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INTERVISTA INTEGRALE A McCoy (in inglese) di Elisabetta Ambrosi per La Repubblica, articolo del 20/8/2008
 QUESTIONS:

Question: A general question before to start: which was the reason that pushed you to start a research on the use of torture by the CIA during the last decades? Was there a specific event (Guantanamo or Abu Ghraib scandals), or a moral demand, or both?

McCoy Answer: There were two precipitating events, both accidental,  that led me to spend over 20 years researching the CIA’s use of torture. The first accident happened in Manila back in 1986. As an academic specialist on the Philippines, I was hired by the cable television network HBO to research a mini-series or docudrama about the downfall of the dictator Ferdinand Marcos, ultimately broadcast as “A Dangerous Life” starring Gary Busey. As the key historical actors in this event, I focused a group of military coup plotters called the RAM (Reform the Armed Forces Movement) whose aborted coup had precipitated events that forced Marcos into exile. Although I came to my interviews with these coup colonels expecting to celebrate them as heroes of the Philippines “people power” revolution, something unpredictable, even bizarre happened during my interview with their chief strategist, Navy Captain Rex  Robles. My conventional questions about strategy and tactics, produced blood-drenched answers about plans for  military rule by terror, with exemplary public executions, and fantasies of cutting up children. 


This curious, still mysterious human interaction, rather like one of those fables that Argentine author Jorge Luis Borges writes about in “Dr. Brodie’s Report,” set me off on an inquiry  that discovered that these military heroes had spent the fourteen years of the Marcos dictatorship not as conventional line or staff officers, but as anti-subversion specialists engaged in the brutal torture of suspected dissidents. That discovery raised a question that I pursued for the next decade: What was the impact of torture, not upon the victim, but the perpetrator? From my study of these Filipino officers, I reached the unsettling conclusion that torture, particularly the form of psychological torture that they favored, was a transactional experience that, in almost equal measure, destroyed the victims and empowered the perpetrators, transforming them from uniformed servants of the state to Nietzschean superman with the will to become its master. Indeed, between 1986 and 1990, that RAM group launched six abortive coups, including their near success in December 1989 when President George H.W. Bush ordered a low pass by US Air Force jets over Manila to turn them back just blocks away  from the presidential palace.


To complete that study, published by Yale University Press in 1999 under the title “Closer Than Brothers,” there was a secondary question that I had to resolve: What was the source of the counter- intuitive psychological methods these Filipino officers used? To compose a single paragraph in that book stating that the CIA was source of this psychological torture paradigm, I did a 50 page memo, for myself, on the origins and character of this distinctive method. Once that book was published, I had planned to publish that memo as an academic article about the evolution of the CIA’s psychological torture techniques. But after 14 years of thinking about torture, I was so repulsed by the topic and so critical of myself and concerned about  my motivations for investing so much of my life in this twisted aspect of the human psyche that I turned away from the topic, thinking I was done with thinking about torture. But the topic was not yet done with me. 


The second accident that brought me back to this troubling topic occurred watching television at home here in this little city of Madison, Wisconsin. In April 2004 when CBS  Television broadcast those first photos from Abu Ghraib, I looked at that most iconic of them all--you know, the one showing the hooded Iraqi, standing on a box, fake electrical wires hanging from his arms. I saw, not the work of few low-ranking “bad apples,” but the clear signs of the two foundational methods in the CIA’s psychological torture doctrine. The hood was for sensory deprivation. The arms were extended for self-inflicted pain. Clearly, the political import of the  problem outweighed my personal reservations and forced me to resume this disturbing, disconcerting work,  spending the next four years researching and writing about torture. 

1.) Question: The main thesis (or: a general thesis) of your book, please correct me if I'm wrong, is  that behind Abu Ghraib photos - spread all over the world -there was half a century history of torture practice. The specific treatments reserved to prisoners, in fact, weren't the result of personal creativity - let me pass this substantive - but of a specific code with a "noble" tradition on its shoulders. Is that right? And in which behaviors, in particular, you could find a parallelism with the Agency methods during the years?

