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Throughout the recent histories of Iran and Afghanistan refugees of one form 
or another have existed in each of these lands. Political and religious 
refugees have almost always constituted the majority of those who sought either 
Afghanistan or Iran as their new haven. The most recent Iranian wave of refugees 
in the Khurasan area of Afghanistan (Herat) has been those who feared the develop-· 
ment of conflict in Iran between the super powers during the Second World War. 
Since, fortunately, such a conflict did not develop some of the Iranians who fled 
to Herat and other western provinces of Afghanistan returned to Iran and others 
'"'ettled in these areas, especially in Herat, to become citizens of the Afghan 
kin~dom. In all fonns of human transmigration it is the magnitude of the people 
moving that create problems often for the host countries. Therefore:, an in
vestigation into the problems of the Afghan refugees in Iran, and the Iranians' 
attidude toward these refugees was needed for the benefit of those concerned 
uith the tragedy of Afghanistan and the brutality befalling the Afghan people by 
the Russians and their puppets in Kabul. 

The Afghan Refugees--~heir Number and Origins: Today, in Iran the magnitude of 
the Afghan refugees is unknmm. The refugees themselves are vague in their 
ansuers to the questions eliciting the number. They often articulate their 
answer in the following manner: "There are manyn~ "There are a lot of them";: 
"Afghans are scattered from Tabriz to Tayabad"; ''We are everywhere". The 
number of the refugees may be between 150,000 to 300,000 excluding those who 
have come to Iran on their own free will in order to seekeconomic security. 
(Iranian authorities put the nmmber of refugees at a half million persons.) 

Host of the refugees come from the western parts of Afghanistan from the 
provinces of Herat, Farah, Nimruz and also from Ghorat and the Badghis provinces 
of the country. There are also many refugees from Qandahar, Haimanah:, Kabul, 
and even from the province of Parwan, north of Kabul. Host of these peo1?le 
are Sunni i1uslims. Some speak the Pashto language as their mother tongue and 
therefore have difficulty articulating, at least to the average Khurasani., their 
views. · These latter pecple definitely are dependent on one or more. of the or
ganized Afghan political groµps functioning in Iran for guidance and support. 

L1otives In Coming to Iran.: I was told that the only motive for most .Afghans is 
to save their lives and to be able to practice their rituals for the worship of 
their God. Generally, in addition to the above, all of the rest of the Afghans 
in Iran share one or more of the following motives in coming to this country~ 

a. Some are here to trade legally 

}',This report, the result of interviews with the Afghan refugees in Khurasan 
Province of Iran (February, 1980)!, uas submitted to the Goverrunent of the 
Islanic Republic of Iran early in Harch. 
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b. Some are here to trade illegally (such as smuggling which has been~ 
unfortunately, a practice of some Iranians and Afghans since this border 
came into existence between the two countries) 

c. Some are outright criminals who are fugitives from justice 

d. Some are in transit to countries west and south of Iran 

e. Some are fitna angiz who are sent by Kabul, and maybe others, to create 
confusion an<l destruction~ in order to increase the level of conflict 
between the Iranians and their Afghan brothers and sisters. 

Occupational Makeup of the Refugees: Host are landless fanners with little or 
no education. Some are middle level farmers who have left their few jaribs of 
land and homes to seek refuge in Iran. Very few are blue collar workers or 
have some expertise in some form of handicraft. One should keep in mind that 
during the savage rule of Amin and Taraki a great many Afghan intellectuals, 
artists~ scientists, and rupaniyun perished. Some Afghans are convinced that 
50 years of products of Kabul University were destroyed since the April, 1973 
coup. Also, more than 300,000 Afghans have been killed throughout Afghanistan 
during the past two years. (According to an interview by Babrak Karma! in 
Der Spiegel, more than 1. 5 million Afghans were killed during the past 2 years.) 
In the city of Herat, according to many eyewitnesses now living as refugees in 
Mashhad, more than one-fifth of the total population or 23,000 were killed 
during the months of Hut (February-Harch, 1979) of 13570 

Other groups have the following occupational categories: 

a. Amala: gardener? lumdymen and women, domestics and porters 

b. Government civil servant: teachers, office workers, and army officers 
as well as those belonging to national security organs such as police 

c. Students from kindergarten to university 

d. Other- children who have never had a chance to finish school and are too 
young to have any occupation 

e. Writers, ruhaniyun, artists and physicians 

The Afghan Hujahidin: Hujahidin are freedom fighters who come from all of the 
above social categories, though mostly come from the rural areas, and therefore 
have farming, herding and other occupations. (It should be noted immediately 
that almost all of the Afghan refugees have no other ideological inclination 
than Islam--the same ideology as their fathers and forefathers. Their Jihad 
is for no other reason than the establishment of an Islamic republic in thier 
homeland.) These Mujahiddin range in age from 16 years to more than 60 years. 
Host of those in Jabha and Sangar are male though the role of the female 
Hujahidah in preparation and execution of the logistics always been praised 
in giving refuge to the Hujahidin and providing them with the necessary logistics. 
To the Afghan mujahidin this role of the women in the Jihad is indispensable. 

Problems and Proposals: The problems of refugees fall into two major categories: 

1. Problems present in the structure of Mujahadin bureaucracy (in Iran and 
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Pakistan) as well as inside Afghanistan. 

