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A Dangerous Calculus; What's Wrong With Torturing a Qaeda Higher-Up?

By MICHAEL SLACKMAN

IN 1995, the police in the Philippines tortured Abdul Hakim Murad after finding a bomb-making factory in his apartment in Manila. They broke his ribs, burned him with cigarettes, forced water down his throat, then threatened to turn him over to the Israelis. Finally, from this withered and broken man came secrets of a terror plot to blow up 11 airliners, crash another into the headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency and to assassinate the pope. 

''It worked,'' said Alan M. Dershowitz, a professor of law at Harvard who has written about the potential necessity of torture in the post-9/11 world. ''It took what is called 'torture lite' and nonlethal torture to break him down and reveal truthful information that may have saved many lives.'' 

Few Americans will say they support torture. But what if, as in the case of Mr. Murad, or if authorities had captured one of those engaged in planning the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, there was reason to believe that torture could produce information that would save many lives? Under those circumstance, does torture become necessary, if perhaps regrettable? 

The search for an effective way to combat the very real threat of terrorism has forced Americans to confront such uncomfortable questions and the gap that at times exists between the nation's expressed values and its practices. 

Federal investigators, for example, have used coercive methods against a select group of high-level terrorist leaders and operatives. They tried to extract information from Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, a high-level Al Qaeda prisoner, by strapping him down and pushing him under water until he felt he would drown. Investigators called this ''water boarding'' and insisted that it stopped short of torture. 

In the face of a dangerous, implacable enemy, such methods, and perhaps others still more extreme, may easily come to seem more acceptable. As Richard A. Posner, a judge of the United States Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit, wrote in The New Republic in September 2002, in a review of Mr. Dershowitz's book, ''Why Terrorism Works: Understanding the Threat, Responding to the Challenge'': ''If torture is the only means of obtaining the information necessary to prevent the detonation of a nuclear bomb in Times Square, torture should be used -- and will be used -- to obtain the information.'' 

The debate about torture runs along two tracks. The first centers on morality, on the question of whether it can ever be right for a society openly to endorse such practices. But the other aspect of the debate has to do with effectiveness. Does torture work? In many ways, that debate mirrors the death penalty debate; critics say there is no empirical evidence to support the idea that the ultimate sanction deters crime, while supporters often claim that it does. 

Darius Rejali, an associate professor of political science and the author of the book ''Torture and Modernity: Self, Society and State in Modern Iran,'' said his studies show that torture is ineffective as a tool for gathering information. ''My position is there is no empirical evidence to suggest that this works, at least in the way that people claim that it does in the war against terrorism,'' Mr. Rejali said. 

Take the case of Mr. Murad, whom Mr. Dershowitz pointed to as proof that torture is a useful tool. Mr. Rejali said that it took more than a month to break Mr. Murad and extract information -- a delay that would have made it impossible to head off an imminent threat. 

Mr. Rejali said he has studied Algeria's violent struggle in the late 1950's for independence from France. He said he pored through the archives and found no evidence that the French were able to harvest a significant amount of valuable intelligence through their use of torture. He said he came to the same conclusion after studying the Nazis' use of torture throughout Europe. 

''The Gestapo wasn't getting a whole hell of a lot when it tortured resistance people,'' he said. 

Indeed, a study by Human Rights Watch found that torture of criminal suspects often produces inaccurate information. In 1999, Diederik Lohman, a senior researcher for the group, issued a report, ''Confessions at Any Cost: Police Torture in Russia,'' which documented widespread use of torture among the Russian police. 

The report quoted Boris Botvinnik, a university student in Moscow who confessed in 1996 to a murder and robbery after his vision was severely damaged from repeated bouts of near asphyxiation. 

''I wanted to save what was left of me,'' Mr. Botvinnik said. 

Mr. Lohman said, ''That is the problem: If you torture me, I am going to tell you whatever you want to get you to stop. 

In Iraq, a man named Saddam Saleh Aboud told The New York Times that after being hooded and handcuffed naked, doused with water, threatened with rape and forced to sit in his own urine over 18 days at Abu Ghraib prison, he was ready to confess to anything. 

''They asked, 'Do you know the Islamic opposition?''' Mr. Aboud recalled in an interview in Baghdad. ''I said yes.'' At one point, Mr. Aboud said: ''They asked me about Osama bin Laden. I said, 'I am Osama bin Laden. I am disguised.''' 

But if torture doesn't work, why is it so widely employed? The answer, Mr. Rijali and others say, is that it does work as a tool of intimidation, if not intelligence gathering. In authoritarian countries around the world, where leaders struggle to assert their authority, the threat of torture is often enough to keep some kind of social order and inspire informers to come to the government with information -- as it did in the Iraq of Saddam Hussein. 

But that same intimidation effect, experts said, could undermine the efforts of an occupying power, with waning international support, to win the hearts and minds of a people. 

''You know if you are strong and if you have a strong logic you can convince people by your ideas,'' said the Egyptian writer Nawal Sadawi by phone from her home in Cairo. ''Torture means your logic is very weak, so you need power to impose it on others.'' 
