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here is a saying the Kurd-
ish have when all hope 
has been lost: “Even the 
devil has left them”. This 
is how Sayed Hazar, the 

deputy commander of the mili-
tary police to the east of Mosul, 
describes the corpses of the ex-
tremists he has been dealing with, 
since the beginning of the military 
operation to push the Islamic State 
(ISIS) out of that city.

Hazar had just removed three 
corpses out of one of ISIS’s many 
tunnels in the area. He buried those 
bodies himself but he says many 
others were buried in mass graves. 
The holes were dug, the corpses 
placed in them then the holes were 
filled in with bulldozers.

“We have been trying to deal 
with the bodies of these militants 
humanely,” Hazar said, “because 
even the devil has left them.”

Most of the corpses are unidenti-
fied. If the bodies have any identifi-
cation on them, it is usually forged, 
Hazar said. The only thing that can 
be done is to remember where the 
bodies are buried, should anybody 
come looking for them and want to 
identify them. “The only thing we 
really know about them is the place 
of their burial,” Hazar said.

Many of those killed are Iraqis 
who joined ISIS but there are also 
foreigners among the dead.

“The Iraqi Kurdish military bury 
the [ISIS] dead on the spot to avoid 
any possible problems with dis-
eases,” said Jamal Eminki, chief 
of staff of the Iraqi-Kurdish forces 

known as the peshmerga. “There is 
no way we can transport the bodies 
anywhere else because of the fight-
ing.”

The Kurdistan Clerics’ Federa-
tion said it is sure the corpses are 
being “treated in a humane man-
ner”. Usually there are no clerics 
at the burial though, the organisa-
tion’s head, Abdullah Mulla Sayed 
said, due to security conditions.

At one stage, there was a sugges-
tion that all the corpses be taken to 
one graveyard so as to create a kind 
of monument to the war. The site 
could also be used to raise money 
for the families of the dead.

“The council at the Ministry did 
not approve this idea,” said Mari-
wan Naqshbandi, spokesman for 
Iraqi Kurdistan’s Ministry of En-
dowment and Religious Affairs, 
who suggested the plan, “because 
they were concerned that, later on, 
the dead might be considered by 
some to be righteous men.”

In January, authorities in the 
Kirkuk area buried more than 80 
corpses in a mass grave in the Ban-
ja Ali area. Most of them died when 
ISIS launched a surprise attack on 
Kirkuk in October 2016.

The bodies were kept for a cer-
tain amount of time in hope that 
families would claim their rela-
tives, explained Sardar Ali, of the 
Kirkuk municipal authority. Some 
of the dead were claimed by rela-
tives but those who were not were 
simply buried.

“We had to deal with the bodies 
as unidentified because none car-
ried any ID,” Ali said, “but we also 
did DNA tests so that we can give 
these to families of the fighters if 

they come looking for them.”
The Independent Commission 

for Human Rights in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan sent letters to various offices 
requesting that the ISIS corpses be 
treated humanely and that they 
should not be used in any humili-
ating manner. The letter was sent 
to the local military and to media 
organisations.

“The [ISIS] corpses should be 
buried in easily identifiable places 
and according to international 
standards,” said Diya Butros, the 
head of the commission. “The IDs 
of those buried should be put into 
glass bottles and then left there, 
so their families can identify them 

later. Improper actions taken 
against the dead are also human 
rights violations.”

Many of those suggestions, how-
ever, are not necessarily being 
implemented. Butros said this is 
understandable, adding: “The situ-
ation is not stable and we are in a 
state of war.”

In general, it is clear there is no 
overarching plan for the corpses of 
ISIS fighters and they are being bur-
ied and identified by several differ-
ent organisations and authorities 
during the crisis.

For example, Hazar said he was 
going up a mountain near Khazar 
when he was called by someone in 

Mosul to ask if he knew anything 
about the fate of his son, who had 
joined ISIS.

“We have the body of his son 
but I could not tell him this,” Hazar 
said. And because the Iraqi Kurdish 
authorities have not decided what 
should be done with the enemy 
corpses, or if they should facilitate 
the bodies being given back to griev-
ing families, Hazar said he had no 
choice but to bury the body of that 
particular man, in the same way he 
has buried other ISIS corpses.

Histyar Qader writes for niqash.
org, which originally published 
this article.