McCoy Answer:  You are correct. There was nothing accidental or improvisational about the methods used at Abu Ghraib in Iraq or Bagram in Afghanistan. These psychological methods have a lineage reaching back into the darkest days of the Cold War in the 1950s when the CIA forged an alliance with the leading cognitive scientists of the day, and with the leadership of the psychology profession, to develop new forms of interrogation using psychological, not physical methods. During the 40 years of the Cold War, the CIA’s paradigms, widely disseminated among the US intelligence community and allied agencies, relied on approaches to the mind through universal human sensory receptors--sight, sound, heat, touch, taste, smell, and sense of time. 


By the early 1960s, the CIA’s behavioral research had formulated the two foundational doctrines for this psychological torture paradigm-- sensory deprivation, discovered by Dr. Donald O. Hebb of McGill University working in collaboration with the CIA; and self-inflicted pain, identified by Cornell University Medical School researchers working under a long-term Agency contract as the most effective Soviet KGB technique. From these foundational  approaches, the CIA and British intelligence, collaborators in this research, developed an elaborate repertoire of techniques involving denial and surfeit of sensory stimuli.


In late 2002, however, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld issued orders whose sum made Guantanamo Bay an ad hoc behavioral laboratory for the perfection of the CIA’s paradigm. Moving beyond the long-term reliance on sensory receptors universal to all humans, interrogators at Guantanamo experimented with Muslim cultural sensitivities--gender, sexuality, fear of dogs. Moreover, Guantanamo’s Behavioral Science Consultation Teams of military psychologists mined medical files for individual fears and phobias, such as fear of dark or attachment to mother.  By 2003, General Geoffrey Miller, Guantanamo camp commander, had produced an interrogation doctrine that was nothing less than three-phase total assault on the human psyche--sensory receptors, cultural identity, and individual psyche. In August 2003, General Miller transferred this doctrine to Military Police and Military Intelligence at Abu Ghraib Prison, producing the behavior we have seen in those photos.

2.) Question: Trying to trace a chronological sketch, it seems to me possible reading  your book - please correct me if I'm wrong - to delineate three big (virtual) phases: the first, which goes from the end of the Second World War and arrive to 1963, when - while accepting the Universal Declaration of Human rights and the Geneva Conventions - they have been practicing experiments on humans based on drugs and hypnosis. A second phase during this period sees the CIA realizing that these experiments were useless, and starting progressively to move towards behavior and psychological "therapies", which were eventually codified in the Kubark manual. Is this first partition [division] right? Which was, briefly, the content and sense of that manual? And which were the reasons to opt radically towards psychological methods (Is it true, as you say, that these treatments were chosen because much more difficult to prove, contrary to physical damage?).

McCoy Answer: Your sense of the chronology of CIA torture research is essentially correct. When synthesizing this decade of mind-control research in its “Kubark Counter Intelligence Interrogation” manual, the CIA, cited “experiments conducted at McGill University,” explaining that sensory deprivation was effective because “the calculated provision of stimuli during interrogation tends to make the regressed subject view the interrogator as a father-figure…strengthening…the subject’s tendencies toward compliance.” By the way, if you wish to read that passage for yourself, you or any of your readers can Google the word “Kubark” and then read pages 87-90 of the original typescript that will appear on your  computer screen.


As you state, one of the key virtues of psychological torture is its elusive quality. Unlike its physical variant which leaves tell-tale lesions or contusions, psychological torture lacks clear signs of abuse and easily eludes detection, greatly complicating any investigation, prosecution, or attempt at prohibition. After British intelligence applied these CIA techniques on IRA suspects in 1971, a UK parliamentary inquiry headed by Lord Parker of Waddington found that psychological methods complicated any determination of torture. “Where,” Lord Parker asked, “does hardship and discomfort end and for instance humiliating treatment begin, and where does the latter end and torture begin?” The answer, he said, turns on “words of definition” and thus “opinions will inevitably differ.” 

