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Terrorism, Television, and Torture: Post-9/11 Morality in Popular 
Culture 

 

Julie Anne Beicken, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Sheldon Ekland-Olson 

 

This dissertation analyzes government documents and popular media to explore 

how 9/11 altered the moral stance on torture in the United States. It considers the 

emergence of a mainstream consequentialist legitimization of torture, wherein torture is 

construed as a lesser evil to that of terrorism, in contrast to the deontological position 

embodied in international law and treaties that torture is always prohibited. Rooted in 

both political and cultural sociology, this project argues that 9/11 resulted in “cultural 

trauma” (Sztompka, 2000) in the United States, the evidence of which can be found in a 

series of government memos from the early 2000s and in the increased portrayal of 

torturers-as-heroes in popular media.  Specifically, a great deal of post-9/11 media that 

depicts the ‘War on Terror’ relies on a torturing hero to fight terrorism and thwart 

terrorist attacks. Jack Bauer of Fox’s hit series 24 is the quintessential archetype of this 

new trope, but the interrogators of Zero Dark Thirty and Showtime’s show Homeland 

also follow suit. Through a content analysis of the above listed media, as well as ABC’s 

torture-heavy primetime series Scandal, this project finds that post-9/11 media represent 

torture as justifiable, effective at gaining life-saving information, and entertaining. 

In order to track this moral shift, this project analyzes both government 

documents and pieces of popular media through ethnographic content analysis. It uses 
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Ekland-Olson’s (2011) model for how moral systems change, which argues that boundary 

drawing and the resolution of dilemmas are at the heart of establishing new moral 

positions. In the case of the ‘War on Terror,’ a boundary has been drawn around terrorists 

and potential terrorists, deeming them Others who are undeserving of protective 

mechanisms such as the law. The Othering of suspected terrorists draws on the history of 

antagonism towards Islam as incompatible with democracy and the West (Said, 1977). 

This project attends to the Islamophobia of torture-heavy media that depict Muslisms and 

Arabs as unassimilable Others posing a persistent threat to the Western way of life. It 

concludes that torture has become a frequent practice of the U.S. government and a staple 

of post-9/11 entertainment media. 
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Introduction: Torture and Popular Culture in the Twenty-First Century 

 This dissertation explores the utilization and representation of torture since 9/11 

in the United States. Rather than claiming that 9/11 stands as an absolute breaking point 

with past practices and understandings of torture, I argue that 9/11 resulted in the 

experience of “cultural trauma” (Sztompka, 2000), which resulted in overt (if contested) 

official support for the practice as well as new depictions of torture in popular media. 

Evidence for this position comes from analysis of government documents legitimizing 

the use of torture and pieces of popular media—three television shows (Fox’s 24, 

Showtime’s Homeland, and ABC’s Scandal) and one film (Zero Dark Thirty)—that 

display torture as justifiable, effective at gaining information, and entertaining. 

 Torture has a long and complex history in the United States, explored in some 

detail below. It has primarily been perpetrated against people of color, from the tortures 

of slavery and Native Americans to the lynchings of the early twentieth century and the 

mass incarceration and torture within U.S. prisons and immigrant detention centers in the 

late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Gordon, 2014). Nevertheless, both 

government officials and the media have undoubtedly posited a new, post-9/11 stance on 

torture. In September of 2002, Cofer Black, former CIA and Counterterror official, stated 

bluntly: “All I want to say is that there was ‘before’ 9/11 and ‘after’ 9/11. After 9/11, the 

gloves come off” (Testimony before the Joint House/Senate Committee Hearing). 

 Scholars agree that torture after 9/11 is different than before in notable ways (see 
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Danner, 20004, Harbury, 2005, McCoy, 2006). Rebecca Gordon (2014) highlights these 

differences well: 

Prior to September 11, U.S. involvement in torture was generally indirect and 
covert. It was indirect, in that its main focus was on providing training and 
technical assistance to torture regimes outside this country. It was covert, in that 
such training, and the research supporting it were never publicly acknowledged by 
government officials. The glaring exception, of course, is the practice of torture in 
U.S. jails and prisons (184). 

 
 In other words, despite the fact that the United States signed binding treaties in 

the twentieth century that it would never torture, the fact that it continued to do so is well 

documented by historians. Nevertheless, after 9/11, for the first time, leaks and the 

declassification of documents made much of the knowledge about such torture available 

to the general public, and further, the members of the government agencies that ordered it 

defended their actions. 

 Studying torture in the post-9/11 world is of paramount importance. Contrary to 

what some may argue, there is little evidence that torture ‘works’ (Hajjar, 2009). Instead, 

there is a great deal of evidence about the far-reaching negative consequences of torture 

on the individuals who are tortured, those who torture, as well as society at large: 

[S]tates that torture…cause harm to those they hold in captivity and interrogate 
with coercive techniques, to those who implement or authorize the policy, to the 
institutions through which the practice of torture is carried out, and ultimately to 
the institutions themselves. (Burk, 2013, 157). 

 
Thus, attending to the complex justifications for torture in government documents and the 

glamorizing representations of it in the contemporary media are essential to preventing 

the proliferation of the practice. 



 3 

 9/11 sparked a debate about torture that resulted in some new justifications of the 

practice and shifting attitudes towards it (see Allhoff, 2012; Danner, 2004; Dershowtiz, 

2002; Dratel, 2006; Hersh, 2004; Jaffer and Singh, 2007; Lubin, 2006; Todorov, 2009; 

Welch, 2007). Polls indicate a nationwide increase in support of torture since 2001, one 

that can be connected to the proliferation of torture-positive media (Fisher, 2005; Kull, 

2004; World Public Opinion, 2008). This upward trend has continued in recent years. 

Amy Zegart, a senior fellow at Standford’s Hoover Institution, conducted a poll in 2012 

and found that 25% of Americans favored waterboarding terrorists, in comparison to the 

16% who favored it in a 2005 Gallup poll (Zegart, 2012). Zegart went on to claim that 

television and the proliferation of torture-heavy media is a reason for this trend, since 

“the boundary between fake spies and the real world is blurring in disconcerting ways, 

from CIA directors pondering Hollywood hypotheticals in their confirmation hearings to 

Twitter users thanking Jack Bauer when Osama Bin Laden was killed.” Alfred McCoy 

(2012) likewise draws a connection between the media representations of torture and 

increased support for it: “While studying the effect of media on individual behavior is 

difficult, and positing any precise correlation between national broadcasts and public 

opinion is doubly so, the temporal coincidence of the two in the case of torture is 

undeniable” (126). This project explores the post-9/11 portrayals of torture in light of 

these shifting attitudes and assumptions.  

 Pre-9/11 representations of torture in popular culture were not only qualitatively 

different than those of 24 and the other media explored in this dissertation, they also 

occurred with much less frequency (Mayer, 2007). Between 1995 and 1999, there were 
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twelve scenes of torture on primetime network television. After 9/11, between 2002 and 

2007, that number jumped to eight hundred and ninety-seven (Human Rights First, 2007). 

At least sixty-seven of these scenes were in the first five seasons of 24 (Miller, 2007). 

 Previously, torturers were largely portrayed as depraved and evil: twisted serial 

killers enjoying tormenting their prey (Silence of the Lambs, 1991) or Nazi doctors 

continuing their well-documented sadist acts after the fall of the Third Reich (Marathon 

Man, 1976). James Bond, a pre-Bauer figure in many ways, himself was often tortured—

and has been in more recent incarnations, such as Casino Royale (2006)—but in the 

media analyzed here it is almost exclusively the heroes who perform the torture, not 

being submitted to it. Before 9/11, while police sometimes elicited confessions via 

torture, such as in NYPD Blue (1993-2005), most often using the ‘good cop/bad cop’ 

routine—an interrogation method known as ‘Mutt and Jeff’—the kind of torture 

displayed on the media analyzed in this project is unique.  

 Unlike cop shows, where torture is utilized to elicit a confession for a crime 

already committed, torture in most post-9/11 media is most often employed to gain 

information to prevent an immanent attack. Torture is portrayed as justifiable, effective, 

and functional as opposed to perverse: the torturer almost always acquires the 

information he/she desires and goes on to thwart the immanent terrorist attack. An 

exception to this can be found in the proliferation of ‘torture porn’ featured in such films 

as Hostel (2005), Saw (2004), and Wolf Creek (2005). Theses films are a notable 

departure from earlier horror films for their high production value and their highly 

sexualized scenes of torture (Flynn and Salek, 2012). However, ‘torture porn’ is very 
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different from the media explored here, belonging to the horror genre and never airing on 

primetime television, like 24 and Scandal. 

 In the new mainstream media, such as that analyzed in this project, the tortured 

person is not an innocent victim but a suspected terrorist whose humanity is devalued. As 

Flynn and Salek (2012) explain, in most of the pre-9/11 films that feature torture, “torture 

is not presented as a spectacle, and the torturer is depicted as a desperate, depraved, and 

brutal individual; the viewer is more likely to identify with the victim than with the 

torturer” (4). In contrast, in all of the media analyzed in this project, the torturers are the 

heroes. They are “counterterrorism agents, CIA or former CIA agents, and even Batman 

is one” (12).  

 This shift can be characterized as a moral one. Treaties that ban torture, such as 

the Geneva Conventions and the Convention Against Torture, make a moral claim about 

torture: that it is always and everywhere forbidden. This is a deontological position. In 

contrast, those who claim that torture is permissible in moments of crisis or exceptional 

circumstances--‘states of exception’ (Agamben, 2005)—such as preventing a terrorist 

attack, advance a consequentialist position on torture. This position does not claim that 

torture is morally right, but that its results are because it conceivably results in saving 

thousands of lives and preventing an attack. In other words, torture is the most morally 

right action when facing the prospect of a terrorist attack, given the very morally 

problematic nature of terrorism and the dilemmas created by terrorist attacks. Jack Bauer 

and the CIA torturers of Zero Dark Thirty are consequentialists: they torture to achieve 

certain outcomes, namely finding out details about a terrorist plot to thwart it and locating 
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Bin Laden, respectively. Details about the moral dimensions of the torture debate are 

explored below.  

 In order to track this shifting conceptualization for torture, this project relies on 

the work of Ekland-Olson (2011) to understand how moral systems change. In particular, 

Ekland-Olson’s analysis of the significance of boundary drawing around protected life is 

relevant to the issue of who the government deems it is okay to torture. President Bush’s 

declaration, for example, that the Geneva Conventions do not apply to detainees at 

Guantánamo Bay or in Afghanistan, because it is a failed state, reveal a logic wherein the 

rights of some are deemed more worthy of protection than others. The creation of the 

‘terrorist’ other who deserves no human or legal rights is a project of large proportions 

engaged in by the government and the media alike.  

 According to Ekland-Olson’s (2011) logic, the drawing or redrawing of 

boundaries around protected life is usually prompted by an historical event, which he 

calls a crystallizing event. Drawing on Sztompka’s  (2000) notion of “cultural trauma,” I 

argue here that 9/11 was such a crystallizing event, one whose consequences have 

reverberated throughout the cultural sphere. Sztompka’s (2000) notion of ‘cultural 

trauma’ has the following four dimensions: 

1 Such a change is marked by a particular temporal quality—it is sudden and 
rapid 
2 It has a particular substance and scope—it is radical, deep, comprehensive, 
touching the core 
3 It has particular origins—it is perceived as imposed, exogenous, coming from 
the outside, as something to which we ourselves have not contributed or if we did, 
then only unwittingly (we ‘suffer’ traumas, traumas ‘occur to us’, we ‘encounter’ 
traumas) 
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4 It is encountered with a particular mental frame—it is perceived as unexpected, 
unpredicted, shocking, repulsive (452). 

 
9/11 fits these criteria well. The event was certainly sudden and rapid, and was framed as 

shaking the United States more than any other event in recent history. It was also 

absolutely perceived as shocking, and having wholly to do with the evilness and 

depravity of the terrorists, rather than anything to do with the policies or actions of the 

United States. 

 Sztompka elaborates on his conception:  
 

Cultural trauma affects culture. Of course any trauma is by definition a cultural 
phenomenon, but as it involves interpretation of potentially traumatizing events or 
situations. But it may also be cultural in the more direct sense, as touching the 
cultural tissue of society. In other words cultural trauma is the culturally 
interpreted wound to cultural tissue itself (458; emphasis in original). 

 
I argue that the representations of torture in the media explored in this dissertation, which 

present it primarily as legitimate and without major consequences, are evidence of this 

cultural trauma. 

MORALITY  
 The moral composition of society is an important component of the fabric of the 

social world. As Hitlin (2008) articulates, “social life has a fundamentally moral 

dimension that needs to be included in our notions of people and society” (9). Hitlin goes 

on to argue that for the social sciences, what is interesting about morality is how 

“[d]epending on the framing of an issue, different moral emotions can be conjured forth” 

(9). In this project, I explore how 9/11 ‘conjured forth’ particular moral reactions in 
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official discourse and popular culture regarding the treatment of terrorism and the use of 

torture. 

 Morality and moral positionings cannot be divorced from social experience or 

context. Different moral stances are justified at different moments in history depending 

on the circumstances surrounding them. Gordon Lynch (2014) explains this process well: 

 In contrast to concepts of moral life that situate it in some prior, pre-social state, 
 such as moral institutionism, the moral is therefore here understood in terms of its 
 articulation through social practices. The moral is thus inseparably bound to social 
 process and to structures of cultural meaning that render such moral articulations 
 and performances meaningful (171). 
 
In other words, morality is intimately intertwined with the social and cultural and thus 

will vary geographically and temporally. In this dissertation, the consequentialist moral 

reasoning found in documents and media draws heavily on the post-9/11 context of crisis 

and insecurity. 

 Sheldon Ekland-Olson’s 2011 Who Lives, Who Dies, Who Decides? highlights the 

importance of historical context in shaping our understandings of morality and tracking 

how ethical systems evolve. While morality may be explicated as universal, it is always 

interpreted in specific contexts and it is these interpretations that impact decisions about 

how humans and even nations—in the case of war—treat each other. As his work shows, 

this treatment changes over time. Ekland-Olson explores how two ‘universal’ moral 

imperatives—life is sacred and should be protected; suffering, when detected, should be 

alleviated—are often in conflict with one another. The process of setting priorities and 

resolving these dilemmas is highly dependent on the history of moral experiences leading 

up to the dilemma as well as the social milieu.  
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 Ekland-Olson asks, “[h]ow do we go about justifying the violation of these deeply 

important, perhaps universal, moral imperatives, while holding tightly to their 

importance?” (1). His answer, revealed through the examples of eugenics, abortion, 

neonatal care, assisted suicide, lynching, and capital punishment, is as follows: 

[W]ith empathy and logic we draw boundaries and we resolve dilemmas. From 
time to time science, technology, and crystallizing events disturb, clarify, and 
inform existing understandings of the implied sense of social worth. New 
resolutions of dilemmas and definitions of life’s protective boundaries are called 
for. In this manner moral systems evolve…along a jagged and often contentious 
path (1). 

 
This boundary-drawing, dilemma-resolving reasoning can be used to explain how torture 

is justified despite being deemed immoral and wrong in philosophy, ethics, and the law. 

Specifically, when a boundary is drawn around potential or suspected terrorists so that 

their social worth is diminished and they are seen as threatening Others, treatment such as 

torture can be considered legitimate.  Likewise, if life is threatened and the infliction of 

suffering is defined as a means of protection, priorities are set and torture can be justified. 

 A particularly useful concept of Ekland-Olson’s to this project is that of the 

crystallizing or galvanizing event. Similar to the notion of a critical juncture or critical 

historical moment in comparative historical sociology (see Mahoney, 2000), crystallizing 

events are moments that shift the tracks of history—occurrences that require us to 

reassess our values and principles. Ekland-Olson reveals many examples of such 

instances that demanded the reassessment of moral principles and resulted in the 

modification of belief and action. In many cases, such as the development of the kidney 

dialysis machine, these changes were spurred by the development of scientific, 
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technological, or medical inventions, but not always. For example, the Nazi atrocities and 

the resulting Nuremberg trials that brought about an urgent emphasis on patient 

autonomy and informed consent in the late 1940s/early 1950s were not the outcome of a 

technological advance, but rather of the realization of what humanity was capable of 

when left unchecked, as well as the insight that doctors (as the Nazi doctors) are not 

always concerned with their patients’ best interests, in contrast to the previous belief that 

doctors’ main job is always to alleviate suffering. Indeed, this same principle—the need 

to ensure that people and nations treat one another humanely, particularly in times of 

war—spurred the creation of the Fourth Geneva Conventions in 1949. 

 Ekland-Olson’s work encourages a consideration of crystallizing events of the 

recent past that have altered our own moral framework. 9/11 can be conceptualized as 

such an occurrence, one that resulted in shifting discourse on and utilization of torture. 

Officials within the Bush Administrated interpreted 9/11 as revealing the existence of an 

unprecedented terrorist enemy, one that threatened the safety and security of the entire 

planet. Facing this enemy, the Administration contended, required a revision to the moral 

and legal codes of our nation, such as claiming that the Geneva Conventions do not apply 

to the United States’ conflict with this enemy. This process is explored in detail in 

Chapter Two. 

RISK SOCIETY AND INSECURITY IN THE MODERN AGE 
 The ‘War on Terror’ is part and parcel of the larger context of the risk society of 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Ulrich Beck (1986) used the concept of 

‘risk society’ to refer to the particular form of modernity emerging in late industrialism. 
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Because industrialism brings with it a host of rights and needs—civil rights and equality, 

for example—that can only be partially met by society, late industrial society is 

fundamentally unstable and thus has an inherent element of risk.  Beck defines risk as a 

“systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and introduced by 

modernization itself” (22, emphasis in original), and notes that the media are primarily in 

charge of defining the risks that are of importance.  

 Although Beck was primarily concerned with the environmental risks that emerge 

from late industrialism and the increasing occurrence of natural disasters, his assessment 

of a society defined by risk is relevant to an understanding of the ‘War on Terror,’ which 

is characterized by perpetual and immanent threat. Indeed, Phillip Bobbitt (2008) 

includes the endeavor to protect civilians from the loss of human and civil rights caused 

by natural catastrophes (i.e. Hurricane Katrina) as part of the ‘War on Terror.’ In his 

view, the mass casualties that result from acts of terror and those that are caused by 

natural disasters (tsunamis, hurricanes, etc.) have similar social consequences. 

 Additionally, both terrorism and natural disasters are characterized by lack of 

safety and insecurity. His idea that television “help[s] to visualize and symbolize risks 

and their actualized consequences” (16) is useful for this project’s attempt to understand 

how the media have depicted and portrayed the insecurity associated with the ‘War on 

Terror.’ Like Beck, Torin Monahan (2010) has identified our present moment as one of 

insecurity. For Monahan, this insecurity exists because of the threat of terrorist attacks, 

natural disasters, and the state of housing and financial crises around the globe.  
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 Monahan notes the ‘War on Terror’ has impacted this state of insecurity by 

replacing human insecurity—concerns about health, poverty, etc., with national 

insecurity. He notes two primary characteristics of this national insecurity: surveillance 

infrastructures, which “mitigate risks and regulate populations” (4) and the insecurity 

subject, who: 

anticipates risks and minimizes them through consumption, regulates exposure to 
potentially threatening Others through systems of fortification, believes that 
economic inequalities are natural and social exclusion justified, voluntarily 
sacrifices privacy and civil liberties on the altar of national security, and fully 
supports punitive state policies, whether against immigrants, criminals, terrorists, 
or the poor (2). 

 
Jack Bauer of 24 Carrie Mathison of Homeland, and Maya of Zero Dark Thirty, embody 

Monahan’s notion of the insecurity subject. Indeed, Monahan cites 24 as an example of 

how popular media contributes to the perception of insecurity by portraying a world full 

of disasters for which Americans find themselves unprepared. The extreme threats 

depicted on the show evoke what Agamben (2005) refers to as a ‘state of exception,’ 

which requires the suspension of law and immediate defense and retaliation.  

 Agamben’s notion of the ‘state of exception’ explains the process of how 

governments, which are built upon the foundation of law, perceive crises as legitimizing 

the violation of that law. As he describes, the “state of exception is an anomic space in 

which what is at stake is a force of law without law (which should therefore be written: 

force of law) (2005, 31). Agamben uses the example of Bush’s military order of 

November 13, 2001, which permitted the indefinite detention of noncitizens suspected of 

terrorist involvement, as an example of the state of exception in action. He explains, 
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“Neither prisoners nor persons excused, but simply ‘detainees,’ they are the object of a 

pure de factor rule, of a detention that is indefinite not only in the temporal sense but in 

its very nature as well” (3-4). 

 The ‘War on Terror’ claims that the society in which we currently live is one 

characterized by insecurity and risk. This chaos is exceptional, and thus warrants 

exceptional measures. As a ‘state of exception’ the ‘War on Terror’ in one in which 

stepping outside the boundaries of legality is acceptable.  

CREATING TERRORIST OTHERS 
 Part of the justification for torture after 9/11 has been the supposedly particularly 

cruel, threatening, and unprecedented nature of twenty-first century terrorism (see 

Chapter Two). However, terrorists have always been conceptualized as occupying a 

space outside the confines of modern societies (despite the fact that many modern nation-

states engage in terroristic behavior—see Bobbitt, 2008): 

The terrorist is the polar example of the extremist, a fanatic and psychopath who 
lies beyond the pale of the comprehensible, rational politics of a liberal 
democracy. A particular sign of this exclusion from the humane tradition is the 
terrorist’s disregard for the value of individual human life, and his supposed 
necessary indiscriminacy in taking it (Elliot et al., 1983, 157). 

 
Conceptualizing terrorists in this way—as zealots operating with different social customs 

than the larger community—serves to legitimize their exclusion and authorize treatment 

of them that is outside of social acceptability and at times also legality. 

 This process can be considered one of dehumanization or Othering, and it occurs 

in many realms of society. It relates to the general social processes of inclusion and 

exclusion and of creating the categories of ‘us’ and ‘them.’ As Tsoukala (2008) writes, 
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“the construction of social enemies is seen as essential to the very defining of the 

mainstream society and to the further maintenance of its cohesion” (61-2). Additionally, 

she notes, “’civilized’ societies can confirm their own sense of unitary consensus by 

virtue of their contemplation of outcasts” (62). In other words, defining ‘them’ is an 

essential part of defining who constitutes ‘us.’ 

 Generating the Other is part of what Ekland-Olson (2011) refers to as drawing 

and redrawing, or negotiating, the boundaries around protected life; the Other is excluded 

from protection. His analysis centers on debates about abortion and capital punishment, 

among others, wherein some lives are considered less worthy of protection than others, 

and some have no social worth. While certain categories of persons continuously occupy 

the status of Other, some categories become Othered at particular moments in history. 

Judith Butler (2004), comments: “It is crucial to ask under what conditions some human 

lives cease to become eligible for basic, if not universal, human rights” (57), of which the 

right to not be tortured is one. Permitting torture in the ‘War on Terror’ has involved a 

process of creating the terrorist Others who are deemed so evil and depraved that they are 

seen as deserving of the intentional infliction of pain and suffering that constitutes 

torture.  

 The history of torture reveals that a process of dehumanization is always present 

when it is utilized. During the Pinochet regime, for example, notorious for its use of 

torture, torture victims were referred to as ‘humanoids’ to distinguish them from the rest 

of the population (Gordon, 2014). In the Untied States, the history of torture is closely 

intertwined with race, as Gordon (2014) points out: “the United States has a long history 
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of treating ‘torturable’ those who at any particular political moment are classified as 

outside the boundaries of whiteness” (140). Torture was central to the program of slavery 

in the United States. Sandiya Hartman (1997) explains how the Narrative of Frederick 

Douglass brings attention to this fact, articulating the “centrality of violence to the 

making of the slave” (4). Although there are many more, these two examples display 

some evidence of dehumanization from past regimes that tortured. 

 Torturable thus relates to marginalized populations of all kinds who bear varying 

statuses of citizenship (or lack thereof; see Nash, 2009 for an excellent explanation of the 

different levels of citizenship).  A. Naomi Paik, for example, has written about the 

isolation, exclusion, and abuse of Haitian refugees at Guantánamo Bay in recent years. 

Sequestered partially because of illness, the refugee camp at Guantánamo Bay has been 

called an ‘HIV prison camp’ where detainees become completely rightless (Paik, 2010 

and 2013). These rightless refugees would fall into the category of ‘sub-citizens’ in 

Nash’s (2009) typology, described above. 

  In the context of the ‘War on Terror,’ the issue of torturability is intertwined with 

the perceived connections between Islam and terrorism, a topic explored in detail in 

Chapter One. Judith Butler (2008) describes the ‘War on Terror’ as a “civilization 

mission” with a “cultural order that figures Islam as abject, backward, foreboding 

ruination and, as a consequence, requiring subordination within and exclusion from the 

culture of the human itself” (17-8). Centuries-old understandings of Islam as belonging to 

the ‘Orient’ (Said, 1979) produced the Muslim as an Other to the West long before 9/11. 

This division has been strengthened in recent decades. Some scholars refer to the recent 
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treatment of Arabs and Muslims as one of racialization. Amaney Jamal (2008), for 

example, elaborates on this process, which “sees Muslims and Arabs as different from 

and inferior to whites, potentially violent and threatening, and therefore deserving of 

policies that target them as a distinct group of people and criminalize them without 

evidence of criminal activity” (116). 

 Anne McClintock (2009) has provided a detailed articulation of how the ‘War on 

Terror’ produced the concept of the torturable terrorist: 

First, the ‘enemy’ was individualized as a recognizable face—the epic, male, 
super villain and archenemy Bin Laden…Second, the dispersed, transnational 
forces of al Qaeda, traversing as they do over sixty countries, were nationalized 
and equated with two nation states…The third solution to the enemy deficit, I 
argue, was to produce the ‘enemy’ as bodies, placing them under permanent US 
supervision, and rendering them most dreadfully subject for retaliation and 
revenge in the labyrinths of torture”  (57-58). 

 
The step-by-step process by which the Bush Administration legally justified the treatment 

of suspected terrorists is elaborated in Chapter Two.  

TORTURE: DEFINITION, HISTORY, AND RELATIONSHIP TO THE ‘WAR ON TERROR’  
 Because torture is legally prohibited in the United States, I begin with the legal 

definition of torture. According to the 1984 Convention against Torture, to which the 

United States is a signatory, torture is defined as: 

[A]ny act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is 
intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a 
third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third 
party has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or 
coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any 
kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the 
consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official 
capacity. It does not include pain or suffering from, inherent in, or incidental to 
lawful sanctions (quoted in Pallito, 2011, 11). 
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This definition is important because it is one that was closely scrutinized after 9/11, as 

members of the Bush administration attempted to find legal leeway in their interrogation 

methods. This subject is explored in detail in Chapter Two. 

 Rebecca Gordon (2014) provides other important definitions of torture. In 

particular, she distinguishes between political torture and institutionalized state torture. 

By political torture, Gordon means a “method of strengthening a regime through the 

destruction of persons and groups that might oppose it” (29). This kind of torture has 

been notably found in dictatorships such as the Third Reich (1933-1945) and the Pinochet 

regime in Chile (1974-1990). By institutionalized state torture, Gordon refers to “the 

intentional infliction of severe mental or physical suffering by an official or agent of a 

political entity, which results in dismantling the victim’s sensory, psychological, and 

social worlds, with the possibility of establishing or maintaining that entity’s power” (32; 

emphasis in original). This latter definition applies most aptly to the ‘War on Terror.’ 

Although the CIA has explained its reliance on torture as a necessary means of extracting 

information to prevent terrorist attacks, very little (if any) actual ‘actionable’ intelligence 

has been gleaned from the utilization of torture (see the U.S. Senate Report on the CIA’s 

Detention and Interrogation Report, 2014). Instead, the use of torture can be associated 

with the attempt of the United States to remain a super power in the midst of global 

terrorism, and to harm and degrade suspected terrorists and persons associated with them.  
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History of Torture 
 Torture has a long history. In the United States, the earliest use of torture was 

during the genocide of native peoples and slavery, where it was used to dehumanize the 

enslaved and indigenous populations and assert white domination (Hartman, 1997; 

Pallito, 2011). In Europe, torture was employed for centuries to elicit confessions, as well 

as to administer punishment, for crimes (Langbein, 1977). The practice of using torture to 

garner confessions was abandoned with the advent of judicial discretion and the birth of 

Enlightenment thinking in the eighteenth century, which suggested that people had 

certain rights that should never be violated (Peters, 1985). In Enlightenment thinking, 

torture came to be considered as the “institutional antithesis of human rights, the supreme 

enemy of humanitarian jurisprudence, and of liberalism, and the greatest threat to law and 

reason” (75). As punishment, torture was replaced by the prison, moving punishment 

from the public sphere to the private and hidden realm (Foucault, 1977). 

 Although torture retreated from the judicial process in Europe and the United 

States abolished slavery, torture persisted into the twentieth century in the United States 

through covert operations, despite the fact that the U.S. had signed two binding treaties, 

the Geneva Convention (1949) and the United Nations Convention Against Torture 

(1984),1 banning torture under any and all circumstances. During the Cold War, the CIA 

extensively researched and employed torture techniques, with particular interest in the 

methods and effects of psychological torture (McCoy, 2006). Additionally, throughout 

                                                
1 Additional treaties that forbid torture: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); the American 
Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man (1948); the Declaration on the Protection of All Persons from 
Being Subjected to Torture (1975); the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1992); and the 
Convention against Torture (1984/1994) (Harbury, 2005, pp. 126-127). 
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the 1980s, it gave financial support and arms to governments—Guatemala, El Salvador, 

Honduras—that openly engaged in the practice of torture (Harbury, 2005). McCoy 

(2006) identifies two phases of U.S. involvement in torture in the twentieth century: (1) 

undercover police-training programs in Latin America and Asia, and (2) army groups that 

advised local counter-insurgency forces, mostly in Central America.  

 As the above brief review shows, while the U.S. has formally opposed torture 

since 1950, it has “covertly supported the practice of torture both internationally and 

within this country” (Gordon, 2006, 448) for many years. Within the United States, 

torture is routinely employed in prisons, jails, and immigrant detention centers. In regards 

to intelligence, McCoy (2006) notes that the three primary CIA interrogation guideline 

documents that sandwich 9/11 are almost identical: the KUBARK Counterintelligence 

Interrogation Manual (1963), the CIA Honduras training handbook (1983), and 

Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez’s interrogation handbook for Iraq (2003).  

 Nevertheless, post-9/11 torture documents, such as the 2002 Legal Memorandum 

by Jay Bybee (Assistant Attorney General for the Office of Legal Counsel) as well as that 

of Alberto Gonzalez (White House General Counsel, 2002), suggest a departure from 

previous approaches (see Jaffer and Singh, 2007 and Pallito, 2011). Bybee and Gonzalez 

not only declare that there are situations in which the Geneva Conventions do not apply 

(Afghanistan, Guantánamo Bay), but also that the Conventions’ definitions of pain can be 

construed in such a way as to allow for harsher interrogation techniques than 

predominant interpretations allow. These memos will be explored in detail in Chapter 

Two. Analyzing these documents and other post-9/11 material (both legal and in popular 
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culture), this project engages the possibility of a new phase of torture at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century: an overt ‘do whatever is necessary’ attitude to prevent acts of 

terrorism and advance the victory of the United States in the ‘War on Terror.’  

Torture and the ‘War on Terror’ 
 Events after 9/11 have revealed extensive use of torture by the CIA (Senate 

Report, 2014). The most controversial has been the highly publicized treatment of 

detainees in the Abu Ghraib, prison in 2004, in which a handful of American army 

officers humiliated, degraded, and tortured detainees. Among other things, the 

wrongdoing included:  

Breaking chemical lights and pouring the phosphorous liquid on detainees; 
pouring cold water on naked detainees; beating detainees with a broom handle 
and a chair; threatening male detainees with rape; allowing a military police guard 
to stitch the wound of a detainee who was injured after being slammed against the 
wall in his cell; sodomizing a detainee with a chemical light and perhaps a 
broomstick; and using military working dogs to frighten and intimidate detainees 
with threats of attack, and in one instance actually biting a detainee (Hersh, 
2004a).  

 
Government officials immediately framed the horrific events that had transpired as the 

work of a few ‘bad apples’ whose cruelty and disregard for international standards made 

them individual outliers to a generally efficient and humane American armed forces. 

Seymour Hersh’s Chain of Command: The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib (2004b), 

however, shows otherwise. Hersh demonstrates that executive decisions about 

intelligence practices and a disregard for the Geneva Conventions from the high ranks 

contributed heavily to the events that transpired at the Iraqi prison (see also Danner, 
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2004). The events of Abu Ghraib and the official responses to it will be explored in detail 

in Chapter Two. 

 The decisions of President’s Bush administration to embrace harsher techniques, 

permit torture, and violate longstanding treaties were based on the supposedly 

exceptional state the U.S. found itself after 9/11, framed as a new war like no other 

before it, the ‘War on Terror’ (Allhoff, 2012; Dershowitz, 2007; Dratel, 2005). This new 

war, the Bush administration claimed, had little in common with old ones. No longer 

fighting a nation-state, the ‘War on Terror’ brings our nation face to face with an enemy 

that is said to embody pure evil, having no respect for life and no morality. Thus, this 

enemy does not deserve the respect typically afforded combatants in war—or the decade-

old Conventions that prohibit torture. Al Qaeda, as an unpredictable, extremely violent, 

and fanatical organization, was perceived an unprecedented enemy that justified a total 

abandonment of the principles that have governed how the U.S. behaves in a war.  

 Despite claims to the contrary, the ‘War on Terror’ shares similarities to other 

wars. In particular, at the core of the ‘War on Terror’, like all wars, is the Us-Them 

thinking that enables wars to occur in the first place. Humans have, throughout history, 

drawn boundaries around whose lives are worth protecting and saving and whose are not 

(see Ekland-Olson, 2011). Michael Mann argues that this boundary drawing has become 

more pronounced in the modern era, since the birth of the nation-state. More specifically, 

he claims that murderous ethnic cleansing, one of the most extreme results of boundary 

drawing, “diffuses along with the process of democratization” (2005, 505).  Mann’s 

central point is that democracy has a dark side, and that modernity has brought with it a 
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host of problems, most notably a series of serious ethnic conflicts (see also Baumann, 

2000). Alexis de Tocqueville long ago expressed concern about democracy’s potential for 

the ‘tyranny of the majority’ (de Tocqueville, 2002) and Mann points out that 

majority/minority fault lines are often delineated by ethnicity. While the ‘War on Terror’ 

has not had ethnic cleansing as its explicit intent, the attack of 9/11 and the U.S. 

retaliations in Iraq and Afghanistan have become intertwined with ethnic-religious 

conflicts in the Middle East, and the terrorist enemy is characterized as foreign, Muslim, 

and sharing little in common with American (read Western and white) values. 

