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In 2008 and 2009 further documents on the kind of 'innovative interrogation techniques' routinely 

employed in Guantánamo, Abu Ghraib and Bagram have become public. These interrogation tech-

niques are - also in the opinion of the current US government - to be classified as torture. As these 

techniques are tailored for the purpose of leaving no traces immediately recognisable to the general 

public, they are also known as 'white torture', 'clean torture' or 'no-touch torture'.  The most import-

ant among these documents are the four secret memoranda of the Department of Justice1
 released in 

April 2009 by President Obama, the November 2008 report of the Senate
2
, as well as the confiden-

tial Guantánamo report of the Red Cross3
, which had been kept classified since 2007 and became 

known only later. These documents reveal further details about how deeply psychologists were 

involved in the development and use of 'white torture' techniques. Physicians for Human Rights 

concluded on the basis of the available evidence that “the Senate Armed Services Committee report 

confirms that psychologists were central to the Bush Administration's use of torture”.
4
  Furthermore, 

these documents show the pivotal role psychological experts played in the juridical efforts of the 

Bush Administration towards labelling these techniques as 'harmless', and hence, as not being in 

conflict with the legal prohibition of torture. Already in the years before, more and more details 

became known about the contribution of psychologists to the development of 'novel interrogation 

techniques' by means of  which the will of an interrogatee can be broken in an 'efficient manner'  – 

as well as about their direct participation in such interrogations. Between 2005 and 2008, the 

American Psychological Association (APA) played a significant role in the efforts to lend ethical 

legitimation to these techniques. Essentially, this has been known for some years now, and in May 

2009, it was reaffirmed in detail through the publication of the complete email correspondence of an 

internal task force of the APA which had been established to formulate  ethical standards for the 

contribution of psychologists to these interrogation techniques (Fink, 2009)
5
. The efforts of the APA 

towards providing professional ethical legitimation for the participation of psychologists in the 

particular interrogation practice exercised in Guantánamo were coordinated with the Pentagon in 

order to make them comply with the requirements of the Bush administration. The connections were 

so tight, and the role of the psychologists so central to the development and use of 'innovative 

interrogation techniques', that, after evaluation of these documents, Psychologists for Social Re-
sponsibility as well as Physicians for Human Rights called for independent investigation of the rela-

tions between the APA and the Pentagon.
6
      

 

                                                 
1 http://www.aclu.org/safefree/general/olc_memos.html 

2 http://levin.senate.gov/newsroom/supporting/2009/SASC.DetaineeReport.042209.pdf 

3    http://www.nybooks.com/icrc-report.pdf 

4    http://www.physiciansforhumanrights.org/library/news-2009-05-05.html 

5 http://documents.propublica.org/e-mails-from-the-american-psychological-association-s-task-force-on-ethics-and-

national-security#p=1 

6 http://www.physiciansforhumanrights.org/library/news-2009-05-05.html, 

http://www.psysr.org/about/pubs_resources/Questions_for_APA.php 
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In 2007, these developments attracted wider public interest when the APA declared that with espect 

to the development of 'alternative interrogation techniques' and the training of interrogation experts 

“psychologists have valuable contributions to make toward the goals of preventing violence and 

protecting our nation's security through interrogation processes .” Since not only the particular case 

of Guantánamo is at issue here, but also an entire era in the history of psychology, in which the 

psychological profession was instrumental to the development of 'white torture' techniques, I will 

begin with a brief reminder of some aspects that are crucial for a proper understanding of these 

developments. 

 

The absolute prohibition of torture in international law 

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 5 proclaims that “No one shall be subjected to 

torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.” Accordingly, the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms from 1953, The Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political Rights from 1976 and the UN Convention against Torture 
and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment from 1984 prohibit acts of 

torture including threats of torture. Furthermore, a person must not be transferred into “another state 

where there are substantial grounds for believing that he would be in danger of being subjected to 

torture.” 

 

Torture is “any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally 

inflicted on a person”. Such a definition is without doubt fuzzy, incomplete and hence deficient both 

in terms of the legal theory and practice. This, however, is a rather common state of affairs that is 

also encountered in the development of legal frameworks for dealing with slavery, genocide and 

other crimes against humanity. With its focus on an extreme form of cruel and degrading treatment, 

though, this definition of a violation of human rights is a first attempt to reach, in face of the 

historical experiences, a legal consensus beyond which the international community should under 

no circumstances fall back. Thus, it is the brute facts of our history rather than theoretical 

considerations of legal theory that make it mandatory to prohibit any exceptions to the prohibition 

of torture. The absolute nature of the prohibition of torture is unequivocally formulated in the UN 

Convention from 1984: “No exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a state of war or a 

threat or war, internal political instability or any other public emergency, may be invoked as a justi-

fication of torture” (cf. Nowak & McArthur, 2008). The absolute prohibition of torture constitutes 

an indispensable and inalienable core element both of the universal protection of human rights and 

international humanitarian law. 

 

Between the intent of these normative laws and the actual state of affairs remains, however, a deep 

gap. As Amnesty International concluded in their 1973 Report on Torture, the practice of torture has 

reached epidemic proportions. Torture, which was relegated to a niche existence for a long period of 

time, “has suddenly developed a life of its own and become a social cancer.” In 2007, Amnesty 
International documented cases of systematic torture in more than 81 countries. 

 

The absolute prohibition of torture stems from a concept of law and constitution according to which 

only such methods for establishing the truth can be employed which enable the interrogatee to parti-

cipate. The truth must not be pursued at any cost and with all means but must be sought within the 

bounds of regulated, fair proceedings governed by the rule of law, within which the defendant is 

respected as a autonomous subject rather than being reduced to a mere vehicle for ascertaining the 

truth. The act of torture reduces a person to a mere tool for the purposes of the state. Due to this 

complete instrumentalisation, the dignity and autonomy of the victim are violated or annihilated to 

such an extent that the mere possibility of it being sanctioned by law would undermine the very 
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foundations of a constitutional democraticy. The absolute priority of the prohibition of torture can 

therefore never be questioned within a democratic rule of law without jeopardising the democratic 

rule of law itself. The absolute prohibition of torture is the very defining feature that set democratic 

constitutions apart from totalitarian regimes.  

