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Jane Mayer's tour of the “dark side” is an authoritative and integrated exposition of the chain
reaction of events through which, following the attack on the World Trade Center, the
highest officials of the world's largest and most powerful democracy descended ever deeper
into crime. The title of the book The Dark Side: The Inside Story of How the War on Terror
Turned Into a War on American Ideals is taken from a comment by Vice President Cheney,
who warned soon after 9/11 that it would be necessary for the U.S. government to operate on
“the dark side.” Cheney's allusion to the Star Wars movies, with their theme of the battle of
good versus evil, was not accidental.

Ironically, though, in the films, it was the evil emperor who embodied the “dark side,”
while Luke Skywalker represented the forces of good. A psychoanalytic reading of the vice
president's comment would suggest that he was preparing to ally himself with the forces of
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evil in the forthcoming “war on terror.” His warning proved to be prescient, not only for
himself, but for the Bush administration, in which he was the most influential player.

Mayer takes the reader behind the scenes to reveal in meticulous detail how, with the
acquiescence of a weak and malleable president, Cheney and his chief of staff, David
Addington, who played Darth Vader to Cheney's evil emperor, plotted in the shadows to
manipulate the levers of government to undermine the institutions of that very government,
to eviscerate its laws, and to violate its international treaty obligations. Yet, a further
psychoanalytic reading of their actions suggests that even for the plotters, the superego was
not so easily circumvented. They could not just flagrantly break the law; they had to
“reinterpret” it to give their lawlessness the veneer of legality.

To this end, they created and moved in a kind of alternate reality. Thus, in 2002, the
second-highest official in the Department of Justice, Assistant Attorney General Jay S.
Bybee, effectively nullified federal statutes against torture by sending a secret memo to the
president that so twisted the definition of torture that virtually any cruelty that fell short of
causing death was deemed “legal.” As head of the Office of Legal Counsel, Bybee's
interpretation of law to the president was definitive.

His memo provided the rationalization for a whole range of abusive “techniques” that
were put into practice at Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib, Afghanistan, and in the CIA's secret
prisons. It also enabled the president to flatly declare, “We don't torture,” and, in his own
mind, to believe that he was telling the truth. Yet, in practice—and this is what makes The
Dark Side: The Inside Story of How the War on Terror Turned Into a War on American
Ideals so critically relevant to psychologists and to psychology—almost all the torture
inflicted on those detained was psychological in means and intent. It is true that physical
abuse that adversely affected the health and safety of detainees was also used—the
occasional beating, exposure to extremes of heat and cold, and, of course, water boarding.
But it was the “dark side” of psychological theory that provided the rationale for the
suffering that was inflicted on those detained in the “war on terror.”

The cruder forms of physical torture were left to the administration's surrogates in the
countries to which it “rendered” some of its prisoners. Mayer shows how the torture regime
was abetted by a CIA director, George Tenet, who aimed to please his masters, and by an
attorney general, Alberto Gonzalez, who did not dare to displease them.

A chapter particularly relevant to psychology and psychologists is “Inside the Black
Sites.” The black sites are the secret system of prisons operated by the CIA in different parts
of the world. There was a precedent for the methods used in those sites. In A Question of
Torture: CIA Interrogation From the Cold War to the War on Terror, Alfred W. McCoy
(2006) focused on the role that psychology and psychologists played in assisting the CIA as
it worked to develop and refine methods of psychological torture. A laboratory for these
methods was the “Phoenix” program in which thousands of Vietnamese were tortured and
assassinated under the auspices of the CIA.



After the Vietnam War, the CIA was reined in, but the abusive methods that it
developed and exported abroad had infiltrated the American intelligence establishment and
needed only the 9/11 crisis to be resurrected and put into action. Isolation, sensory
deprivation, and self-inflicted pain—for example, stress positions—were the linchpins of
this form of psychological torture. However, in spite of this history, Mayer notes that the
CIA itself had not previously operated prisons nor, after 9/11, did it have a staff of trained
and experienced interrogators to call upon.

Given new responsibilities and freed from the compulsion to treat its prisoners
humanely, the CIA drew on its past. Mayer tells how in 2002 Abu Zubayda, the first “high
value” al Qaeda detainee, was captured in Pakistan and transported to a CIA black site in
Afghanistan. His interrogation was overseen by a former military psychologist, James
Mitchell, who had no experience as an interrogator but who drew on the learned
helplessness paradigm developed by former American Psychological Association (APA)
president Martin Seligman and on his experience as a trainer in the Survival, Evasion,
Resistance, and Escape (SERE) program.

Zubayda was locked in a coffinlike box where he could scarcely move, and he was
kept naked and in isolation, with virtually no human contact. Mayer says that the treatment
of Zubayda served as a model for the torture of other “high value” detainees held by the
CIA. Mayer's sources make it clear that the treatment of Zubayda and others did not take
place in a vacuum; rather, it was approved every step of the way at the highest levels.