When Dublin sued London over this issue in 1977, the European Court of Human Rights found Britain guilty of “inhuman and degrading treatment” but not of torture. Alone among the seventeen justices of the European court, Judge Demetrios Evrigenis of Greece understood--I suspect because Greece alone had torture trials during the 1970s-- that there are “new forms of suffering that have little in common with the physical pain caused by conventional torture,” which can produce “the disintegration of an individual’s personality, the shattering of his mental and psychological equilibrium and the crushing of his will” whose sum “must have caused...extremely intense physical, mental and psychological suffering, inevitably covered by the strictest definition of torture.” 


Perpetrators and their protectors have a strong stake in maintaining the elusive  quality of psychological torture by muddying definitions or resisting them all together, as Lieutenant General Kevin Kiley, the US Army’s surgeon general, did successfully at the American Psychological Association (APA) convention in August 2006 when he asked: “How loud does a scream have to be? How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?” And Assistant Attorney General Jay Bybee parsed legal definitions of torture to conclude, in an August 2002 memo for the Bush Justice Department, that pain equivalent to organ failure was perfectly legal. Indeed, definitions of terms such “severe mental pain” have become a central focus in the political struggle over torture at home and abroad.


Let us be clear that psychological  torture is by no means “torture lite.” Although seemingly less brutal than physical methods, the CIA's "no touch" torture actually leaves searing psychological scars. Victims often need long treatment to recover from a trauma many experts consider more crippling than physical pain. Indeed, Dr. Metin Basoglu, a psychiatrist and specialist in trauma at King’s College London has just published a study in the Archives of General Psychology  finding, from interviews with 279 torture survivors in former Yugoslavia, that the distress rating for physical abuse and “non-physical stressors,” that is psychological torture,  were in the same range. 

3.) Question: Can you repeat, very briefly and if you haven't already made it before, which were the characteristics of a torture based on "sensorial deprivation"? (You describe it as a "synergy between psychic and physical trauma, in order to demolish personal identity's foundation").

McCoy Answer: These banal words, “sensory deprivation,” cannot capture the full impact of interrogation that continues for days and weeks, with a real interrogator, like some demonic DJ, alternating surfeit and denial of sensory stimulus--light then dark, sound then silence, heat then cold--all mixed in closeted world without sunlight or sense of time and matched to the victim’s persona to break any capacity for resistance. 


All of these techniques proceed from the seminal discovery back in the early 1950s by Dr. Donald O. Hebb of McGill University--a titan of modern cognitive science who collaborated with the CIA for over a decade conducting interrogation research--that the human mind requires constant stimulus to maintain mental balance. By placing student volunteers in goggles, gloves and ear muffs for 24 to 48 hours, Dr. Hebb could induce, first, extreme hallucinations akin to mescaline or LSD and, next, a breakdown akin to psychosis. 


The ultimate in these CIA techniques has both medieval roots and a modern psychological dimension we have just recently begun to understand. Back in 2002 when this torture effort started, the White House also allowed the CIA ten “enhanced” interrogation methods designed by “agency psychologists” including “water boarding”--a particularly cruel method that replicates drowning. This technique was called “Torturae Gallicae Ordinariae” or “Standard Gallic Torture” in a 1541 French judicial handbook, would now become what CIA director Porter Goss called, in March 2005, a “professional interrogation technique.” 


After French paratroopers tortured him with this same technique during the Battle of Algiers in 1957, French journalist Henri Alleg  wrote a moving description of this method (which the French then called the “water pipe”) in a book that turned France against torture and the Algerian War. “I tried,” wrote Alleg, “by contracting my throat, to take in as little water as possible and to resist suffocation by keeping air in my lungs for as long as I could. But I couldn’t hold on for more than a few moments. I had the impression of drowning, and a terrible agony, that of death itself, took possession of me.” 