 Despite the commonalities between the ‘War on Terror’ and previous wars, the 

Bush Administration maintained its fundamental uniqueness and thus developed a novel 

script determining how the U.S. behaves in this new war. The administration was stepped 

outside of the parameters of traditionally accepted wartime behavior.  Thus, the ‘them’ 

category—terrorists—is deemed deserving of the harshest treatment, including torture, in 

order to be thwarted from successfully launching further attacks.  

The Torture Debate 
 9/11 and its many horrors (thousands dead, many more wounded, catastrophe in 

the middle of a major American metropolis during peacetime) prompted administrators, 

academics, and popular culture to revisit the question, answered over half a century ago 

by the Geneva Conventions: Can torture be justified? Here terrorism is defined as the 

“intentional use of force against noncombatants or their property to intentionally instill 

fear in the hopes of realizing some ideological aim” (Allhoff, 2013, 5). The argument is 
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that if twenty-first century terrorism presents a new, exceptional kind of enemy, should 

exceptional practices be embraced when fighting it?  

 To answer this question, scholars and the media have drawn up a scenario that 

enables the consideration of the pros and cons of torturing or engaging in other extreme 

measures in the midst of a potential terrorist attack to prevent catastrophe and disaster. 

Almost all scholars and officials believe that in general, torture is wrong. Its use in the 

seventeenth century to elicit confessions, for example, has been long considered obsolete 

and is protected from occurring, and has been for a long time, under both the Fifth 

(guaranteeing due process) and the Eighth Amendments (prohibiting cruel and unusual 

punishment) to the Constitution (See Langbein, 1977/2004, Peters, 1985). But if torture is 

to be prohibited under most circumstances, in what (if any) situations should it be 

permitted? 

 The scenario used to address this question is that of the ticking time bomb. The 

scene is as follows: a catastrophic event will imminently take place. Intelligence officers 

have access to the person who is either responsible for the attack or has critical 

information regarding it. Anywhere from hundreds to millions of lives are at stake, and 

time is of the essence. Should government officials be able to do whatever is necessary 

(torture) in order to get the valuable information that will save the lives of many? 

 This question is rooted in age-old dilemmas about the value of life: is one life 

worth more than five? Philosophers and ethicists have engaged these questions for 

centuries.  In the ticking time bomb scenario, the value of the terrorist’s life, according to 

some, is not equal to the value of the innocent millions—indeed many lives have 
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intrinsically more value than one. Thus, while torture is morally wrong, it is less wrong 

than permitting millions to die (Allhoff, 2012, Steinhoff, 2013). This is a consequentialist 

argument: it weighs the pros and cons of engaging in a relatively lesser evil to prevent a 

monstrous one. In this line of thinking, what matters is not the action itself but the 

outcome of the action: the goal is to maximize good and minimize pain for the greatest 

number of people.  Thus, while torture is morally questionable, since it will save lives, it 

is the morally sound thing to do. As a non-absolutist moral theory, arguing that there are 

no rules that can never be justifiably violated, consequentialism by definition 

accommodates the moral acceptability of torture (Allhoff, 2012).  

 Those who remain opposed to torture under any and all circumstances are 

absolutists. For absolutists torture itself, as an action is wrong, no matter what the 

consequences. Anti-torture deontologists consider there to be no situation, not even the 

ticking time bomb scenario, that can justify the use of torture (Hajjar, 2013). 

Deontologists, unlike consequentialists, are concerned with rules and principles, not 

consequences or outcomes (Allhoff, 2012). Elaine Scarry, for example, argues that 

torture is always wrong. To Scarry, torture has nothing to do with gathering information 

or any other consequentialist end, but rather is solely about inflicting bodily pain (1985).  

It is inappropriate against any enemy, no matter who he/she is.  

 Additionally, Scarry finds the ticking time bomb scenario to be bogus and 

therefore not only useless as a philosophical exercise but also harmful to the torture 

debate by suggesting the plausibility of torture in a situation that is inherently 

implausible. According to her, the chances of (a) knowing of an event in advance, (b) 
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having access to someone with valuable information to stop it, (c) being able to question 

this person, and (d) getting him/her to talk and yield important information that will lead 

to preventing the attack is impossible (2004). Regardless, the ticking time bomb scenario 

is the primary example discussed at length in the ethical and legal literature regarding 

torture and repeatedly demonstrated in the popular media (such as 24, as we shall see in 

Chapter Four). 

 Aside from questioning the validity of the ticking time bomb scenario, absolutists 

have other important concerns about engaging in torture, no matter what is at stake (one, 

one hundred, or one thousand lives). Some claim that committing torture is degrading to 

humanity all around: to the humanity of the tortured, the torturer, and the society in 

which torture occurs (Fried and Fried, 2010; Harbury, 2005). As Burk (2013) describes, 

where torture has occurred, “[t]wo specific institutional harms resulted: a weakening of 

civil society and its relationship to government and an erosion of trust among those 

serving within the government that the government’s policies and official acts were just” 

(162). Torturing challenges the notion of human rights to its very core by not only 

violating the right not to be tortured, which every human being has (a right which is 

indoctrinated in international law), but also by disposing of the premise that all human 

beings have intrinsic value (Fried and Fried, 2010). As a result, the society in which 

torture occurs becomes grotesque (Améry, 1980). 

 Additional concerns about torture are related to the fact that it has historically 

produced low-level intelligence (Brecher, 2007). Peters notes that part of the reason that 

torture came under attack as a practice of the judiciary in eighteenth century Europe was 
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because torture measured a person’s ability to withstand pain more than it did produce the 

‘truth’ (1985). At that time, jurists complained of receiving confessions to crimes that did 

not occur, or that the defendant would have been unable to commit, because of the duress 

of torture.  

 Further absolutist concerns about torture revolve around the fear that if the United 

States permits torture—whether legally, institutionally, or only in principle by not 

prosecuting those who torture—other nations will follow suit (Brecher, 2007). If the 

United States is supposed to be a model democracy in the world, engaging in a practice 

long considered uncivilized and undemocratic threatens the future of democracy 

worldwide.  

 A final absolutist concern with torture stems from a slippery-slope argument: if 

torture is allowed in the most extreme cases (like the ticking time bomb), where is the 

line drawn? Clearly it is impossible to come up with every possible situation in which 

torture could be permitted. As a result, a danger of allowing it at all is that it will seep 

into other kinds of situations (Hajjar, 2013). Originally torture will only be used in 

ticking time bomb cases, but over time, would it be extended to kidnappings? Hostage 

situations? Further, how is immanence to be defined? What if the bomb is supposed to go 

off in a week? Does that mean we can still torture? Absolutists argue that allowing torture 

in even one situation opens the door for it to occur in many situations and spread widely. 

 Michael Walzer’s notion of ‘dirty hands’ combines elements of both 

deontological and consequentialist thinking on torture. He argues that politicians must at 

times dirty their own hands to protect the larger community, the motivation behind which 
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is furthering the good of the society as a whole. In doing so, the politician protects not 

only the bodies of the general population but their souls as well, by conducting the 

morally wrong action him/herself. This mentality defines Jack Bauer as a hero fighting 

terrorism well, as he sacrifices his own morality to protect innocent lives, a topic 

explored further in Chapter Four. 

 Rebecca Gordon’s (2014) insertion in to the torture debate critiques both the 

consequentialist and deontological approaches to torture because both “treat torture itself 

as a series of discrete and unusual actions, arising suddenly in situations of great 

extremity” (9). Instead Gordon reconceives torture as a practice. She utilizes Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s concept of practice from his esteemed 1981 work After Virtue. According to 

MacIntyre, to qualify as a practice, something must beet the following three conditions: 

It must be both coherent (i.e. directed toward some purpose in an organized way) 
and complex (chopping vegetables is not a practice; cooking is). 
It must be a cooperative activity, arising from and embedded in a larger social 
context (a ‘tradition’) 
Its practitioners must share an understanding of the good things the practice seeks 
to achieve…and of the sorts of habits of excellence—or virtues—necessary to 
achieve those goods (Gordon, 2014, 107). 

 
Gordon assesses that torture is a practice according to MacIntyre’s criteria, with a caveat: 

since she sees torture embodying the opposite of virtue, she considers it a “false practice” 

(121; emphasis in original). I quote Gordon here at length because I think she provides an 

important intervention into the torture debate by considering torture as an ongoing social, 

and historically situated aspect of human praxis, rather than something embodied by a 

specific method or technique. Thus, in the analysis here, the issue is not whether or not 

specific techniques were utilized by the United States, but rather that the ‘War on Terror’ 
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has enabled a pro-torture position which has elicited the cooperation of many individuals 

and an array of tactics—such as indefinite detention and extraordinary rendition—to 

attempt to gain power over potential or suspected terrorists.  

 Alan Dershowitz (2002) has proposed a controversial solution to the ticking time 

bomb scenario by suggesting that courts issue ‘torture warrants’ when extreme 

circumstances call for harsh interrogation techniques in order to get valuable information.  

His argument is that because torture occurs and will continue to be utilized, it should be 

made legal under certain circumstances in order to for the state to be able to regulate it. If 

torture remains illegal, he argues, it will be impossible to manage the circumstances 

surrounding it or the methods employed to perform it.  

 Dershowitz falls in line with the Bush administration’s treatment of the ‘War on 

Terror’ as a totally new phenomenon requiring new techniques and policies, since, 

according to him, 9/11 changed everything we thought we new about terrorism (2002). 

He argues against the proposition that torture yields unreliable information, citing a case 

from the Philippines in 1996 where an attack was prevented because the interrogational 

torture of a detainee yielded actionable intelligence. But Dershowitz’s main point is not 

even to argue whether he believes torture works or should be employed, though he does 

propose a consequentialist argument in which torture is sometimes the least bad option. 

His concern is that since if a ticking time bomb case were to occur, there is no question 

that torture would be used, the issue for policymakers and philosophers is not to debate 

the moral status of torture but rather to pragmatically address how to deal with the 

(assumed necessary) practice of torture in the current ‘War on Terror.’  
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 Dershowtiz’s position has come under significant attack from both absolutists and 

nonabsolutists. Elaine Scarry points to the implausibility of the ticking time bomb 

scenario, as discussed above, and the belief that the torture warrant ultimately has the 

effect of making torture a “sanctionable act” (2004, 282). Fritz Allhoff (2012) is critical 

of Dershowitz for very different reasons. While he supports the use of torture in extreme 

circumstances, he believes that the warrants will cause more trouble than they will aid the 

process of preventing terrorist attacks. Further, he questions the validity of putting the 

decision to torture in the hands of the judiciary versus experienced torturers. Finally, he 

believes that the warrants could enable the potential for “frivolous” use of torture insofar 

as officers could apply for the warrants whenever they wanted and may be granted them 

even if the circumstances did not absolutely demand the use of torture (193). 

MEDIA, POLITICS, AND POPULAR CULTURE 
 Popular culture is an important arena to study in order to observe and understand 

trends in the culture at large. This project looks to popular culture to understand the 

changing assumptions about and representations of torture. Gair notes that “[i]t is 

probably self-evident that American popular culture has always responded to (and helped 

to shape) shifting economic and ideological relations (2007, 201), and that television and 

film are integral pieces of the popular culture puzzle. Both are significant forms of 

entertainment that millions of people participate in, reflective of the zeitgeist and key 

issues of the present moment. Popular culture in general, and television in particular, can 

be considered an “authoritative source of cues about the relevance of political and social 

issues” that “offers scripts which audiences…use to play at being citizens” (Inthorn et al., 
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2012, 337). Television is more than just mere entertainment; it has been called “THE 

storyteller for society” (Wasko, 2005, 3), one that is bound up with what it means to be a 

citizen of the nation. Indeed, television has come to have much of the same value and 

significance as myth and folklore in society (Fiske, 1987; Kellner, 2005). Thus, 

examining the content and meaning of television reveals a great deal about the society in 

which it is produced.  

 Since 9/11, media conglomerates have produced a wide array of entertainment 

media that are sympathetic to the ‘War on Terror,’ as well as the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan (Dodds, 2010). 24, though complex and multi-layered, is one such product. 

Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty are as well. John Ellis has written about television as 

‘working through’—television becomes a means to process events, news, and issues of 

concern for the public (Ellis, 1999). Television shows such as 24 and Homeland, then, 

can be understood as aiding American audiences in making sense of the terrorist attacks 

and the ‘War on Terror’ that has been launched in response to them. As Paul Dahlgren 

has written, the ‘working-through’ of events since 9/11 in popular media has been largely 

politicized in nature, focusing on various aspects of the ‘War’ in many of its programs 

(Dahlgren, 2005). 

 Interpreting a television show or film is a complex endeavor. Both are anything 

but monolithic, often having multiple complex characters with a wide range of traits and 

emotions. As Fiske has written, television is polysemic: it has multiple meanings and 

should be understood as an open, rather than a closed, text. Television, by definition, 

intends to reach a mass audience, and it will thus be interpreted and read differently by 
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different audiences (Fiske, 1987). To read a television series as a unified expression of 

dominant ideology would discount the agency of audiences in making their own meaning 

of the shows. The possibility for alternative readings of television has been well 

documented, as for example by Jenkins in his discussion of female Star Trek fans 

interested primarily in the love storylines of the series (Jenkins, 1992). 

 Fiske asserts that television texts do assert a dominant ideology, but that it is not 

necessary that all viewers/readers absorb this ideology, particularly when it is 

contradictory to their interests. Hall (1980/2005) likewise points out that readers who find 

themselves unrepresented by the dominant position will have alternative or oppositional 

readings of a text. That said, my reading in this project is of the media’s dominant 

ideology—that is the ideology promoted by the show that justifies the ‘War on Terror’ 

and legitimizes extreme measures to allegedly eradicate terrorism. Using Fiske’s terms, 

this project emphasizes the discourse of the program rather than that of the reader (the 

audience member as agent who has the ability to interpret the text of the television show 

from his/her position in society). As Fiske states, the “discourses of the program attempt 

to control and confine its potential meanings; the discourse of the reader may resist this 

control” (Fiske, 1987, 15). Elliot et al. (1983) have noted that the action/adventure genre, 

to which 24, Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty belong, is particularly suited to a singular 

ideology: “the standard action-adventure series is both relatively ‘closed’ and relatively 

‘tight.’ It tends to reproduce the emphases of the official discourse and to offer few 

spaces for alternative and oppositional viewpoints” (165). Thus, this project provides a 
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relatively unified reading of these media, and proposes more complex readings as 

objectives of future research (see the Conclusion). 

 Without intending to indict television or film as merely a “banal instrument of the 

dominant ideology” (Kellner, 1995, 17), there is still utility in spelling out what that 

ideology is. As Fiske asserts, characters are not just “representations of individual people 

but are encodings of ideology” (1987, 9). Exploring the dominant messages and themes 

in a program is worthwhile since “television produces ‘reality’ rather than reflects it” 

(Fiske, 1987, 21). In other words, studying television and television culture is a crucial 

way to comprehend the events of the times. Research suggests that people “rely upon 

television to describe the world, and that they draw upon that information to form 

opinions” (Lewis, 2005, 438). To suggest that these media portray torture as justifiable is 

not meant to imply that all television shows that represent torture have the effect of 

manipulating audiences into complicity with the practice, but rather that the portrayal of 

torture as acceptable within the context of these programs has complex implications for 

the acceptability of torture in the real world (see Kammerer, 2012).  

 Exploring representations of torture in popular media is an important pathway to 

comprehending and assessing how interpretations of torture have changed since 9/11. Of 

television shows that have portrayed torture since 9/11, 24 is the most important. It is a 

natural choice for analyzing the increased portrayal of torture on primetime television 

because it blazed the trail for doing so. Its high ratings undoubtedly opened the door for 

other shows to consider the portrayal of torture as having high entertainment value and 

being attractive to viewers. Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty follow in 24’s footsteps by 
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(a) portraying a great deal of torture and (b) suggesting that torture has been useful in 

important counterterror projects, whether fictional, as in the case of Homeland, or based 

on actual events, as in the case of Zero Dark Thirty. Scandal is notably different than 

these other shows for a variety of reasons, a subject which is elaborated upon in the 

Methodology section below.  

METHODOLOGY 
 In order to explore the utilization and representations of torture since 9/11, I 

analyzed two sources of primary data: government documents relating to torture on the 

one hand, and popular media on the other. 

 My analysis of government documents entails a close reading of the declassified 

documents that detail the interrogation program developed by the CIA after 9/11. 

Rebecca Gordon (2014) notes that the “[i]nterpretation of law is an obvious locus for the 

use of the intellect in the service of judging what is right” (178). These memos, then, can 

be understood as making moral claims about how the United States should behave in the 

‘War on Terror.’ These documents are contained within two volumes: Greenberg and 

Dratel’s (2005) The Torture Papers: The Road to Abu Ghraib and Jaffer and Singh’s 

(2007) Administration of Torture: A Documentary Record from Washington to Abu 

Ghraib and Beyond. The documents in the former text include the memos that authorized 

the use of ‘enhanced’ interrogation techniques, known as the ‘torture memos,’ as well as 

several official reports responding to the events at Abu Ghraib. The latter includes 

documents from both Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo. In late 2014, the United States 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence released a lengthy report on the use of torture 
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since 9/11, the “Committee Study of the Central Intelligence Agency’s Detention and 

Interrogation Program,” known informally as the ‘torture report.’ This report was 

released too close to the completion of this project to receive close scrutiny here, but will 

be a proposed object of further study in the conclusion to this dissertation. My close 

reading of the documents looks to the rhetoric and legal justifications for the use of 

torture within them. 

 In addition to the government documents listed above, I also analyzed books by 

some of the members of the Bush Administration who were involved in drafting the 

torture memos, as well as accounts by interrogators in the field.  These supplementary 

materials gave a fuller picture of the motivations behind the torture memos and also how 

officers on the ground interpreted their mandates.  

 In order to explore the issue of torture in the post-9/11 media, I analyzed three 

television shows--24, Homeland, and Scandal and one film—Zero Dark Thirty. While I 

initially planned only to analyze 24, I was prompted to include more examples at my 

proposal defense. Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty were obvious choices because both 

deal explicitly with the ‘War on Terror’ and counterterrorism. Additionally, their plots 

revolve around the use and impacts of torture. I added Scandal after watching several 

episodes and noticing that it also displayed many torture scenes and includes a central 

character, Huck, who is a tortured torturer (to some extent like Jack Bauer, though 

different in many notable ways as well). Scandal provides an interesting counterfactual 

case to the other media because it is a political thriller that does not center around the 
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‘War on Terror.’ Nevertheless, like the other media, it also advances the notion that 

torture has become entertaining in mainstream media in the post-9/11 world. 

 24 ran for eight initial seasons (2001-2010) and then returned for a mini-season in 

2014 (Live Another Day). The show enjoyed enormous popularity and a large following 

and still has many fan sites in operation. It features Jack Bauer (played by Kiefer 

Sutherland) as an intelligence and field agent for the fictional Los Angeles Counter 

Terrorism Unit. Each season is a real-time twenty-four hours—each episode one hour—

in the life of Bauer, who meets a terrorist threat (or multiple threats) and eradicates 

it/them in the very short span of time he has in almost every instance. The show has many 

occurrences of torture in every season—sometimes multiple times per episode.  These 

torture scenes are situated within a broader context of moral dilemmas sparked by 

terrorist threats. In order to counter terrorist attacks, the show argues, lives must be 

damaged or sacrificed to save the larger American population. In these ways, 24 is 

simultaneously engaged in the process of resolving moral dilemmas and drawing 

boundaries around whose lives are worth saving and whose are disposable or unworthy of 

protection in the era of the ‘War on Terror.’  

 Homeland is the story of CIA agent Carrie Mathison, a young, dedicated 

operations officer with bipolar disorder. Before being forced to leave Iraq for her role in 

an unauthorized mission, a reliable source tells Carrie that an American prisoner of war 

has been turned. Shortly after returning to the United States, American soldiers locate 

Marine Nicholas Brody in Iraq, who was thought to be dead after being taken a prisoner 

of war eight years prior. Brody comes back to the U.S. a hero, greeted by the Vice 
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President and hailed as a symbol of a strong American soldier. But Carrie is immediately 

suspicious that Brody is the turned American prisoner of war of whom her source spoke. 

She sets about trying to discover if she is correct by installing invasive (and illegal) 

surveillance throughout the Brody home. 

 Zero Dark Thirty, the story of the black ops mission to capture or kill Osama Bin 

Laden, premiered on December 19, 2012. Mark Boal and Kathryn Bigelow, who had 

collaborated on The Hurt Locker, wrote the film, which Columbia Pictures distributed. 

Called ‘torture porn’ by some critics (von Tunzelman, 2013), the film tells the story of 

CIA officer Maya Lambert and her participation in the quest to locate and eliminate 

Osama Bin Laden, the success of which the film largely credits to her. Although it 

received widespread critical acclaim and was nominated for five Academy Awards and 

four Golden Globe Awards, the film also sparked a huge controversy about the role of 

torture in finding Bin Laden. The film’s story of Bin Laden’s execution suggests that 

torture was central to locating him, a fact that has been hotly contested and sparked a 

debate about the utility of torture and the accuracy of the film, in part because of the fear 

that portraying torture as effective normalizes it. 

 Scandal premiered on April 5, 2012. The show is now in its fourth season, though 

this analysis will focus on the first three seasons only. The show focuses on Olivia Pope 

and her team of lawyers who help elite Washingtonians cover up their dirty misdeeds. 

For example, in the 3rd episode of the 1st season, “Hell Hath No Fury,” Pope and 

Associates help a millionaire’s son who has been accused of rape. One of the members of 

Olivia’s team, Huck, played by Guillermo Diaz, is not a lawyer but a technology expert. 
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Huck is a quiet and squirrely man who makes references to a dark past. Viewers 

eventually learn that while he was a Marine, Huck was recruited to join an elite and 

secretive portion of the CIA called B613, which on the show is actually the most 

powerful arm of politics in America—more powerful than the President. B613 is headed 

by someone called ‘Command,’ who—it turns out—is Olivia’s father, Eli Pope.  Huck’s 

role in B613 was to torture and kill ‘traitors’ to the U.S., something he developed an 

affinity for. While Huck’s relationship to torture is the primary focus of Scandal, he is 

not the only perpetrator of torture on the series. I argue that the portrayal of torture on 

Scandal both supports the notion that it is effective at gathering information and that it 

has an appeal, both as an actual practice that is invigorating and as a form of 

entertainment, all contributing to an overall normalization of the practice.  

 I utilized ethnographic content analysis to study these media, a method mapped 

out by Altheide (1987). Ethnographic content analysis demarcates categories and has a 

numeric component, counting the number of instances of categories in a medium, such as 

a television show, but it differs from quantitative content analysis in key ways. Where 

quantitative content analysis is interested in confirming hypothesized relationships, 

ethnographic content analysis is used to “document and understand the communication of 

meaning” (Altheide, 1987, 67). Context is of paramount importance to ethnographic 

content analysis, which always situates categories in their environments in order to 

understand them. Categories are not rigid but are expected to evolve and deepen as the 

research progresses. Like ethnographic research in general, the research subject is chosen 

and sampled theoretically, not randomly the way quantitative research encourages.  
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 I performed this content analysis by first watching all 193 episodes of 24 

available at the time (the 9th season was released during the writing of this project; I 

amended my analysis to include it in the summer of 2014). As I watched, I took detailed 

notes detailing each instance of torture, as well as other notable events. After I finished, I 

came up with the categories of interest, which were primarily derived from the show 

itself. For example, because Jack Bauer frequently threatens people with death, I made 

“Threats of death to self/family” a category. I also added categories I wanted to analyze 

based on my reading of the government documents, such as “Justifications of torture” and 

“Positional torture.” Once I had developed the list of categories, I applied them to 24, 

rewatching many episodes, and then to Homeland, Zero Dark Thirty, and Scandal. Since 

24 was the first series chronologically to portray a significant amount of torture, it 

seemed like a good series to use as a template. As I moved through the media, I added 

categories that were not present in 24. For example, sleep deprivation was never used on 

24 because the show does not allow enough time for it. I thus added this category later. 

The details of my categories and how I utilized them are outlined in Chapter Three, 

which provides the analysis of 24. Chapter Four provides the content analysis of the other 

three pieces of media. My content analysis for each piece of media is located in the 

Appendices. 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 
 Chapter One, “Terrorism, Television and Torture: Dehumanization and the 

Construction of the Terrorist Other,” considers the relationship between popular media, 

torture, and the depiction of Arabs and Muslims as terrorist Others. Sociologists have 
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long been concerned with the concept of the Other and how it is utilized to justify 

exclusionary social practices. This chapter considers how each piece of media engages in 

the process of dehumanization that is necessary to legitimize the use of torture.  My close 

reading of these media reveals that 24, Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty advance the 

notion of an inherent incompatibility between the United States/West and the 

Muslim/Arab/East, rooted in the centuries-old binary logic of Orientalism (Said, 1979). 

Arabs and Muslims have long been considered to embody values at odds with the West 

as a whole and the United States in particular, and this notion is exaggerated by their 

depiction as religious fanatics in these media. While Scandal is somewhat of an 

aberration, taking place in Washington with few Muslim or Arab characters, it also relies 

on conceptualizations of racialized Others to justify torture.    

 Chapter Two, “Geneva Doesn’t Apply: Analysis of the Government Documents 

on Torture,” provides a detailed reading of the government documents described above. It 

reveals that the government legitimated the use of torture in a step-by-step process. First, 

the Bush Administration declared the response to 9/11 as a ‘war’ and then stated this was 

of unprecedented character because of the supposedly novel nature of twenty-first 

century terrorism. Secondly, once the ‘War on Terror’ was deemed to be a different kind 

of war, the Bush Administration established that the Geneva Conventions would not 

apply to it, creating the space for violations of anti-torture treaties. Thirdly, it shows how 

Bush Administration officials interpreted the definition of torture in a way that made it so 

narrow that many interrogation techniques previously considered torture no longer would 

be defined as such. Finally it explores the events at Abu Ghraib and the official responses 
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to it to demonstrate how the Administration avoided taking any responsibility for the 

wrongdoings there, promoting a culture of torture that was by no means exclusive to Abu 

Ghraib alone.  

 Chapter Three, “’Talk and the pain will stop:’ Jack Bauer and the Changing Moral 

Status of Torture after 9/11,” provides the results from my content analysis of 24. It 

reveals that Bauer is an efficient torturer who employs a variety of torture techniques and 

is highly effective at extracting information. Further, Bauer is a more effective torturer 

than both government officials and terrorists, suggesting that a rule-breaking hero may be 

necessary to win the ‘War on Terror.’ Characters on 24 frequently justify the practice of 

torture, legitimating it as an essential component of counterterrorism. Finally, those who 

are tortured show little physical or mental evidence, signifying torture as innocuous to 

both tortured and torturer. According to 24, times have changed, and the drastic character 

of the ‘War on Terror’ calls for drastic measures.  This suggests that the model post-9/11 

hero is a “utilitarian martyr” (Patterson, 2008), who sacrifices his own morality to protect 

the nation, like the politician who has ‘dirty hands’ (Walzer, 2004).  

 Chapter Four, “Primetime Torture and the Box Office: Homeland, Zero Dark 

Thirty, and Scandal,” extends the content analysis to the other media. My analysis reveals 

that all three pieces of media depict torture as valuable for gathering information and as 

essential to counterterrorism efforts, albeit in different ways. The shows thus contribute 

to a cultural climate wherein torture is perceived as necessary to ensure the safety of the 

nation in the extraordinary circumstances of the ‘War on Terror.’ Homeland asserts that 

torture has the potential to turn a U.S. Marine into a terrorist, but at the same time, it is a 



 41 

tactic that the CIA regularly employs to locate and eliminate terrorist threats with 

success. Zero Dark Thirty contends that torture was essential to the mission to locate 

Osama Bin Laden, and that without the use of ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ the 

threat posed by Bin Laden would never have been eliminated. Finally, Scandal brings 

torture into a political thriller set in Washington having little to do with the ‘War on 

Terror,’ placing torture in the center of American popular entertainment. Scandal airs on 

a major network (ABC) during primetime, normalizing torture as part of expected 

television drama. Like the other media analyzed, it uncritically shows torture as useful for 

gathering information and as a regular practice of the U.S. government. All three shows 

point to the increased portrayal of torture as entertainment, the justification of torture as 

essential to winning the ‘War on Terror,’ and the normalization of torture as a practice in 

the early 21st century.  

 Finally, the conclusion outlines the limitations of this study and opportunities for 

further research, including attention to the issue of surveillance in the ‘War on Terror,’ 

including audience responses to the media, and an analysis of the recent ‘torture report’ 

by the U.S. Senate. 
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Chapter One: Terrorism, Television and Torture: Dehumanization and 
the Construction of the Terrorist Other 

“These are surely populations that are not regarded as subjects, humans who are not 
conceptualized within the frame of a political culture in which human lives are 
underwritten by legal entitlements, law, and so humans who are not humans” 

-Judith Butler, Precarious Life, 2004, p. 77. 
 

 This chapter addresses the question of why torture has been legitimized since 

9/11. Using Ekland-Olson’s logic, individuals or groups of people must be placed outside 

of the category of ‘human’ for treatment such as torture to be justified. Excluding groups 

of people from the category of human enables their mistreatment without violating the 

moral imperatives that life is sacred and should be protected and suffering, once detected, 

should be alleviated. In the case of the ‘War on Terror,’ the torture and abuse of Arabs 

and Muslims is rooted in the global history of colonialism and imperialism. This chapter 

demonstrates how 9/11 intensified pre-existing notions of the perceived incompatibility 

between the United States/West and Arab/Muslim/East, which forms the basis for the 

argument that Arab/Muslim lives—a conflation that will be explored below—have little 

value and are expendable. It finds evidence for this position in the torture-heavy media 

analyzed in this project: 24, Homeland, Zero Dark Thirty, and Scandal. 

WHO COUNTS AS HUMAN? OTHERING AND TORTURE 
 According to Ekland-Olson, some form of dehumanization is necessary to justify 

the treatment of people that would otherwise violate moral tenets, such as torture. This 

process of dehumanization can also be called Othering. Sociology utilizes the concept of 

the Other to “capture a process by which certain categories of a population are morally 
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debased and defiled” (Seidman, 2013, 20). Torture itself is a process of debasement and 

defilement (Scarry, 1985), but relies upon the devaluation of life before its utilization. 

Seidman (2013) theorizes the Other as that which is constructed as a social threat, 

representative of chaos and/or ruin, and therefore seen as deserving of both patterns of 

social exclusion and “forms of governance that suspend routine customary and juridical 

conventions” (7), such as torture. Further, he notes that the “Other is often born in the 

midst of panic politics” (7). While the establishment of the Arab/Muslim Other did not 

commence with 9/11, the inauguration of the ‘War on Terror’ and the cultural trauma of 

9/11 exaggerated and intensified the sense of incompatibility between the West/United 

States and Arab/Muslims. 

 The conceptualization of the Other functions to simultaneously demarcate those 

groups that reside within the body politic as well as those that are excluded: 

 [T]hese socially constructed outcasts cannot be efficiently excluded from the 
 mainstream society unless they become the object of a rupturing process, liable to 
 draw a clear line between the perpetrator of the allegedly threatening acts and the 
 rest of the world, as part of a process of establishing guilt. This rupturing process 
 allows, moreover, expulsion of all the moral ambiguity from the coercive 
 measures to be adopted against the wrongdoers and from the values thus defended 
 (Tsoukala, 2008, 62). 
 
In other words, while Others are already perceived as outside of the mainstream, the 

process of affirming them as such justifies the utilization of extralegal and morally 

dubious acts upon them: “it is the exclusion of the ‘other’ from mainstream society that 

allows the unreserved implementation on him/her of a series of coercive measures, going 

from various control devices to detention, torture, and even death” (Tsoukala, 2008, 62). 
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 Judith Butler considers how grievability is related to the construction of the Other. 

She asks, “What makes for a grievable life?” (2004, 12; emphasis in original). For Butler, 

lives that are not grievable are placed outside of the realm of human—they are ‘unreal’ 

and ‘negated.’ As she explains, “[i]f violence is done against those who are unreal, then, 

from the perspective of violence, it fails to injure or negate those lives since those lives 

are already negated” (33). Thus, the suffering and/or death of the ungrievable due to 

torture are deemed insignificant. Importantly, Butler claims, “the question of who will be 

treated humanely [i.e. not tortured] presupposes that we have first settled the question of 

who does and does not count as human” (91). And, as she elaborates elsewhere, “when 

some group of people comes to represent a threat to the cultural conditions of 

humanization and of citizenship, then the rationale for their torture and their death is 

secured” (2008, 18). This group becomes ‘torturable’ (Gordon, 2014), as discussed in the 

Introduction. 

 This process, Butler argues, is racialized and, in the case of Arabs and Muslims, 

built upon centuries of colonial and imperialist exploitation. She notes that “Arab 

peoples, predominantly practitioners of Islam, [have] fallen outside the ‘human’ as it has 

been naturalized in its ‘Western’ mold by contemporary workings of humanism” (2004, 

32). It is not only that Arab and Muslim populations are dehumanized, then, but also that 

the conditions of their dehumanization stand in contradistinction to and help define the 

humanity of the West. In other words, the process of determining who does not count as 

human simultaneously demarcates who does. 
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 Edward Said (1979, 1981) has most notably addressed the problem of this 

East/West dichotomy. His notion of Orientalism rests on the binary division of the world 

into unequal parts: the Orient—seen as feminized, weak, backwards, religious, and rooted 

in tradition—and the West or Occident—seen as masculine, strong, progressive, secular, 

and civilized. Islam, according to Said, belongs to the Orient, and has therefore always 

been viewed as monolithic and hostile to the West. As he explains, “[t]o Westerners and 

Americans, ‘Islam’ represents a resurgent atavism, which suggests not only the threat of a 

return to the Middle Ages but the destruction of what is regularly referred to as the 

democratic order in the Western world” (1981, 51). The equation of Islam with 

fundamentalism, radicalism, and terrorism is rooted in this oppositional understanding of 

the world.  In the post-9/11 world, the ‘War on Terror’ is formulated as a binary rooted in 

this West/East thinking, as “democracy and freedom versus terrorist radicalism and 

militancy” (Rana, 2011, 4). Further, the “terrorist as monster draws on a number of 

Orientalist images” (Razack, 2008, 28), revealing that the understanding of the modern 

terrorist draws heavily on historical stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims. 

 It is not surprising, then, that for “many Americans especially, Arab/Muslims 

represent the ‘absolute other,’ practicing a mysterious religion and belonging to a culture 

almost absolutely alien to American experience” (Muscati, 2002, 133). The ‘alien’ nature 

of Islam is not simply perceived as different, however; it is also conceptualized as 

inferior and threatening. Indeed, immediately after 9/11, more than 96,0000 calls were 

made to the FBI regarding ‘suspicious’ Arabs and Muslims and a Gallup poll revealed 

that people favored profiling Muslims (Jamal, 2008). Non-Muslim or Arab Americans 
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were quick to fear all Muslims and/or Arabs after the terrorist attacks. According to Rana 

(2011), “9/11 shifted the configuration of a number of groups that had long been 

considered racially ambiguous but had been racialized nonetheless” (50-1). Within the 

‘War on Terror,’ “Muslim cultures and traditions become innate characteristics that 

permanently mark Muslims as belonging outside the polity” (Razack, 2008, 16). 

