim world, but are concentrated in Iran and Iraq (where they 
are a majority of those nations' populations), Afghanistan, Yemen, Lebanon, Syria, Bahrain, and 
Saudi Arabia. 
 
Religion 
The Shia belief differs from mainstream Sunni theology in several ways. Shias hold that God has 
ordained a human leadership, known as the Imamate, to guide believers in all aspects of their 
lives. The Shia also hold that ten Branches of the Religion, rather than the Sunni Five Pillars, 
direct the faithful in what is required of them on a daily basis. And while both Sunnis and Shia 
accept the Quran as the foundational text of Islam, Shia differ over which hadith (oral traditions 
of the Prophet Muhammad) should be observed.  
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shiites) 
- Lewis, Bernard. "The Middle East: A brief history of the last 2,000 years." New York. 

1995. 

Sunnis 
 
Also known as: Sunnites, Ahl al-Sunnah wal-Jamaa'h 
Sunnis constitute 80 – 90% of the global Muslim population, and are found in every country with 
a significant Muslim population in the world. 
 
Religion 



 

 28 

Sunni theology is based on the Quran, the Muslim holy book, and the hadith, collections of 
sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad. Together these sources have established what are 
known as the Five Pillars of Islam, Sunni Islam's most fundamental bases. They are:  

·  The profession of faith in God (in Arabic, Shahadah) 
·  Prayer five times daily (Salah) 
·  Fasting during the month of Ramadan (Sawm) 
·  The paying of alms (Zakat) 
·  The pilgrimage to Mecca (Hajj) 

The Five Pillars of Islam are specific to Sunnis; the Shia do not recognize them as such, although 
the pillars are incorporated into Shia call the Branches of Religion. 
 
Sunnis do not believe that modern scholars may interpret Islamic laws. Instead, they hold that 
interpretation of Islamic law reached its peak in the four centuries immediately following the 
Prophet's death. Further interpretation, known as ijtihad, is deemed illegitimate and likely 
heretical. 
 
History 
Sunnis history begins with the rise of the Umayyad caliphs in the 7th century. A conflict arose 
over who would become caliph after the assassination of Ali, the fourth caliph. Sunnis believe 
the first Umayyad caliph, Muawiyah, was Ali's rightful successor, and accept the line of caliphs 
that began with him. Sunnis have since become the majority sect of Islam. 
 
Location 
Sunnis are a majority of the Muslim population worldwide and are a majority in Muslim 
countries except for Iran and Iraq. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sunnis) 
 

Tuareg 
 
Also known as: Kel Tamasheq, Kel Tamajaq, Imouhar, Imuhagh, or Imashaghen 
The Tuareg are a Muslim Berber ethnic group numbering roughly one million who inhabit the 
Sahara and Sahel deserts of northern Africa. 
 
History 
Tuaregs were identified by Herodotus as a nomadic people living in the Sahara region of 
modern-day Libya. Over the last two thousand years, their range expanded to include the Sahel 
region south of the Sahara, in present-day Mali, Niger, as well Algeria. 
 
Location 
Tuaregs today span much of Algeria, Mali, Niger and smaller parts of Libya and Burkina Faso.  
 



 

 29 

Religion 
Since the 16th century, Tuaregs have been chiefly Sunni Muslims, though they have preserved 
some pre-Islamic animistic beliefs. From age 25 onward, men wear a distinctive indigo colored 
veil believed to ward off evil spirits as well as harsh desert sands. Women wear a veil only after 
marriage. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuareg) 
- Encyclopedia Britannica 

(http://www.britannica.com/eb/article?tocId=9073657&query=tuareg&ct=) 
- Minnesota State University, Mankato 

(http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/cultural/oldworld/africa/tuareg2.html) 
- University of Iowa (http://www.uiowa.edu/~africart/toc/people/Tuareg.html) 

 
 

Turcomen 
 
Also known as: Turkman, Turkmen 
Turcomen are a Turkic people numbering more than 4 million scattered throughout Central Asia, 
with a significant minority living in northern Iraq. 
 
History 
In the eighth century, their ancestors migrated from present-day Mongolia and gradually 
accepted Islam, the reigning religion of their new home. In addition to Turkmenistan, whose 
population of almost 5 million is 85% Turcomen, there are Turcomen populations in Iran and 
Afghanistan. The Turcomen living in northern Iraq speak a related but distinct dialect, probably 
closer to the Azeri tongue.  
 
Location 
Most of the Turcomen live in Central Asia, with a significant minority living in northern Iraq. 
 
Religion 
Turcomen have traditionally been Sunni Muslims. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkmen_people) 
- US Library of Congress (http://countrystudies.us/turkmenistan/) 

 
 

Wahhabis 
 
Also known as: Muwahiddun, Salafis 
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Wahhabis are followers of an international fundamentalist Islamic ideology that stresses the need 
to return to practices of the early Muslim communities. 
 
History  
Wahhabism springs from the teachings of Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, a late 18th century 
Islamic reformist in the Arabian Peninsula. Al-Wahhab believed Muslims of his day had become 
too lax in their faith, ignoring requirements laid down in the Quran while indulging in pre-
Islamic practices. Al-Wahhab saw innovations introduced to Islam after the third century of the 
Muslim era as heretical. He sought to return to the original faith of Islam's founding community 
by forcing Muslims to abandon what he considered their impure ways. 
 