 

Thus, torture is an assault on a legal right that is of absolute, not of relative value. The prohibition 

of torture does not allow for any exceptions – not even in a state of emergency threatening the exist-

ence of the nation – and it cannot be traded off against other legal rights. Accordingly, it draws an 

absolute constitutional line that cannot be transgressed by a nation's right to self defence and its 

quest for security. Due to the totalitarian temptation inevitably inherent in a state's claim to sover-

eignty, this absolute priority is bound to appear as unreasonable demand viewed from the per-

spective of a state, as it puts constraints on governmental actions that are beyond its own authority 

and control. Since even democratic states are prone to view the absolute character of the prohibition 

of torture as an unreasonable limitation of their claims to power and security, different efforts have 

been directed towards softening or disposing of it. The most radical move is to label the absolute-

ness of the prohibition of torture as unwarranted – a lapse of reason in legal philosophy, as it were. 

The Harvard professor of law Alan Dershowitz criticised the “smug, self-satisfied willingness to 

condemn torture openly” (McCoy, 2006, p 178). Given that torture happens to be in widespread use 

and had to be regarded as unavoidable in situations of extreme threats to security, one ought to 

regulate its practice by law. The prohibition of balancing other legal interests against the prohibition 

of torture is considered quixotic and unrealistic and the state should have the opportunity subordin-

ate issues of human rights to security needs when human lives can be saved. To impart apparent 

credibility to this view, hypothetical extreme situations – ticking-bomb scenarios – are construed to 

create a conflict between moral and legal questions (see Brecher, 2007, and Ginbar, 2008, for 

critical discussions of ticking-bomb arguments). With their appeal to a moral 'common-sense', such 

scenarios aim to make preventive torture as a precaution against an imagined threat appear justified. 

At the same time, the general public is accustomed to governmental norm-breaking by inducing, via 

the the mass media, a state of anxiety. Dershowitz and others propose the introduction of court-

ordered torture (“rescue torture”) that is only to be used when strict criteria are met – by which, of 

course, always those criteria are meant that are tailored to the state's own interests.
7
 Although the 

idea to legally regulate preventive torture by deriving general legal norms from fictitious extreme 

cases is an abstruse jurisprudential construction, and although a corresponding 'torture law' would 

be such that one could determine only in hindsight whether its application was legal, this idea has 

found numerous supporters also in German jurisprudence (e.g. Brugger, 2006; Erb, 2005; Merkel, 

2008). These jurisprudential efforts aim to create conceptual distinctions and 'nuances' that are 

suitable for providing a conceptual framework which opens up the possibility of trading off  

violations of human dignity against national security interests. 

 

 

Euphemisms for torture 

 

A further strategy used by democratic states to rid themselves of the restrictions on security 

demands is to sidestep the absolute prohibition by introducing suitable definitions.  Given the 

absolute prohibition of torture, advocates of an interrogation practice that approves of torture-like 

                                                 
7 Amnesty International (1973, p. 22) again makes clear that justification attempts appealing to strictly regulated 

exceptional scenarios are but mere propaganda: “History shows that torture is never limited to 'just once'; 'just once' 

becomes once again – becomes a practice and finally an institution. As soon as its use is permitted once, as for 

example in one of the extreme circumstances like a bomb, it is logical to use it on people who might plant bombs, or 

on people who might think of planting bombs, or on people who defend the kind of person who might think of 

planting bombs ...”.   
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methods are impelled to construe the methods of interrogation such that they can slip through the 

semantic chinks between proper torture and cruel, degrading treatment. This definitional moves aim 

at providing conceptual frameworks by which certain interrogation techniques are supposed to  

escape a legal categorisation as proper torture. The US Department of Justice  during the Bush gov-

ernment, for instance, maintained that actions must be of an extreme kind in order to qualify as 

proper torture; physical pain under torture had to be just as intense as the pain from severe physical 

injuries or organ failure; the application of pain less extreme, would be, technically speaking, not 

proper torture but rather mere inhuman and degrading behaviour, and would therefore not fall under 

the legal sanctions against torture. The UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment from 1984, however, makes it plain, that there is no such 

distinction (Novak & MacArthur, 2006; Nowak & MacArthur, 2008) by which the absolutness of 

the legal prohibition of torture can be circumvented. 

 

Amnesty International (1973, p. 30) observed that: “Given that the word 'torture' conveys and idea 

repugnant to humanity, there is a strong tendency by torturers to call it by another name.” The same 

holds for the notions of 'terrorism', 'crimes of war', or 'crimes against humanity'. These concepts are 

tacitly used in an asymmetric manner: They denote the crimes of others, while different concepts are 

used for the same actions of one's own. Also in the case of torture: It is always the others who 

torture. We merely revert to 'extraordinary measures' and see ourselves legitimated by motives that 

carry their justification in themselves, such as 'self defence', 'the promotion of democratic values', or 

'national security interests'. 

 

Thus, the use interrogation techniques that amount to torture in democratic states is always accom-

panied by efforts to obfuscate it by using euphemisms. France labelled its use of mass torture in the 

Algerian War as “special interrogation techniques” that were necessary to gain “vital informations” 

in the war against the “terrorism” of the FLN (see Maran, 1996; Branche, 2004; Rejali, 2007; 

Lazreg, 2008). Israel describes its interrogation techniques as “moderate physical pressure” and 

“non-violent psychological pressure” (see Biletzki, 2001; B'Tselem, 2007; PCATI, 2007, 2008). 

