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A Picture of Torture Is Worth a Thousand Reports
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One photo  shows  an  Iraqi  teenager  bound and  standing  in  the  headlights  of  a  truck
immediately after his mock execution, staged by U.S. soldiers. Another shows a group of
soldiers forcing a detainee to look at pictures of lingerie-clad women. Another depicts the
body of Muhamad Husain Kadir, an Iraqi farmer, shot dead at point-blank range by an
American soldier while handcuffed.

These are just three of thousands of photos related to cases of detainee abuse that our
government refuses to release. We know little about the majority of these photos, but
documents released to the ACLU over the last decade offer some clues to what they reveal.
Today, on the 11th anniversary of the release of the Abu Ghraib photos, we’re releasing
everything we know about what’s in the photos the government doesn’t want us to see.

Six  months  before  the  Abu  Ghraib  scandal,  the  ACLU  filed  a  Freedom  of  Information
Act request for records, including photos, relating to the abuse and torture of prisoners in
U.S. detention centers overseas. During the years of litigation that followed, we received
almost 6,000 documents (all searchable in our Torture Database) illustrating these abuses,
but the government has persistently refused to release the photos or give individualized
reasons for withholding them.

Last month, indicating his impatience with the government’s intransigence, U.S. District
Court  Judge  Alvin  Hellerstein  ordered  the  government  to  “disclose  each  and  all  the
photographs” relating to the ACLU’s FOIA request — which includes some 2,100 pictures —
or appeal the decision in 60 days. On May 19, the government will either release the photos
or take the fight to the federal court of appeals.

We searched for mention of photographs in our Torture Database in an attempt to learn
everything we could about what the government is hiding. By our count, more than 100 of
the documents we received from the government either referenced photos related to cases
of abuse or actually contained the photos, which were redacted before they got to us.

This spreadsheet details what we learned. The photos whose existence we discovered were
taken at more than two dozen locations, mostly in U.S.-run detention facilities in Iraq and
Afghanistan. There are also some photos from the prison at Guantánamo Bay. Many of them
document  autopsies  and  injuries,  often  resulting  from  abuse  either  alleged  or  confirmed.
Other photos document detention facilities; many others are mugshots.

Some of these photos referenced in the spreadsheet were likely released with the Abu
Ghraib disclosures, and thus are already in the public domain. Many of these have never
seen the light of day. And while we can infer the contents in a number of the missing photos
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it  should be clear  that  the scope is  far  from comprehensive.  But  what  we found was
instructive nonetheless.

In many of the cases, we deduced what was in the photos based on the investigations
detailed in the documents, many of which dealt with alleged detainee abuse. In one case,
prompted by the discovery of a photo, then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld ordered
an Army investigation after a photo was found of a female soldier “posing as if [she] was
sticking the end of a broom stick into the rectum” of a detainee, bound and hooded in a
stress position. The investigation found probable cause to believe the female soldier, as well
as  three  other  soldiers  posing  in  the  background  of  the  photo,  committed  the  offenses  of
conspiracy, failure to obey a general order, and cruelty and maltreatment.

But that kind of finding seems to be the exception rather than the rule. Many of the criminal
investigations  discussed  in  these  documents  were  terminated  after  leads  were  lost,
documents couldn’t be tracked down, or witnesses couldn’t be found.

Take, for example, the 2003 case of a 73-year-old Iraqi woman, who was arrested and flown
by helicopter to an unknown facility where she was allegedly tortured for five days by U.S.
soldiers. During those five days, according to the investigation, she was reportedly sexually
abused and assaulted and “made to crawl around on all-fours as a ‘large man rode’ on her,”
striking her with a stick and calling her an animal. The Army’s investigation began eight
months  after  the  fact  and  was  closed  in  June  2004  after  it  “did  not  develop  sufficient
evidence  to  prove  or  disprove”  the  woman’s  allegations.

In another 2003 case, an Iraqi detainee was delivered on the verge of death to a U.S. Army
medical  center  in  Al  Asad,  Iraq.  The  detainee  suffered from blunt  force  injury  to  the  head
and died a few days later. Investigators determined the detainee had most likely been
interrogated at Abu Ghraib immediately prior to his arrival at the hospital and that his
injuries were likely a result of a violent interrogation. One officer wrote in an email that the
case was “obviously a homicide.” Yet the investigation was closed with the identity of both
the Iraqi victim and those responsible for his death undetermined.

Throughout  the legal  struggle  over  the photos,  the government  has argued that  their
release  might  incite  extremists  to  violence,  endangering  Americans.  That  very  same
argument was made by some before the release of the executive summary of the Senate’s
landmark torture report. But, as we have argued before, this reasoning is both faulty and
fundamentally undemocratic. As my colleague Jameel Jaffer has written:

“It’s not just that the argument gives those who threaten violence a veto over
political debate; it gives the government a veto, too. To accept the argument,
at  least  in  the  absence  of  a  specific,  credible  threat  directed  against  specific
people, is to give the government far-reaching power to suppress evidence of
its own misconduct. And the worse the misconduct, the stronger would be the
government’s argument for suppression.”

The Abu Ghraib scandal and its aftermath illustrated the power that photo evidence has to
galvanize public attention and concern. To allow the government to suppress evidence of
abuse is to invite a recurrence of that abuse in the future.

The original source of this article is ACLU Center for Democracy

https://www.thetorturedatabase.org/files/foia_subsite/pdfs/DOD007031-merged.pdf
https://www.thetorturedatabase.org/files/foia_subsite/pdfs/DODDOACID000335.pdf
https://www.thetorturedatabase.org/files/foia_subsite/pdfs/DOD015677.pdf
https://www.techdirt.com/articles/20141205/13592129340/ridiculous-john-kerry-asks-dianne-feinstein-not-to-release-cia-torture-report-after-agreement-was-reached-to-release-monday.shtml
https://www.aclu.org/blog/speakeasy/charlie-hebdo-interview-and-censoring-torture-photos?redirect=blog/human-rights-national-security-free-speech/charlie-hebdo-interview-and-censoring-torture-photos
https://www.aclu.org/blog/speak-freely/picture-torture-worth-thousand-reports


| 3

Copyright © ACLU, ACLU Center for Democracy, 2015

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: ACLU

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca
www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.
For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca

https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/aclu
https://www.aclu.org/blog/speak-freely/picture-torture-worth-thousand-reports
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG
https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/aclu
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