In another chapter titled “The Experiment,” Mayer describes the methods used at the
end of 2002 in Guantanamo on “the 20th hijacker,” Mohammed al-Qahtani. Under medical
supervision and with the participation of a staff psychologist, he was taken to the brink of
death by a grotesque regime of medical and psychological torture. With sophomoric
attempts at sexual humiliation thrown in, the total experience could be described as “Animal
House meets the Marquis de Sade.”

Mayer's sources throw valuable light not only on how decisions were reached but also
on the psychology of those who made them:

After losing the battle to uphold the Geneva Conventions, [Colin] Powell concluded that

Bush was not stupid but was easily manipulated. A confidante said that Powell thought it

was easy to play on Bush's wish to be seen as doing the tough thing and making the “hard”

choice. “He has these cowboy characteristics, and when you know where to rub him, you

can really get him to do some dumb things. You have to play on those swaggering bits of

his self-image. Cheney knew exactly how to push all his buttons,” Powell confided to a

friend. (p. 125)

The public had already glimpsed the alternate reality that the “toughness” of the Bush
administration had created at Guantanamo Bay—for example, prisoners in orange jumpsuits
confined in cages open to the weather and men shackled, blindfolded, and moved on gurneys



by armed military guards. But the true nature of the “reality” that their government had
imposed on its prisoners was revealed to a shocked public and an appalled Congress when
the pictures from Abu Ghraib exploded onto television screens and into newspapers. So
many of the abuses were psychological in nature that questions were raised about the
possible role of psychologists in planning the abuse.

Seemingly in response to those concerns, in February 2005, APA President Ronald F.
Levant appointed APA's PENS Task Force, shorthand for the Presidential Task Force on
Psychological Ethics and National Security. As soon as the composition of the task force
was known, questions about its objectivity arose. Six of the nine members of the task force
were military officers or individuals connected at a very high level with military or
intelligence establishments. (Complete biographical notes for the task force members can be
found on the website of Division 48, Peace Psychology, at the following link:
http://www.webster.edu/peacepsychology/tfpens.html)

Those who were hoping that the task force would address the question of whether
psychologists had been involved in the abuses at Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib (the black
sites were still largely off the public radar) were further disappointed by the statement in the
preamble that says, “The Board of Directors' charge did not include an investigative or
adjudicatory role” and that the task force would “not render any judgment concerning events
that may or may not have occurred in national security related settings” (American
Psychological Association Presidential Task Force, 2005, p. 1). Clearly, the APA leadership
had decided to sidestep the question at the heart of the relationship between “psychological
ethics” and “national security”—the question of whether psychologists had been involved in
abusive interrogations—even though the six military members of the task force were
positioned to be extremely knowledgeable about that very subject.

But there is another statement in the preamble that is equally important. This
statement says, “It is consistent with the APA Ethics Code for psychologists to serve in
consultative roles to interrogation and information-gathering processes for national security-
related purposes” (American Psychological Association Presidential Task Force, 2005, p. 1).
This is a premise, not a conclusion. It suggests that a primary purpose of the task force—and
an explanation for its unbalanced composition—was to make it possible for psychologists to
continue to do what they had been doing all along—consult on interrogations—and to
safeguard the status of psychology as the preferred provider of behavioral science services to
the military and intelligence establishments.

The task force met for only one weekend. Its deliberations were not private—among
others, there were observers from the APA Science Directorate, plus two liaisons from the
Board of Directors (one of whom was APA President-Elect Gerald Koocher who, in 2006,
invited the surgeon general of the Army to the APA Convention in New Orleans to address
APA's Council of Representatives on the importance of psychologists' participation in
interrogations). Stephen H. Behnke, the director of the APA Ethics Office, was the primary
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author of the report. [Dr. Behnke has written a companion review of The Dark Side that is
published in this release of PsycCRITIQUES.]

The preamble to the PENS report asserts that “psychologists are in a unique position
to assist in ensuring that these processes (information gathering, including interrogations) are
safe and ethical for all participants” (American Psychological Association Presidential Task
Force, 2005, p. 1). Leaders and spokespersons of the APA have repeatedly cited the actions
of task force member Michael Gelles to support that contention. (Other known instances of
psychologists' intervention to prevent abuse are almost nonexistent.) Mayer tells how, at the
end of 2002, Gelles reported abuses that he had observed at Guantanamo. However,
although he was chief psychologist for the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, Gelles was
not directly involved in Guantanamo interrogations. His report reached Alberto Mora,
general counsel for the Navy, and it was Mora who raised objections with the Pentagon that
resulted in the curbing of some of the worst abuses. (Neither Michael Gelles nor Alberto
Mora is currently employed by the military.)

In contrast, however, Mayer indicates that another task force member, Col. Morgan
Banks, appeared to have had a role in the very abuses that Gelles cited. The report of the
inspector general of the Department of Defense, released last year, disclosed that in 2002 a
meeting between SERE personnel and interrogators at Guantanamo had been organized with
the express purpose of familiarizing the latter with SERE techniques. Mayer notes that
Colonel Banks, who was chief SERE psychologist, cohosted the meeting.