Let us think about the deeper meaning of Alleg’s sparse words--“a terrible agony, that of death itself.” Although written years before science discovered this cognitive reflex, Alleg’s words were an eerily accurate adumbration of the “mammalian diving reflex”--a deep-seated fear of drowning hard wired in human psychology and physiology in ways that allows infants to survive drowning for up to 20 minutes without brain damage. As waterboarding blocks air to the lungs, the human organism’s powerful “mammalian diving reflex”  kicks in and the brain is wracked by horrifically painful panic signals--death, death, death. Then the victim vomits out the water, the lungs suck air, and panic subsides. And then it happens again, and again, and again--inscribing the searing trauma of near death in human memory and producing one of the most extreme forms of pain imaginable--the visceral fear of death itself, the greatest, most unspeakable, unconquerable of all human fears. 

4.) Question: A second virtual phase, it seems to me, goes from 1963 till '90 years  In this period, through different named programs (and thanks to OPS from '62  to '74), torture was "exported" by USA towards its main non European allies. In a double sense: first, Cia used those methods to torture itself, like it happened during the Vietnam War (you speak about 26.369 prisoners killed and probable tortured); second, USA "taught" its  allies its own methods: this happened, following your reconstruction, in Iran, Philippines, and several Latin American countries. Is this second partition right? Which is, briefly, the tragic human balance of this international activity? Was the USA public

opinion informed about its country cooperation in torturing?

McCoy Answer: Your sense of the tragic history of the US torture training of allies during the Cold War is largely correct. During the Cold War, Washington practiced what I call a “convenient contradiction” by publicly advocating the international rule of law with formal bans on torture while secretly contravening those same diplomatic conventions by clandestine CIA research and propagation of torture. Under this policy, the CIA denied any involvement in torture and the American public was oblivious. Since 9/11, the Bush administration has overturned this policy by publicly insisting on torture as a presidential prerogative and winning legislation--the Detainee Treatment Act 2006 and the Military Commissions Act 2006--that effectively legalizes the CIA’s use of psychological torture.

5) Question: A very important passage of your book is, in my opinion, when you speak about the ONU [UN] decision, in 1984, to adopt the Conventions against Torture. You say that not only the United States ratified it many years later, but they succeeded in modifying its definition in order to exclude sensorial deprivation, and disorientation from the psychological damage definition. So  to create a permanent contradiction between civil code and military justice, a contradiction which helped, during the following years, in easily adopting interrogatories based on a specific psychological torture. In this fundamental ambiguity - a kind of Trojan horse -- the reason for which torture continued to be practiced after, and probably now?

McCoy Answer: When the Cold War came to a close in 1990, Washington resumed its advocacy of human rights, ratifying the UN Convention Against Torture in 1994 that banned the infliction of “severe” psychological and physical pain.  On the surface, the United States had apparently resolved the tension between its anti-torture principles and its torture practices.  Yet when President Clinton sent this UN Convention to Congress for ratification in 1994, he included language drafted by the conservative Reagan administration featuring four detailed diplomatic “reservations” focused on just one word in the UN convention’s 26-printed pages. That word was “mental.”


Significantly, these intricately-constructed diplomatic reservations re-defined torture, at least for the United States, to exclude sensory deprivation and self-inflicted pain—the very techniques the CIA had refined at such great cost. This definition was reproduced verbatim in domestic legislation enacted to give legal force to the UN Convention--first in Section 2340 of the US Federal Code. Remember that obscure number--Section 2340-- for it is the key to unlocking the meaning of the controversial Military Commissions Law enacted by the US Congress in 2006. 