2. Problems faced by the Afghan refugees in Iran. 

The first:. the problem of leadership: with the exception of committee 
frequented by the Shii'a Hujahidin (such as Harakati Islami, Nayru? Rad) 
all of the others (those that I have seen and talked with their leadership) 
have only branches in Mashhad, Tehran, and Qum with the actual headquarters in 
Pakistan. All of these groups differ from each other in terms of means and 
to some degree in terms of achieveng the general goal, that of creating an 
Afghanistan devoid of Russian anned forces, and based on Islamic principles. 
To many belonging to one of these parties the leadership of others are suspect 
and so are their programs. If there seems to be any agreeemnt among them it is 
tc disagree on many points. Such an arrangement is not useful in attracting 
and ulilizing aid from the friends of Islamic revolution and Afghanistan. 
Apparently, the ad hoc nature of these groups makes them also relatively less 
vulnerable in tenns of the loss of life and leadership to the enemy and also makes 
them more mobile. Of course, Wahdat by definition (especially in the case of 
the Muslims of Afghanistan) is better than disunity. So the ques·tion is what 
ought to be done by the Muslim people? In the opinions of Hujahidin (with 
which I agree), it is better to help the Afghan freedom fighter as they are, 
then to wait and see whenever they can come to achieve the required unity. It 
is also difficult for the freedom fig~1ters 1 especially those who are not attached 
to any group, to survive the Russian violence in the absence of getting any help 
from any source for the implementation of their mission. To wait is to be harmful 
to the peace of the world and to the cause of Islam. I am not in the position to 
argue here the benefits and costs of helping the Afghan freedom fighters, as they 
are, or to wait for a different situation when things will be better for the donor, 
economically and politically. The Huslim people around Afghanistan can and should 
take the leadership in impressing the various Afghan refugee groups to work toward 
some deBree of cohesiveness. It is very important to realize that the level of 
development of Afghanistan (which in the final analysis is an index of the develop
ment of the Afghan people) and the rate of development is such that may not 
coincide with the expectations of the many sympathizers in the Afghans' plight. 
Therefore, patience is the key for the developrnent of suitable programs for the 
Afghan Huhajirin and Hujahidin. Their problems are real and their Jihad is 
noble and genuine. They should be supported by all those subscribing to the 
basic values of justice and humanity. 

The second problem faced by the refugees in Iran: Host Afghans are refugees:, 
and therefore, they are not in the possession of documents such as passports. 
Almost all do not know the difference betueen a refugee and an illegal a,lien 
(Hutajawiz) and are frightened of being spott~d and prosecuted by the Iranian 
officials. This provides the opportunity for the exploitation of the Afghan 
refugees among a host of other un-Islamic practices by some group or persons 
against the Afghans. 

Other Examples: 

l. The Afghan is exploited as a laborer. They are paid the . lowest wage 
possible and are forced to work under most inhuman working conditions. 

2. Afghans are afraid to utilize some of the welfare organizations in 
Iran such as hospitals. They are afraid of the hospital authorities 
passing information about them to the police. 
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J. Afghan children are left without any health care and/or schoolinr,. 
In some cases children are not vaccinated against communicable 
diseases and their parents are afraid to expose themselves to the 
authorities in order to seek help. The vaccination of children is 
necessary if the community is going to remain safe. It is feared that 
sone form of coIIllllunicable diseases will develop among the refugees 
(who live in a very unhealthy musafirkhana environment at the present 
time) before the end of the summer. I am told that many of the children 
of the refugees who live at the border area are afflicted with measles 
and small pox. Iran should have some pr()gram in order to protect its 
own population from such an outbreak. It is extremely difficult to 
perceive that a Huslim would withhold any form of health care and 
help to other Huslims who live among them. The result of any effort to 
alleviate the suffering of the Afghan refugees not only is the imple
mentation of Huhammed's Sunnah but also, at the same time, would be a 
help to the Iranian community. Also, this writer is not able to ascertain 
the political reason or the logic which has been seen by some Iranian 
authorities as obstacles in granting the Afghans the status of refugee 
in Iran. The attitude toward Afghan refugees and their status in Iran 
is contrary to Islam and a recent statement by Iman Khomeini on Radio 
Tehran (.I, Asfand, 1358) stated that it was the responsibility of all 
the Muslims to help those who are in need of help and those who are fight
ing for their liberty. 

4. The Sunni Afghans are emphatic that not only are they being discriminated 
against by the Iranian people but also by the officials of Iran. Such 
feelings create frightening and punishing experiences in any human b~ing. 
Such experiences are the result of non-Islamic behavior which at the 
present time exists in this republic. In order for this revolution to 
move out of Iran and become implemented elsewhere, the idea of discrimina
tion should be forever uprooted from Iran. Here I would like to add 
that many of the Sunni Afghans believe that brothers and sisters who 
are Shii's are getting much more help from the Iranian government and 
Iranian people than they are. 

5 .. The saddest experience for the Afghan refugees has been statements about 
the Afghans by the Iranians which are derogatory and insulting to the 
Afghans as human beings and 11uslims. The status of the Afghans in Iran 
at this time is analogous to that of the black men in the United States 
prior to the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s. It is a shame. It is 
also a tragedy that Iran has not been able to ameliorate the situation. 

Summary: With the exception of one organization, the Harakati all other organiza
tions believe that the general welfare of the refugees are of major concern. 
Follmling are some of the other requests: 

1. }~jahidin should be permitted to store their arms on the border with the 
Iranian authorities instead of burying them in Afghanistan prior to 
their return to Iran. 

2. Hujahidin do not know what happened to the funds that were collected by 
the effort and the good offices of Ayatullah Qummi and Ayatullah Shirazi. 
Refugees in general are very much grateful to the Iranian public, who 
when called upon by religious leaders mentioned above have given to the 
Afghan cause selflessly. 

•, 
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