 The ‘War on Terror’ of the post-9/11 era must be understood as expanding and 

intensifying pre-existing tropes and understandings of Muslims and Arabs, and thus as a 

“turning point, as opposed to a starting point, of histories of anti-Arab racism in the 

United States” (Naber, 2008, 4). Rana (2008) links anti-Islamic sentiment to the earliest 

incarnation of racism since the “racializing of Islam took place as the foundation of the 

concept of race took root” (26).  Echoing Said, Rana alludes to the prominence of the 

Occident/Orient binary in eighteenth century Enlightenment philosophical thought, a time 

when Islam “stood at the border, and at the margin, of the European imagination of the 

human subject” (2008, 34). From outside the understanding of human subject to 

terrifying enemy, the Muslim/Arab has been an Other to the West for centuries. 

 Not only have Arabs and Muslims been construed as irrational and fanatical for 

much of history, but also “American foreign policy has consistently justified intervention 

into the Muslim world along similar lines” (Jamal, 2008, 119). Scholars note that anti-

Arab policies and perceptions began to flourish in the United States after World War II, 

notably because of the 1967 Arab-Israeli war and the 1979 Iranian revolution (Naber, 

2008). Anti-Arab sentiment labeled them as nonwhite and coincided with the “increasing 

significance of oil as a commodity to the global economy” as well as the “United States’ 
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expanding interest in military and economic intervention in the Middle East” (Naber, 

2008, 31). The Iranian hostage crisis of 1979-1981 was particularly important in this 

regard. During this period,  

[T]he American consumer of news was given a sustained diet of information 
about a people, a culture, a religion—really no more than a poorly defined and 
badly misunderstood abstraction—always, in the case of Iran, represented as 
militant, dangerous, and anti-American (Said, 1981, 77).  

 
McAlister (2001/2005) notes the significance of the Iran hostage crisis as interlocking the 

problems of terrorism and television, a point that will be explored in more detail below. 

An important precedent in shaping anti-Arab and Muslim sentiment, Said’s claim about 

the Iranian hostage crisis could apply to the news regarding 9/11 and the ensuing ‘War on 

Terror’ twenty years later. Similarly, it applies to the Gulf War, representations of which 

are “replete with examples of how Iraqis were subjected to a racist process of 

dehumanization that reduced them from the status of human to some lesser ‘other’” 

(Muscati, 2002, 132).  

 At certain key points in the 20th century, then, anti-Arab and Muslim sentiment 

was buttressed by the news media regarding key political events. This has undoubtedly 

continued into the twenty-first century. Joseph et al. (2008) find that The New York 

Times, America’s lauded liberal newspaper, contributes greatly to the racialization of 

Arab and Muslim Americans by collapsing the two categories and routinely referencing 

‘the Muslim world’ as if it were a monolithic thing. The authors argue that the “subtext of 

such depictions appears to be that one cannot be Arab or Muslim and American at the 

same time; that being both, one is neither and therefore not quite a citizen” (230). 



 48 

 Scholars point to the treatment of Arabs and Muslims and the conflation of 

Arab/Muslim as a process of racialization (Naber, 2008). Arabs represent an ethnic group 

drawing members from Lebanon, Syria, Qatar, Jordan, among several other countries in 

the Middle East and North Africa. Iran is notably not an Arab country—Iranians speak 

Farsi and are Persian, but Iran is often mislabeled as Arab. Further, many Arabs are 

actually Christian (Joseph et al., 2008).  While Islam is the second largest religion in the 

world, the majority of Muslims live in the Asia-Pacific region, not the Middle East or 

North Africa (Desilver, 2013). The notion that Arab equals Muslim and that both are 

concentrated in the Middle East/ North Africa is therefore a geographic and historical 

fallacy. Because of this diversity, when speaking of Islam, Said points out, there must be 

“some indication of which (and for that matter, whose) Islam one is referring to” (Said, 

1981, 54)—something that is rarely done in news and entertainment media. 

 Despite its inaccuracy, Asultany (2012) points to the strategic utility of the 

Arab/Muslim conflation during the ‘War on Terror.’ Presenting Arab/Muslim as one and 

the same permits the conceptualization of the United States as “the inverse of everything 

that is ‘Arab/Muslim’: the United States is thus a land of equality and democracy, 

culturally diverse and civilized, a land of progressive men and liberated women” (9) in 

contrast to the Orientalist notions of patriarchal Muslim societies that are anti-Semitic, 

oppress women, and promote irrational violence against innocent people. Ignoring the 

diversity of Arabs and Muslims contributes to the notion that they are a unified group that 

stands cohesively in opposition to the United States and the rest of the Christian West. As 

Rana (2008) elaborates, the “Muslim is understood not only as a totalized biological body 
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but also as a cultural and social entity constructed within a number of discursive regimes, 

including those of terrorism, fundamentalism, patriarchy, sexism and labor migration” 

(26).  

 Conceptions of anti-Arab racism and anti-Muslim sentiment must be located 

within the history of the marginalization of these groups as well as that of immigration 

exclusion in the United States. These histories—including the Chinese Exclusion Act of 

1882, the National Origins Act of 1924, and the internment of the Japanese during World 

War II, among others—have “relied upon culturalist and nationalist logics that assume 

that ‘they’ are intrinsically unassimilable and threatening to national security” (Naber, 

2008, 31). The perceived Otherness of Arabs and Muslims—their supposed 

backwardness, traditionalism, and religiosity—make them not only phenotypically 

unassimilable but culturally as well (Jamal, 2008). As Rana notes, the “Muslim world is 

increasingly imagined as a single geopolitical mass” in the ‘War on Terror’ (2008, 5), one 

that stands in opposition to Western democracy. The result of this perception is that 

terrorism is construed “not [as] the modus operandi of a few radical individuals, but a by-

product of a larger cultural and civilizational heritage” (Jamal, 121). A unified Islam has 

a unified goal: the destruction of the United States. Further, since Islam itself is equated 

with terrorism, the goals of Islam and that of terrorism are perceived as indistinguishable. 

Adding to the perceived dangerousness of the threat of Islam, then, is the fact that 

“terrorist acts are deprived of any political objective and turned into a goal in itself, as if 

terrorists were solely aiming to inflict pain and suffering” (Tsoukala, 2008, 64). 
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 All of these understandings of Arabs and Muslims are used to justify their 

expulsion from the protected community as well as their detention and torture. Torture is 

a justified response to terrorism because the threat that terrorists pose is ‘evil’:  

Any ‘evil’ that the coalition forces may have displayed, such as the incessant 
bombing of civilian infrastructure, is justified by the theory that the ‘other’ 
deserves the same evil it personifies. And when we behave in similar ways to the 
‘other’, our actions are no longer evil, but moral (Muscati, 2002, 135). 

 
The torture of these communities—the destruction of bodies, annihilation of families, the 

fracturing of selves—is made invisible by the fact that these lives are, in Butler’s words, 

ungreivable: it is the “destruction of what threatens the human, but not the human itself” 

(Butler, 2008, 15). The terrorist-as-monster produces the gravest threat to humanity, so 

“monster terrorists lie forever beyond the law, and through them we become accustomed 

to the idea that there should be places where human beings have no rights” (Razack, 

2008, 28). 

HOLLYWOOD 
 News and popular media fuel anti-Arab and Muslim sentiment. While news and 

entertainment media are by no means synonymous, the two are sometimes 

indistinguishable, and at the very least, feed off of one another. For this reason, Asultany 

(2012) refers to “interrelated ‘government and media discourses,’” which she sees as 

“together forming a hegemonic field of meaning” (7). This dissertation argues that 

studying entertainment media furthers our understanding of political events, and vice 

versa. As McAlister (2001/2005) elaborates, there are two important premises for 

understanding and examining popular culture: 
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 [F]irst, that foreign policy has a significant cultural component; second, that 
 understanding the political import of culture requires that we position cultural 
 texts in history, as active producers of meaning, rather than assuming that they 
 merely ‘reflect’ or ‘reproduce’ some preexisting social reality (5). 
 
The analysis of the television shows that follows thus must be understood as both 

representing and also forming the culture surrounding the ‘War on Terror.’ 

 Hollywood is not responsible for public opinion entirely, nor does it direct 

political debates exclusively, but it is nevertheless “an important piece in the jigsaw 

puzzle that makes up our turbulent, dangerous, and interconnected world” (Ahmed, 2002, 

75). Indeed, as discussed in the Introduction, television both produces and reflects reality. 

Since 9/11, Hollywood has produced a sense of nation and Homeland through its 

representations of terrorist threats and responses to them. As Asultany (2008) explains, 

“TV dramas after 9/11 came to function as national narratives…[they] interpret, 

represent, and explain racial dynamics post-9/11 and in doing so, redefine U.S. borders, 

U.S. citizenship, and forms of patriotism” (226). TV dramas that air during primetime (8-

11 p.m.) are particularly significant because they reach the widest audience who work the 

standard Monday-Friday hours. 

 Stereotypical portrayals of Arabs predate 9/11. Jack Sheehan (2001) has 

documented the extensive negative tropes of Arabs in film. He shows that representations 

of Arabs as evil and religious fanatics date back to 1896, the beginning of film history. 

Examining over 900 feature films, he finds that Arabs are routinely depicted as  “brute 

murderers, sleazy rapists, religious fanatics, oil-rich dimwits, and abusers of women” (2) 

but almost never as everyday people living everyday lives. Further, Hollywood 
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contributes to the Arab/Muslim conflation described above by depicting Arabs and 

Muslims as the same and falsifying geopolitical realities to make these groups appear as a 

unified whole. 

 Early representations of Arabs and Arab Americans rested on the Orientalist 

notions of exoticism and sexualization. In the early twentieth century, for example, the 

“Orient was increasingly represented in terms of sexualized imagery in U.S. popular 

culture” (Naber, 2008, 23). Arab and Muslim societies have long been portrayed as 

backward, excessively patriarchal, and misogynistic (Asultany, 2012). Similarly, Muslim 

masculinity is conceived of as “simultaneously pathologically excessive yet repressive, 

perverse yet homophobic, virile yet emasculated, monstrous yet flaccid” (puar, 2007, 

xxv). 

 The Arab/Muslim-as-terrorist trope in Hollywood also predates 9/11 (Jamal, 

2008). Asultany (2012) notes that the representation of Arabs as terrorist is linked with 

three historical moments: the founding of the state of Israel in 1948, the Arab-Israeli war 

of 1967, and Palestinian responses to Israel’s growing power. Additionally, the 

Arab/Muslim-as-terrorist gained ground in the 1990s with such films as True Lies (1994), 

Executive Decision (1996), and The Siege (1998) (Ahmed, 2002). Part of the trope of the 

Arab or Muslim terrorist is related to the idea that “violence perpetrated by Arabs and 

Muslims is framed as illegitimate; violence committed by the United States as legitimate, 

indeed necessary to democracy, freedom, and peace” (Asultany, 2012, 30). The media 

analyzed in this project—24, Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty—further this idea. 
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Violence and torture are depicted as essential for the dismantling of terrorist networks, 

the ‘turning’ of terrorists, and thwarting terrorist attacks. 

 The action/adventure genre is particularly well suited to represent terrorism. Just 

as the ‘War on Terror’ rests on the fear of an Other who resides outside of the Homeland, 

action/adventure stories “use identification with a conquering hero to cultivate fear of 

‘others’ who, in the narratives, pose a threat to the security and sanctity of the Homeland” 

(Wilkins, 2009, 2). The Arab/Muslim is already an Other—viewed for centuries as 

standing outside of Western civilization, so he/she fills the role of terrorist in both real 

and fictional worlds easily. TV dramas, such as 24 and Homeland, have “mediated the 

War on Terror, not only by representing current events, but, more important, by 

normalizing the need for torture given the impending threat Arab/Muslim terrorists pose 

to U.S. national security” (Asultany, 2012, 39). 

 Importantly, however, there has been a notable change since 9/11. While negative 

and terroristic representations of Arabs/Muslims have continued and intensified, media 

are also making an effort to portray Arabs, Muslims, or Arab or Muslim Americans in a 

positive light. Asultany (2012) calls these ‘positive’ depictions ‘simplified complex 

representation[s].’  These depictions seem positive but do two things: one, they portray 

the United States as benevolent, something that serves to further the notion that U.S. 

policies abroad are also benevolent. Secondly, they have “helped to form a new kind of 

racism, one that projects antiracism and multiculturalism on the surface but 

simultaneously produces the logics and affects necessary to legitimize racist policies and 

practices” (16). The problem with these representations, according to Asultany, is that 



 54 

while they do depict a few individual ‘good’ Arabs and/or Muslims, they ultimately serve 

to reinforce the idea that the majority of Arabs/Muslims are terrorists and a threat to the 

U.S. 

 Asultany (2008) explains that these ambivalent representations are part of the 

ideology of race in the United States in the twenty-first century. The Civil Rights 

movement established that racism is bad, so it is difficult to consider racism as negative 

and yet simultaneously justify it in the case of Arabs and Muslims. Nevertheless, she 

finds that while “[r]acism came to be articulated as wrong and indefensible” it also has 

been “reasoned as necessary for a short period of time…because the United States is in 

an exceptional state of national security” (207). Just as the exceptional circumstances of 

the ticking time bomb scenario justify the use of torture, the extreme threat of terrorism in 

the ‘War on Terror’ makes anti-Arab/Muslim sentiment legitimate. 

24: TERRORISTS ARE TAKING OVER 
 In this section, I focus on season 6 of 24 (2007) to explore how the show 

advances anti-Arab/Muslim sentiment, thereby justifying the repeated use of torture to 

thwart terrorist attacks, which is analyzed in detail in Chapter Three. With its over 200 

hours of airtime, multiple storylines per season, and hundreds of characters, it is 

prohibitive to analyze each terrorist depicted and/or all of the Arab or Muslim characters 

on the series. Instead, here I analyze one season as a microcosm of how the show 

operates in general. Season 6 is a good example of the show in its entirety because it 

includes both Arab/Muslim terrorist characters as well as Russian, Chinese, and wealthy 

white Americans involved with terrorism—a theme repeatedly used on the series. 
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Additionally, like the other seasons of 24, it includes a Black president, whose leanings 

tend to be liberal, contrasted with extremely conservative members of Congress and the 

White House staff. Also like other seasons of 24, season 6 includes a change in executive 

power and numerous terrorist threats and even some successful attacks—including the 

detention of a ‘suitcase nuke’ in downtown Los Angeles. All of these themes—numerous 

sources of terrorist threats, political infighting, shift in executive power, and racial and 

ethnic diversity—appear repeatedly on 24. 

 Season 6 has an extremely complex plot with many twists and turns, but it focuses 

on the appearance of several suitcase nukes on American soil, one of which goes off in 

episode 4 (9:00-10:00 a.m.). While it portrays a few ‘good’ Arab/Muslim characters, 

conveys ambivalence about the internment of Arab and Muslim Americans, and closes 

with the main terrorist threat coming from the Chinese, the season nevertheless advances 

the notion that Arab/Muslims and Arab/Muslim Americans are ultimately a threatening 

group, willing to die for their cause at any moment. As Asultany (2012) says of the show, 

“multiple strategies are employed to avoid a simple conflation of Arabs and Muslims 

with terrorism, yet at the same time…24 has helped make the real torture of Arabs and 

Muslims seem like a necessary evil” (39). In this season, the Arabs/Muslims may not be 

the gravest threat to the security of the United States, but they are certainly a very serious 

threat. Further, while Jack Bauer is actually able to stop the Russian and Chinese from 

succeeding at sparking what President Palmer calls ‘World War III,’ the Arab/Muslim 

terrorists succeed in killing 12,000 people in Los Angeles with a nuclear bomb. While the 
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portrayal of Arabs/Muslims is not entirely negative, then, it still suggests that this group 

as a whole poses a serious security threat to the United States.  

 When season 6 opens, the United States is under siege by Islamic terrorists. 

Suicide bombers have exploded more than eleven bombs in cities all over the country, 

killing hundreds. Anti-Arab/Muslim sentiment is rampant. In the first episode of the 

season, 6:00-7:00 a.m., a white bus driver refuses to allow an Arab man to board his bus 

despite the man’s assertions of his right to ride; ironically, a man in the back of the bus 

blows it up minutes later. The White House debates creating detention centers for Arab 

and Muslim Americans. White House Chief of Staff Tom Lennox defends these centers 

as an important way to make Americans feel safe. The terrorist mastermind behind the 

attacks is Abu Fayed, played by Greek American actor Adoni Marsopis. Fayed is 

identified as an Islamic terrorist but his exact country of origin is never revealed, 

furthering the notion that specificities such as nationality are unimportant to Muslims. 

 As the country is reeling from the suicide bombings, government officials are 

rounding up Arab and Muslim Americans and holding them in detention centers. In the 

first episode, the plot centers on a typical suburban community where the FBI arrests an 

Arab American man named Yusuf Amar. White neighbors watch the arrest take place 

from across the street, horrified at the encroachment on their neighbor’s civil liberties. 

They go over to aid his son, Ahmed Amar (played by Indian American actor Kal Penn) 

offering him protection in their home. The portrayal of the FBI is initially negative—the 

neighbors’ faith in the innocence of Ahmed’s father makes his arrest seem unjust. As the 

episodes continue, however, Ahmed is revealed to be involved in terrorism, working for 
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Abu Fayed, not his father. In episode 4 of the season, 9:00-10:00 a.m., Ahmed says to his 

neighbors’ teenage son, who he is holding hostage with the rest of the family at gunpoint, 

“I’m a soldier.” With this storyline, 24 suggests that the liberal tendency to trust Arab and 

Muslim Americans is dangerous because they are either all terrorists or have the 

capability to be. Although Ahmed has an American accent and has been raised in Los 

Angeles like his neighbors, he is a militant devotee to a terrorist cause. 

 Another important character in season 6 is that of Hamri Al-Assad, played by 

Sudanese-British actor Alexander Siddig. Assad is an Islamic terrorist of unidentified 

national origin, like Fayed. At the beginning of season 6, the government officials are 

certain that he is the one who planned the suicide bombings, but Jack Bauer discovers, 

while being tortured by Fayed, that it is Fayed who is behind them and that Assad has 

actually flipped. Believing that terrorism is no longer the appropriate way to advance his 

political aims, Assad has come to the United States to try to work towards peace. At first, 

no one believes Jack, but eventually he is able to convince his coworkers at CTU and 

even the President that Assad’s intentions are, in fact, good. Once he does, the President 

promises to give Assad immunity for past crimes if he will help CTU uncover Fayed’s 

plan. 

 The situation becomes (more) complicated when Jack’s colleague from CTU, 

Curtis Manning (played by Roger Cross) becomes enraged that Assad is involved with 

CTU’s operation, given his terrorist history. Assad was responsible for the death of many 

members of Curtis’s team during Operation Desert Storm. In episode 4, 9:00-10:00 a.m., 

Jack kills Curtis to prevent him from shooting Assad. Immediately after Curtis falls, Jack 
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is forlorn, but Bill Buchanan, head of CTU, calls him right away to tell him that he did 

the right thing. On the surface, this storyline suggests that it is possible for terrorists to 

redeem themselves, a seemingly positive interpretation of human nature with regards to 

terrorism. Further, Assad seems to be different from other Islamic terrorists for his 

willingness to attempt to achieve his goals through traditional political means as opposed 

to terrorist ones. In the eyes of Curtis Manning, and even the President, however, Assad 

is a terrorist through and through. Jack even says in the 2nd episode (7:00-8:00 a.m.) that 

he only believes Assad because of Fayed’s threat, not because he has any faith in Assad’s 

humanity. So again, while Assad wants to help foil the terrorist plot, he is ultimately 

nothing more than a terrorist—like Fayed and all of the other Islamic terrorists depicted 

on the series. 

 The only Arab/Muslim American character in the season who is not a terrorist, 

even though she is suspected of being one, is CTU analyst Nadia Yassir (played by 

American actress Marisol Nichols, who is of Eastern European and Mexican ancestry). In 

the 6th episode, 11:00 a.m. to noon, security measures at CTU tighten because of the 

explosion of a suitcase nuke in episode 4 (9:00-10:00 a.m.). Despite the fact that she has 

worked for CTU for quite some time, Nadia must go through an additional background 

check and have her security clearance revoked, making her work progress slow 

significantly. Head of CTU Bill Buchanan say to her, “You and I both knew when I hired 

you that a Muslim working in counterterror was going to have to put up with some unfair 

measures.” In this statement, Bill simultaneously affirms the unjust nature of these 



 59 

measures and confirms that Muslims are more likely to be terrorists and should be 

profiled as such. 

 The suspicion of Nadia continues throughout the season. In episode 14, 7:00-8:00 

p.m., CTU analyst Chloe O’Brien is upset that Nadia is using her husband and fellow 

CTU agent, Morris O’Brien’s, security code, even though she agrees that she should not 

be racially profiling CTU’s own agents. Later in the episode, however, they discover a 

leak in CTU, which CTU staff immediately assume to be Nadia, and then turns out 

indeed to be. Nadia is cleared in the next episode (15: 8:00-9:00 p.m.), however, when 

CTU discovers that her system had been hacked. Nevertheless, the show conveys that 

first, CTU was right to at least be suspicious of her, given that she is a Muslim, and 

second, that a Muslim does not belong in counterterror since so many terrorists are 

Muslim. 

 Another important theme in this season is the detention of Arab and Muslim 

Americans to protect the country from further attacks. The issue is introduced in the first 

episode of the season but becomes central in the second (7:00-8:00 a.m.). President 

Wayne Palmer’s sister, Sandra Palmer (played by Regina King) is an attorney at the 

Islamic American Alliance of Washington, DC, when the FBI enters and asks for names 

to check against a watch list. Palmer refuses but is ultimately forced to acquiesce; she 

deletes the organizations’ electronic files to avoid sharing information with the FBI and is 

arrested along with her partner, Walid El-Rezani (played by African American actor 

Harry Lennix), the director of the Alliance. In the 3rd episode (8:00-9:00 a.m.), they are 



 60 

taken to the Anacostia Detention Facility, where Walid is to be held under the revised 

Enemy Combatant Statute.  

 As his attorney and partner, Ms. Palmer is furious. Protestors outside the facility 

object to the conditions of the holding of Muslim men like Walid, and Sandra calls her 

brother to try to get him to release Walid. But in the 4th episode, 9:00-10:00 a.m., one of 

the other detained men says to Walid, “I’ll tell you something, brother, before this day is 

over they’ll all pay,” suggesting that the men are in fact terrorists. Walid is ultimately 

used as a spy to find out the plot of these ‘terrorists’—who turn out to only have read 

about the terrorist plots on a blog. Like many of the other examples of the season, the 

portrayal of detention is a contested issue on 24—it is not simplistically put forth as a 

reasonable measure to protect the nation. Nevertheless, the show suggests the 

possibility—indeed the likelihood—that some of the detainees will have terrorist 

inclinations, justifying their detention. 

 This theme is made more poignant by the fact that Abu Fayed had previously 

been in CTU custody but was released by CTU head Bill Buchanan. This issue becomes a 

source of contention between Tom Lennox and National Security Advisor Karen Hayes, 

Bill’s wife. In episode 6, 11:00 a.m.-noon, Karen defends Bill’s release of Fayed, saying 

he was a detainee, not a prisoner, but Lennox not only insists that Fayed should have 

been kept in custody, but further uses this issue is a reason to force Karen to resign from 

her post. This storyline suggests the indefinite detention of suspected terrorists since the 

release of Fayed resulted in the death of thousands of Americans years later. 
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 These examples reveal the Othering of Arabs and Muslims on 24. They are 

portrayed as never quite American enough to be citizens or fight terrorism, even when 

they are employed by CTU, and many are assumed to have terrorist intentions. 

Importantly, season 6 aired in 2007, 3 years after the Council on American Islamic 

Relations (CAIR) protested the series’ portrayal of Arabs and Muslims as perpetuating 

stereotypes. CAIR was concerned that the “’repeated association of acts of terrorism with 

Islam will only serve to increase anti-Muslim prejudice’” (quoted in Asultany, 2012, 18). 

The complex characters in season 6, such as Nadia, represent some of 24’s response to 

CAIR’s accusation and, as representatives of the series claimed, were designed to show 

“’ethic, religious, and political groups as multi-dimensional’” (quoted in Asultay, 2012, 

18). But simply having a few positive characters does not alter the us/them framework 

advanced on the show that characterizes Arabs and Muslims as a threat to the United 

States. 

 Season 6 of 24 certainly reveals a multi-dimensional and diverse group of 

terrorists, politicians, and citizens. In the middle of the season, viewers learn that Jack’s 

father Philip and brother Graem were involved in sale of the nuclear weapons used in the 

attacks. On 24, moments like these, when white upper-class men are revealed to be 

involved in terrorism, are treated as shocking—almost unbelievable—revelations. On the 

other hand, it is more shocking that Assad no longer wanted to use terrorist means to 

advance his political agenda or that Nadia Yassir’s system was hacked than it is when a 

terrorist like Fayed blows up a suitcase nuke in the middle of downtown Los Angeles. 

These representations serve to dehumanize Arabs and Muslims. Further, the fact that the 
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show never reveals the country these terrorists are from, and portrays them using actors 

of a wide range of ethnicities but almost never Arab, promotes the notion that 

Arabs/Muslim are a cohesive group. 

HOMELAND: MUSLIM = TERRORIST 
 Like 24, Homeland engages in the stereotyping and dehumanization of Arabs and 

Muslims. The portrayal of these groups as embodying some kind of intrinsic or innate 

terrorism justifies their mistreatment, detention, and torture on the show. In this section, I 

address some of the main examples of anti-Arab and Islamophobic sentiment on the 

series. 

 The main terrorist character of intrigue on Homeland is Marine Nicholas Brody, 

played by Damien Lewis. Brody differs from Hollywood’s usual terrorist trope in notable 

ways: he is a white American Marine. Brody was “turned” into a terrorist during his 8-

year imprisonment and torture in Iraq, where the show suggests he developed a close 

relationship with terrorist Abu Nazir (played by Navid Negahban) and his son, Issa 

(played by Rohand Chand), who was killed by a U.S. drone strike. What is significant 

about Brody’s turn, however, is not only that his allegiance switched from the U.S. to 

terrorist causes, but rather that this shift was related to—and perhaps even caused by, the 

show suggests—his conversion to Islam. Brody’s grief for Issa’s death made him angry 

with the U.S. government and desire revenge, but the show suggests that his practice of 

Islam is what makes his newfound terrorist worldview possible. 

 Critics have labeled Homeland “TV’s most Islamophobic show” for these reasons 

(Al-Arain, 2012). Brody’s conversion to Islam becomes a point of contention with his 
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family, particularly with his wife Jessica. In the first episode of the second season, “The 

Smile,” Jessica learns of Brody’s faith. She confronts Brody in the garage, holding the 

Qur’an: “I don’t understand. These are the people that tortured you. These are the people 

that if they found out that Dana and Xander were having sex they would stone her in a 

soccer stadium,” she says, and then throws the Qur’an on the floor. Jessica’s statements 

embody notable stereotypes of Muslims. First, she says “These are the people that 

tortured you” as if all Muslims were responsible for his mistreatment, not a few fanatics 

who do not represent Islam in its entirety, or some would argue, at all. Secondly, she 

reveals an important argument about Islam that has been advanced in the ‘War on 

Terror,’ namely that the religion severely oppresses its women and that the United States 

must rescue women from its system of patriarchy. Asultany (2012) elaborates on this 

important theme: 

 The explanation that the tragedy of 9/11 occurred because ‘they hate us for our 
 freedom’ relies on the presentation of the oppressed Muslim woman as evidence 
 of this hatred of freedom and also as a key to understanding and winning the War 
 on Terror. It then follows in this paradigm that combating terrorism requires 
 ‘liberating’ Muslim women and punishing those responsible, namely, Muslim 
 men or a ‘barbaric’ Islamic culture more generally (73). 
 
Jessica’s horror at Brody’s religious practice is based on her simultaneous conflation of 

Islam with both terrorism and backwards, particularly in regards to the treatment of 

women. 

 Brody’s teenage daughter Dana, played by Morgan Saylor, is more receptive to 

Brody’s conversion, approaching it with curiosity rather than judgment. In the same 

episode described above, “The Smile,” she gets into an argument with a fellow student at 
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her high school. The student is ranting about terrorism and says, “The Arab religion 

doesn't value human life the way we do. These Arabs believe if they kill us they get to go 

to heaven.” In fact, the student is talking about an Iranian, so Dana corrects him, saying 

“Iranians aren’t Arabs, they’re Persians.” The student responds, “Persians, Arabs, what's 

the difference? They both want the same thing, which is to annihilate us. Why shouldn't 

we hit them first, maybe with a nuke or two of our own?” Several other students snicker 

at his response, and Dana seems alone in her defense against the anti-Arab/Muslim 

sentiment exhibited by her peer. What is complex about Dana’s nuanced understanding 

of Arabs and Islam, however, is the fact that her father is in fact working for terrorist Abu 

Nazir. So while the show displays ambivalence towards the conflation of Islam with 

terrorism through Dana’s protection of her father’s religion to her classmates, Dana is 

wrong to trust her father, who intends to wear a suicide vest and blow up the Vice 

President.  

 Another theme one Homeland, Like 24, is that there is a problem with Muslims 

working in counterterror. One of the main CIA analysts on the show is American Daniel 

Galvez, who is of Lebanese and Guatemalan descent (played by American actor Hrach 

Titizian). Galvez is a practicing Muslim. In the 11th episode of the 2nd season, “In 

Memoriam,” (originally titled “The Motherfucker with the Turban”—see Poniewozik, 

2012), Galvez flees the scene where Abu Nazir had been hiding out, and the entire team 

of CIA analysts immediately suspects that he is working for Nazir and smuggled him out. 

In fact, Galvez was bleeding was taking himself to the hospital. Despite his years of 
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service to the CIA, his coworkers are quick to assume that he has betrayed them because 

of his religion.  

 Another important example of this assumption is a situation similar to that of 

Nadia Yassir at CTU on 24. In the 3rd season of Homeland, the CIA hires Iranian 

American Fara Sherazi (played by Iranian actress Nazanin Boniadi) as a financial analyst. 

In the second episode of the season, “Uh…Oh…Ah,” Carrie’s boss Saul Berenson sees 

her for the first time and refers to her as the “kid in the headscarf.” Berenson proceeds to 

express his distaste for hijab, and tells her that if she wants to wear it she better be the 

“best goddamn analyst we have.” Berenson is offended by Fara’s expression of her 

religious faith and custom, and echoes the sentiment in 24 that Muslims should not be 

working in counterterror. Fara turns out to be an asset to the agency, aiding them in 

discovering some important information about terrorist networks, but she is still treated 

with hostility because of her religion and ethnicity.  

 Along these lines, when the CIA is tracking funds they believed to be used for 

terrorist ends in the first season, they locate a Saudi Arabian man named Raquim Faisel 

(played by Iranian American actor Omid Abtahi), who lives with his white American 

wife Aileen Morgan (played by Marin Ireland). Both are in fact part of a terrorist sleeper 

cell but the CIA falsely assumes that it is Faisel who has stronger ties to the terrorist 

mission because of his heritage, when in fact it is Aileen. It turns out that she was 

radicalized when she lived in Saudi Arabia for several years as a child. 24 has a similar 

plotline in its 2nd season, when CTU suspects Reza Naiyeer (played by British actor 

Phillip Rhys) of terrorism, but it turns out to be his white American fiancé, Marie Warner 



 66 

(played by Laura Harris). As with the terrorist involvement of Philip and Graem Bauer on 

24 described above, it is always presented as shocking when white American characters 

support terrorist causes, but seen as expected or commonplace when Arab/Muslim 

characters do. Also significant to the show’s portrayal of Arabs and Muslims is that the 

name Raquim does not exist in Arabic, which alludes to the carelessness with which the 

show’s producers and writers address Arabs and Muslims (Al-Arain, 2012). 

 It is perhaps then not surprising that the show advocates racial profiling in the 

search for terrorists. In the 6th episode of the 3rd season, “Still Positive,” the CIA is 

trying to locate Iranian intelligence officer Majid Javadi (played by Shaun Toub). Saul 

says, “Look to see if there are any Iranian Americans in the neighborhood.” Fara 

responds, dismayed, “You’re racially profiling my neighborhood?” Another CIA analyst 

tells her, that the “FBI calls it domain management,” clearly a euphemism for racial 

profiling but one that justifies the tactic. 

 Like 24, then, Homeland presents a worldview consistent with the U.S. ‘War on 

Terror’ that Arabs and Muslims pose a grave threat to the safety of the United States. The 

dehumanizing and stereotypical portraits of Arabs and Muslims makes this group a 

cohesive whole that stands in opposition to the United States, justifying the detention, 

torture, and even death of its members. As Al-Arain (2012) says of the show, “[a]ll the 

standard stereotypes about Islam and Muslims are reinforced, and it is demonstrated ad 

nauseum that anyone marked as ‘Muslim’ by race or creed can never be trusted.” Further, 

the show has a number of inaccuracies about the Middle East. For example, Issa, the 

Arabic name for Jesus, is pronounced “Eye-sah” on the show, when in Arabic the name is 
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pronounced “Ee-sah.” Finally, there is a Palestinian character named Roya, which is an 

Iranian name. While these may seem like minor errors, they show carelessness for the 

nuances of Arabic and Middle Eastern culture and history. 

ZERO DARK THIRTY: PAKISTAN IS “KIND OF FUCKED UP” 
 The film Zero Dark Thirty tells the story of the CIA mission to “capture or kill” 

Osama Bin Laden. The film portrays a great deal of torture, which it suggests was 

essential to the acquisition of the information that helped locate Bin Laden—a subject 

which is analyzed in detail in Chapter Four. This section focuses on the depiction of 

Arabs and Muslims in the film, which serves to justify their torture. The film portrays 

Pakistan and other Middle Eastern countries as overcrowded, dangerous, uninhabitable 

deserts, and the people who live in them as threatening terrorists, all which dehumanize 

them and place them outside of the protected boundaries of life. 

 A key premise of the film is that Arabs and Muslims pose a serious and recurring 

terrorist threat to the world. The film opens with two minutes of a black screen during 

which a 9-1-1 phone call from the twin towers on 9/11 is played. The call reveals the fear 

and tragedy of that day, closing with the words “Oh my god.” From the very start, then, 

terrorism frames the story. As the film continues, several other acts of terror are 

portrayed, including the 7/7 bombing in London in 2005, the bombing of the Marriott 

hotel in Islamabad in 2008, and the 2009 attack on Camp Chapman in Afghanistan. The 

depiction of each of these events leads to the perception that terrorism is a frequent 

occurrence and an immanent threat. At one point in the film, a CIA analyst asks Maya 
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(Jessica Chastain) if she would like to go out and eat in Islamabad, where they are 

stationed. Maya tells her “Don’t eat out, it’s too dangerous.”  