Wahhabism gained traction when it was adopted by Muhammad ibn Saud, who was then in the 
process of expelling the Ottoman Empire from the Arabian Peninsula. Although ibn Saud's revolt 
against the Ottomans failed, the pairing of Wahhabism and the al-Saud family eventually bore 
fruit. Abd al-Aziz bin Saud allied himself with a Wahhabi militia known as the Ikhwan and with 
their help conquered much of the Arabian Peninsula, creating the modern state of Saudi Arabia. 
As a result of this alliance, Wahhabism remains the official religion of Saudi Arabia to this day. 
 
Location 
Wahhabism is centered and strongest in the Arabian Peninsula. It has extended beyond these 
borders, however, due to the Saudi regime's efforts to promote Islam abroad. Wahhabi 
proselytizing underlies the efforts by the Saudi government and private religious charities to 
finance the construction of mosques and Islamic learning centers, the printing and distribution of 
copies of the Quran, and the training and salaries of Muslim clerics all over the world. Wahhabis 
believe that some other Islamic sects, such as Sufism and Shiism, follow practices that put them 
outside of Islam. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wahhabism) 
- About.com (http://atheism.about.com/od/islamicsects/a/wahhabi.htm) 

 
 

Yazidis 
 
Also known as: Yezidis 
Yazidis are followers a pre-Islamic faith who inhabit the Kurdish regions of Iraq and who 
number approximately 500,000. 
 
History  
The resemblance of Yazidis' central figure – Malak Ta'us, a fallen peacock angel – to the shaytan 
figure in Islam has led to persistent persecution of Yazidis. Most are Kurds, an ethnic minority 
with its own distinct tradition of mistreatment at the hands of neighboring empires and states. 
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Location 
Yazidis inhabit the Kurdish regions of Iraq, Turkey, Syria, Iran, Armenia, and Georgia. Yazidi 
exiles and refugees also live in Europe, where one of their number, Feleknas Uca, serves as a 
Member of the European Parliament. 
 
Religion 
The Yazidi faith predates Islam and has links to Zoroastrianism. They believe God created the 
universe but no longer tends to it. Yazidis worship Malak Ta'us, a fallen peacock angel that 
repented and then saved the world. Yazidis have two holy books, the Book of Revelation and the 
Black Book, which contain descriptions of God as well as guidelines for followers' daily lives.  
 
The term Yazidi most likely derives from ancient Persian word "yazd," meaning angel and 
referring perhaps to Malak Ta'us. Despite popular belief to the contrary, it does not derive from 
the Umayyad Caliph Yazid I. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yazidi) 
 
 

Zaghawa 
 
Also known as: Bari, Beri 
The Zaghawa are an African, mostly Muslim people found in eastern Chad and western Sudan, 
numbering between 100,000 and 170,000. 
 
The Zaghawa dates to the seventh century, when they established an independent kingdom based 
on clans and rigid social castes. The Zaghawa adopted Islam in the 17th century, a conversion 
which altered both religious practices and traditional social organization. The modern state 
system, which divides the historical Zaghawa homeland, has further weakened its social 
structures. While they dominate politics in Chad, the Zaghawa are less powerful in Sudan, 
including the Darfur province. 
 
Sources 

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zaghawa) 
- Sudan 101 (http://www.sudan101.com/zaghawa.htm) 

 
 

Zaidis 
 
Also known as: Fivers   
Zaidis are a Shiite, Arab people clustered in Yemen, numbering approximately 8 million. 
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History 
The followers of Zaid bin Ali dispersed after his death in 740 at the hands of the Umayyad 
Caliph Hisham. In the 9th century, two Zaidi states were established: one in northern Iran and the 
other in Yemen. The former rose and fell with the fortunes of its leaders until the 12th century, 
while the Yemeni Zaidi state continued until the 20th century despite occasional interruptions by 
foreign dynasties. 
 
Location 
Today, Zaidis are found in significant numbers only in Yemen. They predominate in north and 
northwest of the country.  
 
Religion 
Zaidis are a sect of Shia Islam. Referred to in the West as "Fivers", they diverge from the main 
branch of Shia Islam over the identity of the fifth Imam.  Zaidis believe Zaid bin Ali was the true 
fifth Imam, while mainstream Shiism holds that it was his half-brother, Muhammad al-Baqir. 
Zaidis also believe in the fallibility of the Imams; the notion of a living, unhidden Imam (or 
Imams); and that any descendant of Ali may become the Imam. 
 
Sources  

- Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zaidis) 
- Dr. Peter Batke (http://www.princeton.edu/~batke/itl/denise/zaydism.htm) 
- St. Martin's College, Department of Philosophy, Theology, & Religion 

(http://philtar.ucsm.ac.uk/encyclopedia/islam/shia/zaydi.html) 
 
 
 
 
There are some 30,000 Abazas in the republic (Karachai-Cherkessia) out of a total population of 
400,000. They are an indigenous people of the northwestern Caucasus,  
related to the Abkhaz and the Circassians but quite distinct from them.  
 
The Turkic-speaking Nogais, who have a nomadic past, are scattered across the North Caucasus 
and have a community in Karachai-Cherkessia.  
 
   
 