Iraq soldiers wonder what to do with ISIS corpses
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A file photo taken on September 4th, 2016, shows Iraqi security forces walking in a school yard used 
as a cemetery for killed ISIS fighters in Falluja, Iraq.                                                                                           (AP)
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Iran envoy pick is strong message for Iraq

T
he appointment 
Brigadier-General Iraj 
Masjedi as Iran’s 
ambassador to Iraq is a 
significant develop-
ment.

On the face of it, Masjedi’s 
appointment fits into a 14-year 
pattern of Iran posting senior 
figures of the expeditionary 
al-Quds Force of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) to its Baghdad embassy.

Both Masjedi’s predecessor, 
Hassan Danayifar, and Iran’s first 
ambassador to post-2003 Iraq, 
Hassan Kazemi Qomi, were senior 
figures in al-Quds Force, the 
highly regarded overseas special 
forces division of the IRGC.

There are, however, subtle yet 
important differences. Compared 
to his predecessors, the new 
ambassador is very senior in the 
IRGC hierarchy and boasts 
superior connections to the 
highest levels of defence, security 
and strategic decision making in 
Tehran.

From this perspective, Mas-
jedi’s appointment is designed to 
send a strong message to key 
stakeholders and interested 
parties in Iraq, notably the Iraqi 
political establishment, the 
Americans and the Saudis.

Iran’s embassy in Baghdad is 
unique as it is under the full 
control of the IRGC.

The IRGC achieved notable 
success on two fronts. First, over 
time the IRGC organised Iraq’s 

long-beleaguered Shia commu-
nity at dizzyingly complex 
political, security and military 
levels.

Second, it neutralised the 
threat from the People’s Mujahi-
deen of Iran, an armed Iranian 
opposition group formerly based 
in Iraq, and through a mix of 
military pressure and political 
lobbying secured the group’s 
expulsion from Iraq last Septem-
ber.

In view of Iran’s increasingly 
secure position in Iraq it may have 
been expected that the IRGC 
would scale back its activities in 
the country and, at minimum, 
agree to share the embassy with 

Iran’s Foreign Ministry. Masjedi’s 
appointment ends that specula-
tion.

Three core factors have influ-
enced the IRGC’s decision to 
intensify its role in Iraq; The 
continuing conflict in neighbour-
ing Syria, the battle with the 
Islamic State (ISIS) inside Iraq and 
uncertainty over the new Ameri-
can administration’s intentions 
towards Iraq.

Of paramount concern to the 
IRGC high command is the critical 
military and security requirement 
of consolidating Iraq as Iran’s 
strategic depth. To achieve this 
goal the IRGC-controlled embassy 
in Baghdad needs to conduct 

successful outreach to all major 
players in Iraq’s fractured political 
system.

While Iran has good ties with 
the Shia groups inside and outside 
government, the situation is less 
than satisfactory in relation to the 
Iraqi Kurds and the country’s 
proud Arab-Sunni community.

In respect of the Kurds, Masjedi 
is a good choice as ambassador 
since he has ties with Iraqi 
Kurdish leaders stretching back to 
the Iran-Iraq war and is widely 
thought to be trusted by them. 
Indeed, pro-Kurdish media have 
been generally supportive of 
Masjedi’s appointment.

It remains to be seen whether 
Masjedi can alter Iran’s security-
orientated approach to the 
Arab-Sunni community, which, 
for more than a decade, has 
centred on containing its potential 
threat to the Shia-dominated 
establishment.

Above all, Masjedi’s key preoc-
cupation will be to decipher 
American intentions with a view 
to making appropriate responses 
and adjustments. US influence in 
Iraq has been in decline for five 
years but this may change if the 
Trump administration intensifies 
military activity, ostensibly to 
fight ISIS.

If this scenario turns to reality 
then the IRGC and their new 
ambassador in Baghdad will be 
anxious to ensure that a heavier 
US footprint in Iraq does not upset 
the Islamic Republic’s sensitive 
outreach programmes to Iraqi 
political, security and paramili-
tary groups.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.
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View point
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is very 
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hierarchy.

Iraj Masjedi’s appointment 
is foremost designed to send a 
strong message to all key 
stakeholders in Iraq. An undated photo of Brigadier-General Iraj Masjedi                                 (Iranian social media)  