 Almost every representation of Pakistan in the film begins with a minaret, as if to 

reemphasize for the viewer the centrality of Islam to the story. Since the story is one of 

terrorism, this serves to link Islam to terrorism. One of the first images of Islamabad also 

includes a camel. The film thus introduces the viewer to Pakistan with a mosque—the 

symbol of Islam—and a camel—an exotic, non-Western feature of Middle Eastern life. In 

a later depiction of Peshawar, the camera emphasizes a market, overcrowded with people, 

and the dense city traffic with cars and mopeds that whizz around in a frenzy, creating a 

scene that conveys chaos. As Maya’s car pulls into the U.S. embassy, protestors shout 

and bang on her car. Through these images, the film expresses the sense that Pakistan is 

an other-worldly, dangerous place.  

 Other images of Pakistan, primarily the ones at the American military bases or 

CIA black sites, show only the desert—a landscape that is dry, dusty, and appears 

entirely uninhabitable and unfriendly to human life with a scorching sun and strong 

winds. Shortly after Maya’s arrival in Pakistan, her superior, Islamabad CIA Station 

Chief Joseph Bradley (Kyle Chandler) asks her how she likes Pakistan. “It’s kind of 

fucked up,” she responds. Her reaction is not surprising given the unformidable set of 

images of Pakistan provided to the viewer. Additionally, the film, like Homeland, has 

inaccuracies. For example, the dialogue in the final scene is in Arabic, which is not 

spoken in Pakistan. 
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 The majority of the first forty-five minutes of the film portrays the torture of 

Ammar (Reda Kateb). During this period, Ammar is depicted as both disgusting and 

despicable. At one point he yells at his interrogator Dan (Jason Clarke), saying “Why 

should I respect you?”, suggesting his hatred of Americans. These scenes take place in a 

filthy room, and Dan appears almost as filthy as Ammar, who has clearly not slept or 

bathed in days. At one point, Ammar has gone to the bathroom on himself, and Dan says 

to him, “What, did you shit your pants?” Maya looks on from across the room in disgust, 

and must cover her nose because of the stench. Maya’s pale white skin stands in stark 

contrast to the grime of the interrogation room and Ammar’s body. Interestingly, when 

Dan has returned to the U.S. and is working for the CIA at its Virginia headquarters later 

in the film, he is clean and professional looking in a suit. This contrast almost seems to 

suggest that Pakistan made him filthy, not the fact that he was engaging in repeated acts 

of torture. Shortly after her arrival in Pakistan, Maya is awakened by a call to prayer. The 

camera cuts immediately to the torture room, where Ammar is being kept awake by 

extremely loud heavy metal music. Even the call to prayer is depicted as disruptive, loud, 

and invasive, parallel to sensory torture. The overall sense of Pakistan and Ammar—as 

representative of Pakistanis—is dirty and unfriendly.  

 In one instance, Dan pulls down Ammar’s pants, with Maya standing across 

looking on. After Ammar has stood for a short time half naked in front of her, Dan leaves 

the room and returns with a dog collar, which he puts on Ammar and then forces him to 

kneel on the ground and walk around like a dog. This scene notably echoes the sexualized 

torture conducted at Abu Ghraib. Many scholars have written about the relationship 
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between sexuality and Othering in general and of Arabs and Muslims in particular. For 

example, puar (2007) has noted that “[s]exual deviancy is linked to the process of 

discerning, othering, and quarantining terrorist bodies” (38). Placing Ammar in this half 

nude sexualized position, on his knees, with a symbol of sadomasochism serves to make 

him appear sexually deviant. Part of the perceived backwardness of Islam relates to its 

restrictions on sexuality. puar elaborates:  

 This kind of torture directed at ‘the supposed Muslim terrorist’ is subject to the 
 normativizing knowledges of modernity that mark him (or her) both as sexually 
 conservative, modest and fearful of nudity (and it is interesting how this 
 conceptualization is rendered both sympathetically and as a problem), as well as 
 queer, animalistic, barbarian, and unable to control his (or her) urges (86). 
 
Indeed, part of the use of sexual humiliation on Muslims relates to the perception of the 

religion as sexually pre-modern—homophobic, misogynistic, and deeply patriarchal. As 

Butler (2008) describes, the Muslim population is considered backward “to the extent 

that it understood to embody certain prohibitions and inhibitions in relation to 

homosexuality, exposure, masturbation, and nudity” (16). The torture of Ammar affirms 

his Otherness and is consistent with these themes—he is animalistic, out of control of his 

bodily functions and sexuality, and violent. Dehumanizing him in this way legitimizes his 

torture. 

 Two contrasting representations of Muslim characters in the film are important. 

The first is of a Kuwaiti prince who helps the CIA locate Osama Bin Laden’s courier Abu 

Ahmed. Dan offers the prince a Lamborghini in exchange for information about the 

courier’s whereabouts. The scene opens with shots of Kuwait City’s downtown landscape 

of skyscrapers, which contrast with the minarets shown in Islamabad, Peshawar, and 



 71 

Abbottabad. The immediate next shot is a pair of legs and a martini glass in a nightclub. 

The Kuwaiti prince fits Shaheen’s (2001) stereotype of the oil sheikh—smarmy, sleazy, 

surrounded by women, and greedy. He is one of the few non-terrorist Muslims portrayed 

in Zero Dark Thirty, but he fits a different common stereotype of Arabs in Hollywood 

that has been featured in countless feature films. 

 Another important non-terrorist Muslim is known only as “The Wolf.” The Wolf 

is the director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center (CTC) and he gives Dan the billion 

dollars he needs for the mission in Kuwait described above. What is significant about the 

Wolf is that he is a white American CIA officer who, like Brody, has converted to Islam. 

In the film, he is praying on a prayer rug in his office when Dan first enters. According to 

The Telegraph, this character is based on a real person, called “Roger” in a Washington 

Post profile to protect his identity (Kendall, 2013). Roger, a practicing Muslim, has been 

a key force in Obama’s campaign of targeted killings of Muslims. Interestingly, the 

Washington Post article about him explicitly notes that he does not have a prayer rug in 

his office. The Wolf is not a terrorist according to the film, but he is comfortable with 

killing Muslims to fight the ‘War on Terror.’ During his meeting with Dan he says to 

him, “As you know, Abu Ghraib and Gitmo fucked us. The detainee program is now 

flat.” The notion of Muslims as violent is then supported by this non-Arab character that 

has embraced the religion of Islam. 

 The only Muslim character that is portrayed as ‘normal’ is Hakim, the CIA 

Special Activities Division Officer (played by Fares Fares) who assists in the mission of 

locating Abu Ahmed and the raid on Bin Laden’s compound in Abbottabad. Interestingly, 
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he is the only person who is at all affected by the fact that several women and men are 

killed during the raid, and a dozen children stand around weeping and screaming. In 

contrast, Justin (Chris Platt) of the U.S. Naval Special Warfare Development Group 

(DEVGRU) cheers and whoops throughout and after the mission, saying “I smoked 

‘em!” Hakim’s remorse for members of the Bin Laden household stand in opposition to 

the notion that the elimination of Bin Laden—and anyone associated with him—was one 

of the greatest successes in recent American history.  

 In conclusion, based on Zero Dark Thirty’s portrayal of Arabs and Muslims as 

violent, deadly, and backward, it is not surprising that the torture scenes seem justified, 

particularly when they result in the success of the mission to “capture or kill” Bin Laden. 

Arabs and Muslims are presented as ‘them’—dehumanized Others from a different world 

who are dangerous and require exceptional measures to protect ‘us’—the West/United 

States. 

SCANDAL: DIFFERENT KINDS OF OTHERS  
 The final piece of media analyzed in this dissertation is an outlier to the three 

discussed above because it is not a show primarily about counterterrorism. Nevertheless, 

as discussed in Chapter Four, the show portrays a great deal of torture. In this section, I 

analyze two main characters on Scandal who are dehumanized to demonstrate how the 

series treats terrorism in such a way as to warrant the use of torture. 

 The first important terrorist to be analyzed here is Maya Pope—also known as 

Marie Wallace—who is Olivia’s mother. Played by Khandi Alexander, Maya is 

introduced in the third season. Olivia (played by Kerry Washington) had been led to 
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believe by her father Eli Pope (played by Joe Morton) that Maya died in a plane crash 

when she was 12 years old—twenty years prior to Maya’s introduction on the series. It 

turns out that Maya is a terrorist who directed Eli—who heads the covert government 

agency B613 and is known as Command—to have the plane shot down, killing 329 

people. In season 3, episode 6, “Icarus,” Olivia has flashbacks of her mother as a loving 

and attentive caretaker. At the end of episode 7 of the same season, “Everything’s 

Coming Up Mellie,” the show reveals for the first time that Maya is still alive—and that 

Eli has her living in a cell. 

 The show’s introduction to Maya is interesting because it does not reveal for 

several episodes that she is in fact a terrorist. Instead, it leads viewers to believe that Eli 

is a monster who has imprisoned his wife and kept her from her daughter. In the 8th 

episode of the 3rd season, “Vermont is For Lovers, Too,” Maya gnaws on her own wrists 

to get out of Eli’s captivity. Eli brings her to a doctor, who characterizes her as deranged: 

“She ate her own wrists. Most people would have passed out after just a few bites but this 

one, she just kept gnawing until she found an artery.” Here, the viewer begins to get the 

sense that there is something not quite right about Maya.  

 In the following episode, “YOLO,” Olivia figures out that she is a terrorist, after 

having helped her escape from Eli to Hong Kong. Maya Pope differs from terrorists 

depicted on 24, Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty in that her motivation appears to be 

financial, not ideological. As one of Olivia’s team Abby (played by Darby Stanchfield) 

explains, Maya “had no ideology whatsoever. She sold whatever she could get her hands 
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on to the highest bidder.” Given that she was married to a high-level government officer, 

this was not very difficult.  

 Maya works with the only Arabic character on the show, Adnan Salif—the other 

terrorist character of interest here—who is acted by Nazanin Boniadi, who additionally 

played Fara Sherazi on Homeland. Adnan is an insider trader who with ties to one of 

Olivia’s associates. In the 14th episode of the 3rd season, “Kiss Kiss Bang Bang,” Adnan 

and Maya meet in a hotel room: 

 Adnan: “Now that I’ve paid you your retainer, where do we go from here?” 
 Maya: “We find ourselves a terrorist.” 
 Adnan: “Well I thought that’s what you are.” 
 Maya: “No. Not at all.” 
 Adnan: “You blew up a plane.” 
 Maya: “That was personal. Terrorists use violence to advance their convictions—
 God, country. But I’m not burdened by those. I’m a facilitator. I don’t make 
 bombs, I make money.” 
 Adnan: “When I hired you, I thought it was just gonna be you and me.” 
 Maya: “Then who would take the fall? Because it’s not gonna be me. Don’t 
 worry,  your money will be well spent.” 
 
The money, it turns out, is going to a Russian terrorist named Ivan who wants details 

about the President’s whereabouts to make an attempt on his life. So despite her lack of 

ideological motivations, Maya is willing to support endeavors with drastic political aims. 

 Maya and Adnan represent different kinds of ‘terrorists’ than those typically 

represented in Hollywood precisely because they have no ideology but rather only pursue 

terrorist means for financial ends. Olivia confronts her mother about this in the 15th 

episode of the season, “Mama Said Knock You Out,” calling her mom a terrorist and a 

traitor. Maya responds, “Maybe, but I’d rather be a traitor than what you are Livvy, 

cleaning up those people’s messes.” Maya either does not see anything wrong with how 
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she makes her living, or alternatively, thinks that in Washington, D.C., perhaps 

everyone’s work is as dirty as that of a terrorist, including her daughter’s. 

 Importantly, Adnan and Maya are believable as terrorists, if for different reasons. 

Adnan’s Arabic name already targets her as a potential terrorist. Maya Pope is not an 

Islamic fundamentalist, but she is a Black woman—already an Other. Black women have 

been denigrated and treated with suspicion and fear for centuries. Indeed, Barbara 

Christian has written, “the enslaved African woman became the basis for the definition of 

our society’s Other” (1985, 160). As bell hooks has noted, “Representations of black 

female bodies in contemporary popular culture rarely subvert or critique images of black 

female sexuality which were part of the cultural apparatus of 19th-century racism and 

which still shape perceptions today” (1992, 62). Depictions of Black women in popular 

culture have been and continue to be as problematic as that of Arabs and Muslims. These 

representations, referred to as ‘controlling images’ by Collins (2000) are further linked to 

the actual oppression and subjugation of Black women.  

 Collins (2000) demarcates several common controlling images of Black women: 

the mammy, the matriarch, the welfare mother, the ‘Black lady’, and the jezebel. Maya 

Pope embodies features of both the matriarch—having control over the family, and the 

jezebel—demonstrating excess sexuality through a life-long extramarital affair and her 

excessive greed. Olivia’s flashbacks reveal a kind, compassionate mother figure in Maya, 

but these memories turn out to be false: she is actually a selfish and dangerous woman 

who is deserving of the detainment and isolation Eli imposes on her. 
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 Like the other media analyzed, then, Scandal engages in the process of 

dehumanization of characters, demarcating a line between ‘us’—those to be protected 

and ‘them’—those whose lives are unworthy of protection. As with the other media 

analyzed, once characters cross into the realm of terrorist, they become torturable. 

CONCLUSION 
 This chapter has demonstrated how dehumanizing processes unfold in media that 

portray a lot of torture. Some form of dehumanization is necessary to affirm the torture 

and abuse of people on the shows. 24, Homeland, and Zero Dark Thirty all participate in 

an Othering of Arabs and Muslims, which serves to justify the extralegal treatment of 

them during the ‘War on Terror.’ Histories of understanding these groups as standing 

outside the Western, progressive, human community justifies their detention and torture 

in the extreme circumstances of the ‘War on Terror.’ Finally, while Scandal does not 

engage in these same depictions, it similarly dehumanizes characters as frightening 

outsiders who pose a threat to the polity and therefore need to be eliminated. 
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Chapter Two: Geneva Doesn’t Apply: Analysis of Government 
Documents on Torture 

“After 9/11 our government had to make tragic choices between saving American lives 
from future terrorist attacks and observing the rights of suspected al Qaeda leaders.” 

(Yoo, 2006, 179-180). 
 
 This chapter explores the how members of the United States government justified 

the shift towards a consequentialist position on torture. After 9/11, interrogation 

techniques and detainee treatment tactics that arguably constitute torture, labeled as 

‘enhanced interrogation’ by the Bush administration, came to be advocated and utilized 

as part of the ‘War on Terror.’ Specifically, legal advisors to the White House abandoned 

the deontological position of the anti-torture treaties—to which the United States is a 

signatory—that prohibit torture in all circumstances in favor of a consequentialist 

position that torture is a lesser evil compared to the potential casualties of terrorism. This 

chapter explores the rhetoric used to justify the implementation of these ‘enhanced’ 

techniques by analyzing the government documents related to the treatment of detainees 

generally and interrogation methods specifically, which have been compiled in two main 

volumes—Greenberg and Dratel’s 2005 The Torture Papers and Jaffer and Singh’s 2007 

Administration of Torture. The analysis reveals how the moral dilemmas posed by 

twenty-first century terrorism prompted officials to circumvent long-standing treaties in 

order to make certain practices that have long been banned permissible. 

 Using Sheldon Ekland-Olson’s (2011) model for how ethical systems change, this 

chapter shows how 9/11 functioned as a crystallizing event that precipitated a 

government response that was inconsistent with formal U.S. policy on torture and 
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wartime behavior and reveals a new overtly justified moral stance on the issue. Ekland-

Olson claims that two mechanisms, the reassessment of social worth and the resolution of 

moral dilemmas, are essential for a moral stance to change on a broad societal level.  

Specifically, Ekland-Olson maintains that two processes are at work in the reassessment 

of ethical principles. First, new boundaries are drawn around protected life, designating 

some lives as worthy and others as disposable. Second, attempts are made to resolve 

moral dilemmas. A dilemma is “any situation requiring a choice between unpleasant 

alternatives”--in this case with deeply important moral implications (Neufeld, 1990). In 

other words, a dilemma is by definition difficult to settle because none of the available 

options are ‘pleasant;’ or in the case of dealing with terrorism, morally unadulterated.  

 In order to comprehend the recent legitimization of the use of torture, this chapter 

consider the moral dilemma the U.S. faced after 9/11: the duty to protect life by 

preventing terrorist attacks, on the one hand, and long-established adherence to restraints 

on inflicting suffering, on the other. For the Bush Administration, resolving this dilemma 

included the relaxation of the restraints and permission to use harsh interrogation 

practices on terrorists—or those suspected of involvement in terrorism—in order to 

potentially save American lives. In an uncertain and threatening world, to act otherwise 

was seen as putting millions of Americans at risk of losing their lives.  

 Government officials and lawyers framed the ‘War on Terror’ as a novel war to 

which the Geneva Conventions did not apply. They argued that the appearance of a new 

enemy needed to be defined and set outside the boundaries of protected life. They 

narrowed the definition of torture so that acts previously considered torture fell short of 
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such a categorization and became legally and morally permissible. When ‘some detainees 

were not cooperating or sharing information, they sought increasingly severe tactics to 

‘break’ their subjects, now seen as the demonized Other, as described in Chapter Two. 

Through these processes, the moral position on the issue of torture shifted from one of 

repugnance to one of acceptance and at times even endorsement. 

 The ultimate conclusion of the various memoranda is that because the ‘War on 

Terror’ brings with it new dangers and risks, it is time for a fundamental reexamination of 

intelligence gathering techniques as well as an adjustment of doctrine, including 

customary international law, to make space for appropriately dealing with the new 

terrorist enemy. The ‘War on Terror’ presents a moral dilemma that is not easily 

resolved. It is precisely a dilemma for this reason: what is ‘right’ or even ‘moral’ is not 

immediately apparent. Further, what is ‘right’ for the American public—an action that 

has the potential to save many lives—may be ‘immoral’ in regards to the treatment of 

terrorists—torture. 

 The tenor of these arguments for revising the guiding moral principles of warfare 

through the resolution of dilemmas and the redrawing of boundaries illustrates Giorgio 

Agamben’s (2005) concept of the ‘state of exception.’ Agamben notes that a ‘state of 

exception’ is not defined by a “special kind of law (like the law of war); rather, insofar as 

it is a suspension of the juridical order itself, it defines law’s threshold or limit concept” 

(4). In other words, a ‘state of exception’ ushers in a period wherein legal principles are 

abandoned, not redefined. In the post-9/11 world, characterized by intense fear and a 

desire for retribution, the President was urged by his most trusted counsel to suspend 
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cornerstone aspects of the laws and treaties that had governed how the United States 

behaved in the international arena for over half a century. Torin Monahan (2010) notes 

that the result of declaring such a ‘state of exception’ and sidestepping long-standing 

treaties is that “legal structures and principles are eviscerated, losing their importance and 

force as mechanisms for maintaining social order” (28-9). In other words, circumventing 

the treaties is a neutralization of the rule of law as it is currently understood. 

 The analysis offered here looks to government documents to demonstrate how 

torture, previously considered an indefensible practice, came to be legitimized by the 

Bush administration during the ‘War on Terror’ as part of this evisceration of law. It will 

first demonstrate how the rhetoric of war was used to characterize the events of 9/11, 

which then ushered in a retaliatory war, the ‘War on Terror.’ It will then reveal the 

boundary drawing that paved the way for torture, namely how the ‘War on Terror’ was 

construed as a war like no other before it, which resulted in the demonization of the 

terrorist enemy. The boundaries drawn between the innocent civilians of the United 

States and the terrorist enemy threatening their safety created an abject enemy deserving 

of no protection under the law. This boundary drawing helped attempts to solve the moral 

dilemma presented by terrorism: the need to protect innocent lives weighed against the 

treatment of terrorist subjects. The resolution of this dilemma resulted in the revised 

applicability of the Geneva Conventions, which paved the way for a legal memo that 

opened the door to enhanced interrogation and, in some cases, torture. With the moral 

dilemma resolved and the boundaries of tolerable suffering redrawn, severe detainee 

abuse became acceptable.  
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 Finally, this chapter will consider the case of Abu Ghraib as an example of the 

slippery slope argument against torture. No one endorsed the events at Abu Ghraib; 

military officials, the Bush Administration, and the public all agreed that the events that 

took place there were abhorrent. The Bush Administration, however, placed the primary 

blame of the scandal on the shoulders of the individual perpetrators of the misdeeds, 

rather than failures in the chain of command, military culture, or problematic protocol, 

issues discussed in detail below. Nevertheless, the disturbing images from Abu Ghraib 

were collectively haunting to all sectors of the American public and military. The case of 

Abu Ghraib, and to some extent events at Guantánamo and other facilities of detention in 

the ‘War on Terror,’ reveal what happens when the door to torture is cracked even a little 

bit: it swings wide open. 

A NEW KIND OF WAR 
 The decisions of the Bush administration to embrace harsher techniques, permit 

torture, and violate longstanding treaties were based on the state the U.S. found itself in 

after 9/11, framed as exceptional and unprecedented, which precipitated the unparalleled 

‘War on Terror’ (Allhoff, 2012; Dershowitz, 2002; Dratel, 2005). The path to the 

renewed acceptability of torture was paved first by the reading of the terrorist attacks as 

an act of war. Such a reading enabled the U.S. to retaliate using military force as well as 

to launch the ‘War on Terror.’ The events of 9/11 could have been interpreted as terrorist 

acts to be treated as crimes instead of acts of war, for example, which would have 

warranted a different response (Hodges, 2011). If 9/11 had been viewed as a criminal act 

instead of one of war, the United States would have been “limited to fighting al Qaeda 
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with the law enforcement and the criminal justice system” (Yoo, 2006, 2). Yoo (2006) 

contends that 9/11 occurred because the ‘terrorism-as-crime’ approach of the past is not 

as successful at preventing acts of terrorism as a war one, since in war, “nations use 

special powers to prevent future attacks on their citizens and territory, not to punish 

conduct” (8). 

 Since it was read as a war, however, military reaction was deemed not only 

appropriate but essential. In a Memo from September 25, 2001, John C. Yoo, then 

Deputy Assistant Attorney General, wrote: “If the President is confronted with an 

unforeseen attack on the territory and people of the United States…the courts have 

affirmed that it is his constitutional responsibility to respond to that threat with whatever 

means are necessary” (Yoo, 2001, 13). Retaliation is not only a right, then, but also an 

obligation of the President in his role as Commander in Chief. The capitalization of the 

‘War on Terror’ makes it into a proper noun, a convention of referring to military wars 

(such as the Vietnam War) (Hodges, 2011). Instead of a metaphorical war on terror, then, 

the ‘War on Terror’ was legitimated as a serious military operation of the United States. 

 Significant to the use of torture is not merely the fact that the attacks of 9/11 were 

interpreted as an act of war that ushered in the global ‘War on Terror’ but also the claim 

that the war is new and qualitatively different from previous ones. For the first time in 

history, terrorist groups, not bounded by national borders, have access to the weapons and 

strategies of war (Bobbitt, 2008). As a result, “non-state actors have become makers of 

war against nations” (Yoo, 2006, 14-15). This newly structured enemy required revised 

moral assessments.  In a speech from September 12, 2001, President Bush stated, “[t]he 
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American people need to know that we’re facing a different enemy than we have ever 

faced. This enemy hides in shadows, and has no regard for human life. This is an enemy 

who preys on innocent and unsuspecting people, then runs for cover” (quoted in Hodges, 

2011, 25; emphasis in original). In a later White House memo, written on February 7, 

2002, President Bush similarly argued that unlike wars between nation states, the ‘War 

on Terror’ “ushers in a new paradigm, one in which groups with broad, international 

reach commit horrific acts against innocent civilians, sometimes with the direct support 

of states” (Bush, 2002, 134).  

 The President’s legal counsel echoed his sentiments about the nature of the ‘War 

on Terror.’ In a memo written two weeks previously on January 25, 2002, Alberto R. 

Gonzales, Counsel to the President, wrote: “the war against terrorism is a new kind of 

war. It is not the traditional clash between nations adhering to the laws of war that formed 

the backdrop for the GPW [Geneva Conventions on Prisoners of War]” (Gonzalez, 2002, 

119). For example, unlike in previous times, today the “power to wage war can rest in the 

hands of a few dozen highly motivated people with cell phones and access to the 

internet” (Schlesinger, 2004, 922). This is different from traditional wars, where a nation-

state mobilizes a great deal of resources to engage in warfare. Since the terrorists did not 

follow the rules of traditional warfare when they attacked the U.S. on 9/11, the ‘War on 

Terror’ diverges from the wars that the United States has fought in the past. The Bush 

administration argued that the novel and extreme circumstances of the ‘War on Terror’ 

warranted novel and extreme responses, departing from the tactics of conventional war 

and the then operable treaties that regulated the rules of warfare.  
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 Asymmetric warfare became a phrase for moral justification of the ‘War on 

Terror.’ Terrorist warfare is asymmetric, because it “attempts to circumvent or undermine 

a superior, conventional strength while exploiting its weaknesses using methods the 

superior force neither can defeat nor resort to itself” (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 922). By 

engaging in warfare unevenly, terrorists refuse to fight fairly, and thereby lose their rights 

to fair treatment in return. 

BOUNDARY-DRAWING AND THE CREATION OF THE TERRORIST OTHER: REASSESSING 
THE APPLICABILITY OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS TO TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 
WARFARE 
 Once it was established that the ‘War on Terror’ was a new kind of war, whether 

or not international treaties of war applied to the conflict became a central focus of the 

administration. This was an exercise in boundary drawing, or deciding who would be 

deserving of protection in this new war and who would not. The extreme and novel 

nature of this new war against an amorphous terrorist enemy required “serious legal and 

policy choices” (Yoo, 2006, 22). The most significant treaty in question, the Geneva 

Conventions, determines international standards for war and prohibits both cruel and 

inhuman treatment and torture of detainees.  

 John Yoo decided that the Conventions did not apply to the ‘War on Terror.’ The 

new enemy was an enemy apart, he argued, outside of the protective boundaries of the 

Geneva Conventions otherwise protecting participants in conventional warfare. Yoo’s 

position had two components. He argued that Al Qaeda was a non-State actor, which, by 

definition, cannot be a signatory to international treaties. Since Al Qaeda could not be a 

party to the Conventions, its rules were inapplicable to the conflict with them. Al Qaeda, 



 85 

he stated, was “merely a violent political movement or organization and not a nation-

state” (Yoo, 2002, 39).” The Geneva protections were inapplicable in this war between a 

nation-state (the U.S.) and a non-governmental organization, Al Qaeda.  

  The Geneva Conventions remained valid, but not applicable to this group of 

terrorists who through their actions placed themselves outside of normal protections. Al 

Qaeda members had “clearly demonstrated that they will not follow…basic requirements 

of lawful warfare” (Yoo, 2002, 48). The Hague Convention IV of 1907 asserts that the 

laws of war are only applicable to armies, militia, and volunteer corps when they fulfill 

the following four conditions: “command by responsible individuals, wearing insignia, 

carrying arms openly, and obeying the laws of war” (Yoo, 2002, 50). As a terrorist group, 

Al Qaeda satisfied none of these requirements, thus Geneva did not apply. In a later 

work, Yoo expanded upon his reasoning to claim the inapplicability of the Geneva 

Conventions. He wrote, “Al Qaeda violates every rule and norm developed over the 

history of war. Flagrant breach by one side of a bargain generally releases the other side 

from the obligation to observe its end of the bargain” (Yoo, 2006, 23).  

 Al Qaeda terrorists were one matter.  The Taliban in Afghanistan was another.   

Here, removing otherwise binding protections was justified by the argument that the 

Geneva Conventions did not apply because Afghanistan was a ‘failed’ state. Although 

Afghanistan had been a signatory to the Geneva Conventions since 1956, in the fall of 

2001 it was “without the attributes of statehood necessary to continue” as such (Yoo, 

2002, 50).  Yoo devoted considerable space in the memo to the definition of a ‘failed’ 
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state and why treaties are not applicable to states that fall into this category, such as 

Afghanistan at that time period. His definition: 

“[A] State has failed when centralized governmental authority has almost 
completely collapsed, no central authorities are capable of maintaining 
government institutions or ensuring law and order, and violence has destabilized 
civil society and the economy” (Yoo, 2002, 54). 

 
Once considered a ‘failed’ state, Afghanistan fell outside normal protective boundaries of 

acceptable warfare and Yoo justified not applying the Geneva Conventions to the conflict 

there. Since Afghanistan could not uphold its end of the treaty then the United States 

similarly did not need to adhere to the rules of the Conventions (Yoo, 2002, 60). 

 To buttress this revised moral system of warfare, Yoo continued that even if 

Afghanistan were not defined as a ‘failed’ state, and the Geneva Conventions still 

applied, the “laws of war still required that the Taliban militia meet the basic rules for 

fighting forces” (Yoo, 2006, 29). Regardless, Yoo contended that the President has the 

power to temporarily suspend the Geneva Conventions. He wrote, the “President has a 

variety of constitutional powers with respect to treaties, including the powers to suspend 

them, withhold performance of them, contravene them or terminate them” (Yoo, 2006, 

64). While no president in American history had done this, Yoo argued that in both the 

Korean War and the Persian Gulf War, Presidents Harry S. Truman and George H. W. 

Bush, respectively, ‘deviated’ from the Conventions, though he did not explain the ways 

in which they did this. Yoo also asserted that “[a]s the functionally superior actor in 

foreign relations, the executive branch can more effectively harmonize new readings of 

treaty texts in light of evolving U.S. national security goals and the geopolitical context” 
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(Yoo, 2005, 198). Similarly, Jay S. Bybee (2002), asserted that there were, in fact, 

“several examples where the United States clearly decided not to comply with Geneva III 

as a matter of law” (107), citing Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia as such examples.  

 In a memo to the Counsel of the President, Colin Powell contradicted both Bybee 

and Yoo, arguing that the United States has never determined that the Geneva 

Conventions did not apply to a conflict (Powell, nd, 125). He warned of many dangers 

associated with breaching Geneva, particularly the potential erosion of protection of 

American troops during wartime that the Conventions guarantee. For dissenters such as 

Powell, the claim that the President can simply disregard treaties was extremely 

problematic. First, it unleashes executive power in an unprecedented way. By claiming 

that the President can determine at will whether or not to obey treaties to which the 

United States is a High Contracting Party ignores the governmental system of checks and 

balances and permits the President to defy Congress, if he wills, as well as both national 

and international law (McCoy, 2006,).  

 Second, it blatantly disregards the rules of how parties to the treaty are supposed 

to proceed should they choose to deviate from it. The Conventions declare that parties 

may not simply absolve themselves of liability for breaches of the Conventions and 

further that suspension of the treaty can only occur one year after notification of intention 

to do so (Bowker, 2006). Yoo’s suggestion to the President that the conventions simply 

did not apply to the conflict ignored the responsibilities of the U.S. as a High Contracting 

Party to the Conventions.  Redefining protective boundaries related to social standing and 
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resolving dilemmas related to the protection of life and the infliction of suffering is one 

thing, simply brushing moral constraints aside is quite another. 

 Interestingly, Yoo did not read the actions of the Bush administration as a revision 

to the nation’s moral code regarding warfare. He claimed that primarily, the reassessment 

of Geneva revealed that the treaties “could not anticipate the revolutionary change in 

warfare put on display on September 11, 2001” (Yoo, 2006, 25). Moving beyond Geneva 

to Yoo in this instance was not an abandonment of the principles of the treaties but rather 

a recognition that warfare in the twenty-first century has outgrown them.  

 Further, he asserted that the Conventions are not a moral code at all; rather they 

are a collection of treaties that detail international behavior during times of war. What 

was moral, he argued, was President Bush’s treatment of detainees: the President’s “order 

to treat the detainees humanely [despite the fact that the Geneva Conventions did not 

apply], regardless of what they had done to us, regardless of the civilians they had killed 

and the rules of warfare they had broken arose from morality,” Yoo argued (2006, 44). 

Yoo asked an important question: “What President would put America’s image in the 

United Nations above the protection of thousands of innocent civilian lives?” (Yoo, 2006, 

45). This question is consequentialist in nature: it is concerned not with the morality of an 

action but rather the consequences of that action, which in this case relate to the safety of 

the American people. The ultimate conclusion of Yoo and the Bush administration was 

that the proscriptions of the Geneva Conventions regarding the treatment of detainees 

prohibited the U.S. from safely fighting terrorism. Life needed protection. Adjustments 

would be made, up to and including the infliction of suffering. 
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Reevaluating Habeas Corpus for Suspected Terrorists 
 An additional neutralization of the current understanding of the rule of law 

promoted by these memos was the denial of habeas corpus to detainees suspected of 

terrorist activity. The writ of habeas corpus requires that a person who has been arrested 

be brought to trial before a court. In so doing, habeas corpus ensures release from 

unlawful detention. As in other times of crisis, boundaries around civil standing were 

drawn to create exceptions given the perceived need to protect life. President Abraham 

Lincoln was the first American President to suspend habeas corpus, which he did in both 

1861 and 1862 at the outset of the Civil War in an attempt to squelch the rebellion in the 

South. Later, President Ulysses Grant did the same thing to prevent attacks against 

recently freed African Americans by the Ku Klux Klan in South Carolina in 1871 

(Toobin, 2006). These two instances, however, represent the only two times habeas 

corpus has been denied by decree to categories of persons before the ‘War on Terror.’ 

 In Department of Justice Memo from December 28, 2001, Deputy Assistant 

Attorney Generals Philbin and Yoo argued that a federal district court would not have 

jurisdiction to exercise habeas corpus over an ‘alien’ detained at Guantánamo Bay, a 

detention facility outside of the United States (Philbin and Yoo, 2001). Once denied 

habeas corpus, detainees at Guantánamo, now standing outside the protections of existing 

laws, could be held indefinitely. This rhetorical removal from the normally protective 

umbrella of civil rights left them vulnerable to detainee abuse, up to and including torture 

(Rejali, 2007, 43). The denial of habeas corpus to detainees at Guantánamo was the first 

time it had been categorically withdrawn in over one hundred and thirty years. 
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 Though none of the memos analyzed thus far have advocated detainee abuse 

outright, by removing a class of individuals from the protective boundaries of law and by 

justifying formerly forbidden behavior as a means to protect life, the stage was set to 

violate the Geneva Conventions. In this manner, the moral standards regarding torture 

shifted. It took almost a year following 9/11 for a more comprehensive justification 

suspension of normally protective boundaries to occur.  

