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6  Fitnah in Baluchistan? 


Rigi states in interviews that the group wants:  


A government in Iran that guarantees equal rights for every citizen (…) we demand that the 
 Iranian government respect our rights and then we will give up the armed struggle. But I am 
 sure that the government will never do that126. 


Unlike Pakistani Baluch rebels, who want full separation from Pakistan and the creation of a 
 Baluch ethnic state127, Rigi says he does not make any territorial claims. At the same time, the 
 leader says the group is established to “protect our ulema [scholars] and mosques and defend the 
 rights of the Sunni community all over Iran. That is the most important pillar of our organization. 


It is a constant principle recorded in the charter of the organization.”128 Jundullah is therefore a 
 primary example of how a nationalist agenda has merged with religious motivation in a 


movement that resorts to violence. But if Jundullah was initially a “family affair” motivated by 
 revenge and largely confined within the Rigi tribe, recent developments strongly suggest that the 
 group is undergoing a significant transformation. New members seem to add a new religious and 
 hard-line dimension to the activities of Jundullah. 


6.1  Shahbakhsh revisited: new extremist elements in Jundullah? 


Jundullah has on different occasions merged with other armed resistance groups, such as one 
 under the Arab name alhaqq nahzat ‘edalat, the Righteous Movement of Justice, who according 
 to the Jundullah blog has been engaged in “cultural and political activities” – but whose website 
 contains links to the extremist Taftan blog as well as the Darul Oloom in Zahedan129. Some 
 months later, the group announced a merger with the Sazman-e Mobarezin-e Sepah-e Rasul Allah 
 (the Association of Fighters of the Prophet’s Army) under the leadership of Hajji Vahedbakhshs 
 Derakhshan130. The name of the group immediately recalls that of Sipah-e Sahaba, The Army of 
 the Companions of the Prophet, the Pakistani Deobandi movement with a long history of 


involvement in sectarian strife and killings.    


Jundullah’s absorbtion of other groups suggests that its sectarian profile will be strengthened. The 
 story of Jundullah is the story of a dangerous mix of ethnic nationalism, criminal activities and 
 jihadi currents – and the incorporation of new members seems to radicalize the movement.  


126 Ibid.  


127 See for example Tarique Niazi, “The Ongoing Baluch Insurgency in Pakistan”, Terrorism Monitor (The 
 Jamestown Foundation) Vol. 3, Issue 11.  


128 “Iran Sunni Jundollah leader vows to mount operations in Tehran”, Al Arabiyya, 17 October 2008. 


Transcription by BBC Monitoring Middle East, 23 October 2008. 


129 The website of the group is http://watwajahi.blogfa.com/. 


130 Undated message, August 2007, http://jonbeshmardom.blogspot.com/2007_08_01_archive.html. 


30 FFI-rapport 2009/01265 


      


If the Rigis have been particularly active in the Tabligh movement in Iran, the Shahbakhshs have 
 been central in the development of institutionalized Deobandism in Baluchistan. It now seems as 
 though the two groups are merging, adding an inter-tribal feature to Jundullah. Late in September 
 2008, Jundullah mentions in its blog that the group merged with two other armed opposition 
 groups, led by Hajj Ne’matollah Shahbakhsh and Hajj Khodabakhsh Shahbakhsh, respectively131. 
 The Hajj Ne’matollah Shahbakhsh group is, according to Radio Baluch, called “Sazman-e 


Mobarezin-e Sistan va Baluchistan” (Sistan and Baluchistan Combat Association)132.  


It is too early to say if the Shahbakhsh have added a more radical feature to the movement, but 
 one important, recent incident probably highlights such a possibility. Just before the holy month 
 of Ramadan, on 27 August 2008, Basiji forces equipped with bulldozers razed the Abu Hanifa 
 mosque and madrasa in Azimabad, a suburb of Zabol in the northern part of Baluchistan133. The 
 mosque and madrasa housed ancient Holy Scriptures, and videos posted on the Taftan news 
 agency webpage shows people picking up torn pages from the Koran from the ruins and the 
 sewage134.  


The Abu Hanifa mosque and madrasa was run by a member of the Shahbakhsh tribe, Maulavi 
 Hafez Mohammad Ali, and under the auspices of the Darul Oloom in Zahedan. Just after the 
 operation, two brothers of the Maulavi, Abdulrahman Shahbakhsh and Noor Mohammad 
 Shahbakhsh, were arrested, uncertain on what charges135. In a furious message posted on the 
 Jundullah blog, Abdolmalek Rigi swears revenge, and says that the “jihad will never end”136.      
 A few weeks later, Rigi announces the merging with the Shahbakhsh groups. Then, on the 14th of 
 October 2008, a man called Naser Shahbakhsh was killed in a clash with military forces. 


According to the blog, Naser Shahbakhsh, brother of Dara Shahbakhsh, leader of yet another 
 armed group137, had been a member since the merger. Naser Shahbakhsh was killed alongside a 
 member of the Rigi tribe, Nader Rigi. Once again, revenge is promised. 