Great Britain labelled their interrogation techniques used in the Northern Ireland conflict as “inter-

rogation in depth”. In the course of these interrogation techniques, also known as the “five tech-

niques”, the men were forced to stand  with their legs apart for up to 16 hours (so called “stress 

positions”), their heads covered with opaque hoods, while their cells were flooded with noise 

similar to that of a jack-hammer (Rejali, 2007, p. 373). As the British Medical Association (1986, p. 

16) observed, the “hooding and the continuous noise were designed not to isolate the men from each 

other but as a deliberate method of producing mental disorientation and confusion.” Furthermore, 

they were not allowed to sleep for up to 70 hours. According to Shallice (1972), psychologists were 

significantly involved in the development of these techniques. In the conception of the “five 

techniques”, a strategy for side-stepping the prohibition of torture becomes apparent: The inter-

rogation techniques are assembled from modular parts that each on its own is designed to not yet 

qualify as torture, but in a suitable combination will be able to break the willpower of the captive 

(see Rejali, 2007, p. 568 on this “systematic clustering of clean torture techniques”).   

 

The efforts to make torture invisible to the general public through the modular assembly of suitably 

designed components that, taken isolation, not immediately recognisable as torture, is a con-

sequence of the more comprehensive public control in democratic states. Accordingly, the 

development of the interrogation techniques known as clean torture, no-touch torture, stealth 
torture, white torture or psychological torture are closely tied to the development of the democratic 

state. “Historically, clean torture and democracy go hand in hand” as a comprehensive study by 

Rejali (2007, p. 44) shows. The face of torture has changed in the course of these developments: 

“Every effort is made to leave no marks.” (Amnesty International, 1973, p. 29). 
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This is the background against which the interrogation techniques used by the US between 2002 and 

2008 – that were labelled as “enhanced” and “hard” interrogation techniques, or “alternative set of 

procedures”  – must be considered. According to the Bybee-Gonzales Memorandum (Greenberg & 

Dratel, 2005, p. 151 ff.; Sands, 2008, p. 73 ff.), an interrogation technique can only be classified as 

torture when it involves pain “equivalent in intensity to the pain accompanying serious physical 

injury, such as organ failure, impairment of bodily function, or even death”, and even then only 

when the pain was not merely a consequence of the interrogation techniques but rather their “precise 

objective”. Accordingly, there would be a broad spectrum of techniques “that though they might 

constitute cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment fail to rise to the level of torture”. 

The Department of Justice drew on the expertise of psychologists when it declared these “enhanced 

interrogation techniques”, including waterboarding, as harmless and scientifically well-founded in 

terms of efficiency. This definition of torture was also tacitly adopted by the APA in their resolution 

from August 2007
8
, as they limited the list of interrogation techniques psychologists should not 

participate in to those “that represents significant pain or suffering in a manner that a reasonable 

person would judge to cause lasting harm.” 

 

Meanwhile, the “innovative interrogation techniques” considered legal by the US administration are 

also known to the general public and encompasses a plethora of different modular components by 

means of which the personality of the captive was to be shattered. Beyond the systematic use of 

techniques involving cultural and sexual degradation – such as forcing Muslim captives to undress 

in the presence of female soldiers, wear lingerie and perform dog tricks – techniques had been 

employed that were described in the 2007 classified Guantánamo report of the Red Cross under 

headings such as suffocation by water, prolonged stress standing, beating and kicking, confinement 
in a box, prolonged nudity, sleep deprivation and use of loud music, exposure to cold temperature/ 
cold water, threats,  and deprivation/restricted provision of solid food. The corresponding tech-

niques in the interrogation instructions for Guantánamo are treated under the headings of “Degrada-
tion Tactics“, “Physical Debilitation Tactics“, “Isolation and Monopolization of Perception Tactics“ 

and ”Demonstrated Omnipotence Tactics“. The Behaviour Management Plan9
 was essentially 

designed by psychologists. 

 

 

The contributions of psychology to the development of techniques of 'white torture'. 

 

Which contributions can psychology make for the development of 'interrogation techniques' that do 

not necessarily qualify as torture when used in isolation but which yield at least the same result as 

physical torture when suitably combined? 

 

Among these contributions, of particular relevant are those provided by research on sensory 

deprivation. Most notably Donald O. Hebb (see McCoy, 2005, p. 41 ff., 2007), who was one of the 

leading figures in psychology at the time, was heavily involved in the the studies of sensory 

deprivation performed in the fifties. Hebb reported that the identity of the subject began to disinteg-

rate after he was blindfolded and wore soundproof ear muffs and clothing designed to block the 

sense of touch for 2-3 days. In this way, Hebb was able to put, within 48 hours, the person in a state 

akin to psychosis which usually started off with hallucinations and ended with psychological or 

                                                 
8 Reaffirmation of the American Psychological Association Position Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment and Its Application to Individuals Defined in the United States Code as „Enemy 

Combatants“. http://www.apa.org/governance/resolutions/councilres0807.html. 

9 http://www.wikileaks.org/wiki/Changes_in_Guantanamo_Bay_SOP_manual_(2003-2004), http://wikileaks. 

org/wiki/Guantanamo_document_confirms_psychological_torture. 
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even physical breakdown. The actual intention behind Hebb's confidential experiments – which  

were initially funded by the Canadian Department of National Defence – were disguised by 

allegedly studying the effect of very monotonous work on the workers' performance. 

 

Although Hebb's works is a particularly important example, it is merely one among a plethora of 

studies that aimed at understanding how the psychological resistance and the willpower of a person 

can be broken (see e.g. Bejamin, 2007 a, b). In the early fifties, in an atmosphere shaped by the cold 

war, the Secret Service and the Pentagon provided generous funding for investigating the opportun-

ities both for the manipulation of the masses and of individual minds. Psychology played a central 

role in this so-called MKUltra programme (McCoy, 2005, p. 36 ff.). As early as 1977, as the first 

details of this program became known through investigations of the Senate, the participation of 

many reputable psychologists were published in an article in the APA Monitor (Greenfield, 1977).  