Creating the Terrorist Other and Dehumanizing the Terrorist Enemy 
“These people can’t do anything for themselves. They just wait for God to do it for 
them.” (Lagouranis and Mikaelian, 2007, 19). 
 
 A central part of the process of engaging in torture is denying the humanity of 

those to be tortured, as discussed in detail in Chapter Two. Inclusion and exclusion, or 

creating the categories of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ is essential to negotiating who is deserving of 

treatment as harsh as torture and who is shielded from being subjected to such abhorrent 

behavior. ‘Us’/’them’ thinking has characterized many conflicts throughout history, and 

is certainly always present in wartime. Generating the Other is part of what Ekland-Olson 

(2011) refers to as the drawing and redrawing—or negotiating—the boundaries around 

protected life; the Other is excluded from this protection and is defined as categorically 

and qualitatively different from ‘us.’ Some lives are considered less worthy of protection 

than others, and some are assessed as having no social worth at all. Allowing torture to 

occur in the ‘War on Terror’ requires the creation of a category of people deemed so evil 

and depraved that they deserve the intentional infliction of pain and suffering.  
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 In his important work The Lucifer Effect, Paul Zimbardo, orchestrator of the 

famous 1971 Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE), has the following important insight: “In 

contrast to human relationships, which are subjective, personal, and emotional, 

dehumanized relationships are objectifying, analytical and empty of emotional or 

empathic content.” (Zimbardo, 2007, 223). Torture, then, is outside the realms of normal 

social interaction; it is the perversion of social interaction. Jean Améry writes of his 

experience of being tortured in a Nazi concentration camp: “the dominion of the torturer 

over his victim has nothing in common with the power exercised on the basis of social 

contracts as we know it” (1980, 39). It makes the tortured feel utterly helpless, lose all 

sense of being at home in the world, and become dominated by fear. The tortured are 

from the start framed as Others who have no place in society—a process that justifies 

denying their worth and existence in this extreme way. In the words of Elaine Scarry 

(1985),“torture is about the uncreating of the created contents of consciousness” (38). 

 Declaring the Geneva Conventions inapplicable to the conflict with Al Qaeda and 

the Taliban drew a boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ It placed these groups below the 

traditional enemy status and undeserving of the rights and obligations associated with it, 

particularly those afforded prisoners of war.  It is unsurprising, then, that events after 

9/11 have revealed that torture has indeed taken place.  

 Evidence reveals that dehumanization has been at work where and when torture 

occurred since 9/11. For example, the military police that tortured and humiliated 

detainees at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq stated that they were told the detainees were no 

better than dogs and to treat them as such (Standard Operating Procedure, 2008). 
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General Janis Karpinksi, who was in charge of Abu Ghraib and several other prisons in 

Iraq, was instructed by Major General Geoffrey Miller, commander of Guantánamo Bay: 

“’You have to treat the prisoners like dogs. If…they believe that they’re any different 

from dogs, you have effectively lost control of your interrogation…And it works. That is 

what we do down at Guantánamo Bay’” (quoted in Zimbardo, 2007, 414). In this 

instance, then, dehumanization of alleged terrorists was not just a tactic of enhanced 

interrogation, grounded in the protection of life, but a fundamental principle of the ‘War 

on Terror’ passed down from the highest ranks, grounded in the dehumanizing sense of 

‘us’ and ‘them.’ 

 Testimony of military officials has additionally revealed the prevalence of this 

powerful ‘us’/’them’ thinking. Major General Geoffrey D. Miller, quoted above, called 

the detainees “ruthless, murderous people” (Summarized Witness Statement of General 

Geoffrey D. Miller, 2005, A-11). Lieutenant General Randall M. Schmidt justified the 

use of dogs to instill fear in a detainee and limit his sleep to only four hours a day 

because “this was a bad guy. This was a guy who had information that we needed. 

Okay?” (Testimony of LTG Randall M. Schmidt, 2005, A-49). In his account of serving 

as an interrogator in Iraq, Tony Lagouranis notes that his superior never referred to the 

detainees as such but rather as ‘numbnuts,’ ‘the dirtbag,’ ‘fuck-face’ and ‘dickweed.’ 

(Lagouranis and Mikaelian, 2007, 74).  

 When interrogator Matthew Alexander arrived in Iraq in 2006, after the 

revelations of the events at Abu Ghraib, superiors warned him of the dangers of 

dehumanizing the detainees: “Dehumanizing them is the first step down the slippery 
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slope to torture,” he recounts (Alexander, 2008, 75). Alexander’s report of his time as an 

interrogator in Iraq demonstrates that the U.S. military did indeed learn quite a few things 

from the events that occurred at Abu Ghraib. Military personnel encouraged Alexander to 

use techniques that build rapport with the detainee, gain some of his/her trust, and allot 

the interrogation the necessary time for those processes to foment. He notes that some 

interrogators were still using harsher techniques, but he himself made every effort not to 

do so, even though he faced moral challenges from engaging in this approach. For 

example, when interrogating a detainee who had beheaded a woman, he found it difficult 

to treat him with sympathy attempt to gain his respect, and asked himself: “How can I do 

this job and not be consumed with hate?” (Alexander, 2008, 82). Ultimately, however, 

Alexander was able to maintain a level of demonstrating respect to the detainee, and 

indeed gained important information throughout his tenure as an interrogator using this 

tactic. These accounts reveal that powerful ‘us’/’them’ thinking that has arisen as part of 

drawing new boundaries around protected life during the ‘War on Terror.’ 

RESOLVING THE MORAL DILEMMAS OF TERRORISM 
 The moral dilemma at the heart of the ‘War on Terror’ is how to protect American 

civilians and public life from terrorist attacks while still behaving in a morally sound 

way. The resolution of this dilemma has been in part to redefine and stretch the limits of 

what it means to behave morally. If life needs protection in an uncertain and threatening 

world, suffering can be inflicted, indeed it may become a moral duty.  The next section 

analyzes the process that formed this movement towards what were previously 

considered morally questionable acts. 
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Opening the Door for Torture: The Bybee Memo 
 The memo that most clearly indicated a changing position on the moral status of 

torture was the ‘Bybee’ memo of August 1, 2002.  In addition removing terrorists from 

the normally protective boundaries of law, Bybee’s memo changed the definition torture. 

The memo reinterpreted the 1984 Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman 

and Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT) in order to revise the rules for the 

“conduct of interrogations outside of the United States” (Bybee, 2002, 172).  

According to CAT, torture is defined as: 
[A]ny act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is 
intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a 
third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third 
party has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or 
coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any 
kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the 
consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official 
capacity. It does not include pain or suffering from, inherent in, or incidental to 
lawful sanctions (quoted in Pallito, 2011, 11).  

 
The Bybee memo unpacked this definition in such a way that significantly narrowed what 

constituted pain and suffering.  

 The memo claimed that in order to constitute torture, pain and suffering must be 

inflicted on a very extreme level: “Physical pain amounting to torture must be equivalent 

in intensity to the pain accompanying serious physical injury, such as organ failure, 

impairment of bodily function, or even death” (Bybee, 2002, 172). In other words, the 

state can inflict pain and suffering that fall short of death or what is close to death without 

violating any of the anti-torture treaties that the U.S. has signed. Similarly, the memo 

narrowed the definition of mental pain associated with torture, arguing that it must be 

very severe to be categorized as such. Specifically, in order to constitute torture, mental 
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pain must constitute ‘prolonged mental harm,’ in which the “harm must be one that is 

endured over some period of time” (Bybee, 2002, 176). Finally, while CAT prohibits 

threats of death, Bybee required such threats to be ‘immanent’ in order to be categorized 

as torture.  

 These interpretations of CAT serve to narrow the definition of torture to such a 

small segment of behavior that many acts that would normally be deemed as torture 

would no longer be considered as such. In Bybee’s own words,  “Section 2340 A was 

intended to proscribe only the most egregious conduct…[and] reaches only the most 

heinous acts” (Bybee, 2002, 191). Given the life-threatening circumstances being faced 

because of terrorism, the boundaries of tolerable suffering were redrawn.  The CAT 

definition of torture had excluded those measures of inflicting “pain or suffering from, 

inherent in, or incidental to lawful sanctions.” Aliens who threatened the protected 

citizens were vulnerable to a very broad array of enhanced interrogation techniques.  

 The Bybee memo further asked for a reconsideration of intention regarding the 

infliction of pain. CAT states that torture is defined by causing pain for the purpose of 

acquiring information. In contrast, the Bybee memo differentiated between actions 

wherein pain is caused for the purpose of gathering information and actions that are 

intended to get information and produce pain as a by-product. This suggests that the 

moral statuses of these two actions are qualitatively different. This interpretation is 

consistent with the long-debated Doctrine of Double Effect, which claims that it is 

morally permissible to do good knowing harm will follow (as a side effect, or double 

effect of the action) (Allhoff, 2012). Thus, according to the memo, if the intention of 
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inflicting pain is to gain information that results in an ultimate good—preventing an 

attack—it is not considered torture. Rather, the pain is the unintended byproduct (the 

‘double effect’) of the intention to save lives. This interpretation created a giant loophole 

wherein many techniques can be implemented if the interrogator/perpetrator knows they 

will result in pain/suffering of the detainee but that is not his/her main purpose in 

engaging in the technique. 

 The memo advocated the use of various techniques for gathering information, 

including wall standing, hooding, subjection to noise, and sleep deprivation, whose 

categorization as torture has been debated. Bybee cited these methods because the 

European Court of Human Rights ruled them to be cruel and unusual punishment but not 

torture in Ireland v. the United Kingdom (1978) (Bybee, 2002, 197). Similarly, in the 

Israeli case Public Committee Against Torture in Israel v. Israel, 38 I.L.M. 1471 (1999), 

the court found several methods to fall short of constituting torture, including the 

excessive tightening of handcuffs, sleep deprivation, shaking, wall standing, and 

subjection to noise (Bybee, 2002, 198-199). For some, such as torture historian Darius 

Rejali, however, these techniques constituted torture regardless of the rulings of the 

Courts (Rejali, 2007, 357).  
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 Like the earlier Yoo memo, the Bybee memo granted the President ever-

increasing power, giving him the right to approve of torture whenever he deemed it 

‘necessary’ as Commander-in-Chief (Dratel, 2005, 124).2 The memo stated: 

The demands of the Commander-in-Chief power are especially pronounced in the 
middle of a war in which the nation has already suffered a direct attack. In such a 
case, the information gained from interrogations may prevent future attacks by 
foreign enemies. Any effort to apply Section 2340A in a manner that interferes 
with the President’s direction of such core war matters as the detention and 
interrogation of enemy combatants would thus be unconstitutional (Bybee, 2002, 
199).  

 
For Bybee, it was the Commander-in-Chief’s duty to protect life, even if it meant the 

infliction of suffering. For many others, this overreached presidential authority. Karen J. 

Greenberg (2005), for example, called Bybee’s position a “landmark turn in American 

legal and political history” (xvii). While torture is not new to American history, what is 

new post 9/11 is the attempt to justify it legally and leave the power to use to the 

discretion of the President almost exclusively (Welch, 2007).  

 Pointing to the embedded dilemma of suffering and the protection of life, the 

Bybee memo addressed the moral concerns of permitting behavior that could be 

considered torture. In John Yoo’s words, who helped Bybee draft the memo, “everyone 

understood that the opinion addressed difficult questions fraught with serious 

consequences” (Yoo, 2006, 170). Bybee’s argument was that it was legitimate to engage 

in morally questionable behavior when the harm of an action is less than the potential 

harm avoided. Bybee was explicit, writing: “Clearly, any harm that might occur during an 

                                                
2 This decree overlooks the 1952 Supreme Court case Youngstown Sheet & Tube Co. et al. v. Sawyer, which 
prevented President Truman from seizing the steel industry and established that the president’s military powers 
‘do not supercede the law.’ See McCoy, 2006. 
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interrogation would pale to insignificance compared to the harm avoided by preventing 

such an attack, which could take hundreds or thousands of lives” (2002, 208-9). This is a 

consequentialist understanding of behavior: the outcome of the behavior is more 

important than the behavior itself. 

 Confronted with conflicting moral imperatives, a revised moral assessment was 

made.  The definition of torture was shifted such that many acts previously considered 

torture no longer were. Any interrogator or official who engaged in torture thusly defined 

would never be prosecuted. Pain could be inflicted under the rubric of saving American 

lives, justifying actions morally as well as legally. It was parallel to self-defense. 

Triggered by the attacks of 9/11, the United States was under attack.  The moral 

imperative to protect life trumped moral constraints on the infliction of suffering (Bybee, 

2002, 212-3). The Bybee memo was revised in 2004, but the revision maintained that the 

interrogation methods it advocated were still legal. The revised memo was for the sake of 

appearances only, Yoo contends, because the Bush Administration had come under such 

significant attack for its interpretation of CAT in the Bybee memo (Yoo, 2006, 183). 

 Many years after the drafting of the Bybee memo, John Yoo maintained its 

significance: “our government has a responsibility to eliminate the al Qaeda threat and to 

do what is reasonably necessary in self-defense” (Yoo, 2006, 172). Evoking the 

television show 24, analyzed in detail in this project, Yoo asked his readers: “What if, as 

the popular Fox television program 24 recently portrayed, a high-level terrorist leader is 

caught who knows the location of a nuclear weapon in an American city. Should it be 

illegal to use harsh interrogation short of torture to elicit this information?” (Yoo, 2006, 
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172). He went on to claim that it is “unfounded and unfair” (187) for critics to take issue 

with the moral positions of the Bybee memo: 

We remain horrified by the idea of using physical or mental pressure to elicit 
information, but we cannot rule it out in all cases. A leader can also be morally 
wrong to choose to allow the deaths of thousands of citizens rather than consider 
coercive interrogation of a single terrorist leader (Yoo, 2006, 188). 

 
After 9/11, the U.S. faced tragic and difficult circumstances that posed a number of 

challenging moral dilemmas for government officials. While hard choices are par for the 

course in politics, as Walzer’s (2004) concept of ‘dirty hands’ reveals, Yoo et al. argued 

that the extreme nature of terrorism brings particularly onerous quandaries for leaders and 

states. 

After Bybee: Legitimizing Increasingly Severe Techniques  
 The impetus to formally approve harsher interrogation techniques, some of which 

amount to torture, began when interrogators at Guantánamo Bay claimed that the tactics 

at their disposal were insufficient to extract the information they needed from their 

detainees—information that would, supposedly, prevent future terrorist attacks. James T. 

Hill, U.S Army General, wrote in October of 2002, “[D]espite our best efforts, some 

detainees have tenaciously resisted our current interrogation methods” (223). Lack of 

adequate methods prompted army interrogators to investigate more intensive counter-

resistant techniques that they could utilize lawfully. 

 Diane Beaver, lawyer for the Army’s Judge Advocate General Corps, responded 

to the request for harsher interrogation methods by drafting a model of techniques for 

approval by the Department of Defense that promised to take interrogation to the next 
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level. Beaver’s memo was a key moment in the transition from interrogation methods that 

were consistent with the boundaries of acceptability drawn by the Geneva Conventions to 

those that began to cross over into the realm of torture. In this section, I analyze Beaver’s 

techniques and locate their significance in the history of torture. 

 Beaver broke down interrogation techniques into three categories. Initial 

techniques, prior to the first category, ensure a comfortable environment for the detainee 

and utilize a direct approach: the interrogator poses questions and the detainee answers. 

Rewards may be given for cooperation. If, however, the detainee is not cooperative, the 

interrogator may move on to Category I. These techniques require no approval for the 

interrogator to use. These include:  

(1) Yelling at the detainee (not directly in his ear or to the level that would cause 
physical pain or hearing problems)  
(2) Techniques of deception 
(3) Multiple interrogator techniques  
(4) Interrogator identity. The interviewer may identify himself as a citizen of a 
foreign nation or as an interrogator from a country with a reputation for harsh 
treatment of detainees (Beaver, 2002a, 227).  

 
Beaver’s Category I techniques were not new to the U.S. government generally, or the 

CIA in particular.  

 For many decades, the 1963 KUBARK Counterintelligence Interrogation Manual 

(renamed Human Resource Exploitation Training Manual upon reissue in 1983) 

governed the standards of interrogation. KUBARK approached the issues of interrogation 

in a notably different fashion from the memos of the Bush administration. Targeted at 

Soviet detainees, the manual emphasized the necessity for the interrogator to remain calm 

during questioning lest he do something illegal that could be used against him or the 
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agency in the future. KUBARK is self-conscious about overly dehumanizing or Othering 

the detainee: 

The ideal solution would be to avoid all categorizing. Basically all schemes for 
labeling people are wrong per se; applied arbitrarily, they always produce 
distortions. Every interrogator knows that a real understanding of the individual is 
worth far more than a thorough knowledge of this or that pigeon-hole to which he 
has been consigned  (Central Intelligence Agency, 1963, 20)  

 
KUBARK interest in avoiding this kind of categorization did not exist to protect the 

humanity of the interogatees, however, but rather to demonstrate that overly 

dehumanizing rhetoric impairs the interrogation, an interesting assessment not considered 

by the post-9/11 interrogation memos. 

 Overall, KUBARK emphasized the inefficiency of stress and duress for the 

interogatee and warned that interrogators should not use excessive force on interogatees. 

Once again, this did not serve primarily to protect the detainee but rather assumed that 

excessive force would not yield reliable information. KUBARK defined coercion of an 

unwilling subject as “employment of superior force originating outside of himself” (CIA, 

1963, 52) and discouraged its use. However, the manual did not suggest the utilization of 

interrogation approaches that are without pressure. Rather, it differentiated between 

pressure from the outside and pressure from within. KUBARK advocates interrogation 

techniques that have a psychological effect on the individual and make them cooperate 

and divulge information.  

 The techniques listed in KUBARK are like the Category I techniques found in 

Diane Beaver’s memo. They rely primarily on deception or use multiple interrogators to 

instill confusion and disorientation in the interrogatee. For example, the ‘Wolf in Sheep’s 
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Clothing’ technique relies on the notion that a source will be deceived into confessing if 

he believes he is dealing with the opposition. In other words, the interrogator has full 

control over the situation and manipulates his/her subject but through nonviolent and 

nonphysical means. Similarly, Beaver’s Category I techniques seek to control the 

detainee but do nothing to harm him/her physically. 

 Despite the fact that KUBARK displays some degree of concern for the well 

being of the interogatee, the manual is far from benign or unproblematic. The manual 

required approval if the interrogator decided to use methods that would cause injury or 

bodily harm to the subject. This did not ban such techniques but merely required 

endorsement for their use. Additionally, KUBARK discussed methods to be utilized 

when a detainee resisted interrogation. These techniques were designed to produce 

“regression of the personality to whatever earlier and weaker level is required” and cause 

the interogatee to “slip from maturity toward a more infantile state” (CIA, 1963, 41). 

Finally, the manual advocated some coercive techniques, including “deprivation of 

sensory stimuli through solitary confinement or similar methods, threats and fear, 

debility, pain, heightened suggestibility and hypnosis, narcosis, and induced regression” 

(CIA, 1963, 84). As we will see, these are the types of interrogation methods that appear 

in the ‘War on Terror,’ beginning with Beaver’s Category II techniques. Overall, 

KUBARK “adumbrate[s] the various techniques most successfully likely to successfully 

produce this regression to a disorientation, fear, helplessness, and dependence” 

(McClintock, 2009, 71). 
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 The Category II methods in Beaver’s memo required permission of the OIC 

(officer in charge), Interrogation Section. They are more severe than those in Category I. 

They include: 

(1) The use of stress positions (like standing) for a maximum of four hours 
(2) The use of falsified documents or reports 
(3) The use of the isolation facility for up to 30 days. …Extensions beyond the 
initial 30 days must be approved by the Commanding General 
(4) Interrogating the detainee in an environment other than the standard 
interrogation booth 
(5) Deprivation of light and auditory stimuli. 
(6) The detainee may also have a hood placed over his head during transportation 
and questioning. 
(7) The use of 20 hour interrogations. 
(8) Removal of all comfort items (including religious items) 
(9) Switching the detainee from hot rations to MREs 
(10) Removal of clothing 
(11) Forced grooming (shaving of facial hair, etc.) 
(12) Using detainees’ individual phobias (such as fear of dogs) to induce stress 
(Beaver, 2002a, 227-8). 

 
 These techniques raised the intensity of the interrogation and historians have 

characterized some as torture. The first technique listed, stress positions, has a long 

history, for example. Rejali refers to stress positions as part of a whole category of what 

he calls ‘positional tortures’ and notes that their history is most closely associated with 

American prisons, where they derived from slave tortures and British field punishments 

(Rejali, 2007, 309).  Slaveholders favored these techniques because they caused the 

enslaved to suffer but did not permanently mar or scar the body, which would enable a 

good price for future sale. Positional tortures do not necessarily put a detainee in a very 

awkward physical position, but they require the detainee to hold that position for an 

extensive amount of time, resulting in extreme discomfort, soreness, and pain. In some 
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instances, shackles and/or chains may be used to keep the individual in the desired 

awkward position—these are called ‘restraint tortures.’ Peters (1985) lists ‘prolonged 

standing’ as a torture method (170), but it is debatable as to whether or not four hours is 

considered ‘prolonged.’  

 Interestingly, all of the methods listed by Beaver in Category II, some of which 

rise to the level of torture as discussed, only include methods that do not leave marks on 

the body. These methods enable torturers to cause detainees extreme levels of physical 

and/or mental pain or harm without the possibility of public detection after the fact. 

Rejali develops a theory for the increased usage of such techniques in the twentieth 

century. He calls these methods ‘clean’ or ‘stealth’ tortures because they do not leave 

physical marks on the body and therefore cannot be detected (2007, 5). Foucault (1977), 

for example, wrote about the early use of torture in public as punishment. This torture 

was grotesque and maimed the body in a gross spectacle that served ultimately to deter 

spectators from committing crimes. In contrast, as human rights organizations developed 

in the twentieth century and war crimes came into the international spotlight—a process 

Rejali (2007) calls ‘public monitoring’—the impetus to shield torture from the public eye 

grew: 

Public monitoring leads institutions that favor painful coercion to use clean 
torture to evade detection, and to the extent that public monitoring of human 
rights is a core value in modern democracies, it is the case that where we find 
democracies torturing today, we will also find stealthy torture (xvii). 

 
Rejali’s thesis suggests that Beaver’s motivation for choosing the techniques in Category 

II not related to their humaneness or efficacy, but rather because they are ‘stealthy’ and 
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thereby difficult to track. While the torture papers are now in the public domain, they 

were classified for years. With detainees so far from the public spotlight—in 

Guantánamo Bay or Abu Ghraib—it was impossible for the American public to know 

how detainees were being treated and if torture methods were being utilized, and the 

bodies of the detainees bore no marks to show evidence of the use of such methods. 

Indeed, it took the photographs of Abu Ghraib to reveal that abuse had indeed occurred 

there.  

 Rejali (2007) notes that with methods like the ones listed above, detainee 

debilitation results not so much from the impact of any one particular technique but the 

fact that they are usually used in combination, called ‘clustering’ (5). For example, he 

identifies the popularity of the ‘Five Techniques’ in Ireland in the 1970s: sleep 

deprivation, isolation, nonspecific threats, insufficient diets, and depersonalization 

(Rejali, 2007, 373). Used together, these techniques are extremely disorienting, but the 

European Court of Human Rights defined them as ‘inhuman and degrading,’ not torture, 

as discussed above. One of the memos asks for the consideration of the cumulative 

effects of the techniques, since they are usually employed in multiples, but nevertheless 

analyzes the techniques individually (Working Group Report, 2003, 340). Thus, the 

official treatment of these techniques underestimated their severity. 

 That techniques were approved of individually but then used in clusters provides 

an interesting lens through which to understand how moral shifts occur. It suggests that 

such shifts occur in small, incremental steps rather than large leaps. The memoranda 

analyze the effects of one technique at a time. Each method may provide discomfort for 
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the detainee but fall short of a definition as strong as ‘torture.’  Used in combination, 

however, they may cause the type of ‘prolonged’ mental and/or physical harm that, even 

if undetectable, CAT prohibits. The process of permitting techniques to ‘enhance’ 

interrogation thus quickly finds its way to the slippery slope towards torture. 

 The most controversial techniques in Beaver’s memo, however, are those in 

Category III. Interrogators wishing to utilize these techniques were required send a 

request to the Director. Beaver assumed that only a small percentage of uncooperative 

detainees, less than three percent, would warrant the use of these methods. They include: 

(1) The use of scenarios designed to convince the detainee that death or severely 
painful consequences are imminent for him and/or his family. 
(2) Exposure to cold weather or water (with appropriate medical monitoring) 
(3) Use of a wet towel and dripping water to induce the misperception of 
suffocation 
(4) Use of mild, non-injurious physical contact such as grabbing, poking in the 
chest with the finger, light pushing (Beaver, 2002a, 228). 

 
These methods are unmistakably problematic. Firstly, as discussed above, CAT makes it 

clear that threats of death violate the treaties that prohibit torture. By the time of Beaver’s 

memo in 2002, however, it had already been determined that the Geneva Conventions did 

not apply to the conflict with Al Qaeda or the Taliban. Interestingly, Bybee argued that 

threats must be immanent to constitute torture according to CAT. Thus, “threats referring 

vaguely to things that might happen in the future do not satisfy this immediacy 

requirement” (Bybee, 2002, 182). Of course, Bybee’s definition of immanence was quite 

extreme. He cited subjecting a detainee to a mock execution or Russian roulette as 

examples of threat that produce the effect of immanent death. By this definition, simply 

threatening to kill someone would not produce the effect of immediate pending death and 
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would thus not be considered torture according to Bybee. Beaver’s memo clearly permits 

immanent threats of death as well as causing detainees severe pain.  

 Method number two, shocking someone with cold water, has roots in the 

nineteenth century, when it was called ‘hydrotherapy’ (Rejali, 2007, 110). Method 

number three is commonly referred to as ‘waterboarding,’ although there are a variety of 

techniques that resemble this one but vary slightly. The ‘Dutch cloth technique’ is the 

name for the version of waterboarding resembling Beaver’s number three the most.  

According to Rejali (2007), this method has a long history in the American South (284). 

Other sources cite waterboarding as dating as far back as the Spanish Inquisition in the 

fifteenth century, then called la tortura del agua (Turley, 2011). Peters (1985) mentions a 

similar technique, called the submarino. This method involves the “submission of the 

victim’s head in water (often filthy) until the brink of suffocation (called, in Argentina, 

‘the Asian torture,’ elsewhere the banera)” (170). In more recent history, a Navy Seal 

officer admitted that part of the SEAL training included learning the Dutch cloth 

technique in 2005 (Rejali, 2007). 

 Rejali differentiates between waterboarding and the Dutch cloth method, 

however. Whereas the Dutch cloth method involves dripping water over a towel in the 

mouth of the detainee, waterboarding includes strapping the detainee to a slab and 

dunking the detainee’s entire head under water to simulate drowning (Rejali, 2007, 284). 

Interestingly, the description of technique three in Beaver’s memo is more akin to the 

Dutch cloth method than to Rejali’s definition of waterboarding, but there is great 

evidence of waterboarding in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. High-value detainee 
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Khalid Sheikh Mohammed (KSM), for example, was waterboarded one hundred and 

eighty-three times in 2003 as part of the quest for information about future terrorist 

activity (Hajjar, 2009).  

 After drafting the techniques, Beaver wrote an additional memo to support her 

three-part typology. In it, she emphasized that the federal statute 18 U.S.C. §2340 

associated against torture would “not be violated so long as any of the proposed strategies 

are not specifically intended to cause severe physical pain or suffering or prolonged 

mental harm” (Beaver, 2002b, 233). This assessment is consistent with Bybee’s 

interpretation of the Convention Against Torture’s position on ‘intent.’ Beaver did, 

however, signal the need for caution regarding threats of death and waterboarding, as 

both had been interpreted to cause sustained harm, though she still advocated their use 

(Beaver, 2002b, 234-5). Beaver’s warning with regards to these methods could simply 

have been inserted to protect American military personnel from potential prosecution for 

violating laws, but it could also indicate her own struggle with promoting the techniques. 

This suggests that in moral shifts, even advocates struggle with the implications of their 

decisions and actions. Just as Ekland-Olson suggests that moral systems evolve along a 

jagged path, ambivalence may be an integral part of the process of moral change. 

 In a memo from November 27, 2002, Rumsfeld responded to Beaver’s memo by 

suggesting that all of the methods in Categories I and II be permitted but only the fourth 

technique in Category III be utilized (‘Use of mild, non-injurious physical contact such as 

grabbing, poking in the chest with the finger, and light pushing’). In a now famous aside, 

Rumsfeld responded to the issue of ‘prolonged’ standing by writing at the bottom: 
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“However, I stand for 8-10 hours a day. Why is standing limited to four hours?” (Haynes, 

2002, 237). Later, Rumsfeld rescinded his general approval of these techniques at 

Guantánamo, stating instead that if the use of these techniques is required, he should be 

contacted (Rumsfeld, 2003, 239). 

 Even after Rumsfeld’s withdrawal of his approval for the techniques outlined in 

Beaver’s memo, they were still advocated and utilized. In a memo from April 4, 2003, 

three months after Rumsfeld’s follow-up memo removed approval for harsher techniques, 

these same techniques were discussed. The memo made clear that only trained personnel 

should use them and in only the most extreme of circumstances. The techniques listed 

are: isolation, use of prolonged interrogation, forced grooming, sleep deprivation, 

physical training, face slap/stomach slap, removal of clothing, and increasing anxiety by 

use of aversions (Working Group Report, 2003, 342-3). Techniques that did not require 

approval or intensive consideration include hooding, dietary manipulation, sleep 

adjustment, and environmental manipulation (Working Group Report, 2003, 341-2). The 

difference between sleep deprivation and sleep ‘adjustment’ was not explained.  

 In line with the ethical shift displayed by the Byee memo, the use of these 

extreme techniques was justified in a consequentialist fashion: interrogators should 

employ a “risk benefit” analysis when deciding to use these techniques that “generally 

takes into account the expected utility of the technique, the likelihood that any technique 

will be in violation of domestic or international law, and various policy considerations” 

(Working Group Report, 2003, 343). In addition to being consequentialist, this argument 

also illustrates the deontological tension that results when virtue assessment or moral 
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imperatives collide. That the memo mentions the usefulness of the method before the 

status of its legality reveals that the Working Group was concerned more with gathering 

information to prevent attacks than upholding the law. 

 Sleep deprivation dates back to the 1600s, where the Calvinist Church of Scotland 

used it in the interrogations of witches (Rejali, 2007, 291). In the early modern period, 

however, its use was minimal. In the twentieth century, the Gestapo began to employ 

sleep deprivation for the purposes of military interrogations. Some police in the United 

States utilized the technique to garner confessions, but the Supreme Court called the 

practice torture in the 1944 case Ashcraft v. Tennessee, where police interrogated E.E. 

Ashcraft for thirty-eight hours straight with only one five-minute break. Ashcraft 

confessed to the murder of his wife, the crime in question, but the Court ruled that the 

confession was inadmissible.  In Guantánamo Bay between 2002 and 2004, prisoners 

were at times kept awake for seventy-two hours at a time, almost double the duration in 

the Ashcraft case (Shrader and Miller, 2004). There was one reported case of a prisoner 

being deprived of sleep for ninety-six hours straight at Camp Cropper near the Baghdad 

Airport (Rejali, 2008, 292). Edward Peters (1985) categorizes this method in the category 

of ‘psychological torture,’ but with the exception of the ninety-six hours noted above, 

while short stints of sleep deprivation may cause confusion and dizziness, they are 

unlikely to satisfy Bybee’s requirement of invoking ‘prolonged mental harm’ (170). 

Researchers have found that sleep deprivation of twenty-four to forty-eight hours causes 

a reduction in performance across all cognitive domains in the short term, but there is no 

great evidence of any ‘permanent’ (or ‘prolonged’) effects (Lim and Dinges, 2010).  
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 Guantánamo Bay, considered a special detention facility for the highest value 

detainees, received its own list of interrogation techniques, some of which were different 

than the ones intended for use in Iraq. In a 2003 memorandum, Rumsfeld approved of the 

following techniques, noting that techniques B, I, O or X (bolded below) should only be 

employed in cases of military necessity and that he must be notified in advance of their 

use: 

A. Direct: asking straightforward questions  
B. Incentive/Removal of Incentive: providing a reward or removing a 

privilege, above and beyond those that are required by the Geneva 
Convention from detainees. [Caution: Other nations that believe that 
detainees are entitled to POW protections may consider that provision and 
retention of religious items (e.g. the Koran) are protected under 
international law. Although the provisions of the Geneva Convention are 
nota applicable to the interrogation of unlawful combatants, consideration 
should be given to these views prior to application of the technique.] 

C. Emotional Love: playing on the love a detainee has for an individual or 
group 

D. Emotional Hate: playing on the hatred a detainee has for an individual or 
group 

E. Fear Up Harsh: significantly increasing the fear level in a detainee 
F. Fear Up Mild: Moderately increasing the fear level in a detainee 
G. Reduced Fear: reducing the fear level in a detainee 
H. Pride and Ego Up: Boosting the ego in a detainee 
I. Pride and Ego Down: attacking or insulting the ego of a detainee, not 

beyond the limits that would apply to a POW. [Caution: Article 17 of 
Geneva III provides, ‘Prisoners of war who refuse to answer may not be 
threatened, insulted, or exposed to any unpleasant or disadvantageous 
treatment of any kind.’  Other nations that believe that detainees are 
entitled to POW protections may consider this technique inconsistent with 
the provisions of Geneva law. Although the provisions of the Geneva 
Convention are nota applicable to the interrogation of unlawful 
combatants, consideration should be given to these views prior to 
application of the technique.] 

J. Futility: invoking the feeling of futility of a detainee 
K. We Know All: Convincing the detainee that the interrogator knows the 

answer to questions he asks the detainee. 
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L. Establish Your Identity: convincing the detainee that the interrogator has 
mistaken the detainee for someone else 

M. Repetition Approach: Continuously repeating the same question to the 
detainee within interrogation periods of normal duration. 

N. File and Dossier: Convincing the detainee that the interrogator has a 
damning and inaccurate file, which must be fixed 

O. Mutt and Jeff: A team consisting of a friendly and harsh interrogator. The 
harsh interrogator might employ the Pride and Ego Down technique. 
[Caution: Other nations that believe that detainees are entitled to POW 
protections may consider this technique inconsistent with Geneva III, 
Article 13 which provides that POWs must be protected against acts of 
intimidation. Although the provisions of the Geneva Convention are not 
applicable to the interrogation of unlawful combatants, consideration 
should be given to these views prior to application of the technique.] 

