
Prosecution v. Janis Karpinski 
Overview 

Janis Karpinski is a former Brigadier General in the United States Army who was in charge of 
the 800th Military Police Brigade in the U.S. occupation of Iraq in 2003-2004. Her brigade was in 
charge of managing multiple detention facilities, including one of the most notorious of camps, 
the Abu Ghraib prison.  At the end of 2003, there were serious accusations regarding the 
mistreatment and abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib. It was exposed through photographs 
and testimonies reflecting physical abuses, shame and other degrading treatment conducted by 
the U.S. personnel. Such disclosures created outrage in the international community that led to 
military inquiries.  Karpinski was charged with the fact that she did not supervise prison activities 
properly. Prosecutors believed that, though there was no sign that she herself executed or 
directly ordered the abuse, her withdrawal, lack of supervision and enforcement of standards 
opened the door to a culture of misconduct. The testimony of witnesses suggested she made 
infrequent trips to the prison, abdicated major duties without monitoring, and overlooked abuse.  
She was the commanding officer, thus was held accountable for the behaviors of her 
subordinates. Karpinski refused this by saying that she was a scapegoat and that it was policies 
of interrogation issued by other higher-level military intelligence officers, which she had no 
control of. However, her suspension was followed by a demotion to the rank of colonel and 
official removal of her command, which became one of the most high profile accountability 
measures in the wake of the Abu Ghraib scandal. 

 

Timeline 

●​ 2003 : Karpinski takes command of the 800th MP Brigade in Iraq. 
●​ 2003–2004 :  Reports emerge of abuse, torture, and humiliation of Iraqi detainees at 

Abu Ghraib. 
●​ Jan 2004 :  U.S. Army investigates; Karpinski suspended. 
●​ 2005 :  Demoted to Colonel; she publishes her memoir denying responsibility. 

 

Charges (Rome Statute) 

●​ Article 7 (Crimes Against Humanity)  
●​ Article 8 (War Crimes)  

 



 

Key Terms 

●​ Command Responsibility : Legal doctrine making commanders liable for crimes by 
subordinates if they knew or should have known and failed to act. 

 

●​ Abu Ghraib Scandal :  Prisoner abuse case in Iraq (2003–2004). 

 

●​ Geneva Conventions : International treaties protecting civilians and prisoners of war. 

 

●​ Superior Orders Defense : Argument that a defendant acted under orders of higher 
authority. 

 

Useful Resources 

1.​ https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2024-05/Rome-Statute-eng.pdf 
2.​ https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/middle-east-and-north-africa/middle-east/iraq/ 
3.​ https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/oct/11/iraq.biography 
4.​ https://www.britannica.com/topic/Abu-Ghraib-prison 

 

 

https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2024-05/Rome-Statute-eng.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/middle-east-and-north-africa/middle-east/iraq/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/oct/11/iraq.biography
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Abu-Ghraib-prison

	Prosecution v. Janis Karpinski 
	Overview 
	Timeline 
	Charges (Rome Statute) 
	Key Terms 
	Useful Resources 