The methods of psychological torture developed by the CIA during the Cold War
provided the template for the SERE techniques. Special Forces soldiers and others deemed at
high risk for capture were subjected to SERE techniques in a training program designed to
help them learn how to resist and survive such abusive treatments should they ever be
subjected to them by an enemy. The intent of the meeting was to explore how—in direct
opposition to their intended purpose—the SERE techniques might be used in detainee
interrogations. Michael Gelles told Mayer that when he had confronted Banks about the
misuse of SERE techniques at Guantanamo, Banks sounded concerned but that he later
concluded that Banks “was talking out of both sides his mouth” (p. 197). In fact, the
“reverse-engineered” SERE techniques spread like a toxic virus through the whole system of
military detention centers, including Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, just as they had in the
CIA “black sites.”

Since the issuance of the PENS report, the Council of Representatives has passed
successively stricter guidelines to ensure that psychologists do not cross the ethical boundary
against participation in torture. However, virtually all of the initiatives to tighten the
guidelines against torture or abuse by psychologists have come from the ranks of the APA
membership, not from its leadership. In fairness, the APA leadership has endorsed these
initiatives. Further, Stephen Behnke, the director of the Ethics Office, worked with
representatives of the Divisions for Social Justice in organizing a series of panels at the 2007



APA Convention that questioned the ethics of psychologists' participation in interrogations.
These were widely attended.

Nevertheless, insisting that psychologists be allowed to continue to serve as
consultants in “national security” interrogations remained, for the APA leadership, a bedrock
and nonnegotiable principle. An explanation for this intransigence is found in an analysis by
Jean Maria Arrigo, one of the three nonmilitary members of PENS: “American psychology
really grew up with the military. It was barely considered a science before the collaboration
began, and the entanglement goes very deep” (Carey, 2008, ¶28). After the PENS report was
issued, Arrigo, as well as Mike Wessels and Nina Thomas, the other two nonmilitary
members of the task force, dissociated themselves from it.

However, in order to maintain the “special relationship” between American
psychology and the U.S. military and intelligence establishments, the leadership of the APA
had to construct its own “alternate reality.” In this alternate reality, it was possible for
psychologists to work ethically—and even protect those detained—in a system that Mayer's
The Dark Side conclusively demonstrates was based on lies and cruelty, a system that the
United Nations, the Red Cross, and multiple human rights organizations had declared to be
in violation of the very human rights principles that the APA has repeatedly pledged to
support and that it committed itself to uphold when it was granted nongovernmental
organization status in the United Nations.

The following statement by task force member Col. Larry James sheds some light on
just how psychologists might actually operate in such settings. James served, in 2003, as
chief of psychological intelligence under Guantanamo commander Gen. Geoffrey Miller
(who visited Iraq that year to “gitmo-ize” Abu Ghraib). Colonel James recently said, in an
Associated Press interview, “I learned a long, long time ago, if I'm going to be successful in
the intel community, I'm meticulously—in a very, very dedicated way—going to stay in my
lane. So if I don't have a specific need to know about something, I don't want to know about
it. I don't ask about it” (Associated Press, 2008, ¶22).

On the other hand, at the 2007 APA Council of Representatives meeting in San
Francisco where a (voluntary) moratorium on psychologists' participation in military
detention centers was being debated, Colonel James seems to have inadvertently provided an
insight into the true reality of those settings when he took the floor to warn that, if the
moratorium on psychologists' presence in military detention centers were passed, “People
will die.” In the shocked atmosphere that followed, a representative of the Division of
Psychoanalysis exclaimed that, in that case, psychologists should certainly not be there.

For three years, a growing groundswell of dissent from within the ranks of the
membership challenged the position of the leadership that psychologists have an ethical role
to play in a situation of the kind that Colonel James had described—whether he was
exaggerating or not. The dissenters saw clearly—and The Dark Side provides further
forceful confirmation of this—that American psychology was playing the role of an
“enabler” in the operation and maintenance of a profoundly unethical system. This



groundswell of feeling found expression in a resolution that was submitted, not to the
Council of Representatives, but rather in the form of a referendum to the entire APA
membership, who finally had the chance to overrule its governing bodies. This resolution
states,

Psychologists may not work in settings where persons are held outside of, or in violation

of, either International Law (e.g., the UN Convention Against Torture and the Geneva

Conventions) or the U.S. Constitution (where appropriate) unless they are working directly

for the persons being detained or for an independent third party working to protect human

rights. (Members of the American Psychological Association, 2008, ¶7)

With 14,967 votes cast, the resolution was affirmed 58.8 percent to 41.1 percent. By
terms of the bylaws, the resolution must now be adopted as APA policy. It will be interesting
to see how APA's leaders respond to this rejection of an alternate reality that, since 2005,
they have expended so much energy to defend.
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