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Abstract

This article examines the United Nations' response to the widespread and systematic
sexual violence perpetrated by the Islamic State group (ISIS) against Yazidi women.
The central research question is: What was the nature of the UN’s response to ISIS’s
sexual violence against Yazidi women from 2014 to 2017? The study hypothesizes
that the UN, by identifying ISIS’s crimes against Yazidi women, including sexual
violence, played a crucial role in creating the conditions for the criminal prosecution of
perpetrators and the development of legal norms for protecting women from
widespread and systematic sexual violence in armed conflicts. This was achieved
through the issuance of Security Council resolutions, the establishment of investigative
mechanisms such as UNITAD, and the integration of sexual violence considerations
into peacekeeping missions and international responses. This research employs an
explanatory methodology, with data collected through a systematic analysis of official
reports, legal documents, books, and articles. The findings indicate that sexual
violence against women has historically been encompassed within the categories of
war crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide. However, due to the UN's efforts,
particularly in the context of ISIS’s crimes against Yazidi women, sexual violence has
been explicitly recognized and highlighted as a constituent element of genocide. This
not only advanced transitional justice but also facilitated the broader process of
recognizing sexual violence as an element of the crime of genocide in international
legal instruments.

Keywords: UNITAD, sexual violence, ISIS, women, Transitional justice, Yazidi women.

1. Ph.D. Student of International Relations , Department of Political Science, University of Guilan,
Rasht, Iran.
bayzidiamir02@gmail.com

2. Assistant Professor of International Relations, Department of Political Science, University of
Guilan, Rasht, Iran (Corresponding Author).
sbahrami@guilan.ac.ir

3. Professor of International Relations, Department of Political Science, University of Guilan,
Rasht, Iran.

rezasimbar(@hotmail.com

Mesopotamian Political Studies, 2025, Vol. 4, Issue 2, pp. 237-260.
Received: 09 August 2025, Accepted: 19 September 2025
Doi: 10.22126/mps.2025.12590.1079

@ ® @ Copyright © The Authors
e Publisher: Razi University.


mailto:Bayzidiamir02@gmail.com
mailto:sbahrami@guilan.ac.ir
mailto:rezasimbar@hotmail.com

238 Mesopotamian Political Studies, 2025, Vol. 4, Issue 1, pp. 237-260

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The Yazidi people, a religious and ethnic minority, have historically been concentrated
in the Sinjar region of northwestern Iraq. Due to an unresolved political dispute between
the central government in Baghdad and the Kurdistan Regional Government, this area
was a "disputed territory" and politically vulnerable. This situation set the stage for the
August 2014 attack by the Islamic State group (ISIS), which unleashed an unprecedented
pattern of sexual violence against Yazidi women and girls. Based on their deviant
interpretations, ISIS considered Yazidi men to be infidels, authorizing their killing, while
women and girls were taken as war booty and sexual slaves. These women and girls
were systematically subjected to assault and violence, and were sold in slave markets.
Accounts such as that of Nobel Peace Prize laureate Nadia Murad have revealed the
horrific dimensions of this tragedy. This article focuses on the United Nations' reaction to
these crimes, examining the organization's role in identifying and responding to this
violence.

2. Theoretical Framework

The article's conceptual framework draws transitional justice. The main approach of this
research is to explain how the legal recognition of sexual violence evolved from a
criminal act during wartime to a key clement in the crime of genocide. Within this
framework, the article argues that sexual violence against women, particularly in the case
of Yazidi women, was not merely a military tactic or a conventional human rights
violation, but rather part of a systematic strategy to destroy an ethno-religious group. The
UN’s response is analyzed through the lens of transitional justice’s core principles of
recognition and accountability, demonstrating how its actions sought to provide justice
for victims and catalyze legal evolution. The research analyzes the UN's actions from a
transitional justice perspective, showing how these measures aimed to deliver justice,
provide recognition, and offer redress for the victims. By focusing on these concepts, the
article examines the role of international institutions in the process of identifying crimes
and creating the grounds for criminal prosecution.

3. Methodology

The research methodology of this article is explanatory. The goal of this method is to
explain and analyze the relationships between phenomena, in this case, the relationship
between the UN's actions and the response to sexual violence against Yazidi women.
The necessary data for this research was collected through documentary analysis and a
deep review of official reports, legal documents, international resolutions, and relevant
articles and books. This approach allows the researcher to meticulously analyze the UN's
documents and reports, such as the reports of the Commission of Inquiry, Security
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Council resolutions, and other related documents, and to base their conclusions on the
existing evidence.

4. Discussion

The findings of this article show that the United Nations' response to ISIS's sexual
violence against Yazidi women was not merely a conventional reaction; it contributed to
the evolution of international law. The UN's actions, particularly the report of the Human
Rights Council's Commission of Inquiry and the establishment of the Independent
Investigative Team (UNITAD) under Security Council Resolution 2379, transformed
sexual violence from a hidden crime into a clear and central element of the crime of
genocide. This was a significant step forward compared to traditional approaches that
often classified sexual violence solely as a war crime or a crime against humanity.

This legal shift, championed by the UN, created the necessary conditions for a
transitional justice process tailored to the complexities of the Iraqi and Syrian contexts.
Although referring the case to the International Criminal Court (ICC) was not feasible
due to political obstacles and Iraq's non-ratification of the Rome Statute, the
establishment of UNITAD was a practical and effective solution for collecting and
preserving evidence of the crimes. This evidence can be used in domestic Iraqi courts as
well as in third countries that have universal jurisdiction. This mechanism demonstrates
an alternative approach to delivering justice when international judicial bodies are unable
to intervene directly. The UN’s multifaceted strategy, encompassing normative
development (genocide recognition) and practical support (UNITAD), thus represents a
significant adaptation in the pursuit of accountability for international core crimes.
Furthermore, the UN’s framing of ISIS’s sexual violence as genocide has had profound
symbolic and practical implications. Symbolically, it represents the highest form of
international condemnation, officially acknowledging the intent to destroy the Yazidi as
a group. Practically, this classification strengthens the legal basis for claims to
reparations and victim assistance programs specifically tailored for genocide survivors,
potentially unlocking a different tier of international support and recognition for the
Yazidi community. This elevates the response from merely addressing individual
criminal acts to confronting a deliberate campaign of destruction.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

In conclusion, the article argues that the UN's response, despite existing challenges,
played a vital role in delivering justice for the victims and developing the system of
international law. These actions not only helped in the meticulous documentation of the
crimes and the restoration of the victims' dignity but also paved the way for the
prosecution of perpetrators and highlighted gender-based sexual violence as a clear
example of genocide in the international legal system. The Yazidi case, mediated
through the UN’s institutional response, has thus set a powerful precedent for
recognizing systematic sexual violence as a tool of genocide, leaving a lasting impact on
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international criminal law. This stands as a testament to the importance of international
institutions in confronting horrific crimes and ensuring accountability, even in the face of
political and legal complexities.
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