In effect, back in 1994 Washington split the UN Convention down the middle-- banning physical torture but exempting psychological abuse. A year later in 1995 when the Clinton administration launched its covert campaign against Al Qaeda, the CIA avoided direct involvement in torture by sending some 70 terror suspects to allied nations notorious for brutal, physical torture--a practice called “extraordinary rendition” supposedly banned by the UN convention. By failing to repudiate the CIA’s use of torture, while adopting a UN convention that condemned its practice, the United States left this contradiction buried like a political land mine ready to detonate with such phenomenal force, just 10 years later, in the Abu Ghraib scandal.    


Now let us consider the legacy of that obscure US law, Section 2340 of the Federal code. After President Bush proposed a law to overturn a Supreme Court decision that restrained his right to torture, Congress agreed within a week, and without any amendment, to enact the Military Commissions Law 2006.  Most significantly, by using verbatim the narrow definition of “severe mental pain” the U.S. first adopted back in 1994, this law allows CIA interrogators ample latitude for future psychological torture. This definition is concealed under Para. 950 V, Part B, Sub-Section B on page 70 of a 96-page law that reads: “Severe Mental Pain or Suffering Defined: In this section, this term ‘severe mental pain…’ has the meaning given that term in Sect. 2340 (2) of Title 18 [of the Federal code].”


And what is that definition in section 2340? This is, of course, he same highly limiting definition the US first adopted back in 1994 when it ratified the UN Anti-Torture Convention. Simply put, this legislation’s highly restricted standard for severe mental suffering does not prohibit any aspect of the psychological torture techniques that the CIA has refined, over the past half-century, into a total psychological assault. To make this point clear, let us compare the law’s very narrow, four-part standard for “severe mental suffering” with the CIA’s psychological techniques to see which, if any, of the agency’s actual methods are now banned.


Under this law, Section 2340, there are only four practices that constitute, in any way, “severe mental pain,” specifically: (1.) drug injection, (2.) death threats, (3.)  threats against another, and (4.) extreme physical pain.


In actual practice, this definition does not ban any of the dozens CIA psychological methods developed over five decades, which include: (1.) self-inflicted pain, via enforced standing and so-called “stress positions” which are cruel contortions enforced by shackling; (2.) sensory disorientation through temporal and environmental manipulation exemplified sleep deprivation, protracted isolation, and extremes of heat and cold, light and dark, noise and silence, isolation and intensive interrogation; (3.) attacks on cultural identity through sexual humiliation and use of dogs; (4.) attacks on individual psyche by exploiting fears and phobias; and (5.)  hybrid methods such as water-boarding. 
 6.) Question: Then, we have the last phase, starting from September 11 (a short demand: which idea did you make about the cause and the sense of this huge event, a kind of historical, political and also moral watershed?). The history which follows it is, as we know, a sad history for human rights protection in general, and for the rights of the prisoners specifically. In few war years, you write, 14.000 Iraqi prisoners were interviewed, 1100 in Guantanamo and Bagram. There were 150 extra rendition - that you efficaciously call "a second hand torture" - and 68 prisoners dead, 26 of them dead during the  interviews, 4 of them killed by the Cia. Is this "summary" right? Can you further specify for readers the entity of the prisoners tortured and murdered since the beginning of the Bush war against Terror? What happened, really happened in those prisons?

McCoy Answer: Across the Muslim world, tens of thousands of people were rounded up without any due process of law. Thousands were tortured. Hundreds were killed. 

7) Question: Despite all that, and after a spread civil protest, who was responsible of those atrocities wasn't punished, on the contrary. The only [one] declared guilty was, ironically, a women, Karpinski. You tell us about a general  White House strategy, which was that of minimizing violence firstly,  legitimizing it for its efficacy secondly, and, eventually, assigning the guilt to few rotten individuals. How was this possible that, after such  international public opinion campaign, nobody was imprisoned (even if in your country journalism is often a good "power[ful] watch dog")? Who was really responsible, in the Agency and in the government? (please quote the names and their role, thanks: consider also that your book is dated 2006, an it is published in 2008, if something happened in these two years please feel free to say it).