The revenge astonished everyone. In late December 2008, Abdulghader Rigi, the younger brother 
 of Jundullah’s leader, drove his yellow pickup to the gates of the military headquarters in Saravan 
 and detonated two tons of TNT, becoming the group’s very first suicide bomber in Jundullah’s 
 war on the Iranian government. The group said that the operation was a revenge for the razing of 
 the Abu Hanifa mosque and seminary in Zabol. In the videos posted on the Internet after the 


131 www.junbish.blogspot.com (the official blog of the group since June 2008), 29 September 2008. 


132 Radio Baluch FM is broadcast from a Baluchi exile community in Stockholm, Sweden. Undated article 
 called Haqiqat chist? (What is the truth?), accessible at 


http://www.radiobalochi.org/BH_Rights/HaghiqatChist_s_s_zahedan070821.html. 


133 “Baluchis intensify rebellion in Iran”, Asia Times Online, 20 February 2009. Accessible at 
 http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Middle_East/KB20Ak02.html. The story is further referred to on the 
 Jundullah webpage. 


134 Video named “Shahid Abdulghafur 1”, posted on Taftan.  


135 “Takhrib-e madrese-ye dini-e emam abuhanifa-ye ‘azimabad-e Zahedan” (Destroying of the Emam 
 Abuhanifa religious madrasa in Azimabad in Zahedan), SunniOnline, 27 August 2008. 


136 Message dated 27.08.08, the same date as the razing of the mosque and madrasa.  


137 Radio Baluch: Undated article called Haqiqat chist? (What is the truth?). 
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suicide operation, Jihadi songs, so-called Nashids, accompany the preparations of the 
 martyr-to-be. The same songs are used in similar videos by Al-Qaida and other groups.138  


While difficult to verify as none of the webpages of Baluchi armed groups contain links to 
 foreign armed groups, this might indicate that the group indeed is in touch with other networks 
 across the border – or at least that the group is learning from the campaigns of such groups. 


6.2  A sectarian strife 


In some of its propaganda, Jundullah uses the name National Resistance Front of Iran, apparently 
 in an attempt to attract some international sympathy to its cause. Overall, however, its propaganda 
 recalls a cause transcending the Baluch minority issues. In a curious posting on the blog, 


Abdolmalek Rigi commemorates the murder of the Kurdish activist Abdolrahman Qassemlou by 
 Iranian agents, expressing sympathy with the Kurdish cause139. In another, following an alleged 
 air raid on villages in the Rudmahi mountains close to Zahedan, Rigi calls on “international 
 organizations such as the UN and the EU” to intervene in the conflict between the Baluch and the 
 Iranian government140. In an English posting on 2 February 2007141, Jundullah denies links with 
 foreign groups and countries, and stresses that it has adopted the Universial Declaration on 
 Human Rights.  


That seems less compatible with the fact that the group often executes its hostages, sometimes by 
 brutal methods such as decapitation. While Jundullah in earlier postings stressed its nationalist 
 nature, it now seems as if  this element is being overshadowed by the second column in the 
 movement: that of an Islamist uprising, mimicking the practices of extremist networks in 
 Pakistan, and using a religious language in order to attract fellow Muslim sympathy to their 
 cause. The term “Jihad”, used in the blog of the group, is telling: the group notably states that 


“faith and Jihad are the only means to achieve honor, freedom and justice”142. It also claims on its 
 website that it has taken up arms to defend “the righteous Muslim belief” (din-e haqq-e Moslem). 


The movement constantly calls the Iranian government “regim-e jahl” (regime of ignorance), a 
 religiously laden expression that connotes un-Islamic behavior. It further says that the regime’s 
 forces are “godless Safavids” – the expression recalling that Iran was a largely Sunni country 
 before the Safavid Empire established Shi’a-Islam in the early 16th century. Another expression 
 used about the government is “taghut”; which means “tyrants” and denotes an enemy of God143.  
 The group and governmental forces seem to be trapped in a downward spiral of violence and 
 retaliation, with increasing sectarian overtones as both parties attack religious symbols of the 
 other. On 18 February 2009, the group claimed responsibility for a bomb that went off in the Al 


138 According to a Jihadi video analyst at the FFI (Norwegian Defence Research Establishment).  


139 Posting 12.07.08: http://junbish.blogspot.com/2008_07_01_archive.html. 


140 Posting 13.10.08: http://junbish.blogspot.com/2008_10_01_archive.htm . 


141 http://jonbeshmardom.blogspot.com/2007_03_01_archive.html. 


142 http://junbish.blogspot.com/2008_08_01_archive.html. 