Later, further insights into the classified MKUltra project were gained, showing how broadly aca-

demic psychology was involved (see Marks, 1979). Within MKUltra there was also interest in drugs 

and  rather bizarre means which one regarded as promising for systematically manipulate con-

sciousness. Psychological research now suggested that this can be accomplished in a much simpler 

way. Albert Biderman, in his work on the development of “improved interrogation techniques” from 

1959, which summarised the pertinent psychological research from the fifties, observed that psy-

chological torture is the ideal means to break a captive, because “isolation has the same effect on the 

brain function of the captive as physical violence, hunger or sleep deprivation” (Biederman, 1959, 

see also 1960). The relevant work of Biderman were also used in the training of interrogation 

specialists - “an in-depth class on Biderman's Principles - in Guantánamo (New York Times, July 2
nd

, 

2008). To break a person's will, it suffices to deprive him of all human contact, to disorient him, to 

disrupt his biological rhythms and subject him to great stress. By using a suitable combination of 

very simple elementary techniques, such as disorientation, sleep deprivation, sensory deprivation, or 

degrading, the subject's psychological integrity swiftly disintegrates, he quickly regresses to an 

infantile stage and his will is broken. 

 

Biederman's work was recommended as fundamental in the authoritative CIA interrogation manual 

KUBARK, which appeared in 1963 and became known through the Freedom of Information Act. 
This manual takes advantage of the results of long-time and intensive psychological research. 

According to KUBARK, Biderman's book has “the added advantage of incorporating the findings 

and views of a number of scholars and specialists in subjects closely related to interrogation. As the 

frequency of citation indicates, this book was one of the most useful works consulted; few 

KUBARK interrogators would fail to profit from reading it” (CIA, 1963, XI, 3). 

 

The KUBARK manual (CIA, 1963;see also McCoy, 2005, p. 49 ff.) describes meticulously and at 

the forefront of psychological research how a persons will may best be broken, and how the emo-

tional and affective vulnerability of the individual may be used to this end when his personality 

structure and his infantile history of bonding is carefully considered.  There is evidence suggesting 

that this manual was written in cooperation with psychologists (see Gray & Zielinski, 2006). The 

Human Resource Exploitation Training Manual (CIA, 1983; see also McCoy, 2005, p. 66 ff.), which 

was primarily used in the training of South American 'interrogation specialists' is also based on 

KUBARK: 

 

„The purpose of all coercive techniques is to induce psychological regression in the subject by bringing a 

superior outside force to bear on his will to resist. Regression is basically a loss of autonomy, a reversion to 

an earlier behavioral level. As the subject subject regresses, his learned personality traits fall away in reverse 

chronological order. He begins to lose the capacity to carry out the highest creative activities, to deal with 

complex situations, or to cope with stressful interpersonal relationships or repeated frustrations“ (CIA, 

1983). 
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The KUBARK manual serves as the basis for the training of interrogation techniques until this day. 

In a more recent report, the experts of the US Department of Defence recommended the use of the 

KUBARK manual as a starting point for the development of new interrogation techniques. “A care-

ful examination of the KUBARK manual yields a wealth of potentially valuable concepts that either 

have the potential for immediate application in the development of a next generation of tactics, 

techniques, and procedures for educing information or that warrant further study by relevant profes-

sionals“ (Kleinman, 2006, p. 137). 

 

The KUBARK manual begins by stating that the scientific work on interrogation techniques “is of 

sufficient importance and relevance that it is no longer possible to discuss interrogation significantly 

without reference to the psychological research conducted in the past decade” (CIA, 1963, p. 2). 

And it assures the trainees in 'innovative interrogation techniques' that these psychological tech-

niques can be learned easily; to become a “craftsman” of interrogation “sounds harder than it is.”  

The KUBARK manual describes in detail the 'optimal' combinations and effects of the recommen-

ded techniques. Among these techniques is “by persistent manipulation of time, by retarding and 

advancing clocks and serving meals at odd times -- ten minutes or ten hours after the last food was 

given. Day and night are jumbled.” These manipulations will likely drive the interrogatee “deeper 

and deeper into himself, until he is no longer able to control his responses in adult fashion.”  

 
„The capacity for resistance is diminished by disorientation. The subject may be left alone for days; and he 

may be returned to his cell, allowed to sleep for five minutes, and brought back to an interrogation which is 

conducted as though eight hours had intervened.  The principle is that sessions should be so planned as to 

disrupt the source’s sense of chronological order“ (CIA, 1963, 

VII, C, 5, p. 49 ff.). 

 

Once the interrogatees have lost orientation, one may proceed to the second level – self-inflicted 

pain – for instance by forcing them to maintain unnatural bodily postures for hours. In this phase, 

the aim is to convince the interrogatee that he is himself responsible for his pain, and that it is up to 

himself to free himself from it. Further recommended techniques are sleep deprivation, hooding, 

loud music as  well as sexual and cultural humiliation. 

 
„A subject who is cut off from the world he knows seeks to recreate it, in some measure, in the new and 

strange environment. He may try to keep track of time, to live in the familiar past, to cling to old concepts of 

loyalty, to establish – with one or more interrogators – interpersonal relations resembling those that he has 

had earlier with other people, and to build other bridges back to the known. Thwarting his attempts to do so 

is likely to drive him deeper and deeper into himself, until he is no longer able to control his responses in 

adult fashion“ (CIA, 1963, VIII, C). 

 

According to KUBARK, it is particularly important to make the world experienced by the interrog-

atee as unpredictable and chaotic as possible. Corresponding techniques, by means of which experi-

ences similar to psychosis can to be induced, are referred to as Alice in Wonderland techniques. 