McCoy Answer: Recent media revelations have made it clear that the decision for torture was made at the top and percolated down the military chain of command. Right after his public address to a shaken nation on September 11, 2001, President Bush gave his White House staff secret orders for torture, saying , “I don’t care what the international lawyers say, we are going to kick some ass.” In the months that followed, Administration attorneys translated their president’s eloquent but otherwise unlawful orders into U.S. policy into three controversial, neo-conservative legal doctrines: (1.) the president is above the law, (2.) torture is legally acceptable, and (3.) the US Navy base at Guantanamo is not US territory.


To focus on the single doctrine most germane to psychological torture, Assistant Attorney General Jay Bybee found grounds, in his now notorious August 2002 memo, for exculpating any CIA interrogators who tortured, but later claimed his intention was information instead of pain.  Moreover, by parsing the UN and US definitions of torture as “severe” physical or mental pain, Bybee concluded that pain equivalent to “organ failure” was legal—effectively allowing torture right up to the point of death. 


In March 2003, senior Justice Department lawyer John Yoo drafted a more extreme memo asking: Could the president, if he desired, have a prisoner's eyes poked out? Or could the president have “scalding water, corrosive acid or caustic substance” thrown on a prisoner?  How about slitting an ear, nose or lip, or disabling a tongue or limb? No matter how extreme these practices might seem, Yoo argued that they were all perfectly legal because federal laws prohibiting assault, maiming and other crimes by military interrogators are trumped by the president's ultimate authority as commander in chief. Significantly, Yoo’s 81 page memo included a close analysis of the five psychological techniques that the British had used on the IRA at Belfast back in 1971 and concluded they too were legal. Although US and international laws against torture outlaw making a prisoner fear “imminent death,” Yoo argued that waterboarding was legal since it only simulates drowning and interrogators do not actually intend to kill the prisoner. In another memo which is still secret, the Justice Department expressly authorized the use of waterboarding. 


Further up the chain of command,  a top national security team including Vice President Dick Cheney, Attorney General John Ashcroft, Secretary of State Colin Powell, and CIA director met regularly in the White House Situation Room during 2002-2003 where CIA officers demonstrated proposed torture techniques, leading this group to authorize physical abuse such as hitting, sleep deprivation, and waterboarding. After one of these meetings, Attorney General Ashcroft asked aloud: "Why are we talking about this in the White House? History will not judge this kindly." Even after the Abu Ghraib photos had damaged America’s international prestige, these White House national security principals approved the use of CIA torture techniques on still more terror suspects. At the end of one meeting, national security adviser Condoleezza Rice told the CIA men coolly: “This is your baby. Go do it.” This national security team authorized every CIA request for torture.


Their recommendations were delivered to President Bush who told ABC News on April 11: “Yes, I'm aware our national security team met on this issue. And I approved.” 

8) Question: In the end, you reflect about the effective torture efficacy and say that torture question in the States isn't solved. There are - you say, lots of techniques which became so standardized not to figure as torture. And also the public opinion is ambivalent toward it, because a third of it at least thinks that it can be a useful practice to guarantee security. How do you explain this opinion result? Is it aligned to American majority acceptance of hard punishments for guilty or potential guilty, such as death penalty? Or it is rather result of a Bush Administration's throbbing cultural an ideological campaign?

McCoy Answer: The leaders of the Bush administration, Donald Rumsfeld and Vice President Dick Cheney, served in the Ford White House during the traumatic defeat in South Vietnam  and Congress’s consequent reduction in the executive’s power with the War Powers Act, Congressional investigations of US torture training in Latin America, and the FISA courts to stop wire tapping.  They came back to Washington in 2001 determined to recover presidential power by challenging congress and the courts in the areas of war powers, human rights, and domestic wiretapping--not just for national security but more expressly to recover lost presidential prerogatives over these sensitive issues. 

