
Religious and Ethnic Groups of the Middle East 
 
Southwest Asia is home to many different ethnic groups who share similar 
religions. Religion has been important to the history of Southwest Asia (Middle 
East) for thousands of years. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam were started in 
this region. While Christianity and Judaism are major religions practiced in the 
Middle East, most people are Muslims, meaning they practice the religion of 

Islam. Ninety percent (90%) of people in the region are Muslims. In terms of ethnic 
groups, the Arab ethnic group is the largest in the Middle East. Arab people make up almost the 
entire populations of Jordan, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, and other states of Southwest Asia. Arab 
culture has a long history and rich traditions. Many other cultures also live 
in the region, such as the Kurdish and Persian ethnic groups. 
 

Arab 
Arabs comprise (make up) most of the population of Southwest Asia. 
They believe themselves to be descendents of Abraham in the Bible, 
through his son Ishmael. Most Arabs speak the language of Arabic 
and practice the religion of Islam. Islam consists mostly of two 
different groups. The majority of Muslims practice Sunni Islam. Most 
others practice Shi’a Islam. Sunnis and Shi’a disagree about who is in 
charge of the Muslim world. Remember though that not all members of an ethnic group practice the 
same religion. In fact, small numbers of Arabs practice other religions such as Christianity. Still most 
Arabs, whether they are Muslim or Christian, speak the Arabic language. 
 
 

Kurd 

Southwest Asia is also home to the Kurdish people. Most Kurds are found in the 
mountainous areas where Syria, Turkey, Iran, and Iraq come together. Almost one-
fifth of the population of Turkey is Kurdish. The Kurds see themselves as a distinct 
ethnic group from others in the area. They speak their own language, known as 
Kurdish, and have a separate history, literature, music, and set of traditions. Kurds 
share many aspects of their culture with Iranians (also known as Persians).Many 
Kurds hope to have a nation of their own some day, a hope that has caused conflict 
with the countries in which Kurdish people live.  

 
Kurdish religion used to be made up of a mixture of several different religions, though today most 
Kurds are Sunni Muslims. Kurdish Muslims are also usually less strict about certain Islamic 
practices. For example, there are fewer laws for how Kurdish Muslim women dress than there are for 
Persian or Arab Muslim women.  
 

Persian 
The Persians are an ethnic group that lived in Iran before the arrival of Islam in the 
7th century. Today, Persians make up about half of Iran’s current population. They 
get their name from the country’s former name, Persia. They have their own 
language called Persian or Farsi, which uses the Arabic alphabet but is actually a different language. 
Most Persians in Iran today practice Shi’a Islam, but some are Sunni and other religions. Persian 
women have faced many challenges as a result of strict cultural and religious practices. Through 

struggle, Persian women have increased their personal freedoms over the past 
forty years. Persian art and architecture is also well known. Many people 
consider Persian rugs to be among the finest in the world. 

Arabic Writing 

Persian Writing 