P. Rapid Fire: questioning in rapid succession without allowing detainee to 
answer 

Q. Silence: staring at the detainee to encourage discomfort 
R. Change of Scenery Up: Removing the detainee from the standard 

interrogation setting and placing him in a setting that may be less 
comfortable; would not constitute a substantial change in environmental 
quality  

S. Change of Scenery Down: Removing the detainee from the standard 
interrogation setting and placing him in a setting that may be less 
comfortable; would not constitute a substantial change in environmental 
quality 

T. Dietary Manipulation: Changing the diet of a detainee; no intended 
deprivation of food or water; no adverse medical or cultural effect and 
without intent to deprive subject of food or water, e.g. hot rations to 
MREs. 

U. Environmental Manipulation: Altering the environment to create moderate 
discomfort (e.g. adjusting temperature or introducing an unpleasant smell). 
Conditions would not be such that they would injure the detainee. 
Detainee would be accompanied by interrogator at all times. [Caution: 
Based on court cases in other countries, some nations may view 
application of this technique in certain circumstances to be inhumane. 
Consideration of these views should be given prior to use of this 
technique]. 

V. Sleep Adjustment: Adjusting the sleep sleeping times of the detainee (e.g. 
reversing sleep cycles from night to day). This technique is NOT sleep 
deprivation. 

W. False Flag: convincing the detainee that individuals from a country other 
than the United States are interrogating him. 
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X. Isolation: Isolating the detainee from other detainees while still 
complying with basic standards of treatment. Caution: the use of isolation 
as an interrogation technique requires detailed implementation 
instructions, including specific guidelines regarding the length of isolation, 
medical and psychological review, and approval for extensions of the 
length of isolation by the appropriate level in the chain of command. This 
technique is not known to have been generally used for interrogation 
purposes for longer than 30 days. Those nations that believe detainees are 
subject to POW protections may view use of this technique as inconsistent 
with the requirements of Geneva III, use of this technique as inconsistent 
with the requirements of Geneva III, Article 13 which provides that POWs 
must be protected against acts of intimidation; Article 14 which provides 
that POWs are entitled to respect for their person; Article 34 which 
prohibits coercion, and Article 126 which ensures access and basic 
standards of treatment. Although the provisions of the Geneva Convention 
are nota applicable to the interrogation of unlawful combatants, 
consideration should be given to these views prior to application of the 
technique] (Rumsfeld, 2003a, 149-151).  

 
Many of these methods are consistent with KUBARK, but the ones mentioned (B, I, O 

and X) have already been designated as conflicting with Geneva. Nevertheless, since 

Geneva did not apply, they are not prohibited in Guantánamo, but rather used with 

caution, according to Rumsfeld. 

 While laws were not enacted to permit these harsher techniques, Philippe Sands 

notes that in the case of these memos, the legal opinions of the lawyers who wrote them 

(Yoo, Gonzales, etc.) functioned as policy (Sands, 2008, 235). Similarly, the side-

stepping of Geneva and the introduction of techniques that violate both the Conventions 

and CAT did nothing to alter international law, but rather violated it and reduced 

accountability for the commission of torture (Turley, 2011). Thus, while these memos did 

not actually alter the law itself, they functionally changed what actions could be utilized 

without punishment or retribution. As mentioned in the introduction, interpreting the law 
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in this way is “an obvious locus for the use of the intellect in the service of judging what 

is right. It is a perversion of practical wisdom to use legal skills to so misinterpret laws 

and treaties against torture that they can be understood to permit” (Gordon, 2014, 178) 

torturous acts.  

ABU GHRAIB 
 The most controversial revelation of torture was the highly publicized treatment 

of detainees in the Abu Ghraib prison in 2004, in which a handful of American army 

officers humiliated, degraded, and tortured detainees. Among other things, the 

wrongdoing included:  

Breaking chemical lights and pouring the phosphorous liquid on detainees; 
pouring cold water on naked detainees; beating detainees with a broom handle 
and a chair; threatening male detainees with rape; allowing a military police guard 
to stitch the wound of a detainee who was injured after being slammed against the 
wall in his cell; sodomizing a detainee with a chemical light and perhaps a 
broomstick; and using military working dogs to frighten and intimidate detainees 
with threats of attack, and in one instance actually biting a detainee (Hersh, 
2004a).  

 
Government officials immediately framed the horrific events that had transpired as the 

work of a few ‘bad apples;’ their cruelty and disregard for international standards made 

them individual outliers to a generally efficient and humane American armed forces. 

Seymour Hersh’s 2004 Chain of Command: The Road from 9/11 to Abu Ghraib, 

however, reveals otherwise. Hersh demonstrates that executive decisions about 

intelligence practices, such as the memos discussed here, as well as a disregard for the 

Geneva Conventions from the high ranks contributed heavily to the events that transpired 

at the Iraqi prison (see also Danner, 2004). Many of the memos analyzed in this paper set 
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the stage for the horrific events by justifying the ill treatment of suspected terrorists and 

dehumanizing them. In this section, I will analyze the government reports of the formal 

investigation into the Abu Ghraib in order to consider the relationship of the abuse to the 

memos analyzed previously.  

 The abuse at Abu Ghraib was extreme. Most detainees at Abu Ghraib had no 

affiliation with terrorist organizations, and many were women and children. Whole 

families were swept up in raids and brought to the detention facility. The use of torture at 

Abu Ghraib was not Jack-Bauer style heat-of-the-moment ‘enhanced interrogation’ to 

gain high-value intelligence. Instead, it was systemic and gradual, used over long periods 

of time, and indiscriminate, meaning that it affected all kinds of detainees. Even though 

some techniques used had been advocated in the memos discussed above, the 

administration distanced itself significantly from the events at the prison. It is 

questionable whether any valuable intelligence was gleaned from Abu Ghraib. In many 

ways, the event got in the way of the administration’s desire to justify the use of troubling 

techniques. It revealed more the pathology of imprisonment—as first articulated by Paul 

Zimbardo (2007) in discussion of his Stanford Prison Experiment—more than it did 

provide justifications for torture or evidence of its effectiveness. Nevertheless, that the 

memos advocating harsh treatment of detainees had any effect on what happened at Abu 

Ghraib was significantly downplayed by the official responses to the scandal, something 

that is troubling given the clear confusion military personnel demonstrated regarding how 

they were supposed to treat detainees. 
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Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross 
 The Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) found the 

following violations at Abu Ghraib: 

• Brutality against protected persons upon capture and initial custody, 
sometimes causing death or serious injury 

• Absence of notification of arrest of persons deprived of their liberty to 
their families causing distress among persons deprived of their liberty and 
their families 

• Physical or psychological coercion during interrogation to secure 
information 

• Prolonged solitary confinement in cells devoid of daylight 
• Excessive and disproportionate use of force against persons deprived of 

their liberty resulting in death or injury during their period of internment 
• Seizure and confiscation of private belongings of persons deprived of their 

liberty 
• Exposure of persons deprived of their liberty to dangerous tasks 
• Holding persons deprived of their liberty in dangerous places where they 

are not protected from shelling (ICRC Report, 2004, 384). 
 
As the full title of the report contends (Report of the ICRC on the Treatment by the 

Coalition Forces of Prisoners of War and Other Protected Persons by the Geneva 

Conventions in Iraq During Arrest, Internment, and Interrogation), the ICRC notes that 

the detainees in Iraq were in fact protected by the Geneva Conventions.  

 It is easy to see how there was confusion on the subject of whether or not the 

Conventions applied to detainees in Iraq generally and Abu Ghraib specifically. 

Detainees in Iraq were not Taliban, and many had not affiliation with terrorist groups at 

all. The ICRC reveals that at the time of its writing, between seventy and ninety percent 

of the persons being held in Iraq were arrested by mistake and should be released (ICRC 

Report, 2004, 383). Confusion about protocol and interrogation regulation—about 

whether or not Geneva applies—has been one of the main problems in the ‘War on 
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Terror.’ It was, indeed, one of the factors that military police (MP) at Abu Ghraib cited as 

influencing some of the events that took place while they were stationed there. John Yoo 

notes that the MPs in Abu Ghraib thought they were complying with the Geneva 

Conventions; the back and forth about which techniques were approved and which were 

not (discussed above) left them unsure about precisely what behavior was legal and what 

was not (Ghosts of Abu Ghraib, 2007). But according to the ICRC, the methods of 

coercion, which in some cases might amount to torture, were part of the military 

intelligence personnel’s standard operating procedures (ICRC Report, 2004, 392). Thus, 

whether legal or not, the military was routinely engaging in practices that violated 

Geneva and CAT.  

The Taguba Report 
 The Taguba Report from March of 2004 was an important milestone into the 

investigation of what occurred at Abu Ghraib (BCCF). It offered an overview of the 

wrongdoing and the reasons for its occurrence. The Report characterizes the incidents as 

“sadistic, blatant, and wanton criminal abuses” and suggests that the military police 

should not have participated in interrogations, partially because the 320th MP (military 

police) Battalion and the 372nd MP Company did not receive training before deploying 

to Iraq (Taguba Report, 2004, 413). Despite this lack of training, however, the Report 

finds that it was really the fact that the individual MPs in BCCF possessed a 

predisposition towards “negativity, anger, hatred, and [a] desire to dominate and 

humiliate” (Taguba Report, 2004, 449) that contributed to the abuses that occurred.  
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 The report blames the rampant detainee abuse on the combination of these 

individual predispositions and the opportunity to commit them. Psychiatrist Dr. Henry 

Nelson (USAF) supported this view (Taguba Report, 2004, 443). In other words, the 

stressors of war and the conditions at Abu Ghraib were amenable to abuse, which was 

capitalized upon by the twisted personalities of the individual MPs stationed there, 

resulting in the maltreatment of detainees. The report does acknowledge, however, that 

the guidelines of the Geneva Conventions were not made available to the MPs as they 

should have been. It recommends training for interrogators that includes an overview of 

the Geneva Conventions and Arab cultural awareness (Taguba Report, 2004, 419-420). 

Whether or not the Conventions applied to the conflict, the White House had made it 

clear that they should be adhered to as much as possible, so MPs should surely have been 

educated in the regulations of this important treaty. 

The Mikolashek Report 
 The Mikolashek Report followed the Taguba report in July of 2004. Like the 

Taguba Report, the Mikolashek Report maintained that the “abuses that have occurred in 

both Afghanistan and Iraq are not representative of policy, doctrine, or soldier training” 

(Mikolashek Report, 2004, 634). Rather than being the result of systemic failures of the 

military, they were the shortcomings of individuals who did not follow “known standards 

of discipline and Army Values” (Mikolashek Report, 2004, 632). While the individuals 

involved in the abuses at Abu Ghraib certainly had some responsibility for the events that 

occurred there, the report grants almost no accountability to the military itself, except to 

acknowledge that some officers failed to enforce the ‘Army Values’ when they noticed 
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lower-level MPs straying from ‘standard operating procedures.’ Here, the report 

contradicts ICRC by suggesting that the abusive methods that were rampant had not been 

incorporated into standard operating procedures. 

 As Zimbardo found in his famous Stanford Prison Experiment, the Mikolashek 

Report notes that regardless of the amount of training, it is likely that a certain degree of 

rule-breaking and overstepping of boundaries will occur in prison-like situations 

(Miklahek Report, 2004, 653). This likelihood is increased by circumstances that were 

present at Abu Ghraib: lack of sufficient training, confusing or contradictory instructions, 

and threat of danger (Mikolashek Report, 2004, 656-7). Abu Ghraib was a dangerous 

place at the time of the abuse. Overcrowding was a serious problem at BCCF, and the 

mortars hit the prison daily (Standard Operating Procedure, 2008). There was inadequate 

housing, hygiene, and other daily necessities available to detainees and even some MPs. 

 Despite the findings that the abuses at BCCF were the result of the individual 

shortcomings of military police and not from a problematic military doctrine, the 

Mikolashek Report recommends the revision of doctrine to improve the arrest and 

capture of detainees, processing of detainees, and environment for their detention. The 

Report acknowledges that military personnel were expected to treat detainees ‘humanely’ 

and consistent with the Geneva Conventions. The minimum requirements for treatment 

under Geneva are: 

1) No adverse distinction based upon race, religion, sex, etc.;  
2) No violence to life or person;  
3) No taking hostages;  
4) No degrading treatment;  
5) No passing of sentences in absence of fair trial; and  
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6) The wounded and sick must be cared for (Mikolashek Report, 2004, 841). 
 
 Of these, all were arguably violated in Abu Ghraib. 

 Further, examples of physical torture in the Geneva Conventions are listed as: 

electric shock, infliction of pain through chemicals or bondage (other than legitimate use 

of restraints to prevent escape), forcing an individual to stand, sit, or kneel in an abnormal 

position for prolonged periods of time, food deprivation, and any form of beating. 

Examples of mental torture include: mock executions, abnormal sleep deprivation, and 

chemically induced psychosis (Mikolashek Report, 2004, 847). Based on these criteria, 

many of the abuses at Abu Ghraib qualify as torture.  

 The Mikolashek Report does provide a list of acceptable interrogation techniques 

that can be employed in a facility such as Abu Ghraib and are not considered coercive. 

These include: 

• Direct Approach: the interrogator asks questions directly related to 
information sought, making no effort to conceal the interrogation’s 
purpose; most effective approach. 

• Incentive Approach: based on the application of inferred discomfort 
upon an EPW or detainee who lacks willpower. 

• Emotional Approach: interrogator can often identify emotions which 
motivate. The motivating emotion may be greed, love, hate, revenge, or 
others. The interrogator employs verbal and emotional ruses in applying 
pressure to the EPW’s or other detainees’ dominant emotions. 

• Fear-up Approach: the exploitation of a source’ preexisting fear during 
the period of capture and interrogation.  

• Harsh: the interrogator behaves in an overpowering manner with a loud 
and threatening voice;  

• Mild: better suited to the strong, confident type of interrogator; there is 
generally no need to raise the voice or resort to heavy-handed, table-
banging  
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• Fear-down Approach: calming the source and convincing him he will be 
properly and humanely treated, or telling him the war for him is mercifully 
over and he need not go into combat again.  

• Pride and ego Approach: trick the source into revealing desired 
information by goading or flattering him. 

• Pride and Ego-Up Approach: the source is constantly flattered into 
providing certain information in order to gain credit.  

• Pride and Ego-Down Approach: the objective is for the interrogator to 
pounce on the source’s sense of pride by attacking his loyalty, 
intelligence, abilities, leadership qualities, slovenly appearance, or any 
other perceived weakness. 

• Futility: the interrogator convinces the source that resistance to 
questioning is futile. 

• We Know All: may be employed with ‘file and dossier’ or by itself: 
interrogator finds out answers to questions he will pose  

• File and Dossier: interrogator prepares a dossier containing all available 
information obtained from documents concerning the source or his 
organization. 

• Establish your identity: interrogator insists the source has been correctly 
identified as an infamous individual wanted by higher authorities on 
serious charges, and he is not the person he purports to be. 

• Repetition: the interrogator listens carefully to a source’s answer to a 
question, and then repeats the question and answer several times. 

• Rapid Fire: psychological ploy based on the principles that—everyone 
likes to be heard when he speaks; it is confusing to be interrupted in mid-
sentence with an unrelated question. 

• Silent: the interrogator says nothing, but looks him squarely in the eye, 
preferably with a slight smile on his face  

• Change of Scene: get the source away from the atmosphere of an 
interrogation room or setting (Mikolashek Report, 2004, 849-957, 
emphasis added). 

 
Whether or not the above listed techniques are coercive or manipulative is outside of the 

scope of this chapter.  Military personnel have a variety of methods of interrogation at 

their disposal that can garner useful information from an interogatee without utilizing any 

physically or psychologically coercive methods (see Alexander, 2008).  
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The Schlesinger Report 
 In contrast to the Mikolashek Report, the Schlesinger Report displays more 

disappointment with the military for the events at Abu Ghraib and places less blame on 

the individual military personnel involved. It notes that in almost ten percent of the cases 

of alleged abuse, chain of command ignored the reports of wrongdoing, and on more than 

one occasion, a commander was ‘complicit’ in the abuse (Schlesinger Report, 2005, 921). 

It also observes that the existence of inconsistent interrogation techniques policies, based 

on the back-and-forth of the Department of Defense memos described above, contributed 

to the notion that more intense methods had been approved (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 

912). Nevertheless, it fundamentally supports and agrees with the findings of the Taguba 

Report and maintains that the Geneva Conventions do not protect the detainees 

(‘terrorists’) at Abu Ghraib (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 947), which is interesting because 

Geneva was still applicable to the conflict in Iraq. This is even after the Report has 

acknowledged that when conducting raids, military personnel lacked appropriate 

interpreters and information, resulting in the roundup of all ‘suspicious-looking persons,’ 

many of which were women and children (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 921).  

 The Schlesinger Report offers a good overview of the abuse that occurred during 

the ‘War on Terror.’ In total, it counts sixty-six substantiated cases of abuse, eight of 

which occurred at GTMO, three in Afghanistan, and fifty-five in Iraq. Of these sixty-six, 

one third were related to interrogation (twenty-two). Further, five deaths resulted from 

abuse during interrogations. Other detainee deaths resulted from either natural causes or 

mortar attacks, although at the time of the report, twenty-three cases of detainee death 
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were still under investigation (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 914). In other words, the 

interrogation practices were not so severe as to (a) cause the majority of abuse cases 

generally and (b) those cases that resulted in the death of detainees. Further, it faults not 

the techniques themselves but the environment in which they were administered: 

“techniques effective under carefully controlled conditions at Guantánamo became far 

more problematic when they migrated and were not adequately safeguarded” 

(Schlesinger Report, 2004, 925). This migration occurred when General Miller came 

from Guantánamo to help Colonel Janis Karpinski acquire methods of interrogation that 

would yield better results; in other words, to ‘GTMO-ize’ Iraq (Zimbardo, 2007, 414). 

 Thus, while the Schlesinger Report sees the failure of command to stop abuses 

and/or even be complicit in their continuation, it sees the ‘War on Terror’ as a new war, 

as discussed above, and therefore warranting, on occasion, new tactics. In the ‘War on 

Terror,’ lives are at stake. When American lives are in jeopardy, “[a]lthough interrogators 

are trained to stay within the bounds of acceptable conduct, the imperative of eliciting 

timely and useful information can sometimes conflict with proscriptions against 

inhumane or degrading treatment” (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 938).  

 Importantly, this formulation of the ‘necessity’ of harsher methods does not 

explicitly go so far as to embrace torture, although the line between methods of 

interrogation that qualify as inhumane or degrading versus torture is blurry and open for 

debate. For example, the five techniques discussed above that were utilized by the British 

against the IRA were deemed to be ‘cruel and inhuman’ by the European Court of 

Human Rights, but are called torture by many historians and analysts, and would 
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probably violate the Geneva Conventions. The position of the Schlesinger Report is that 

since the ‘War on Terror’ brings with it new circumstances and dangers, it is time for 

both a fundamental reexamination of intelligence gathering and an adjustment of doctrine 

(presumably including the Geneva Conventions and CAT) (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 

939-943). Ultimately the Report recommends that the United States “redefine its 

approach to customary and treaty international humanitarian law, which must be adapted 

to the realities of the nature of the conflict in the twenty-first century” (Schlesinger 

Report, 2004, 952). This suggestion does not encourage the U.S. to adhere to the rules 

and regulations of the existing treaties but rather to reconsider the value of these rules in 

light of the present conflict. Since some of the abuses at Abu Ghraib amounted to torture, 

this is, in effect, opening the door for a reconsideration of torture’s utility. 

 Interestingly, the Schlesinger Report devotes a fair amount of space to 

considering the moral issues presented by the occurrences at Abu Ghraib. The Report 

ultimately recommends a professional ethics program for military personnel, but 

acknowledges that the ‘War on Terror’ presents a moral dilemma that is not easily 

resolved. It is precisely a dilemma for this reason: what is ‘right’ or even ‘moral’ is not 

immediately apparent to the military police or the outside observer. The Report notes that 

it is the ‘ticking time bomb’ scenario or equivalent that has prompted the U.S. to consider 

harsher treatment of detainees “on moral grounds.” In these circumstances, “there will 

always be a temptation to override legal and moral norms for morally good ends” 

(Schlesinger Report, 2004, 975).  
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 The conclusion of the report is that while it is understandable that a person in such 

a situation might, in good faith, violate the boundaries of acceptable interrogation, that 

person may do so but only if the harm he/she inflicts is minimal. Abiding by the 

‘minimum harm’ rule means “not inflicting more pressure than is necessary to get the 

desired information” (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 975). Anything beyond that would 

constitute torture and be unnecessary. While cautioning against behavior that may border 

on torture, the report does not, however, indicate where the boundaries are between 

‘minimum harm’ and torture. It permits applying pressure to acquire the desired 

information—within which there could certainly be circumstances where this would 

require the infliction of harm that is more than minimal—whether it be ‘prolonged’ or 

‘permanent.’  

 Thus, while the report discourages the use of ‘torture’ it does not outright prohibit 

it. Indeed, it states:  

[M]ilitary professionals must accept the reality that during crises they may find 
themselves in circumstances where lives will be at stake and the morally 
appropriate methods to preserve those lives may not be obvious. This should not 
preclude action, but these professionals must be prepared to accept the 
consequences (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 975). 

 
Military personnel should do whatever is necessary to prevent terrorists from claiming 

American lives, even if that means sometimes violating their own or widely accepted 

moral standards, a consequentialist ustification. This is partially because the detainees, 

who are ‘criminals,’ deserve their detention: “insurgents and terrorists ‘consent’ to the 

possibility of being captured, detained, interrogated, and possibly killed” (Schlesinger 
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Report, 2004, 975). It is permissible to treat detainees very harshly, maybe even torture 

them, to protect the greater good.  

 The events at Abu Ghraib were the result of many factors, not merely the 

individual military personnel assigned to the facility or the memoranda permitting 

harsher interrogation and detainee treatment techniques. An additional factor, considered 

by the Schlesinger Report, is the social psychological effects of a war situation 

specifically, or any situation where there is a strong power dynamic more generally. The 

work of Paul Zimbardo and his Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE), as well as other social 

psychologists, have revealed that people may behave in ways inconsistent with their 

usual moral compasses under circumstances of extreme duress. Zimbardo’s most 

important finding from the SPE was that when it comes to people behaving morally, 

situations matter. In his words, the SPE: “vividly reveals the extent to which ordinary, 

normal, healthy young men succumbed to, or were seduced by, the social forces inherent 

in that behavioral context. The line between Good and Evil, once thought to be 

impermeable, proved instead to be quite permeable” (Zimbardo, 2007, 195). This is 

consistent with the finding of Dr. Robert Jay Lifton that soldiers may experience a 

‘socialization to evil’ in a war environment, in which they behave very differently than in 

their normal lives. He calls this split a ‘doubling’ (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 972). 

 The point the Report is trying to make here is that for many reasons Abu Ghraib 

was a situation ripe for detainee abuse. Wartime carries a number of ethical risks and 

detention and interrogation are also inherently morally complex endeavors. Citing 

evidence of a moral shift since the attacks of 9/11, the Report states: “Exigencies in the 
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GWOT [Global War on Terror] have stressed the normal American boundaries associated 

with detention and interrogation” (Schlesinger Report, 2004, 974). This creates a 

situation of ‘moral uncertainty.’    

The Fay-Jones Report 
 A final government report into the events at Abu Ghraib was the Fay-Jones 

Report by Generals George Jay and Anthony Jones. Like the other reports, Fay-Jones 

finds that “[n]either Department of Defense nor Army doctrine caused any abuses” at 

Abu Ghraib (Fay-Jones Report, 2005, 990). Like the previous reports, it blames the abuse 

at BCCF on the small, individual group of “morally corrupt” soldiers assigned to that 

facility, but does note a failure of leadership (Fay-Jones Report, 2005, 989). It 

recommends updating interrogation techniques to prevent such abuses from occurring in 

the future.  

 By ‘leadership,’ the Fay-Jones Report is only referring to leaders within the 20th 

Military Intelligence (MI) Brigade; no one higher is implicated. That said, the report 

notes that while many of the incidents at BCCF violated international law, at the time of 

their commission, MI could have believed their behavior was condoned because of the 

confusion generated by the memos that went back and forth in the Department of Defense 

regarding permissible methods. Tony Lagouranis, an interrogator stationed in Iraq, found 

that because of all of the back-and-forth about interrogation methods, it was virtually 

impossible for interrogators to keep up with what was acceptable and what was not 

(Lagouranis, 2007, 85).  
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 The most egregious occurrences at Abu Ghraib, according to the report, were the 

abuses of a physical and/or sexual nature: the “death of a detainee in OGA custody, an 

alleged rape committed by a US translator and observed by a female Soldier, and the 

alleged sexual assault of an unknown female” (Fay-Jones Report, 2005, 1073). None of 

these methods appear in the memoranda discussed previously to increase the flow of 

information from the terrorist enemy to the U.S. government. The Report attributes these 

events to the “individual criminal propensities of the particular perpetrators” (Fay-Jones 

Report, 2005 1007). The ultimate recommendation of the report is greater training in the 

Geneva Conventions to all MI as well as more encouragement for soldiers to report 

observed violations up the chain of command (Fay-Jones Report, 2005, 1110). 

Reports Critical of the Administration’s Response to Abu Ghraib 

Reports Critical of the Administration’s Response to Abu Ghraib 
 Importantly, many lawyers were highly critical of the events at Abu Ghraib and 

wrote oppositional reports that counter the conclusion that the abuses at that facility were 

primarily the result of the criminal propensities of the individual MI stationed there. The 

Committee on International Human Rights of the Association of the Bar of the City of 

New York, for example, contradicted the many memoranda that encouraged the use of 

coercive (and potentially torturous) techniques as well as those that claimed that the 

Geneva Conventions did not apply to these conflicts. The Report concludes that there are 

absolutely no circumstances under which torture is permitted or exceptions to CAT can 

be made (Association of the Bar of the City of New York, 2004, 561). The Report’s 

ultimate conclusion is that “particularly in these times of terrorism and violence, it is 



 129 

important to protect the rule of law and the standards of decency to which our nation and 

the community of nation are committed” (Association of the Bar of the City of New 

York, 2004, 607). 

 Another critical report is that of the American Bar Association to the House of 

Delegates in August of 2004. The Report takes issue with the ‘bad apples’ finding at Abu 

Ghraib, exemplified by the many reports described above, that the detainee abuse that 

occurred there was merely the result of the individual MI’s criminal and sadistic 

tendencies: 

Executive Branch memoranda were developed to justify interrogation procedures 
that are in conflict with long-held interpretations and understandings of the reach 
of treaties and laws governing treatment of detainees. Whether and to what extent 
the memoranda were relied upon by U.S. officials may be open to question, but it 
is clear that those legal interpretations do not represent sound policy, risk 
undercutting the government’s ability to assert any high moral ground in its ‘war 
on terrorism’ and put Americans at risk of being tortured or subjected to cruel, 
inhuman, or degrading treatment by governments and others willing to cite U.S. 
actions as a pretext for their own misconduct (Association of the Bar of the City 
of New York, 2004, 1134). 

 
This point underscores the reality that moral systems evolve along a jagged and 

contentious path.  

OUTSIDE ABU GHRAIB: GUANTÁNAMO BAY AND ELSEWHERE IN IRAQ 
“We always harassed the hell out of the detainees.” (Memorandum, Operational Review, 
5/19/2004, in Jaffer and Singh, eds., Administration of Torture, 2007, 360). 
  
 Torture in the ‘War on Terror’ has occurred in many locations besides Abu 

Ghraib, including elsewhere in Iraq, at various CIA black sites, in extraordinary 

renditions, and at Guantánamo Bay (GTMO). Tony Lagouranis witnessed and 

participated in torture while in Iraq. At one point, he discovered that a detainee he was 
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interrogating had been tortured—beaten for several days, isolated in a room without 

windows, slammed against a wall, kicked, pushed to the ground, placed in a stressed 

position of kneeling for hours. Disturbed, Lagouranis reported the event to his superior, 

who responded: “’And just what did you expect to happen?’” (2007, 45). Lagouranis 

describes being influenced by Bowden’s article “The Dark Art of Interrogation” in 

Atlantic Monthly which argues that ‘torture lite’ methods work and do not actually rise to 

the level of torture. Bowden’s examples of ‘torture lite’ include: 

sleep deprivation, exposure to heat or cold, the use of drugs to cause confusion, 
rough treatment (slapping, shoving, or shaking), forcing a prisoner to stand for 
days at a time or to sit in uncomfortable positions, and playing on his fears for 
himself and his family. Although excruciating for the victim, these tactics 
generally leave no permanent marks and do no lasting physical harm (Bowden, 
2003). 

 
Bowden asserts that a better name for these techniques is ‘coercion’ rather than ‘torture 

lite,’ as they do not, in his account, bear much resemblance to torture.  

 For Lagouranis (2007), torture was “morally reprehensible,” but the 

‘enhancements’ he learned, summed up in Bowden’s definition of ‘torture lite,’ seemed 

both fair and legal (51). If someone had compared what was going on where he was 

located in Mosul to Abu Ghraib (where he was stationed as well for sometime), he 

contends, the only difference would be that the detainees had their clothes on 

(Lagouranis, 2007, 136). The techniques, he claims, were the same. 

 Lagouranis’ account of his time in Iraq is an exploration into his own moral 

compass and what lead him to engage in such techniques and the effects it had on him. 

He questions why he did not stop using them or protest their use. He experienced a shift 
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within himself during his time there. Encouraged to use these techniques by his superiors, 

Lagouranis notes that they did not want to see evidence of their use. As a result, he began 

to make detailed reports of his activities, despite being told not to write down such 

accounts: “Basically, the command didn’t want their hands dirty…[but] I put it all in 

writing. If they were going to have me do this stuff, they were going to read about it,” he 

claims (Lagouranis, 2007, 94).  

 Over time, Lagouranis grew weary of the ‘torture lite’ techniques. He found that 

they were confining; once he started down a road of harshness, he could show no sign of 

weakness and rather had to engage in more and more brutality. Eventually, he stopped 

utilizing them. He began to only follow his army manual for instruction on interrogation 

techniques. His ultimate assessment of the uses of ‘torture lite,’ as well as at times more 

severe treatment of detainees, is that they were “not just failures of the system, but a 

wide-ranging collapse of values,” or, in other words, a change in ethical standards 

(Lagouranis, 2007, 146).  

 At Guantánamo Bay, the abuse included the improper use of military working 

dogs in order to threaten detainees, the use of duct tape to cover the mouth and head of 

detainees, the impersonation of FBI agents or Department of State officers by 

interrogators, improper use of loud music and yelling, improper use of sleep deprivation, 

improper chaining of detainees to the floor accompanied by denial of food and water, and 

improper use of extreme heat and cold (Army Regulation Report 15-6, 2005, 99-100). 

Investigation into the use of these techniques by the army concluded that they were 

degrading and abuse but fell below the categorization of inhumane and were certainly not 
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torture. More recently, the use of forcefeeding of hunger-striking detainees at 

Guantánamo has received some media attention as also constituting torture (Ackerman, 

2014b). 

 A number of now declassified but still redacted emails confirm the abuse at 

Guantánamo. Many of the incidents of abuse violate the Geneva Conventions. While 

those Conventions do not apply to detainees at the facility in Cuba, it is worth 

considering that once the door was opened for violations of the Conventions to occur by 

declaring them inapplicable, this is indeed what happened. One person recounts entering 

interview rooms only to find detainees chained to the floor without food or water, having 

been left in this position for eighteen to twenty-four hours and sometimes more (Army 

Regulation Report 15-6, 2005, 154). In another instance, interrogators duct taped a 

detainee’s mouth for chanting from the Koran. The military employee who did so found 

it amusing because the detainee had both long hair and a long beard (FBI Background, 

nd, 168). 

 There were several instances of detainee deaths during and after interrogations in 

Iraq. On more than one occasion, detainees died from injuries suffered during these 

interrogations, which are confirmed by declassified autopsy reports. In one instance, a 

detainee died after being held in what is called the ‘sleeping bag technique.’ This 

technique places the detainee in a stress position inside a sleeping bag and then sitting on 

the detainee. The soldier who committed the act, Lewis E. Welshofer, Jr., stated that he 

believed that because sleeping bags are porous, the detainee would be able to breathe 

more easily in the bag than with the more common sandbag hood on. Welshofer justified 
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his use of this technique through utilitarian reasoning: “what interrogators do is a dirty 

job but saves lives; interrogators obtain no pleasure in eliciting information using stress 

positions. However,…these positions are not designed to end lives. They are used to 

acquire critical information” (Welshofer, 2004, 247-8). Welshofer was convicted of 

negligent homicide for the death of the detainee, for which he served sixty days in 

barracks confinement and a $6,000 fine (Blumner, 2006). 

CONCLUSION 
 After 9/11, the government officials faced a problem. How should the nation try 

to protect itself from a future attack?  Since the prevention of terrorism is predicated upon 

intelligence, the question for these officials became: how far can interrogators go to 

acquire potentially life-saving information? The Geneva Conventions, CAT, and other 

treaties that prohibit torture address the issue from a deontological perspective: in 

principle, torture is always wrong. The moral shift that occurred in the government 

documents was that Yoo, Bybee, Gonzales, et al. justified a consequentialist stance on 

torture, pushing aside the claims of the treaties. They argued that torture is the lesser evil 

when the safety of the nation is at stake. In the case of terrorism, it is not the action that 

matters but the consequences. While torture is a moral evil, it is less of an evil than the 

casualties of terrorism.  

 The instances of detainee abuse at Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo provide evidence 

for the slippery slope argument against torture. By declaring the Geneva Conventions 

inapplicable to the facility in Cuba, many instance of detainee abuse, some of which can 

be considered torture, occurred. These migrated to Abu Ghraib, where some of the most 
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scandalous and offensive instances of abuse were made public—primarily because 

several of the military personnel photographed their actions. To quote Lagouranis: 

When we start using torture, we don’t just fall down a pit. There’s a mechanism 
of many inter-locking parts that pushes the thing forward. It grows like an ink 
stain and spreads like a disease, and along the way its face changes, so you end up 
in a place totally unlike where you started. But most important, unlike gun control 
or school prayer, you can’t have just a little bit of tightly regulated torture. It can’t 
help but expand (Lagouranis, 2007, 245).  
 

The question of torture remains an important one, and time will tell whether the moral 

shift described in this project and made clear in this chapter is part of a short-lived 

response to the horrors of 9/11 or a new position in the twenty-first century. 
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Chapter Three: “Talk and the pain will stop:” Jack Bauer and the 
Changing Moral Status of Torture after 9/11  

 Moral systems change when alternative stories are told, empathy-generating 

images are created, and compelling metaphors are crafted.  These rhetorical mechanisms 

give the public media power in reshaping moral assessments. Analyzing the portrayal of 

torture on popular television helps illuminate shifting cultural understandings of the 

practice from a pre-9/11 position that torture is an activity of the depraved to a post-9/11 

claim that torture is necessary to get information in the era of modern terrorism. This 

chapter gives insight into how one piece of popular culture reflects the “cultural trauma” 

of 9/11 and advances a consequentialist position regarding torture. 