143 For example in undated message, July 2007: 


http://jonbeshmardom.blogspot.com/2007_07_01_archive.html. 
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Qadir mosque in Zahedan, an operation where 20 kilo C4 was used, but without causing 
 casualties144. The group justified the action by claiming the mosque was a “Basij hangout”.145
 Members of the religious judiciary are also targeted. The group has claimed responsibility for the 
 assassination of the judge Ebrahim Karimi, killed in Saravan in June 2008146, the reason being 
 that he “had the blood of young Baluchs on his hands”147, an action condemned by Sunni clerics 
 such as the principal of Saravan seminary.148 In another incident, for which the group has not 
 claimed responsibility, Hojjat ol-Islam Ali Ebadi, a Basij religious authority in the town of Khash, 
 was gunned down149, while the public prosecutor of the city, Fazlollah Shahbazi, was targeted by 
 armed men some months earlier, but escaped with his life.150 The year before, Shi’a preacher 
 Mahdi Tavakkoli was killed by unknown assailants in the same city.151  


Other actions by seemingly zealot Shi’a groups add fuel to the fire, as Sunni clerics and 


seminaries are being targeted. The destruction of the mosque in Zabol had a profound impact on 
 Jundullah, as it triggered the suicide operation some months later. The targeting of Sunni clerics 
 by vigilant gangs goes back to well before the creation of Jundullah; during the parliamentary 
 elections of 1996, two clerics were murdered. Two years later, the prayer leader of a Sunni 
 mosque in the town of Miyankang was killed. In the spring of 2000, a Sunni seminarian from 
 Birjand, north of Baluchistan, was beaten, set on fire and killed in Zahedan152. And the sectarian 
 violence in the region continues; in late 2007, Darul Oloom in Zahedan claimed that “unidentified 
 armed forces had entered the Mohammadiyyeh Seminary in Zabol, opened fire and forced the 
 students and scholars to leave the seminary” in order to close down the school153. Darul Oloom 
 has further reported that one of its scholars, Imanallah Gomshadzahi, was attacked with a knife 
 and seriously wounded in the head by unknown assailants when he came home from evening 
 prayer154. On 10 November 2008, Molavi Sheikh Ali Dehvari was gunned down and killed in 
 Saravan by two unknown men on a motorcycle in an operation that recalls earlier attacks on 
 regime opponents.155


144 “Enfejar-e bomb dar yeki az masajed-e shi’ian dar shahr-e zahedan” (bomb explosion in one of the Shi’a 
 mosques in Zahedan), Al Arabiyya, 18 February 2009: Accessible at 


http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2009/02/18/66726.html. 


145 http://junbish.blogspot.com/2009_02_01_archive.html. 


146 “Tashyi’ peykar-e pak-e qazi-e dadgostari-e Saravan” (Procession of the body of the judge in Saravan 
 tribunal), Ettela’at, 18 June 2008. 


147 http://junbish.blogspot.com/2008_06_01_archive.html. 


148 “Tashyi’ peykar-e pak-e qazi-e dadgostari-e Saravan”, op cit. 


149 “Cleric gunned down in southeast Iran”, Press TV, 06 April 2009.. 


150 “Teror-e nafarjam-e dasetan-e khahsh dar Iran” (unsuccessful attempt on the public prosecutor on 
 Khahsh in Iran), BBC Persian, 29 September 2008 


151 Ibid.  


152 Abbas William Samii, “The nation and its minorities: ethnicity, unity and state policy in Iran”, 
 Comparative studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Vol. XX, No. 1&2, 2000. 


153 SunniOnline, 02 November 2007, cited by “Profile: Southern Iranian Sunni seminaries, Mowlavi 
 Abdolhamid”, BBC Monitoring Middle East – Political, 14 November 2007  


154 “Su’-ye qessad be jan-e yeki az asatid-e daruloloom-e zahedan” (attempt on the life of one of the 
 scholars at Darul Oloom in Zahedan), SunniOnline, 10 February 2009. 


155 “Ruhani-e sunni dar Zahedan teror shod” (Sunni cleric killed in Zahedan), BBC Persian, 11 November 
 2008. 
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Murders and extra-judicial killings thus seem to harden the stance between the Sunni population 
 and Shi’a vigilante groups, but the Iranian government has also explicitly targeted the Sunni 
 religious community. After the previously mentioned shootout in Chahjamal seminary in 
 Iranshahr, the two Sunni clerics Moulavi Abdolghods Mollahzahi and Moulavi Mohammad 
 Yusef Sohrabi were sentenced to death and executed by hanging. The same year, the clerics 
 Moulavi Khalilollah Zare’i and Hafez Salahoddin were hanged in Zahedan prison. The sentences 
 bore clearly religious references, as the clerics were judged for Moharebeh, enmity with God, and 
 Mofsedeh fi’l arz, corruption on earth. A large number of other Sunni clerics have been arrested 
 and given prison sentences for igniting sectarian tensions156.   


The harsh governmental response to the extremist networks in Baluchistan has therefore added to 
 the burgeoning sectarian strife in the region. When targeting religious figures, the Iranian 


government is also targeting community leaders, recalling earlier campaigns against tribal elders 
 in the first years after the revolution. When the religious Sunni establishment is silenced, 


opposition to the government will increasingly be expressed through lay activist movements such 
as Jundullah, bypassing other institutions in the Sunni community.  
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