The Use of Torture is a Sign of Weakness 

In my 31 years of service with CIA, by far my most difficult assignment was dealing with the Pike Committee of the House of Representatives, in the investigation of CIA’s operational record conducted by both houses of Congress in 1975-76. The mistrust and anger that erupted in those hearings was unlike any I have ever dealt with. In my first meeting with a Pike committee staffer, the demand was for a list of “every gift over $200 CIA has ever given to a foreigner.” When I asserted that the question was virtually impossible to answer, a furious argument followed.

Despite months of bitter squabbling between CIA and Congress, the final report of the Senate’s Church Committee resulted in a new Executive Order, issued in 1981, that prohibited assassination, a much needed step.

Today there is an even more bitter and divisive dispute between CIA and Congress, over the now-acknowledged fact that the CIA spied on the Senate Intelligence Committee as it looked into interrogation and detention programs. At the core of this dispute is something equally outrageous and dangerous for our country - torture 

 After its failures to prevent  9/11, and surrounded by the rampant fears of future terrorist attacks that followed, senior officials in the Bush-Cheney administration openly advocated a return to what they called “the Dark side.” This resulted in the widespread  torture of prisoners suspected of involvement in the 9/11 attack, or of future, planned terrorist operations.  

What is it that rises up in people who have failed to prevent a crisis from occurring, that causes them to turn to torture, as a supposed panacea, ready to be used at time of extreme peril?  Where has it worked? Is the Catholic Church proud of the torments of Torquemada? Do we wish to emulate the French, whose systematic use of torture in the city of Algiers only brought national disgrace, and the loss of Algeria? The turn to torture in such situations is a sign of weakness, not strength. It is a sign that in extremis some among us feel that our traditional beliefs and standards cannot prevail against the powers of darkness, and so they advocate a return to the primitive, the savage, the inhumane as a way out of situations that they have helped to create. 

Alastair Horne, in A Savage War of Peace: Algeria, 1954-62, his magisterial study of France’s failed attempt to retain Algeria, has this to say about torture: “history teaches us that, in the production of reliable intelligence, regardless of the moral issue, torture is counter-productive.”
Today, the advocates of torture assert that since we have not been attacked massively since 9/11, torture must have worked to prevent it. Even President Obama, in his admission that un-named officials “tortured some folks” in extremely dangerous times after 9/11, seemed only apologetic, not outraged. He appeared to urge understanding for the torturers’ failings.

There is profound reluctance on the part of CIA to reveal its own evaluation of  the efficacy of torture, as this would involve possible revelation of the torturers’ identities and those who ordered them to do their work. It seems evident that this reluctance is largely based on the fact that very little of value was achieved. 

Our open resort to torture has already cost us dearly. We can no longer assert that we do not torture our enemies, and we can no longer urge our allies or our opponents to eschew such tactics.

So what do we do now? I believe that we should force the CIA to make public, with minimal redactions, its detailed internal evaluation of what, if anything, torture achieved, what it failed to do, and what its use has cost us. Based on an examination of that report, and with input from experts in the field, a new Executive Order should be crafted, specifically banning torture by any U. S. organization, and naming techniques, such as water boarding, that are forbidden.

The basic issue is this: Are we a country that stands by its standards and values, through thick or thin, or are we a country which says, “We can’t cope with this situation, let’s turn to torture.”


 Torture is not a necessary component of  US foreign policy. I say this based on my experience in the war in Vietnam, where, in 1970-72 I was in charge of all intelligence operations in the ten provinces surrounding Saigon. I had to deal with a flood of incorrect intelligence produced by the South Vietnamese Army’s torture of their prisoners. But CIA was able to conduct effective paramilitary operations against our enemies based on information from prisoners who would not talk under Vietnamese torture, but responded to humane treatment from Americans by giving accurate intelligence to CIA case officers working at our base in Bien Hoa. 

And in South Korea, as CIA’s chief of station in 1973, I brought down the head of the Korean CIA, the second most powerful man in the country, by protesting his torture of an American-educated college professor for alleged subversion. 

The new KCIA director banned torture as a technique to be used by his agency. 

Given the legacy of water-boarding we have inherited from the Bush-Cheney administration, I could not even attempt to make such a protest today.  

For those who assert that America is weaker than it once was, I would say in response, that our relapse into the use of torture contributes to that assertion. A secret intelligence agency in a democracy is an anomaly, and the happy endings to careers and operations are few. Accountability is often a bitter pill to swallow, but if we are to move away from the debilitating tendency to resort to torture, those at the top who have brought us to where we are, need to face the consequences and costs of their decisions. 
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