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NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT – The Iran Human Rights Documentation Center today 
released a report documenting the Islamic Republic’s executions of Iranian Kurds in 
August and September 1979. The report, Haunted Memories: The Islamic Republic’s 
Execution of Kurds in 1979, may be found here 
http://www.iranhrdc.org/english/publications/reports/3508-haunted-memories-the-
islamic-republics-executions-of-kurds-in-1979.html.   
The Persian version will be available next month. 
 
Iranian Kurds, like many ethnic minority groups, supported the 1979 revolution, and 
sought some form of autonomy in the nascent Islamic Republic.  However, in August 
1979, only six months after his return to Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini ordered the 
Iranian military and the newly-created Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (Sepah-e 
Pasdaran) to crush the Kurds and take control of the Kurdish regions in Northwestern 
Iran. For weeks, government forces waged a brutal campaign, surrounding towns with 
artillery and tanks, and bombing from the air. By the beginning of September, they 
controlled the major towns and the Kurdish fighters (peshmerga) had fled into the 
mountains from where they continued to wage a guerilla campaign. 
 
As an added measure of terror, Khomeini dispatched his long-time comrade Ayatollah 
Sadegh Khalkhali to summarily try and order the executions of the so-called rebels. 
Khalkhali, as head of the newly-formed Islamic Revolutionary Court, was already known 
as “The Hanging Judge” due to his enthusiasm for holding summary trials and issuing 
execution orders, including one to the exiled Shah.  
 
For several weeks in August and September, as government troops took control of towns 
in the Kurdish regions, Khalkhali and his deputies conducted trials of men, women and 
boys who had been arrested without warrants or charges. He and his deputies briefly 
questioned the prisoners before convicting them of crimes such as “corrupter on earth and 
at war with God and his prophet” before sending them to face a firing squad. The entire 
process usually took only a day and sometimes was completed in a matter of hours. 
While the total number of executions is unknown, it was reported at the time that as many 
as 80 people were executed in three weeks. 
 
This report captures only one brutal episode among many that the Islamic Republic 
perpetrated in the Kurdish regions, as well as the rest of Iran. The battles and killings 
continued in the Kurdish regions, and eventually blossomed into a full-scale war that 
lasted for years. Iranian Kurds, as well as other ethnic minorities, continued to work to 



 

preserve their cultural and political rights, and the Islamic Republic continued to arrest, 
torture and imprison them.  
 
While these events took place over 30 years ago, they are still relevant today as they 
turned out to be only a prelude to the Islamic Republic’s regular and persistent 
suppression of minority voices. The regime continues to violate the human, political and 
cultural rights of Kurds. Use of Kurdish languages in print and education is discouraged, 
and Kurdish student, political and civil activists are regularly arrested, detained and 
imprisoned. It has been reported that there are currently at least fifteen Kurds on death 
row for political offenses in the Islamic Republic.  
 
IHRDC is a nonprofit organization in New Haven, Connecticut that was founded in 2004 
by a group of human rights scholars, activists and historians. Its staff of human rights 
lawyers and researchers produce comprehensive and detailed reports on the human rights 
situation in the Islamic Republic of Iran. The Center’s goal is to encourage an informed 
dialogue among scholars and the general public in both Iran and abroad. The human 
rights reports and a database of documents relating to human rights in Iran are available, 
in English and Persian, to the public for research and educational purposes on the 
Center’s website at www.iranhrdc.org.   
 


