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The Middle East has been one of the most frequently reported regions of the world over the 
last decades. Yet it is now more volatile than ever, even more so than in its recent political 
history. Although the region indubitably is still very important for the world economy, recent 
and current reports have less focused on its huge reserves of fossil fuels, and much more on 
the recent political developments in the Arab countries, as well as in Turkey and Iran. 
Therefore, this second number of Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics is mainly dedicated to this 
region.

The so-called Arab Spring has initially caused much euphoria among politicians, political 
analysts as well as ordinary people—mainly people in the region itself. The initial euphoria, 
however, has been replaced by much skepticism to the extent that many mockingly call the 
Arab Spring the Arab Winter. The reality is, nevertheless, more complex and less black and 
white.

The democratization after the Arab spring has not proceeded as successfully as many had 
wished and hoped, and the emergence and revival of many extremist movements has caused 
a lot of concern. Yet it is very debatable whether democratization in the affected countries 
has definitely failed. Democratization, particularly in circumstances of experimentation, 
tension and even violent conflict, is not—and can hardlye ever be—a smooth and easy 
process which can succeed in a few years. 

On the other hand, the emergence of extremist and less extreme ideological movements and 
political parties evokes justifiable concern: genuine democracy is not only the rule of the 
majority decided by voting and other electoral processes, but it includes also respect for 
human rights, rights of minorities and opposition movements—in short, true tolerance and 
plurality in a country’s political culture and political system.

The Arab Spring and other events in the Middle East are neither isolated incidences nor 
constitute a uniform process. They have been preceded by similar waves of revolutions in the 
post-communist countries such as Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan. Similar to what 
happened to these countries, the revolutions and reforms in the Middle East and their 
outcomes are unpredictable and vary from one country to another.

In all these transformations—whether violent or non-violent—and conflicts, state as well as 
non-state actors are involved. Similar to the post-communist world, the cultural groups, i.e. 
ethno-linguistic and ethno-religious groups, are the crucial stakeholders in the 
transformations taking place. They are not only passive victims of these conflicts, but also 
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are agents of change. They defend their rights or try to shape a new equilibrium in which 
their rights and political positions will be safeguarded and strong. 

One should not exaggerate the role of ideology in these conflicts, which to my distaste are 
sometimes misleadingly or erroneously called “sectarian conflicts”. Theologically informed 
hatreds and mobilizations against Alevites and Twelver Shi’ites, or Christians and Hindus, 
might play an important role among the Salafi/Wahhabite fighters, but they are unlikely to 
play an important role among the masses. Most ordinary people are concerned about their 
direct material and immaterial well-being. Human beings want to live in prosperity and 
would like their children to grow up in a safe environment. 

The role(s) played by international actors also should not be exaggerated either. It is true that 
Russia effectively prevented an American attack on the Syrian government. Nevertheless, it is 
not very likely that now the majority of Syrians would refrain from expressing their 
grievances against the Syrian regime, nor would it be likely that the Alevite, Ismaili, Druze 
and Christian ethno-religious groups in Syria would stop fighting and agree to live under a 
Salafi/Wahhabite Taliban-like regime if the proponents of such a regime came to power. 
Although the external actors play a certain role, the genuine power of the common people 
should not be underestimated in a conflict like the one in Syria.

Another important development has been the election of Hasan Rohani as Iran’s new 
president and the prospects of a resolution of the ‘Iranian nuclear technology’ crisis. Iran has 
been under very harsh economic sanctions, despite persistent statements by Iran that it has 
no desire to make atomic bombs, and despite the lack of sound evidence that Iran is making 
or about to make such bombs. 

These sanctions have affected all segments of Iranian society, but have been harsh and even 
fatal for the weakest segments of Iranian society. In fact Rohani’s election has more to do 
with Iranian people’s desire for a better life than with anything else. Iranian people do not 
care as much for good relations with the West as they do about their own livelihood. They 
elected Rohani because he promised to solve these issues, and people hoped that the 
sanctions would be lifted. The fact that the poor peripheral regions chose en masse for him is 
a telling indication of this.

To recapitulate, the Middle East has been a scene of much transformation and ongoing 
remarkable developments in the recent past. Recently, the situation in the three largest 
countries in the region—that is, Egypt, Turkey and Iran—was the subject of numerous 
reports, political analyses and reflections. It is not easy to speak about, detect and confirm, a 
uniform process in the whole Middle East. Each country should be studied in-depth. Only 
then, and notably by sound and systematic comparisons, can we draw conclusions and learn 
lessons. I hope that the current number of Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics can—modestly—
contribute to this goal.

Babak Rezvani     Amsterdam, October 2013

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.1 No.2 Autumn 2013 

5


