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The horrific pictures of the abuse of Iraqi prisoners 
in Abu Ghraib prison may seem a grim topic with which
to start this issue of Vital Signs. But these pictures are
records and we learn something useful by examining
them from a recordkeeping perspective.

It appears that at least some of the these pictures 
were taken intentionally by US military guards for use 
in the process of ‘softening up’ prisoners for later
interrogation by intelligence officers. As part of the
process, the prisoners would be shown pictures of
themselves in deeply humiliating positions, conditions 
or acts, with the intention of intensifying the humiliation
that had already been created by forcing the prisoners
into those acts. This particular form of psychological
abuse — on top of a range of sometimes horrifying
physical abuse — appears to have been calculated 
to have maximum effect, given the prisoners’ 
cultural background.

What does the cold logic of recordkeeping analysis 
tell us about this? Firstly, the pictures were taken by
soldiers, on duty and in the course of their duties. 
From the recordkeeping perspective, the pictures are
records created by public employees in the course of
their employment. This makes them official government
records from the second they were taken. It doesn’t
matter if the guards’ actions recorded in the pictures
were unauthorised or illegal (at the time I am writing this
piece, the court martial of only the first of the guards
accused of this abuse had taken place). It doesn’t matter,
either, if the taking of the pictures, or their release to
media contacts, was also unauthorised or illegal. Nor
does it matter if the pictures were not captured into any
formal recordkeeping system. The records are official.

Secondly, the pictures are not merely a record of the
abuse. That is, from the recordkeeping perspective, 
they are not merely records made in the course of a
particular business process (in this case, the preparation
of prisoners for interrogation). The pictures were taken 
as part of the abuse. They were used  in the abuse 
to intensify its effect in the process of breaking the
prisoners’ wills. In more conventional settings, as any
records manager knows, it is common for records
created early in a business process to be used in
subsequent steps. Often these later uses in the process
are the main reason for creating the record in the first
place. It was the same, it would seem, in Abu Ghraib.

Some of the other pictures we have seen in the media
appear to have been taken by guards concerned at the
abuse going on around them, and have been used in
their reports to superiors. Reporting breaches of military

and humanitarian law by comrades is part of a 
soldier’s duty. There are established processes for the
reporting and investigation of offences and consequent
disciplinary action. So, the guards taking pictures for this
purpose also did so on duty and in the course of their
duties, no matter what personal conflicts of loyalty this
may have involved. Again, from the recordkeeping
perspective, the pictures are, right from the start, official
records made in the course of an identifiable business
process (in this case, whistleblowing).

Things get more complicated when we bear in mind 
that US military units in Iraq are well equipped with
digital cameras and notebook computers with CD
burners. We read of CD-ROMs containing photographs
circulating widely within units, potentially for a variety 
of purposes. How ‘official’ or otherwise this may be
depends on the particular case.

Writing this piece has been difficult. I do not want 
to appear to make light of the human suffering shown 
in these pictures by analysing the abuse of prisoners 
in the same way that one would analyse the process 
of issuing a dog licence.

But it is in the nature of records that they come into
being as a result of human activity — ranging from 
the mundane to the deeply distressing, the proper 
to the illegal, and from the good to the evil. 

A photograph is not merely an image. By definition, 
a photograph is a record of a specific event, place 
and time. (Unless it has been altered — especially in 
the digital age — but that is another story.) Knowing 
who took the photograph and why and how it was 
used is essential to understanding the photograph 
and what it depicts.

David Roberts, 
Director, State Records

Work has begun on the development of a new
exhibition in the State Records Gallery for 2005, 
based on 1000 personal and official photographs 
held in the files of the former Aborigines Welfare 
Board (AWB). The photographs, taken between 
1924 and 1961, are a key resource for Aboriginal 
people affected by State polices and those who 
are researching their family and community history.

Susan Charlton, Creative Producer, Exhibition &
Marketing Projects, is working with Kirsten Thorpe,
Archivist – Aboriginal Liaison to create the exhibition.
Kirsten is an Aboriginal woman from the Worimi 
people of New South Wales, who assists other
Indigenous people to do research through records 
held in the archives. See more about Kirsten’s work 
at State Records in the ‘Q&A’ column, pp 10–12. 

Consultation is the key to the entire exhibition process,
which depends upon the consent, advice and support 
of the Department of Aboriginal Affairs and the wider
Indigenous community.

The exhibition will address the photographs as living
records, which have both compelling histories and
powerful connections to the present. The development
team proposes to move beyond the anonymity of the
Board’s photographic record to honour individuals and
communities with personal histories, before and after 
the Board’s intervention in their lives. 

enquiries: 
Susan Charlton, (02) 8247 8624 
Kirsten Thorpe, (02) 8247 8612

... it is in the nature of records
that they come into being as a 

result of human activity
ranging from the mundane to the deeply

distressing, the proper to the illegal,

and from the good to the evil

In the Realm of the Censors, the exhibition featuring
publications collected by New South Wales censorship
authorities between 1955 and 1982, continues until
January 2005. A new case study on censorship records
related to Ubu Films is now on display within the
exhibition until January 2004.

Ubu Films was a Sydney based collective established 
in 1965, which produced, distributed and exhibited 
local and overseas films, and promoted bands and
events. Records related to Ubu in the censorship records
include film flyers and program notes, a copy of Ubu
News, police reports and news clippings. For more
about Ubu and why they attracted the attention of
concerned citizens and police see pp 7–9.

In the Realm of the Censors exhibition
open until January 2005

State Records Gallery
Sydney Records Centre
2 Globe Street (off George Street)
The Rocks, Sydney

enquiries: (02) 8247 8660

Some people might be offended by material 
displayed in the exhibition. Children under 
18 years of age should be accompanied by 
an adult
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