 
“The aim of the Alice in Wonderland or confusion technique is to confound the expectations and 

conditioned reactions of the interrogatee. He is accustomed to a world that makes sense, at least to him: a 

world of continuity and logic, a predictable world. He clings to this world to reinforce his identity and 

powers of resistance. The confusion technique is designed not only to obliterate the familiar, but to replace it 

with the weird…as the process continues, day after day as necessary, the subject begins to try to make sense 

of the situation, which becomes mentally intolerable…he is likely to make significant admissions, or even to 

pour out his story“ (CIA, 1963, VIII, C, 9). 

 

The objective of an interrogation is to trigger a process of regression, in which the interrogatee falls 
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back to earlier developmental stages. To achieve this, sensory deprivation is recommended as par-

ticularly well-suited. 

 

„The deprivation of stimuli induces regression by depriving the subject’s mind of contact with an outer 

world and thus forcing it in upon itself. At the same time, the calculated provision of stimuli during 

interrogation tends to make the regressed subject view the interrogator as a father-figure. The result, 

normally, is a strengthening of the subject’s tendencies toward compliance“ (CIA, 1963, IX, E, 4). 

 

In suitable combination with further techniques, sensory deprivation swiftly leads to disintegration 

of a person's identity and breaks his will: “The interrogatee's mature defenses crumbles as he 

becomes more childlike”. 

 

After the events of 2001, the psychological research efforts directed towards the development of 

'optimal' interrogation techniques were intensified again, using the KUBARK manual as a basis. An 

interrogation technique is considered to be optimal when it the will of even the strongest personalit-

ies can be broken by it and when, at the same time, its component are not regarded as proper torture 

by the general public. In this manner, considerable 'refinements' regarding the 'optimal' combination 

of different techniques were made. Particularly the realm of sexual and cultural humiliation 

provided a broad spectrum of 'creative'  innovations. In the Guantánamo protocols, some of these 

'creative methods' are referred to as Pride and Ego down, Fear Up Harsh, Futility or Invasion of 
Space by a Female. The harsh reality behind these terms can be gleaned from the meticulously 

recorded interrogation protocols of the captive Mohamed al-Kahtani (who was deprived of sleep for 

50 days, only interrupted by the smallest intervals).
10

 The module Pride and Ego Down includes 

such 'innovative' interrogation techniques as “forced urination on self, forced nakedness, sexual 

humiliation, religious humiliation humiliation, being led naked on a leash, being forced to bark like 

a dog“. Mayer (2009, p. 275) cites a “former US former U.S. Official, with access to details of the 

interrogation program“ stating that „What mattered was things done in combination“, and 

emphasising „that few outsiders truly understood the overwhelming power of the program.“ 

 

The nature of these techniques reveals yet again what is discernible in all situations of systematic 

governmental practice of torture: Behind the rhetoric that torture is in the service of gaining security 

relevant intelligence information, torture predominantly aims to discipline, humiliate and demean 

certain – mostly ethnically defined – groups (see e.g. Rejali, 2007; Lazreg, 2008) and to destroy 

their social and cultural identity. While attempts to justify 'enhanced interrogation techniques' typic-

ally refer to alleged needs of gaining security information, history shows that the use of torture is 

primarily in the service of the state's control of power and as a tool for controlling those who pose a 

threat to the the current system. A corresponding loophole for the application of 'interrogation 

techniques' can also be found in the August 2007 APA resolution which prohibits the participation in 

the use of interrogation techniques similar to torture only in the case that the techniques are used 

“for the purposes of eliciting information in an interrogation process“.  

 

The interrogation technique used in Guantánamo were devised by psychologists, primarily by a 

psychological firm, Mitchell, Jessen & Associates, in which also a past president of the American 
Psychological Association – Joseph Marazzo – was involved. Marazzo also served in a CIA com-

mittee at the same time
11

.  This company specialised in the training of interrogation experts and had 

presumably devised the interrogation programs for the 'black sites', to which captives are transferred 

to make the use of special interrogation practices possible. This constitutes an outsourcing of torture 

                                                 
10 http://www.time.com/time/2006/log/log.pdf; regarding al-Kahtani see 

 Mayer (2008, p. 190 ff.). 

11 see Eban (2007), Soldz (2008). 
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to states in which public reactions are not likely to be an issue. The company drew on the training 

programme “Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape” (SERE) which was developed during the 

Korean War to enable soldiers to resist extreme forms of mistreatment and interrogations in captiv-

ity.  Mitchell, Jessen & Associates reverse-engineered this program and used it as a basis for devel-

oping 'innovative interrogation techniques' (see Eban, 2007; Benjamin, 2007b; Soldz, Olson, 

Reisner, Arrigo & Welch, 2008;Mayer, 2008, p. 157 ff.; Miles, 2009, p. 187 ff.). In September 2002 

a meeting between psychologists from the SERE program (some of which were members of the 

APA) and the interrogation specialists responsible for  Guantánamo bay took place in a SERE train-

ing camp in Fort Bragg in Alabama. 

 

Mitchell and Jessen had participated in a symposium on 'innovative' interrogation techniques 

prompted by the detention of the (low-ranking) Al-Qaeda member Abu Zubaydah (who, as recently 

became known, was subjected to waterboarding 83 times)  and organised by the Pentagon and the 

CIA. A major event at this symposium was a three-hour talk given by Martin Seligman on 'learned 

helplessness' and on techniques by which it can be induced
12

. On the basis of this, Mitchell and 

Jessen developed an interrogation concept for Abu Zubaydah – amongst other things a 'dog box', in 

which he was forced to lie in fetal position, his ability to move and breathe extremely impeded for 

several days. James Mitchell proclaimed that inducing a state of 'learned helplessness' (in fact it was 

about the even more devastating state of 'learned hopelessness') was a central part of 'innovative 

interrogation techniques'. The importance of inducing such a state of helplessness and loss of 

control in interrogations has already been pointed out by Orne (1961, p. 206): 

 
“... conditions of interrogation are sometimes conducive to a regression on the part of the source. The inter-

rogator can exercise complete control of the source’s physical being – his primitive needs such as elimina-

tion, eating, and sleeping, and even bodily postures. He is also in a position to reward or punish any 

predetermined activity on the part of the captive. This tends to create a situation where the individual feels 

unable to observe any control over himself. This extreme loss of control is handled in a variety of ways, one 

of which is regression to a childlike state of dependence on and identification with the aggressor. ... 