 This chapter examines the depiction of torture on the hit Fox television show 24, a 

post-9/11 television series, through content analysis. Analysis of the data reveals that 

according to 24, torture is quick, effective, and necessary to prevent terrorist attacks and 

atrocities. Although engaging in torture is a morally questionable act, according to the 

show it is a fundamental aspect of securing the safety of American civilians in the ‘War 

on Terror.’ The representation of torture on 24, which includes a total of 111 instances of 

torture, spearheaded the trend of increasing depictions of torture on primetime television 

after 9/11, evidence suggesting an moral shift towards the permissibility of torture in the 

early twenty-first century. 

 24 ran for eight initial seasons (2001-2010) and then returned for a mini-season in 

2014. The show enjoyed enormous popularity and a large following and still has many 

fan sites in operation. It features Jack Bauer (played by Kiefer Sutherland) as an 
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intelligence and field agent for the fictional Los Angeles Counter Terrorism Unit. Each 

season is a real-time twenty-four hours—each episode one hour—in the life of Bauer, 

who meets a terrorist threat (or multiple threats) and eradicates it/them in the very short 

span of time he has in almost every instance. The show has many occurrences of torture 

in every season—sometimes multiple times per episode.  These torture scenes are 

situated within a broader context of moral dilemmas sparked by terrorist threats. In order 

to counter terrorist attacks, the show argues, lives must be damaged or sacrificed to save 

the larger American population. In these ways, 24 is simultaneously engaged in the 

process of resolving moral dilemmas and drawing boundaries around whose lives are 

worth saving and whose are disposable or unworthy of protection in the era of the ‘War 

on Terror.’  

TORTURE ON TV 
 Although torture is hardly new to the post-9/11 world, having a history in the 

United States as old as the country itself, torture became more visible and acceptable in 

the political and popular arenas after 9/11, particularly in regards to the increased 

discussion of justifying torture in ticking time bomb scenarios. One way to track this shift 

towards increased acceptability is to examine the presence of torture on television and 

other entertainment media before and after 9/11. According to the Parents’ Television 

Council, there were 102 scenes of torture on primetime television between 1996 and 

2001, averaging about 20 scenes each year. Between 2002 and 2005, however, that 

number jumped to 624, bringing the average up to 208 each year, a significant, ten-fold 

increase (Miller, 2007b). More specifically, according to Human Rights First, there were 
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228 scenes of torture in primetime television in 2003, compared to 42 in 2000 

(Buncombe, 2007). These numbers represent large increases in the depiction of torture, 

suggesting an overall growth in the tolerance for torture in general and in entertainment 

specifically. Of all of the shows that portrayed torture, 24 displayed the most, with 67 

torture scenes in its first 5 seasons (Miller, 2007a). 

 Torture is by no means new to the screen, television or film. NYPD Blue, a 

television series that ran from 1993 to 2005, was infamous for the questionable behavior 

of its detective Andy Sipowicz, who would routinely beat the truth out of suspects in his 

custody (Buncombe, 2007). In general, however, torture on television prior to 9/11 was 

far less frequent than on 24, and when it was portrayed, was usually depicted as sadistic 

and repulsive, such as in the 1976 film Marathon Man (O’Mathúna, 2010). Since 9/11, 

then, what has changed is not only the increased frequency of torture scenes, but who 

tortures and why.  

 Previously, torturers were primarily brutal villains—Sipowicz representing an 

exception to this rule—engaging in dark behavior for pure enjoyment or ill-intentioned 

means. The character of Nazi Christian Szell in Marathon Man, played by Laurence 

Olivier, who tortures to track down millions of dollars in diamonds that he extracted from 

Jews during the Holocaust represents a good example of this. Other pre-9/11 torture 

scenes were primarily confined to horror films. In contrast, in the post-9/11 world, heroes 

are increasingly the characters who torture (Mayer, 2007). In addition to Jack Bauer on 

24, protagonists on the shows Lost, The Shield, and even Star Trek: Enterprise have 

tortured (Danzig, 2012). Other shows that have portrayed torture since 9/11 include Alias, 
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The Wire, and Law & Order (Bauder, 2007), as well as more recently Dexter, Homeland, 

and Scandal. It is now standard for shows about counterterrorism to feature torture, with 

CBS’ The Unit standing as an exception to this new rule (Miller, 2007b).  According to 

O’Mathúna, the world of 24 “suggests that views about torture may have changed” 

(2008, 93) in American society at large. They certainly have on the small screen.  

WHY 24? 
 Exploring representations of torture on television is an important pathway to 

comprehending and assessing how interpretations of torture have changed since 9/11. Of 

television shows that have portrayed torture since 9/11, 24 is the most important. It is a 

natural choice for analyzing the increased portrayal of torture on primetime television 

because it blazed the trail for doing so. Its high ratings undoubtedly opened the door for 

other shows to consider the portrayal of torture as having high entertainment value and 

being attractive to viewers. Beginning to air shortly after the attacks of September 11th, 

24 was in many ways the first television show to tackle issues raised by the terrorist 

attacks and the subsequent ‘War on Terror.’  Indeed, the pilot episode included an 

explosion of an airliner, which was edited out before its premiere on October 29, 2001 

(Hark, 2004).  

 24 is about the ‘War on Terror.’ Each season features at least one serious terrorist 

threat, including nerve gas, nuclear bombs, cyber attacks, drone attacks, and 

assassinations. For a show about time, 24 could not have been more timely. The show has 

been called the “most extended televisual reflection to date on the implications of 9/11” 
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(Downing, 2007, 62) and Jack Bauer the “archetypal Bush ‘smart warrior’ in a post-

Patriot Act era” (O’Donnell, 2008, 33). 

 Not only has 24 showed the most torture scenes, the show has been said to have a 

large cultural impact in general. Critics consider the show to be one of the most 

influential dramas of all time—more than The Sopranos, The Wire, and ER, all of which 

had long runs and huge followings:  

There simply has never been another protagonist as loved and hated as Kiefer 
Sutherland’s Jack Bauer—lambasted by a Brigadier General and defended by a 
Supreme Court judge. There has never been another television show that so 
profoundly and directly influenced how this nation fights a war (Stevens, 2010). 

 
Although he is a polarizing figure in many ways, protagonist Jack Bauer is an important 

cultural symbol of the ‘War on Terror,’ warranting an analysis of his decisions and 

actions in order to understand the post-9/11 political and cultural milieu. 

 24 is more than just entertainment. It is a cultural artifact, an important insight 

into the response of the United States to the terrorist attacks, the ensuing ‘War on Terror,’ 

and the ethical positions that are embedded within it. Torture is not only a stylistic device 

on the series but is central to the plot itself; the show could not exist without its portrayal 

of torture as a quick, efficient, and reliable way to get life-saving information (Green, 

2005). Since the success of each episode hinges on its ability to race against the clock, 

rapid techniques for gathering information—a category to which 24 assumes that torture 

belongs—is the only way for the show to move forward. This centrality and necessity of 

torture suggest a movement away from the perception of torture as sadistic and horrid 

towards one of it being heroic and essential to fighting the ‘War on Terror.’ 
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INFLUENCE AND RECEPTION 
 24’s influence was large, in the political and military arenas as well as the popular 

one. The show was immensely popular, boasting millions of viewers during its eight 

season run (2001-2010), high rankings, and many awards. The first series alone received 

two Emmy awards and a Golden Globe award. Overall, 24 received 20 Emmy awards 

and two Golden Globe awards, as well as numerous other awards. The show was so 

popular, in fact, that it returned to Fox for a 9th season, a special twelve- mini-series 

event in the spring of 2014, 24: Live Another Day. During its peak, the show was 

particularly popular among 17 to 35 year-old men, according to Nielsen ratings (Danzig, 

2012). Its first season was popular among high-income homes, which made it a prime 

target for advertisers (Hark, 2004). As Elliot et al. point out, the “ratings success of a 

series largely depends on the extent to which the audience identifies with the core 

characters (and the stars who play them) since it is this that keeps them watching from 

week to week” (1983, 164). Thus, 24’s high ratings reveal its attraction to a large sector 

of the American population. 

 Notable figures spoke out about the power of the show and Jack Bauer’s fearless 

and aggressive tactics to fight terrorism, though not all were positive. Diane Beaver, a 

highly ranked military lawyer at Guantánamo Bay discussed in the previous chapter, 

claimed that 24’s second season negatively impacted how interrogations were carried out 

at the camp (Danzig, 2012). In November of 2006, U.S. Army Brigadier General Patrick 

Finnegan, dean of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, went to Los Angeles to meet 

with the minds behind 24. Finnegan had problems with the portrayal of torture on the 
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show because it encouraged both sidestepping the law and simultaneously interpreted 

torture as a successful and legitimate tactic to fight terrorism. Finnegan wanted the 

makers of the show to drastically cut down the number of torture scenes, as well as to 

show at least one instance where it backfired (Mayer, 2007). Finnegan was concerned 

that the show was having a deleterious effect on cadets, who would transfer what they 

saw to the field. In his words, “The kids see it and say, ‘if torture is wrong, what about 

24?...The disturbing thing is that although it causes Jack Bauer some angst, it is always 

the patriotic thing to do” (quoted in Mayer, 2007).  

 In response, the makers of the show claimed that Jack never enjoyed torturing (a 

point countered by his frequent preface to torturing someone, “I’m going to enjoy this”) 

and that the show had been careful not to glamorize torture. A lawyer on the show’s team 

used the ticking time bomb scenario to justify the use of torture on the series: “’The 

Doctrine of Necessity says that you can occasionally break the law to prevent greater 

harm,’” he stated (quoted in Mayer, 2007). Additionally, representatives claimed that 

their primary interest was entertainment value, not whether or not the torture would 

actually be effective in real life (Danzig, 2012). The creative team behind 24—which at 

the meeting did not include creator Joel Surnow—denied Finnegan’s request and claimed 

that the portrayal of torture on the series was harmless.  

 The show was extremely popular with prominent political and cultural figures, 

however. Senator John McCain, himself tortured during the Vietnam War, stated “I’m 

sort of a Jack Bauer kind of guy” (quoted in Wiener, 2008). In fact, his affection for the 

show was so great that he made a cameo appearance in the fifth season, though he did not 
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torture anyone onscreen. Supreme Court Justice Anton Scalia defended the tactics of 

Bauer, stating that he saved the city of Los Angeles and thousands of innocent lives 

(Danzig, 2012). Conservative Glenn Beck also spoke out as a fan of the series, stating, 

“Now for me, I’m for more Jack Bauers. The Jack Bauer that has to extract information” 

(quoted in Ironside, 2007). Similarly, in 2007, conservative talk radio host Laura 

Ingraham explained to Bill O’Reilly on The O’Reilly Factor: “ The average American out 

there loves the show 24. OK? They love Jack Bauer. They love 24. In my mind that’s a 

close to a national referendum that it’s OK to use tough tactics against high-level Al 

Qaeda operatives as we’re going to get” (quoted in Ironside, 2007). According to the 

creator of the show, Joel Surnow, “’People in the [Bush] Administration love the 

series…It’s a patriotic show. They should love it,’” (quoted in Mayer, 2007; emphasis in 

original).  

 In sum, 24 had the attention of the public, corporations, government officials and 

the military—all of the influential sectors of society. It is not surprising, then, that the 

show has been said to have “captured the Zeitgeist of at least part of the early twenty-first 

century’s reaction to terrorism” (O’Mathúna, 2010) or that critics have claimed that the 

show’s popularity was due to its accurate reflection of the feelings that a great deal of the 

country shared after 9/11 (Stevens, 2010). 

 In her 2009 article on the show, Keren Tenenboim-Weinblatt analyzed references 

to the series in articles and columns of major daily newspapers, magazines, and political 

websites during the period of 2001-2007. Her analysis demonstrates that 24 was utilized 

in politics to invoke support for certain issues, revealing that the series was relevant to 
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political discourse about the ‘War on Terror’ during that time. She concludes that the 

show should be understood as having diverse functions in people’s political lives and as a 

resource for political discourse. She finds the series to be “embedded in contemporary 

political culture” (367), citing as an example a Presidential candidate in 2007 who evoked 

Jack Bauer as the way to resolve problems presented by terrorism and the ticking time 

bomb scenario. While her findings reveal diverse interests and investments in the show, 

they point to the series’ relevance in the political sphere during its airing. Also, as 

mentioned in the Introduction, Jack Bauer was thanked on Twitter when Osama Bin 

Laden was killed. 

‘IMPROVISATIONS IN SADISM’: HOLLYWOOD’S RATIONALIZATIONS OF TORTURE 
 The cast and creators of 24 were well aware that their display of torture was 

controversial, but they defended their product, claiming that it provided entertainment 

desired by the American consumer. This position reflects a shift on the entertainment 

value of torture, from horror-movie niche to post-9/11 mainstream, part of an overall 

reassessment of the place of torture within society in the ‘War on Terror.’ Kiefer 

Sutherland, the actor who portrays Jack Bauer with great allegiance to the character—so 

much so that he got a tattoo on his arm that the character had as well—claimed that 

torture on the series was no more than a tactic to get viewers involved:  

You torture someone and they’ll basically tell you exactly what you want to hear, 
whether it’s true or not, if you put someone in enough pain…Within the context 
of our show, which is a fantastical show to begin with, the torture is a dramatic 
device to show you how desperate a situation is (quoted in Buncombe, 2007). 
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Here, Sutherland does not defend the real-life practice of torture, pointing out that while 

torture often elicits information, that information may not be true or useful since it is 

garnered in reaction to extreme pain. Nevertheless, he endorses the use of torture for the 

purposes of entertainment. Sutherland also denied the connection between the series and 

the real world, claiming that it was unrealistic to think that the show actually influenced 

how the U.S. army would behave—a claim that directly contradicts Finnegan’s concerns. 

“I’m going to tell you right now the problem is not 24” he said (quoted in Nissim, 2009). 

 When General Finnegan and his team visited with the producers of 24 and Lost, 

discussed above, they brought with them an interrogator from Iraq, Tony Lagouranis 

(also mentioned in the previous chapter), who discussed with the creative team how 

interrogation tactics that build rapport have been more effective in the field than methods 

of coercion and torture. Lagouranis, who served in Iraq after Abu Ghraib, details his 

training and experiences in interrogation in a memoir, Fear Up Harsh (2007), when the 

U.S. military was trying to distance itself from the scandal and the word ‘torture.’ Carlton 

Cuse, executive producer of Lost, responded to Lagouranis: “It’s a lot more dynamic to 

see somebody tortured than to win someone’s trust” (Miller, 2007a). Cuse’s explanation 

of Hollywood’s position on the matter maintains that torture is entertaining and 

pleasurable to viewers. Howard Gordon, show-runner of the series, further supported this 

view in describing his creative process in writing the many torture scenes: “Honest to 

God, I’d call them improvisations in sadism,” he told Jane Mayer (quoted in Mayer, 

2007).  
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 This kind of rhetoric is precisely why Bev Clucas has called the show “pro-torture 

propaganda” and claimed it as “an instance of double immorality, as not only does the 

show push a pro-torture message, but also, it does so under the pretense of pure 

entertainment” (2009, 3). Critics have substantiated Gordon’s position that torture is 

highly entertaining, however. Howard (2007), for example, claims that viewers “enjoy 

cruelty, fictional though it may well be, and every cry and every scream scratches that 

sadistic itch that we consciously cannot care to admit” (139). In other words, viewers do 

enjoy the thrill and suspense of a torture scene, even if the pain they witness makes them 

wince. Particularly after 9/11, watching that pain be experienced by terrorists may have a 

certain cathartic effect, again part of Ellis’s (1999) ‘working-through’ that television may 

supply viewers. 

 Goldstein (1998) notes that violent entertainment increases in popularity when 

violence and war dominate the news media, which they certainly have since 9/11. Indeed, 

there are on average three to five instances of violence on primetime dramatic television 

per hour (Gerbner, 2003). Mikos (1996) remarks that the “[p]leasurable flirtation with 

fear is at the center of the experience of exciting stories” (85). Dalliances with fear on 

television can be pleasurable because television viewing occurs in the safety of one’s 

own home. Therefore, while television can be ‘realistic,’ the suspense and fear associated 

with it is never as great as actually engaging in the dangerous events or actions depicted 

(88). Dramas such as 24 are most associated with suspense, which involves “thrill, fear, 

and relief” (Vorderer et al., 2004, 394). Further, suspense contributes to the experience of 

fun in watching television because there is always the promise of relief or resolution in 
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some way (Tan and Giteweg, 1996). Finally, to the extent that viewers can experience 

catharsis from the resolution or suspenseful acts on television, “exposure to portrayals of 

violence is thought capable of diminishing fears and phobias as well as antisocial 

inclination” (Zillman, 1998, 183). 

 Enjoyment is undoubtedly at the center of popular media, but enjoyment need not 

be derived only from positive emotions. Vorderer et al. (2004) point out that “most 

entertainment experiences in which we engage so often and deliberately seem to offer 

complex, dynamic, and even multifaceted experiences” (391). Shows that have a great 

deal of violence and/or suspense may incite a wide range of reactions, some of which 

may be contradictory (sadness, fear, excitement, etc.). Further, because of the suspension 

of disbelief necessitated by viewing television, television watching can be conceived of 

as a form of ‘play.’ In Fiske’s (1987) interpretation of Barthes (1977), the reader “’plays’ 

the text as a musician plays a score: s/he interprets it, activates it, gives it a living 

presence” (230). 

 As the series progressed, the number of torture scenes started to dwindle, 

decreasing in the middle of season 6 (although it rose again in season 8). Rather than 

responding to criticism of the use of torture, however, Gordon claimed that the 

effectiveness of torture as a dramatic device was lessening because of its overuse on the 

show, not because he or Surnow had changed his position on the use of torture on the 

series (Rubio, 2008). 

 Critics might dismiss the show as representative only of an extreme, conservative 

response to the ‘War on Terror,’ and thus minimize the significance of its pro-torture 
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message. Despite its right-wing public support, however, the show is too complex to be 

easily categorized as leftist or rightist. From the very first season the show portrayed a 

powerful and principled Black president, David Palmer (played by Dennis Haysbert), a 

fact that has been credited with helping pave the way in the public’s imagination for the 

election of President Barack Obama in 2008 (Stevens, 2010). In the seventh and eighth 

seasons, the show brings in the first female president as well, Allison Taylor. Both of 

these characters represent principled, eloquent, and strong leaders on the series, in 

contrast to some of the other Presidents, who are portrayed as corrupt and unable to lead.  

 Liberal website Mother Jones has contended that the show is actually quite 

liberal, particularly for the producers’ willingness to listen to concerns of Arab 

Americans about the portrayal of Muslims on the show (in contrast to their unwillingness 

to listen to the military about the portrayal of torture). I disagree with this assessment, as 

explained in Chapter One, but it is worth noting this position Finally, because the show 

displayed the tragedy associated with making difficult decisions, like torture, critics 

contend that the show cannot be perceived as merely rightist (or leftist) (Suebsaeng, 

2014). As a result, the show’s torture-heavy approach to fighting terrorism, popular with 

people from diverse political beliefs, reveals a nonpartisan increase in support for the 

practice of torture as opposed to merely a conservative one. Further, the mass support for 

the series, which straddled party lines, indicates a changing position on the issue of 

torture from viewers of many political leanings. 

 Aaron Thomas Nelson (2008) explores the politics of the show in detail, and finds 

that it both contradicts and supports what he calls the “Bush Doctrine,” which includes 
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pre-emptive war and harsh interrogation techniques. He finds the show critical of the 

Bush Doctrine because it portrays unintended consequences from the ‘War on Terror,’ 

permits moral judgment of the actions in this battle, and depicts terrorists who have 

connections to powerful individuals within the U.S. government and corporations. 

Ultimately, however, he contends that the show is more favorable towards the Bush 

Doctrine than it is against it because it “supports a ‘war footing’ against terror by 

portraying an aggressive stance against terrorism…[and] supports internationalist 

interventionalism.” Further, it “suggests that Jack Bauer’s actions rightfully go beyond 

the rules of normal ethical restraints due to the circumstances and consequences of that 

ticking time bomb scenario” (Nelson, 2008, 81). Thus, the show can be understood as 

having complex politics but an overall right-leaning tilt that supports the tactics and 

stances of the Bush administration in the ‘War on Terror.’  

LITERATURE REVIEW OF 24 
 24’s complex terror-fighting narrative has been the subject of intense scholarly 

scrutiny. The following section represents a summation of the key issues highlighted by 

analysts of the series. These issues point to how the show has been situated as an 

important part of how popular culture has responded to terrorism and the country’s 

changing moral landscape in the aftermath of 9/11. 

Style 
 24’s relevance, innovativeness, and controversial portrayal of counterterrorism 

have sparked numerous debates and brought it significant scholarly attention. Media 
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Studies scholars have focused on the stylistic components of the series and the 

implications these have for television in the new millennium. The show’s multiple 

storylines, numerous plot twists and turns, and frenetic pacing place significant demands 

on the viewer. Steven Peacock writes: “24 is instructive in the ways we watch and talk 

about television. In rewarding close attention and multiple viewings, the series negates 

the ‘glance’ relationship historically ascribed to the television viewer and the small-

screen image” (2007, 33). Instead, the series requires viewers to study the many 

characters and plotlines carefully in order to remain up to speed on what is happening on 

the show. In this way, 24 coincides well with the development of TiVo and other services 

that enable serial viewership and viewer control (such as Netflix, Hulu, etc.). 

  Additionally, when it emerged in 2001, 24 was unique both for its ‘real-time’ 

narrative as well as its use of split screens.  The fact that the show is told in ‘real-time’ is 

one of the elements that prevents viewers from having a casual relationship to it, as story 

lines move rapidly and viewers must watch regularly to keep up (Furby, 2007). Roger 

Stahl has noted that in general, ‘signs of time’ in entertainment media have been of 

greater importance since 9/11, particularly in terms of the ‘deadline/countdown’ and the 

ticking clock (Stahl, 2008). 24 employs both of these techniques repeatedly, particularly 

the ticking clock, which on the show represents the ticking time bomb scenario and is 

literally displayed on the show by the digital clock that opens and closes each episode as 

well as situates viewers temporally for commercial breaks.  

 A phrase repeated over and over on the show is “We don’t have enough time.” On 

24, time is as central an issue to the plot as the impending terrorist attacks.  The use of 
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split-screens enables multiple storylines to be displayed as they are occurring 

simultaneously and brings the show close to other new media, such as twenty-four hour 

cable news channels and the many windows/panels on an Internet webpage (Herbert, 

2007). This emphasis on time and urgency, assumed to be part of the ‘War on Terror,’ 

creates a state of emergency wherein actions previously considered indefensible become 

acceptable and even condoned, such as torture. Thus, the centrality of timing on 24 is part 

of what makes torture a justifiable act on the show. 

Gender 
 Scholars have also looked at the show’s portrayal of gender, family, and space. 

Christopher Hight (2004) explores how the show’s unique portrayal of space and gender 

challenges the assumed traditional relationship of gender and the domestic sphere. While 

the show is masculinist for its excessive violence, it brings caretaking out of the private 

sphere and into the public, such as when Chloe must watch Chase’s baby at CTU (which 

does not provide childcare).  

 Other scholars have focused on the gendered tropes advanced by the show. 

Female characters are primarily portrayed as helpers to the hero (McCabe, 2008). Chloe, 

the intelligent and quirky CTU analyst, is an exception early in the series, instead 

embodying an interesting and intelligent ‘geek’ character. Later in the series, however, 

she becomes merely the  “hero’s loyal sidekick” (McPherson, 2008, 186).  Alternatively, 

those female characters who are not helpless are portrayed as deceptive and 

untrustworthy—such as Nine Meyers, who murders Jack’s wife in the first season (Hight, 

2004). These binary tropes of the female characters as “either bitch-betrayer or terrorized 
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victim” are “disturbing evidence of a profound misogyny” on the series (Hark, 2004, 

138). The plotline of season 1 revolves in part around the rapes of two of the main female 

characters, Jack’s wife Teri and the daughter of David Palmer, Nicole, as well as the 

assault of Jack’s daughter Kim. Troubled fatherhood is thus also a central theme of the 

season, as well as the show on the whole (Herbert, 2008). 24 then portrays the fragility of 

the American family as well as the American nation, and positions a white male hero, 

Jack Bauer, as the only way to achieve security—through whatever means necessary. 

 Jack Bauer is a complex, hypermasculine figure who, in addition to carrying the 

weight of saving the nation on his shoulders, must manage his complicated relationship 

with his teenage daughter Kim. Jack is torn time and time again between looking after his 

family and attending to the immediate needs of the nation; this dilemma forces him to 

lose his wife Teri in the first season and makes his relationship to his daughter fraught 

with difficulties until the eighth season. When his coworker Chase starts dating Kim, 

Jack advises him to end the relationship, as the feminizing effects of a relationship will 

render him “unfit for dangerous work” (Monahan, 2010, 31). Jack himself can be read as 

a “particular contemporary manifestation of two mythic stories central to American 

identity: the story of the apocalyptic and the story of the frontier. Both of these stories 

give rise to particular versions of masculinity” (O’Donnell, 2008, 33). Additionally, 

Black President David Palmer needs Jack Bauer—the embodiment of white 

masculinity—to save the nation. While Palmer is intelligent and articulate, he lacks the 

brute strength Jack has to withstand any level of danger. Even with a Black man in the 

White House, it is a white man who saves the day.  
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Politics and Insecurity 
 The complex politics of the show have also been of interest to scholars. Steven 

Rubio (2008) notes the irony of leftist viewership of 24 given its overarching 

conservative leanings, but ultimately finds the series’ display of heroic individualism (à 

la Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry and John Wayne’s characters) more problematic than its 

portrayal of torture. Aaron Thomas Nelson (2008) finds that even though the show is 

entrenched in the ‘Bush Doctrine’ (described above), “[v]iewers from across the political 

spectrum love this show because they are seduced by the absolute importance 24 gives 

their political debate” (84). Both scholars attend to the complex nature of the show, 

which has proven to be immensely popular with affluent viewers in the eighteen to forty-

nine year old age range, regardless of political leanings (Woolf, 2008).  

 Caldwell and Chambers (2008) and Nikolaidis (2011) have considered how 24 

relates to Agamben’s notion of a ‘state of exception’ that embodies the era following 

9/11. Caldwell and Chambers note the repeated use of the “situation of crisis or 

emergency, wherein normal law is suspended” (98) on the series. In 24, the exception 

becomes the rule (Monahan, 2010). For Nikolaidis, because “security prevails at the 

expense of due process” on the series, 24 is by definition a “political text” (222). In this 

way, 24 supports the notion that after 9/11, the United States faced a new frontier where 

old rules (such as the Geneva Conventions) do not apply. The threat of impending 

terrorism, then, fosters insecurity on the individual, family, and national level and 

requires fast-acting solutions.  
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 Monahan (2010) has written extensively on the subject of insecurity in the post-

9/11 world, a time when national insecurity from the threat of terrorist attacks, 

environmental disasters, and financial breakdowns trumps human insecurities such as 

health. This new era needs a new kind of hero—what he calls an ‘insecurity subject.’ 

This ‘insecurity subject’ 

anticipates risks and minimizes them through consumption, regulates exposure to 
potentially threatening Others through systems of fortification, believes that 
economic inequalities are natural and social exclusion justified, voluntarily 
sacrifices privacy and civil liberties on the altar of national security, and fully 
supports punitive state policies, whether against immigrants, criminals, terrorists, 
or the poor (2). 

 
Jack Bauer embodies all of the major characteristics of the ‘insecurity subject.’ A major 

theme of 24 is that the rules of the government agencies for which Bauer works limit his 

ability to prevent tragedies. As a result, he is constantly operating outside the boundaries 

of protocol, rules, and the law in order to stop terrorists. In the desperate and insecure 

times after 9/11, a hero like Jack is welcomed in popular media, especially television 

(Byrd, 2008). Jack has been called “the modern hero of post-9/11 America” (Kelly, 2008, 

144) as well as a “contemporary Rambo” (O’Donnell, 2008, 38), replacing the jungle 

with the metropolis. Such a hero fulfills a psychological function for the nation, helping 

audiences process the challenges of difficult times through entertainment (Kelly-Romano, 

2008). A character like Jack Bauer generates empathy for a hero willing to sacrifice 

everything to save the nation. Further, it supports the utilitarian notion that saving many 

lives is always more important than few—the consequentialist moral position at the heart 
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of Jack’s actions that justifies his use of torture. Rooting for Jack, then, becomes part of 

supporting torture, pushing aside the deontological stance that torture is always wrong. 

Morality and Ethics 
 Scholars have also addressed the moral issues that the show raises, issues that 

result from the complex nature of the ‘War on Terror.’ Jensen (2008) notes that Jack 

Bauer faces “agonizing and gut-wrenching decisions” (3) time and time again. He 

concludes that Jack is neither a utilitarian nor a deontologist. Instead, his character 

demonstrates that “ambiguity, conflict, and dilemmas are part and parcel of the moral 

life” (16). I disagree, finding that Jack is primarily a consequentialist, and prefer instead 

Patterson’s notion that Bauer is a ‘utilitarian martyr:’ he “steps forward to engage in 

actions that are ‘necessary in his worldview…[a]nd sacrifices his own humanity in the 

process” (2008, 37). Jack is willing to do whatever is necessary to save the lives of many, 

and this sometimes involves inflicting pain and suffering on the few—including himself. 

This is significant because Jack always wins—the terrorists are always defeated by his 

morally questionable tactics, pushing forth the notion that moral concerns have changed 

since 9/11 and the onset of the ‘War on Terror.’ 

 Moral concerns are of central importance to the show in part because the terrorist 

threats are always immanent. Such urgency changes the manner in which moral decisions 

are made. As Zizek (2006a) has written, the “pressure of events is so overbearing, the 

stakes so high, that they necessitate a kind of suspension of ordinary moral concerns”—

the very elements of a state of exception described by Agamben. Zizek (2006a) calls it a 

‘lie’ that the person who tortures can retain their human dignity, a lie that 24 tells time 
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and time again. Indeed, time-sensitive situations are central to the narrative of 24 “almost 

every one being of supreme urgency, leaving hardly any time to consider alternatives, 

and requiring drastic defensive action” (Downing, 2007, 77). Jack Bauer certainly shows 

signs of distress from his actions, discussed below, but they never stop him when he 

believes the circumstances demand it. This reveals a “deep change in our ethical and 

political standards” (Zizek, 2006b). 

 Difficult moral decisions are part of politics, as Walzer has noted (2004). For Jack 

Bauer—as well as the characters of President David Palmer and later President Allison 

Taylor—the problem of ‘dirty hands’ refers to the “morally difficult and paradoxical 

situation where a good person is moved by moral considerations to commit serious moral 

wrongs due to the immoral or evil machinations of others” (de Wijze, 2008, 19). This 

notion gets at the heart of the conundrums faced by the characters on 24 because of 

immanent terrorist threats—allowing colleagues to die, torturing, killing, deceiving, 

violating the law and/or treaties etc.—but it does not necessarily provide guidance as to 

what the most moral position is within these dilemmas. In the end, the show advocates a 

consequentialist position: protecting the nation is the most moral line of action, and this is 

Jack’s modus operandi in every instance. In fact, the moral thing to do is to actually 

disobey one’s own moral principles and do what must be done to save everyone else 

(Downing, 2007): “achieving noble ends sometimes requires immoral means” (de Wijze, 

2008, 18). Jack Bauer is the ‘utilitarian martyr’ because his sacrifices his own principles 

to permit innocents to live—his innocence is long gone. 
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 On the moral question of torture, a topic to be explored in greater detail below, 

Clucas has written that because on the show “torture is almost invariably successful as a 

means of extracting information,” 24 “crosses the boundary between mere entertainment 

and propaganda” (2009, 2). Similarly, David Danzig writes that the series is an 

“advertisement for torture that ran for eight seasons, every Monday night” (2012, 23). 

Danzig, who works for Human Rights First, notes that the show blurs the line between 

fiction and reality. John Downing writes that the series “represented a very sustained 

fictional echo of news coverage of Bush Administration policies to combat terrorism, and 

a dramatic endorsement of them” (2007, 70).  

 Even Alan Dershowitz has written about the series, using it to justify his 

endorsement of ‘torture warrants.’  Dershowitz relies on the show to advance his 

argument that “[i]t is precisely because torture sometimes does work and can sometimes 

prevent major disasters that it still exists in many part of the world and has been totally 

eliminated from none” (2008, 105). To Dónal P. O’Mathúna, 24 suggests that both how 

we view torture and the practice of torture itself have changed. The practice is so 

commonplace on 24 that it becomes ‘banal,’ and in this way, unproblematic, having little 

effect on those who either engage in the practice or are victim to its violence. Through 

the creation of banality, what was previously jarring becomes acceptable and the moral 

system shifts.   

 This literature on 24, though extensive, leaves notable gaps. Most authors make 

statements about ‘torture on 24’ by referring to one or two notable occurrences of it in the 

series, but none have conducted a systematic analysis of the practice, which I now do. 
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Though it would be unfeasible to discuss each instance of torture on the show in detail, 

due to the volume of its occurrences, this project provides a significantly more detailed 

and attentive exploration of torture on the show by both noting the total number of times 

it is utilized in the entire series (many of these publications came in 2008, before Seasons 

7 through 9 aired), and analyzing in more detail the methods of torture employed. 

METHOD 
 In order to analyze the depiction of torture on 24, I conducted an ethnographic 

content analysis of the show, a method mapped out by Altheide (1987). Ethnographic 

content analysis demarcates categories and has a numeric component, counting the 

number of instances of categories in a medium, such as a television show, but it differs 

from quantitative content analysis in key ways. Where quantitative content analysis is 

interested in confirming hypothesized relationships, ethnographic content analysis is used 

to “document and understand the communication of meaning” (Altheide, 1987, 67). 

Context is of paramount importance to ethnographic content analysis, which always 

situates categories in their environments in order to understand them. Categories are not 

rigid but are expected to evolve and deepen as the research progresses. Like ethnographic 

research in general, the research subject is chosen and sampled theoretically, not 

randomly the way quantitative research encourages.  

 Before coming up with my categories for analysis, I watched all 205 episodes of 

24, taking detailed notes about every torture instance as well as other relevant 

information to the ‘War on Terror’ theme on the show. After transcribing my notes into a 

database, where I described each incident of relevance, who perpetrated it, and whether 
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or not it was effective/successful, I came up with the categories for analysis. These 

categories emerged from the data I collected. When I saw repeated portrayals of a certain 

method of torture, I created a category for it. I also created categories based on the history 

of torture and methods of torture discussed in government documents in order to be able 

to compare torture on the show to methods utilized throughout history and in the present 

day. For example, waterboarding only occurred 3 times on the show, but because it has 

been central to the torture debate since 9/11, I included it as a category in my content 

analysis. Threats of death to self/family emerged from the data because it was a favorite 

of Jack Bauer’s, occurring 37 times in the series.  