9) Question: A general question on the relationship between security and liberty in the States, but also in the rest of the world (the same is in Europe), in which torture's question is very implicated. More and more, political coalitions win the elections  thanks to their ideological position against what they identify as "dangerous" people: Arab, immigrants, Rom people (for example in Italy), and so on. Liberty's reduction is more and more legitimized in order to guarantee a "safer" country. The strange thing is that citizens don't seem to be aware of this strategy's risks, and keep demanding for a vague "safeness", which is more subjective than objective, and in this sense it's very easy to manipulate. How do you judge this mood, and from which part of the problem, which has a perverse circularity, we can start to better inform (not only theoretically, but also emotionally) citizens?

McCoy Answer: For me, the response of the American people to media revelations about torture after the Cold War, when we marched across the globe in ten-league boots as the world sole surviving superpower, are much more revealing than the reaction to the attacks on 9/11. Back in the 1990s, we had no enemies, no fears, but the society refused to engage the reality of these revelations.


As the Cold War ended, public advocacy of human rights and official secrecy over their violation collided in press revelations over torture training at the School of the Americas, a training facility for Latin American officers operated by the U.S. Army in Panama since 1949 and located at Ft. Benning, Georgia since 1984.  As the Cold War waned and the press began to report on U.S. torture training in Central America, critics charged the School with training  torturers and called for its abolition. 


Reacting to these allegations, the Defense Department launched a formal investigation. In March 1992, the Assistant Secretary for Intelligence Oversight informed the Secretary of Defense that a review of his department’s training had found seven intelligence manuals, compiled in the mid 1980s that “contained material that either was not or could be interpreted not to be consistent with U.S. policy.” U.S. Army Mobile Training Teams had used these manuals, all written in Spanish, in five Latin American nations from 1987 to 1989, and U.S. Army instructors used them to train soldiers from ten Latin American countries at the School of the Americas from 1989 to 1991. Indeed, the assistant secretary’s report stated that these seven manuals “were based in part, on material dating back to the 1960s from the Army’s Foreign Intelligence Assistance Program, entitled ‘Project X”--a project designed to transmit lessons learned pacifying South Vietnam to Latin America. As a corrective, the assistant secretary’s office tried to recover all copies of these manuals from Latin American governments and recommended that all so recovered “should be destroyed.” This process was generally concealed from the American public.


Eight years after the Cold War’s end, however, this CIA torture training was finally exposed to public scrutiny. In January 1997, the Baltimore Sun, Washington Post, and New York Times published extracts from the CIA’s “Human Resources Exploitation Manual — 1983,” describing it as the latest edition of a thousand-page manual distributed to Latin American armies for twenty years. Under the damning headline “Torture Was Taught by CIA” the story began: “A newly declassified CIA training manual details torture methods used against suspected subversives in Central America during the 1980s, refuting claims by the Agency that no such methods were taught there.” 
Though the descriptions of torture were chilling, the public reaction was muted. At the peak of the longest economic boom in the nation’s history, Americans were generally content. Citizens and civic groups were silent. Editorials did not call for investigation. Congress did not react. The CIA’s budget continued to grow. Four years later, the 9/11 attacks occurred, and pundits spoke openly of using torture to end terror while the Bush White House secretly enacted those same policies. 


No people, Americans included, seems willing to check abuse by its secret services if done in the name of security. That is why we need the UN Convention Against Torture and the International Criminal Court.

10) Question: In your book, you tell about the senator McCain activity against torture. So, what will happen in the States, considering the torture question and more in general the relationship between liberty and security - if he wins? Or, on the contrary, if the winner will be Obama?