Complying “voluntarily“ for such cases is less threatening, and may be regarded by them as less shameful, 

than losing control completely over their actions.“ 

 

Not only the development of 'innovative interrogation techniques' but also the interrogations them-

selves where performed under the supervision of psychologists. As an example, the interrogations of 

Mohamed al-Kahtani, which mostly went on for 20 hours a day, was, according to the protocols, 

supervised by the APA member John Leso (see also Olsen, Soldz & Davis, 2008). 

 

 

Torture and the American Psychological Association 

 

After it became increasingly known how much the system of 'innovative interrogation techniques' in 

worldwide use rested on the participation of psychologists, from 2005 on, the APA was put under 

public pressure to comment on whether this kind of participation were compatible with the profes-

sional principles of psychologists. As can be expected, the APA repeatedly proclaimed that they 

strongly disapprove of any kind of torture. However, they stressed that there is not only a moral 

obligation to protect individuals from harm, but also the nation.
13

 In cases of conflict, both were to 

be weighed against each other (“need to balance psychologists' responsibility to individuals and to 

society”). And concerning the welfare of the nation, psychologist have, in the view of the APA, quite 

                                                 
12 Mayer (2008, p. 164). 

13 It is a principle gained from the Nürnberger Doctor's Trial that no form of collectively oriented ethic can suspend or 

be weighed against the healthcare profession's commitment to the individual (see e.g. Amnesty International French 

Medical Commision, 1989; Ebbinghaus & Dörner, 2001). 
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a lot to offer by means of which security-relevant intelligence may be obtained. In June 2006, the 

director of APA's ethics office, Stephen Behnke, said that “helping military interrogators made a 

valuable contribution because it was part of an effort to prevent terrorism“ (New York Times, June 

7
th

, 2006). In their September 2007 statement Psychology and Interrogations, the APA stressed that 

“Psychologists have important contributions to make in eliciting information that can be used to 

prevent violence and protect our nation’s security.”
14

 As late as May 2009, the APA member and as 

of 2005 member of the Task Force on Psychological Ethics and National Security Bryce Lefever 

defended the SERE-based interrogation techniques and stated that: “Any time the rights of the indi-

vidual are placed above what is best for the community, it is, by definition, unethical or immoral.“
15

  

 

In 2005, prompted by the enduring public and professional discussions about the role of psycholo-

gists in these kind of interrogations, the APA directorate decided to establish a Task Force on 
Psychological Ethics and National Security (PENS) that was to formulate ethical standards for the 

participation in these interrogations. In the report of this task force, published in June 2005, torture 

and inhumane and degrading treatment was condemned, and the participation of psychologists was 

declared incompatible with the profession's ethical principles. Tacitly, though, the limited definition 

of torture used by the Department of Justice was used. Consequently, interrogation techniques 

declared legal by the Department of Justice were not affected. Furthermore, in cases of doubt – i.e. 

the purported ethical conflict between the welfare of the individual and the security interest of the 

nation – the option to act according to national requirements was considered justified (“if the 

conflict cannot be resolved ... psychologists may adhere to the requirements of the law”).
16

  

 

The position of the designated president of the APA Gerhard P. Koocher concerning international 

conventions on human rights is revealed by an in-house email of the task force from July 30
th

 2005:  

 
„I have long had a sense of frustration with ,international law‘. In particular, many nations have shown a 

preoccupation to promulgate grand statements of human rights principles, with no teeth, no financial 

support, and contradictory actions. …I have zero interest in entangling APA with the nebulous, toothless, 

contradictory, and obfuscatory treaties that comprise ,international law‘. Rather, I prefer to see APA take 

principled stands on policy issues where psychology has some scientific basis for doing so.“ 

 

In another in-house email dated May 6
th

, Koocher yet again circumscribed the goal of the assign-

ment of the task force by stating his position on the role of psychologists in interrogations: 

 
„The goal of such psychologists’ work will ultimately be the protection of others (i. e., innocents) by 

contributing to the incarceration, debilitation, or even death of the potential perpetrator, who will often 

remain unaware of the psychologists’ involvement.“ 

 

The staffing of the task force was successfully kept secret for a fairly long period of time. Only later 

it became known how the members of the committee were selected, what connections they had with 

the Pentagon and how the work and the recommendations of the task force were manipulated and 

determined by the Pentagon and the APA chair (Soldz, 2006; Arrigo, 2007; Fink, 2009). Five out of 

the nine voting members of the task force were army psychologists and recognised experts on 

'innovative interrogation' and SERE techniques; some were in charge of the planning and supervi-

sion of interrogations in Iraq,  Afghanistan and Guantánamo. For instance, the leader of the Behavi-

                                                 
14 http://www.apa.org/ethics/statement092107.html. 

15 http://psychoanalystsopposewar.org/blog/2009/05/04/apaethics- 

 policy-maker-endorses-torture/. 

16 http://www.apa.org/releases/PENSTaskForceReportFinal. 

 pdf; s. a. Miles (2009, S. 190). 
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oral Science Consultation Team (BSCT) in Guantánamo belonged to the task force.
17

 According to 

APA president Koocher the task force members were selected because of their expertise –  “they had 

special knowledge to contribute”.   

 

In his his February 2006 President's Column 'Speaking against torture', Koocher called those who 

did nor share the position of the APA concerning the involvement of psychologists in 'innovative 

interrogation techniques' “opportunistic commentators masquerading as scholars.” 

 

In accordance with the recommendations of the Task Force, a resolution was passed at the yearly 

conference of the APA in June 2007, that – like earlier resolutions against the use of torture tech-

niques in interrogations – militated against the participation of psychologists. At first sight, the 

resolution and the press releases of the APA may convey the impression that the APA always have 

maintained an unequivocal position regarding the involvement of psychologist in the use of inter-

rogation techniques similar to torture. In actual fact, though, the APA did not deem it necessary to 

declare the participation of psychologists as unethical, even after details about the kind of interroga-

tion techniques used in Guantánamo became known. A closer look at the carefully chosen formula-

tions in the APA statement reveals the loopholes allowing for such a participation (see Benjamin, 

2007c; Woolf, 2007; Valtin, 2007). In its definition of torture, the resolution followed the termino-

logy prescribed by the Bush administration exactly, defining torture so extremely narrowly that the 

resolution does not apply to all of the already mentioned so-called 'innovative interrogation tech-

niques' such as those used in Guantánamo (even though, at this point of time, many lines of evid-

ence already documented the grave and systematic acts of torture committed in Guantánamo). The 

persisting public pressure forced the APA to make further clarifications (see Olsen, Soldz & Davis, 

2008; Arrigo & Long, 2008). Early in 2008, the APA deemed it necessary to state their position on 

the participation of psychologists in 'enhanced interrogations' more precisely, but again their formu-

lations left so much room for interpretation that nothing would rule out the participation of APA 

psychologists in Guantánamo or Bagram. After an increasing amount of details regarding the parti-

cipation of psychologists in interrogations amounting to torture became known and the public 

pressure increased, the APA announced – as a 'significant change' in its position, that psychologists 

may no more be involved in the violation of captives' human rights.
18

  

 

In the announcements published since then, however, the APA gave the impression that the discus-

sion about 'white torture techniques' does not concern them – that only misconduct on the part of 

individual 'black sheep' are at issue, and that their disapproval of such techniques has always been 

unambiguous. At the same time, though, the APA has expressed that it does not share the position of 

the American Psychiatric Association and other professional organisations in the health sector
19

 – 

who forbid their members the participation in such interrogations because it violates ethical 

principles of their profession – and does not regard this resolution against the participation of 

psychologists in interrogations amounting to torture as a binding constituent of  their guidelines: 

”The petition would not become part of the APA Ethics Code nor be enforceable as are prohibitions 

                                                 
17 http://www.webster.edu/peacepsychology/tfpens.html; see also http://valtinsblog.blogspot.com/2009/04/how-apa-

made-pactwith-dod-cia-over.html, http://valtinsblog.blogspot.com/2009/05/apa-ethics-policymaker-clarifies.html. 

18 Letter from APA president Alan E. Kazdin to Bush: „…I am writing to you to inform you and your administration of 

a significant change in our association’s policy that limits the roles of psychologists in certain unlawful detention 

settings where the human rights of detainees are being violated …“. http://www.apa.org/releases/kazdin-to-

bush1008.pdf. 

19 „In the 7 years since the American Psychological Association adopted an ethics code that set aside the Nuremberg 

ethic, neither the American Medical Association nor the American Psychiatric Association has followed its lead. 

Other major health care organizations have continued their leadership in the opposite direction, reminding their 

members and the world of the moral necessity of Nuremberg’s fundamental ethic for health care professionals.“ 

(Pope & Gutheil, 2009) 
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set forth in the Ethics Code.“
20

 

 

On the occasion of 2009 yearly conference of the APA, the U. N. Special Rapporteur on Torture 
Manfred Nowak requested that the APA should start taking their own resolutions seriously and draw 

the necessary conclusions.
21

 In a letter to the APA president James Bray, he once again reminded of 

the „now public record of psychologists‘ involvement in the design, supervision, implementation, 

and legitimization of a regime of physical and psychological torture at US military and intelligence 

facilities.“ Given the efforts of the APA leaders to bypass the extant resolutions, and their reluctance 

to take professional legal action even in unambiguously proven cases of psychologists participating 

in torture
22

, Nowak warns that: „Every day that you delay invoking the referendum is another day 

where psychologists are, by their presence and participation in these operations, acquiescing in 

human rights violations.“ 

 

To this day, the APA has failed to take responsibility for their legitimation of the torture techniques 

used.
23

 Rather, their arguments follow a path well-trodden in the history of the subject: When the 

state uses torture, the members of participating professions supporting this activity devote substan-

tial efforts towards downplaying their actions and creating a “culture of impunity” (Rejali, 2007). 

 

McCoy (2007) sees these patterns perpetuating themselves over decades: „For over half a century, 

from the Cold War to the War on Terror, psychology has served the U.S. Intelligence community as 

a secret weapon in wars against its ideological enemies.“ This intimate tie is still there. In particular 

the so-called cognitive neurosciences have caught the interest of the CIA and the Department of 

Defence. The report Emerging Cognitive Neuroscience and Related Technologies of the National 
Research Council (2008) details the ”potential intelligence and military applications of cognitive 

neuroscience“ (p. 100 ff.). The U. S. Army Research Office and the Defence Advanced Research 
Projects Agency (DARPA) support neuroscience research projects on a large scale as a part of the 

“war against terrorism”. These projects are among other things designed to explore ways of 'mind 

reading' and 'brain fingerprinting' using fMRI techniques. Cognitive scientists argue that torture 

techniques will become superfluous when the thoughts of terrorists can be detected with fMRI 

techniques (Marks, 2007). 

 

 

Psychological torture and the responsibility of the scientist 

 

The techniques of psychological torture labelled 'innovative interrogation techniques' were devised 

to bypass the absolute prohibition of torture in international law. This can only be done by confining 

the notion of torture to the strongest intentionally inflicted pain. Such a redefinition, however – as 

                                                 
20 http://www.apa.org/governance/resolutions/qa-work-settings.html. In a letter to the APA president James A. Bray 

dated August 4th 2009 a number of former intelligence and army officers declare: „If the American Psychological 

Association (APA) retains Section 1.02 in its Ethics Code, the APA will place itself in opposition to some of the best 

traditions of the American military profession. Section 1.02 of the APA Ethics Code undermines not only the good 

order and discipline of military and intelligence professionals who happen also to be psychologists, but also their 

responsibilities under official military doctrine and professional military ethics. This section of the APA code entails 

an exemption that a psychologist can follow an order from a government employer even if it is otherwise 

contraindicated by the APA code. This section of the APA code disregards the Nuremberg Principles as recognized in 

1950 by UN General Assembly Resolution 177 and incorporated into American military doctrine in the 1956 

publication of Field Manual 27-10, The Law of Armed Conflict.“ (http://www.opednews.com/articles/Military-letter-

to-the- APA-by-Stephen-Soldz-090805-820.html). 