McCoy Answer: Through the deft and determined actions of the Bush administration, these questions about law and morality will emerge in this fall’s presidential campaign in ways that may lead to the adoption of torture as a permanent weapon in the awesome arsenal of American power. With its absolute control over Guantanamo, in January the Bush White House ordered Military Commissions to stage show trials for six top Al Queada terrorists to coincide perfectly with the fall 2008 presidential campaign. Indeed, in recent Military Commission hearings at Guantanamo in the case of Osama’s bin Laden’s driver, Salim Hamdam, a military judge heard testimony from Guantanamo’s former chief prosecutor now turned critic, Colonel Morris Davis, that his Pentagon superiors had staged these trials for maximum political impact to “capture the imagination of the American people.” The military judge found this testimony so convincing that, on May 10, she disqualified the Pentagon’s top legal officer for Guantanamo, General Thomas Hartmann, from participating in this case against Hamdan. 


With the White House thundering rhetoric about Democratic appeasement of terrorists, and these Guantanamo trials serving as showcase to justify Bush’s use of torture, Republicans are trying desperately to make 9/11 the key issue of the fall campaign. With this trial and its graphic coverage reviving the trauma of 9/11, the Republican nominee John McCain will campaign on the Bush administration’s fusion of patriotism, counter-terrorism, and torture--placing enormous pressure on the Democratic candidate to capitulate with tacit consent to torture--just as Senator John Kerry remained utterly silent about torture at Abu Ghraib during the last 2004 presidential elections. In the end, if this strategy works, a Republican will be back in the White House and world will be aghast as the American people have voted  a resounding “yes” to torture in yet another ad hoc referendum on the conduct of the War on Terror.


Once in the White House, McCain will continue, as he has for the past two years, to pose as an opponent of torture publicly while privately continuing to endorse the Bush administration’s legalization of torture as an executive prerogative.


Among all the major candidates in this year’s primary elections, only Senator Obama has taken a little-publicized yet clear opposition to torture. During CNN’s “Compassion Forum” in mid April, a meeting with Evangelical Christians in Pennsylvania, Senator Obama stated that he was not only opposed to torture but he was strongly opposed to rendition, the usual recourse of American presidents from Eisenhower to Clinton. In effect, Obama is the only candidate who will change this policy.
11.) Question: To finish, if you like: a general comment on the documentary which was taken from your book.

McCoy Answer: Right after my book  "Question of Torture" was published back in 2006, Jane Mayer at “The New Yorker” magazine recommended my work to a film maker named Alex Gibney who was just starting a documentary, still loosely focused, on the subject of torture. After reading my book, director Gibney flew me to New York City, shook my hand, and sat down before his camera. For over three hours, non-stop, no breaks, with the camera lens tucked between his head and shoulder, Gibney looked into my eyes and asked a series of questions, without notes or second takes, that reduced my 300-page book to 200 minutes of pithy sound bites explaining how the long history of CIA torture research had shaped the Bush administration's interrogation policy. Only about 10 minutes of that interview made it to the final film, but the balance helped shape the film's analysis. After the shooting, Gibney offered me a sandwich and taxi, and disappeared. We have never spoken since.


That film, of course, has won the 2008 Oscar for Best Feature Documentary, and a host of media revelations in the months since its release have confirmed the film’s controversial thesis: i.e. there were no bad apples at Abu Ghraib and Bagram, only loyal soldiers following orders that came from the White House to use extralegal methods for interrogation. 


There is another dimension to that film that nobody mentions. Back in 2006 when Gibney did most of his shooting, denials were thick and the hard evidence tying torture to the Bush administration was thin indeed. Gibney took me at my word when I said that the analysis of torture techniques from the photos alone showed clearly that these were doctrinal methods indicating orders that started at the apex and then worked their way down the chain of command. Two years later when the film was finally released and won the Oscar, revelations had started to confirm that thesis, particularly in the three months since the film came out. 


If the thesis had been wrong, Gibney's career and mine would have been damaged beyond repair. In our respective businesses, reputation is all we have. For reasons that I don’t fully understand, GIbney trusted my analysis and staked his reputation on this approach.  I suppose that is another of those meetings between two people, seemingly random but somehow much more, that the writer Jorge Borges describes so masterfully and mysteriously in his wonderful book, “Dr. Brodie’s Report.”