21 http://www.ethicalapa.com/index.html. 

22 see http://whenhealersharm.org/category/the-psychologists/. 

23 http://www.zmag.org/znet/viewArticlePrint/21828; 

http://www.psysr.org/about/pubs_resources/Questions_for_APA.php. 
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attempted by the Bush administration – obscures the defining feature of torture. Both physical and 

psychological torture cannot merely be comprehended by pointing to the concrete level of the 

strength of the inflicted pain. Rather, the key to understanding what constitutes torture lies in the 

interpersonal situation it creates. The tortured person experiences himself as deprived of all rights.  

The complete loss of control and being completely at the mercy of someone else constitutes the 

definite climax of the totalitarian. This is why international law considers the total instru-

mentalisation of a person as a means to the state's ends, as instantiated in the act of torture, to be one 

of the gravest violations of the dignity and the autonomy of man in international law. Only on the 

basis of this understanding, the absoluteness of the prohibition of torture, and the closely related 

notion that torture and constitutional democracy are in irreconcilable opposition, becomes 

comprehensible.  

  

It is also impossible to consider 'innovative interrogation techniques' in isolation and outside the 

totalitarian interpersonal contexts in which they are practised. The consequences of severe 

psychological torture are at least as grave as those of physical torture.
24

 Physical torture always is 

also psychological torture. But physical torture is not attacking the psychological integrity of the 

person directly and therefore leaves at least a small chance of an intact ego distancing itself from the 

torturer and thus maintaining a territory of its own, over which the torturer has no total power. As 

long as the instances providing personal integrity remain at least partially intact, at least some 

possibilities for coping with the trauma remain. Psychological torture, on the other hand, destroys 

the person, not only a part of his body, because it aims directly at the core of the victim's personal 

identity. The personalities of some of the detainees in Guantánamo were so thoroughly shattered that 

they were deemed 'unfit' for prosecution. The Los Angeles Times (March 30
th

 2009) described the 

consequences of the “experiments”
25

 performed on Abu Zubaydah thus: „Abu Zubaydah paid with 

his mind. … Abu Zubaydah’s mental grasp is slipping away. … Gradually, his past, like his future, 

eludes him.“ An in-house report on al-Kahtani states: “the detainee was evidencing behavior 

associated with extreme psychological trauma (talking to non-existing people, hearing voices, 

crouching in a corner of the cell covered in a sheet for hours on end)“ Mayer (2008, p. 203). It is 

known in the clinical and therapeutical literature that the consequences of extreme psychological 

torture are at least as dramatic and long-lasting as those of physical torture (see e.g. Bettelheim, 

1980; Somnier, Vesti, Kastrup & Genefke, 1992; Doerr-Zegers, Harmann, Lira & Weistein, 1992;  

Başo?lu, Livanou & Crnobarić, 2007; Campbell, 2007; see also van der Hart, Nijenhuis & Steele, 

2008). Patsalides (1999) describes the typical consequences of the ensuing traumatisation from a 

therapeutical point of view:  

 
„As the gap between the ,I‘ and the ,me‘ deepens, dissociation and alienation increase. The subject that, 

under torture, was forced into the position of pure object has lost his or her sense of interiority, intimacy, and 

privacy. Time is experienced now, in the present only, and perspective – that which allows for a sense of 

relativity – is foreclosed. Thoughts and dreams attack the mind and invade the body as if the protective skin 

that normally contains our thoughts, gives us space to breathe in between the thought and the thing being 

thought about, and separates between inside and outside, past and present, me and you, was lost.“ 

 

 Modular 'innovative interrogation techniques' are torture techniques, and there is no latitude for 

alternative interpretations. The Red Cross made this clear already in their 2004 Guantánamo report, 

and this is also accepted by the current US administration. Since APA psychologists were immedi-

ately involved in the development and use of 'innovative interrogation techniques” in Guantánamo, 

                                                 
24 In our everyday understanding of torture, we intuitively tend to focus on the physical aspect and the restraints on 

autonomous choice of actions. Because we are prone to underestimate the complexity of our psychological nature 

and the possibilities of traumatisation gravely, we have difficulty developing an adequate understanding of the 

consequences of 'white torture'. 

25 Miles (2009). 
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the APA can not claim that they were unaware of the exact nature of these techniques. The participa-

tion of psychologists in the development and use of 'white torture' techniques and the position of the 

APA on the issue raise a number of general questions that go beyond the specific case. The proced-

ures described can be classified as torture according to established international legal standards. 

Thus, the question arises: To what extent can established international legal principles that have 

been developed in the context of other historical and political situations be applied in the legal 

judgement of psychologists contributing to the institutional support, conception, preparation and 

practice of 'innovative interrogation techniques'?  Over and beyond the purely legal evaluation our 

profession is faced with the question: What standards of valuation do we wish to use for scientists 

”who participate in torture, whose names, rank, and branch of service are published, or whose job 

resumes or memberships reveal their history in torture? Will they be accepted at international 

symposia, will their papers be published, will they be given university posts, fellowships, or other 

jobs?“ (Gray & Zielinsky, 2006, p. 132). The direct and indirect participation in violations of human 

rights described above may involve only a small number of psychologists. The question , however, 

of how we deal with these violations of legal and moral principles and professional ethical standards 

is a concern for us all. 
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