 Once I came up with the categories and classified the data accordingly, I could 

analyze them for a sense of who tortures and why on the series 24.  

The categories of torture on the show based on my analysis are the following:  

• Physical violence: includes knocking someone out, cutting someone’s ear with a 
razor blade, punching someone in the face, pressing on a wound (gunshot or 
other), strangulation not to the point of death, stepping on someone’s hands, 
beating someone, making someone pass out, having someone in a chokehold, 
slamming someone’s hand in a drawer, having someone bound and gagged, 
cutting out someone’s eye, stabbing someone, pushing a power drill through 
someone’s shoulder, touching someone’s face with a heated machete, refusing 
morphine to someone who has been shot nonfatally, slamming someone against a 
wall, cutting off someone’s finger(s), bashing someone’s head into a table, cutting 
into someone’s stomach/intestines to retrieve a SIM card, pulling off skin with 
pliers, and the use of a blowtorch to burn someone. 

• Shooting: nonfatally. 
• Threat of death to self/family: includes verbal threats and holding a gun to 

someone’s head. 
• Electric shock 
• Tasing 
• Injection: includes something to paralyze the diaphragm, ‘truth serum,’ liquid 

that makes the veins burn like fire, tranquilizers/sedatives. 
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• Positional torture: hanging from ceiling by hands (traditionally called the 
‘strappado’). 

• Sensory torture: loud music, lights, manipulation of environment, etc. 
• Waterboarding 

 
 Each of these methods violates the internationally accepted definition of torture. 

According to the 1984 Convention against Torture, to which the United States is a 

signatory, torture is defined as: 

[A]ny act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is 
intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a 
third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third 
party has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or 
coercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any 
kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the 
consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official 
capacity. It does not include pain or suffering from, inherent in, or incidental to 
lawful sanctions (quoted in Pallito, 2011, 11). 

 
There is a great deal of violence on 24 that does not fit the definition of torture because it 

does not have to do with acquiring information or punishing someone. Jack Bauer shoots 

dozens of people throughout the series, many who die as a result of his gunshot wound. 

While this could also be considered a violation of their human rights just as torture is, and 

is an example of Bauer stepping outside of the law to take justice into his own hands, it 

was not a matter of interest to this particular analysis. For the purposes of this paper, I 

draw a conceptual distinction between violence in general and violence as torture.  

 In addition to analyzing the acts of torture themselves, I created categories for 

topics that relate to torture. These include:  

• Threat of torture: Threats made regarding pain and suffering but not death; 
threats of torture are only categorized if they are not immediately followed by 
torture. I did not count threats that result in immediate torture; I counted such 
instances as torture. 
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• Reaction to torture: How those who are tortured behave afterwards; negative 
responses to the occurrence of torture. 

• Justification of torture: Any statements that make the use of torture seem 
acceptable or legitimate; positive responses to the occurrence of torture. 

• Decision not to torture: Moments when characters almost tortured or had the 
opportunity to but did not. 

 
On the whole, these categories were meant to provide an image of what torture looks like 

on the show: why it happens, who does it, and how the characters digest it.  

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

Table 1: Torture on 24 by Method 

Method of Torture Number of Instances 
Physical Violence 53 
Shooting 8 
Threat of Death to Self/Family 37 
Electric Shock 6 
Tasing 5 
Injection 14 
Positional Torture 8 
Sensory Torture 1 
Waterboarding 3 
Total Instances*:  111 
*: This number reflects the fact that some instances of torture utilize more than one 
method. 
 
 Table 1 displays a breakdown of all of the instances of torture on 24. I analyzed 

torture on the show by instance rather than scene. Some torture sessions occurred over 

the course of an entire episode and may have lasted as many as five scenes. I found it 

more useful to analyze instance rather than scene because the show happens in ‘real time’ 

so episodes would often cut back and forth from a torture scenario to a different aspect of 

the plot. It is more helpful to consider the number of times torture is used rather than 
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merely the number of times it is displayed because it gives a sense of how often torture 

was being utilized on the show to fight terrorism, rather than merely how much screen 

time it was taking up. Additionally, previous enumerations of torture on 24 have focused 

on the number of torture scenes, so the data offered here are differentiated from existing 

data by considering instead the number of times characters utilize torture. I did count two 

instances of torture if a torture scenario straddled two episodes. Further, some instances 

of torture utilized more than one torture method. In these cases I assigned them two 

method categories but still counted them as 1 instance of torture. I never gave an instance 

of torture more than two categories.   

 Physical violence clearly represents the largest portion of torture instances on the 

show, followed by threats of death to self/family and injection. More often than not, 

injection took place in the official torture room at CTU and was overseen by government 

personnel. Detailed analysis of the findings is discussed below. 

Findings 
 My content analysis reveals the widespread use of torture on 24, as well as threats 

of torture and justifications for its use. 24 is, in short, a television show that condones the 

use of torture. Jack himself engages in the majority of both torturing and making threats 

of torture. 24 also portrays torture by terrorists, but this is depicted in a different light 

than the torture performed by Bauer. Terrorist torture is, on the whole, portrayed as 

abhorrent and sadistic. An example of this can be found in the elaborate torture 

contraption that opens season 2 in Seoul, South Korea. The individual being tortured is 

suspended in mid-air, strapped by his hands and feet, electrocuted, and given injections of 
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something designed to cause him a great deal of pain, as evidenced by his incessant 

screaming. This is in great contrast to the swift torture by Jack, which is always presented 

as for the good of the nation. Portraying torture as effective and efficient at saving lives 

incites a moral position on the issue that is consequentialist, not absolutist. Torture, 

according to 24, is a lesser evil to terrorism. This dilemma-resolving justification is at the 

heart of the moral shift of interest to this dissertation. 

Physical Violence 
 Close to half of the tortures on 24, 53 total, involve physical violence, usually 

beating, getting someone into a chokehold, or slamming someone against a wall. Such 

treatment is prohibited by international law and was not approved by members of the 

Bush administration even when other harsh interrogation techniques (some of which fit 

the definition of torture) were. But 24 does not permit the luxury of time that many of 

these ‘enhanced techniques’—which I argue are torture—require. For example, stress 

positions involve putting an individual in a position that is not necessarily very 

uncomfortable, but requiring that the individual hold that position for an extended period 

of time, which taxes the body and can prove ultimately to be quite painful. The positional 

torture used on 24 is such that it is uncomfortable to hold for even a few moments 

because of the lack of time for longer stress positions. 

 The Bybee memo did allow for acts that can be construed as physically violent in 

the sense that it required that the infliction of pain be very severe in order to be forbidden. 

Thus, certain violent acts would be permissible under Bybee because they do not bring 

the individual to a level of pain that would be deemed torturous. Because CAT states that 
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pain must be ‘severe’ to constitute torture (see definition above), the Bybee memo claims 

that only the most egregious acts of physical violence can be considered torture: 

“[p]hysical pain amounting to torture must be equivalent in intensity to the pain 

accompanying serious physical injury, such as organ failure, impairment of bodily 

function, or even death” (Bybee, 172). By this rationale, many of the acts of physical 

violence as torture on 24 would not be counted as such. For example, Jack slamming a 

suspected terrorist against the wall would not produce the level of pain or injury that 

Bybee specifies, but when Jack cuts into a suspect’s gut in season 8 to retrieve a SIM 

card from his intestines, that would because it could cause organ failure (as well as 

death). I, however, did count such instances as torture, because they resulted in physical 

harm. 

 A typical example of physical violence on the show is Jack causing a suspect pain 

until the person gives in and supplies him with information he wants. In episode 22 of 

season 7 (5-6 pm), Jack is in the presence of a wounded terrorist who has been shot. Jack 

prevents the EMT from giving the suspect morphine for the pain and presses on the 

gunshot wound to make it worse, saying “I’ll give you the morphine as soon as you start 

talking.” The terrorist concedes almost immediately, suggesting that the pain is too great 

to withstand, pushing him to abandon his cause in a short time span and divulge his 

secrets. Jane Mayer has noted that this is one of the controversial methods used by the 

U.S. American officials denied painkillers to Abu Zabaydah, a high-ranking Al Qaeda 

operative that the U.S. had in its custody (Mayer, 2007). 
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 In a more extreme example, Jack tortures his own brother Graem in season 6, 

episode 5 (10-11 am). Jack visits his brother’s house, having discovered that he is behind 

the terrorist attacks. He begins by punching Graem in the face and then ties him to a 

chair, hands behind his back. Jack says to him, “I will rip your tongue out, are we clear? 

Graem, people in this country are dying and I need some information. Are you going to 

give it to me or am I gonna have to start hurting you?” Graem responds, “You're hurting 

me now.” After more questioning, Jack pulls a plastic bag over Graem's head and starts to 

suffocate him. The scene goes on for the majority of the episode and involves other 

methods of torture, but is demonstrative of Jack’s quick-to-punch tactic to gain 

information. These types of rough exchanges make up the majority of the type of torture 

on the show. The message on the show is that violence in this manner is morally justified 

to stop terrorists.  

Threats of Death to Self/Family 
 The torture technique with the second most occurrences on the show, 37, is that of 

threats of death to self/family. More often than not this involves Jack saying, “Tell me 

what I want to know or I will kill you,” often with a gun pointed at the person from 

whom he desires to get information. International treaties categorize death threats to an 

individual or an individual’s family or loved ones as torture and prohibit them as such. In 

his torture memo, however, J.S. Bybee reconsidered what it meant to threaten someone 

with death.  CAT considers the “threat of imminent death” to be a cause of “severe 

mental pain or suffering” (Bybee memo, Greenberg and Dratel, eds., 2005, 182).  Bybee 

dissects what is meant by immanent, however:  
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The plain text makes clear that the threat of death alone is insufficient; the threat 
must indicate that death is ‘immanent’…By contrast, threats referring vaguely to 
things that might happen in the future do not satisfy the immediacy 
requirement…Thus, a vague threat that someday the prisoner might be killed 
would not suffice. Instead, subjecting a prisoner to mock executions or playing 
Russian roulette with him would have sufficient immediacy to constitute a threat 
of immanent death. (Bybee memo, Greenberg and Dratel, eds., 2005, 182). 

 
Bybee’s examples of immanent death are unarguably extreme. Mock executions actually 

simulate death rather than merely threatening it, and in Russian Roulette, an individual 

has a 1/6 chance of dying (assuming the weapon is loaded). In other words, in the former 

instance the person may actually think he/she is dying and in the latter the person could 

actually die or believe they could actually die instantaneously.  

 Most of Jack Bauer’s threats to kill would therefore qualify as ‘vague’ under the 

Bybee strictures and not be considered torture. Pointing a loaded gun at someone and 

threatening to kill them if they do not talk right away would most likely cause feelings of 

urgency and a sense of immanent threat to most individuals, however. Indeed, the trigger 

of a loaded gun can be pulled at any moment, causing death or serious wounding.  

 Jack Bauer’s only mock execution occurs in season 2 (episode 12: 7-8 pm). Jack 

has terrorist Sayid Ali in his possession and wants to get information from him. Ali, 

however, is not cooperating. After beating Sayid some, Jack ties him to a chair and places 

him in front of a video screen where footage of his family is streaming live. Masked men 

in black are beating the members of his family, including his sons, who are bound and 

gagged. Jack says “Those men will kill your family if you don’t tell me where the bomb 

is now.” This, to Bybee, would be a ‘vague’ threat. Sayid does not talk. Jack continues: “I 

despise you for making me do this. They’re waiting for my order. This is your last 
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chance. Where’s the bomb?” Sayid looks distressed but says nothing. Time passes; Ali’s 

only response is “I am doing Allah’s work.” Jack’s threat is to kill the members of Ali’s 

family one by one; when Ali won’t talk, Jack orders the men to proceed. They knock one 

son down and fire shots. Jack threatens to move on to his other son; Ali pauses but then 

begins to talk, divulging the location of the bomb. When Jack ushers Ali away, the 

viewers realize that the whole thing was a hoax—the boy was never shot, merely 

knocked over. The execution was staged to get Ali to talk, which it did. Importantly, Ali 

is never informed of the fact that his son is still alive. 

 Interestingly, this is a favorite scene of Justice Anton Scalia, who as mentioned, is 

a fan of the show. Scalia believed that this mock execution was brilliant and effective: 

“There's a great scene where he told a guy that he was going to have his family killed,” 

Judge Scalia said. “They had it on closed circuit television - and it was all staged. ... They 

really didn't kill the family,” (quoted in “Scalia and Torture,” The Atlantic, 2007). 

Actually, a mock execution, as stated, fits CAT’s definition of torture. There is no 

consideration in 24 that a different tactic may have worked, so viewers, like Scalia, are 

left only with the success of Jack’s cunning scheme. Sutherland (2007) has noted that 

when Jack resorts to threatening the members of a villain’s family, as in this instance, it is 

evidence of him resorting to the tactics of the terrorists. 

 Most threats of death on 24 are not mock executions, however. For example, in 

season 3, episode 13 (1-2 am) Jack says to Nina, “I’ll let you live if you tell me what I 

want to know.” She talks (although Jack kills her in the following episode). This is a 

more typical example. In season 5, episode 24 (6-7 am) Jack wants to get a confession 
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out of President Logan for his involvement with terrorists. He handcuffs him and empties 

his pockets. Logan says, “I know that you're good at extracting information, I know 

you're good at torture…I suppose if you hurt me enough I'll tell you anything you want. 

A man will say anything under torture.” Jack responds, “Mr. Logan, I'm not going to 

torture you.” Instead, tells him he will kill him. “Who are your co-conspirators? Count to 

3,” he says. But Jack doesn’t have time to hurt the President because Chinese military 

officers, who are after Jack for an incident at the Chinese Consulate, burst in and capture 

him. 

 Both of these threats seem quite immanent at the time, though neither would 

satisfy Bybee’s requirements of immediacy.  The Nina example is perhaps most poignant 

because everyone on the show knows Jack wants to kill her for murdering his wife at the 

end of season 1, including her, which he does in the following episode. In my opinion, 

these examples constitute immanent threats of death and satisfy the CAT’s criteria of 

torture, whether or not Bybee would agree. That they help Jack get the information he 

needs to thwart the terrorist attacks suggest that the show concurs with the Bybee 

position—these tactics are necessary to win the ‘War on Terror’ and should not be 

forbidden by international law. Here we see evidence of the shift on the moral status of 

torture. 

Injection 
 Injections of various kinds—which constitute pharmacological torture—comprise 

the third largest category of torture on the series with 14 occurrences. These very often 

take place in CTU. In fact, for most seasons, CTU has a resident pharmacological 
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torturer. When his services are deemed necessary, he is called into the interrogation room 

with a briefcase. Pharmacological torture is relatively new—of the past 100 years—

compared to older torture techniques that date back centuries, such as the strappado 

(where a person’s hands are tied behind their back and they are suspended from the 

ceiling). It usually involves the forced ingestion or injection of nerve stimulants or 

psychotropic drugs and can have extensive side effects, including:  

[G]astrointestinal disorders, rectal lesions, dental disorders, hearing impairment, 
cardio-pulmonary disorders; depression, anxiety, lethargy, fatigue, insomnia, 
impaired memory, hallucinations, vertigo, destruction of self image, [and] 
inability to work/socialize/participate in recreation (Peters, 1985, 173-4). 

 
While some may not consider many of the torture methods on the show to be torture, the 

pharmacological methods are always portrayed as drastic—if necessary—for efficient 

truth-gathering by the government officials who authorize their usage. 

 There are many notable instances of pharmacological torture on the series, several 

of which result in the tortured person writhing in pain and screaming. In an early 

encounter with this CTU-torture, we meet Richards—the man with the briefcase. In 

season 3, episode 14 (2-3 am), Richards ‘works’ on Nina and Jack says of him, “All 

Richards does is inflict pain.” In season 4, episode 3 (9-10 am), the briefcase returns to 

torture Secretary of Defense Heller’s son, Richard. Curtis of CTU tells Richard, “This 

works at a neuro-transmitter level and makes every nerve ending in your body feel like 

it’s on fire.” Richard does not believe that Curtis will go through with using the device on 

him, but Curtis tells him, “By the time you get released the mark on your arm will be 
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gone. It’ll just be your word against mine.” Richard is ultimately released after he reveals 

nothing. 

 In season 5, episode 15 (9-10 am), Jack tortures his girlfriend Audrey because of 

her involvement with a government official who, it turns out, is a traitor. Jack is violent 

with her, slamming her up against the wall, getting her in a chokehold, saying, “Dammit 

Audrey tell me the truth…You tell me what you know or I promise this will become very 

unpleasant.” The CTU personnel think that Jack is being ineffective, so they remove him 

from the interrogation room and send in Burke, the new CTU torturer. Later in the 

episode we see Burke questioning Audrey, with needles in her arm, and she is screaming 

in pain. There are many interesting implications here. Firstly, Jack is willing to torture 

anyone, including his own family and his girlfriend. Secondly, CTU personnel consider 

his violent and emotional display towards Audrey considered. Karen Hayes, the 

Homeland Security agent overseeing CTU, claims that it looks like Audrey broke him, 

not the other way around, and Bill Buchanan, head of CTU says, “He didn’t push her 

hard enough, he’s protecting her.” In contrast, the clean, scientific efficiency of 

pharmacological torture is presumed to be effective and harsh. Audrey had, however, told 

Jack everything she knew, so nothing is gained from her further subjection to pain except 

her own misery and growing distrust of Jack. 

 The moral implication of portraying pharmacological torture in this way is that it 

is a scientific and ‘clean’ method of torture, one that sheds no blood and can therefore be 

distanced from older methods of torture that could be construed as barbaric. Darrius 

Rejali (2012, however, points out the problems with supposedly ‘scientific’ tortures:  
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The belief that torture is becoming ever more scientific is rooted in general 
preconceptions about technology and progress, not in the empirical study of 
torture instruments. Torturers may cloak themselves in the mantle of science, but 
this does not make their methods scientific any more than wearing a white lab 
coat makes one a scientist (232). 

 
Nevertheless, on 24, CTU’s efficient, sterile, and calculated execution of 

pharmacological torture is presented as a complement to Jack’s do-whatever-it-takes 

tactics.  

Electric Shock/Tasing 
 The use of electrical torture is also common on the show. I differentiate between 

electric shock and tasing because tasing is a significantly more modern incarnation of 

electric torture (Rejali, 2007). Electrotorture has a long history in the United States, and 

is part of what Rejali calls ‘clean’ tortures (like pharmacological ones), which do not 

leave marks on the body. Tasers in particular allow the person possessing them to gain 

control over their suspect with very little risk of scarring.  

 There are 6 incidents of electric shock on 24. A notable instance is in season 2 

when President David Palmer has Roger Stanton, head of the National Security Agency, 

detained and interrogated for suspicion of aiding terrorists, an event that straddles two 

episodes (11: 6-7 pm and 12: 7-8 pm). The interrogator asks the President how far he can 

go with Stanton, and President Palmer replies, “Whatever you need to do.” The 

interrogator enters the room and says to Stanton, “Time is of the essence, the electrical 

current will increase each time I ask a question.” The President justifies the use of this 

device because Stanton received military training on how to resist interrogation, and it is 

assumed that less severe methods will not work. Like the pharmacological torture 
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discussed above, this electric torture is clean and done in an official government location. 

Further, in the instance of the torture of Roger Stanton, it is the President himself who 

orders and authorizes the torture.  

 In season 3, episode 10 (10-11 pm), however, it is the terrorists who use electrical 

torture on CTU agent Chase. In the previous episode, (9-10 pm), the terrorists had 

utilized the strappado method on him: hung him from the ceiling by his wrists so his arms 

were coming out of his shoulder sockets and beaten him. An interesting suggestion here 

is that the terrorists believe that electrical torture might be more severe than physical 

torture, since the latter did not work initially. But Chase does not break and tells his 

tormentors nothing in either instance (as is common when CTU personnel are tortured on 

the series, a topic to be discussed in greater detail below). 

 Tasers are used 5 times throughout the series, occurring with roughly the same 

frequency as other electrotortures. In one instance in episode 11 of season 7 (6-7 pm), 

Jack tortures Ryan Burnett, chief of staff to a senator, in the White House by tasing him 

for an extended period of time. Burnett writhes in pain, begging him to stop. Jack tells 

him that if he tases his neck it can cause cardiac arrest and then threatens to do it; Burnet 

immediately starts to talk. Just then officials burst in and Senator Mayer says, “You're 

done Bauer,” stopping Jack in his tracks. Jack responds: “He was talking. Whatever 

happens is on your conscience,” suggesting that the tasing was getting the necessary 

information to thwart the impending attack and now that it has stopped, any casualties 

that occur are Mayer’s fault. Upon learning of the event, President Allison Taylor 

observes, “Torture was intended to elicit false confessions; now we use it to get the 
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truth.” Although lamenting the new reality of torture in the twenty-first century, President 

Taylor is nonetheless supporting the notion that torture is effective and, perhaps, also 

necessary.  

Other Methods 
 The other methods noted in my content analysis appear with less frequency, with 

8 instances of both nonfatal shooting and positional torture, 3 instances of waterboarding, 

and 1 instance of sensory torture. In the opening episode of season 4 (7-8 am) CTU 

personnel are unsuccessfully questioning a terrorist suspect for an involvement in a 

bombing earlier that morning. Jack is not allowed near the suspect because of his 

previous problems with disobeying protocol and agency rules. Jack attacks a guard, 

breaks into to the interrogation room, and shoots the suspect in the leg; he immediately 

starts talking and gives CTU the information they want. This is the kind of shooting Jack 

does to get suspects to talk. In season 5, episode 11 (5-6 pm), Jack breaks into the home 

of Christopher Henderson, his former mentor at CTU, who has turned and is aiding 

terrorists. Jack pulls his gun and threatens to shoot Christopher’s knee. Christopher says, 

“That’s right Jack, start with the knee, just like I taught you.” Jack shoots his wife above 

the kneecap instead and says he’ll shoot her again unless Christopher talks. Here we learn 

where and how Jack learned to shoot in order to gather information. 

 The other three methods –sensory torture, positional torture, and waterboarding—

are used with the least frequency on the series. This is interesting because these are three 

of the methods used the most in the ‘War on Terror’ in, for example, at Guantánamo Bay 

and Abu Ghraib. Sensory torture—loud noise, bright lights, darkness, blasting music, etc. 
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and positional torture—stress positions, asking a person to hold a position for a long 

time—both require a great deal of time to be effective. Rejali (2007) calls positional 

tortures part of a larger “stress and duress” category (293). These methods involve a 

gradual breaking down of a person’s will through disorientation, discomfort, and 

ultimately pain. Waterboarding, which simulates drowning, can be much more effective 

much more quickly, but appears very little on 24.  

 CTU worker Dana Walsh is waterboarded in season 8 for suspicion of terrorist 

involvement. The waterboarding of Dana Walsh is not effective for the government 

officials who torture her, but Jack is able to get information out of her by threatening her 

shortly afterwards. This could suggest either that she was broken down from the 

waterboarding, or that Jack is more effective at eliciting information from someone than 

the government is. Interestingly, the actress who plays Dana Walsh, Katee Sackhoff, had 

to actually be waterboarded in the scene because placing a tube in her throat proved 

ineffective. Katee, however, was tickled by the experience: 

I was excited to do it because I've never been waterboarded, and I thought it 
would really be kind of fun… [it]was just basically me holding my breath. It was 
pretty intense. There was one time where I actually breathed in and I thought I 
was gonna die. I mean, it hurt so much, because your lungs just take in tons of 
water immediately. For some reason with that towel [over the face] being soaking 
wet, your lungs suck in water. It's crazy… I really like that stuff! (quoted in 
Buchanan, 2010). 

 
In season 6 episode 8 (1-2 pm) CTU employee Morris O’Brien is waterboarded by 

terrorists who are trying to get him to help them program a suitcase nuke to go off in LA. 

O’Brien ultimately concedes to their request, after they also drill a hole in his shoulder 

with a power drill.  
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 It is somewhat remarkable that a show so relevant to the ‘War on Terror’ that 

made torture so central to its plot and the world it created chose not to show many 

instances of waterboarding, a method that has been used repeatedly since 9/11 and also 

been the subject of many political debates. Sarah Palin recently defended the practice, 

commenting, “Well, if I were in charge, they’d know that waterboarding is how we’d 

baptize terrorists” (quoted in Reilly, 2014). The lack of waterboarding on 24 could 

suggest that the show was not as supportive of the Bush Doctrine as it seems, or that it 

selected its methods of torture based on entertainment criteria rather than real-world 

relevance. At the same time, however, the fact that it displayed waterboarding at all is 

significant. 3 times in one series seems small only when compared to the fact that there 

were 108 other instances of torture; for a television show to portray waterboarding even 

once reveals a more comfortable position on waterboarding after 9/11 than before, when 

it was rarely shown on television.  

 Sensory torture is used in season 4 on Secretary of Defense Heller’s son Richard, 

including bright lights, loud music, flashing lights for several hours. Heller authorizes 

this treatment of his own son. Eventually it turns out that Richard was hiding something 

from his father—that he had slept with a man—but nothing related to collaborating with 

terrorists. 

 Positional torture on the series mostly involves hanging an individual by their 

wrists from the ceiling (the strappado), and interestingly mostly occurs at the hands of the 

terrorists. In Redemption, Jack is strung up by his wrists by African soldiers; in season 2, 

episode 19 (2-3 am) the terrorists similarly string him up and beat him. Both of these 
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examples qualify as positional tortures but they are not of the same ilk that were seen in 

Abu Ghraib, where for example, an inmate was forced to stand on a wooden box, hooded, 

with his arms outstretched for hours, electrical wires attached to his fingers.  

 Positional tortures are not new to the ‘War on Terror.’ In the United States they 

date back to the 1920s, where police used them as part of the ‘Third Degree’ to elicit 

confessions, which also included sleep deprivation, manipulation of light and air, 

exhaustion exercises, and sweatboxes (Rejali, 2007). Police largely abandoned the ‘Third 

Degree’ in the 1950s, however. Positional torture reappeared in the ‘War on Terror,’ first 

in Afghanistan in 2002 (Rejali, 2007) and has been used frequently in Guantánamo Bay.  

 In short, the methods of torture used on 24 fit more within the confines of the 

plot—which is driven by the constraints of the 24-hour clock—than they do fit neatly into 

an ideology of torture methods in the ‘War on Terror.’ Nevertheless, there are 

congruencies with Jack’s methods and some of the torture documents revealed since 

9/11, most notably the Bybee memo. Further, what fits is the notion that exceptional 

times call for exceptional measures—whatever those measure may be, and the 

consequentialist motivation behind them. In exceptional times, previously supported 

morals shift. Part of the shift since 9/11 has been an increased acceptance of torture. 
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Table 2: Perpetrators and Efficacy of Torture on 24 

Category Perpetrator Number Produced 
Result 

Effective Not 
Effective 

Torture Jack 57 43 38 (88.4%) 5 
 Terrorists 29 25 12 (48%) 13 
 CTU/other 

government 
agents 

25 17 10 (58.8%) 6 

Total   111 85 60 24 
Threat of Torture Jack 9 3 3 (100%) 0 
 Terrorists 3 0 0 (0%) 3 
 CTU/other 

government 
agent 

4 2 2 (100%) 0 

Total:   16 5 5 3 

Perpetrators and Efficacy of Torture on 24 
 Table 2 reveals the perpetrators of torture on the show. Of the 111 instances of 

torture on the series, Jack was the perpetrator of 57 of them; he also made 9 of the 17 

threats of torture. I categorized the other perpetrators of torture as either terrorists—the 

enemy on the show, usually trying to harm innocent civilians for political expression or 

to get money—or CTU/government officials—Jack’s colleagues, persons within other 

sectors of the government, police, etc. All of the torturers except for Jack fit neatly into 

one of these 2 categories. Terrorists were responsible for 29 instances of torture and 3 

threats; CTU/government officials for 25 instances and 4 threats. For a great deal of the 

series, Jack is not working for CTU—his rough tactics and willingness to break the law 

put him at odds with government protocol. As a result, Jack is responsible for thwarting 

nearly all of the terrorist attacks on the series singlehandedly. When the Chinese take 

Jack to China for two years between seasons 5 and 6, the country goes awry in his 
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absence. When he returns, there have been several terrorist attacks. In fact, he is brought 

back solely for the purpose of thwarting additional attacks. It is in season 6, while Jack is 

reestablishing himself in the country, that a suitcase nuke goes off in LA and kills many 

people. Once he’s up and running again, however, the attacks cease. 

 The fact that Jack conducts the majority of the torture by himself has several 

implications. One is that government protocol and bureaucracy actually stand in the way 

of effectively fighting terrorism. Rules must be broken to accomplish saving millions of 

lives. This does not suggest changing the laws, but rather permitting someone to break 

them. A good example of this occurs in season 4. A suspected terrorist comes into CTU 

in episode 18, 12-1 a.m., Michelle Dessler, head of CTU, says “Prepare CTU for 

interrogation. I want this man broken in minutes, not hours,” clearly implying that the use 

of torture will be necessary. Curtis obeys Michelle’s demands, setting up the 

interrogation room and bringing in Richards and his briefcase. Richards opens the 

briefcase filled with needles when the phone rings and he is ordered to stop; a lawyer 

from Amnesty Global (a thinly veiled version of Amnesty International) thwarts the 

interrogation. CTU personnel are shocked and furious. Edgar, an analyst, proclaims: “I 

want to know why we’re letting some slimy lawyer protect a dirtbag….We have some PC 

lawyer holding us up from doing our job.” 

 Jack debates his ability to interrogate the suspect with the lawyer, Weiss, but gets 

nowhere: 

Jack: “Your client aided and abetted the terrorists responsible for attacking the 
president.”  
Weiss: “You don’t know that.”  
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Jack:  “As a matter of fact we do.”  
Weiss:  “Then charge him. All my client wants is due process.”  
Jack  “Mr. Weiss: these people are not going to stop attacking us today until 
millions and millions of Americans are dead. Now I don’t want to bypass the 
Constitution, but these are extraordinary circumstances.”  
Weiss: “The Constitution was borne out of extraordinary circumstances, Mr. 
Bauer.” 

 
Frustrated, Jack contacts President Logan for permission to torture the suspect. President 

Logan, however, is hesitant, having just been sworn into office; it would be his first act as 

President. So Jack hatches a plan: he resigns from CTU and can thus take on the suspect 

as a private citizen. He confronts the suspect on the street in front of CTU once he has 

been released, gun in hand: “Now we’re gonna talk.” After some writhing in pain, the 

suspect tells Jack everything he needs to know. This example suggests that the country 

needs someone who is willing to break the rules when necessary, particularly when 

political circumstances can stand in the way of those rules being altered. 

 Another interesting outcome of Jack doing most of the torture is that torture 

becomes a device utilized to thwart terrorism rather than a tool of terrorists. This is not to 

suggest that 29 instances of torture by terrorists is an insignificant number, but in general 

the terrorists are interested in securing mass casualties—killing millions of people 

through nuclear bombs, nuclear meltdowns, viruses, etc.—not tormenting them through 

torture. They only torture when they have to in order to move their attack forward. Jack 

also only tortures when he has to—but torture is a much bigger part of preventing 

terrorist attacks than making sure they are carried out effectively. 
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Efficacy of Torture 
 I decided to assess how 24 showed torture as effective. Measuring the efficacy of 

torture on 24 is extremely difficult. Because of the very fast-paced nature of the show, 

events central to the plot often occur mid-torture. As a result, those torture scenes may 

not be resolved or yield information useful to thwarting the attack. For example, in 

season 5, episode 2 (8-9 am), Jack locates Chevensky in the airport, a Russian terrorist 

that he has been looking for. He grabs Chevensky and says, “You are gonna tell me what 

I want to know. It’s just a matter of how much you want it to hurt.” Just after he says this, 

a terrorist attack breaks out in the airport wherein Russian terrorists take passengers 

hostage. In the second that Jack looks away in the direction of the attackers, Chevensky 

takes a pill and commits suicide; he is dead when Jack turns around. I categorized this 

instance as a threat of torture. Another example occurs twice in episode 5 of season 1 (4-

5 am): Jack is interrogating a suspect and starts to rough him up, pushing him against the 

wall. A police officer comes in and pulls Jack off the suspect. In both instances the 

torture is ineffective because of an outside circumstance, not the method of torture itself.  

 I categorized torture or threats of torture as effective only when there was no such 

interruption and the suspect revealed the desired information. I categorized them as 

ineffective either when the suspect was innocent and therefore had no information to give 

(such as Audrey in the above example) or when the torturer was unable to get 

information from the suspect without an interrupting event. Of the 111 instances of 

torture on the show, 85 were uninterrupted, producing a result of some kind (either 

information was given or the suspect did not give information). Of Jack’s 57 instances of 
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torture, 43 yielded a result; 33 of these were successful, or 88.4%%, and 5 were not. For 

the terrorists the efficacy was much lower. While 25/29 instances of torture produced a 

result, only 12 (48%) were effective. For CTU/government officials, 17/25 produced a 

result, and 10 were effective (58.8%).    

 These results are more staggering. While Jack commits just over half of the 

instances of torture on the show (51%), he is overwhelmingly successful compared to his 

torturing counterparts, with 88.4% of his tortures that are uninterrupted producing the 

result of life-saving information. This is direct support for the argument behind the 

ticking time bomb scenario: torture will save lives when time is of the essence. The 

implication is clear: not to torture these individuals would have been to permit thousands, 

and maybe millions, of people to die. 

 CTU officials and government are less successful in their use of torture than Jack, 

with 58.8% of their use of torture resulting in gathering the information they are looking 

for. It is important that this number is both less than Jack’s efficacy but higher than that 

of the terrorists. Most of the instances of CTU and government official torture require 

approval by the person in charge. This is very often whoever is head of CTU at the 

moment; on some occasions it is the President. Jack tortures almost entirely without 

engaging in any bureaucratic process. One conclusion of his greater efficacy than that of 

the government is that the protocol required to officially utilize torture impedes its 

success. Jack’s ability to do it at a moment’s notice means that he is more likely to do it 

at the correct moment—and thereby get the desired information on more occasions than 

government officials are.  
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 Terrorists are the least effective in torturing. They only get information out of the 

people they torture in 48% of the cases when they torture. Part of the reason for this is 

that Jack is very often the one tortured—and he never breaks. In fact, most of the main 

CTU characters are tortured without breaking, including Michelle, Tony, Chase, Curtis, 

and Chloe.  An exception to this is in season 6, when Fayed’s men captured Morris 

O’Brien to make use of his programming skills in order to make suitcase nukes go off. In 

episode 8 (1-2 pm), the terrorists beat Morris, waterboard him, and then drill a hole 

through his shoulder. When they are done drilling, Morris breaks down and agrees to help 

them. The following episodes show Morris struggling with alcoholism for the first time in 

years, which may suggest that he is reacting poorly to having been tortured. On the other 

hand, the show could be suggesting that as an alcoholic, Morris was weak to begin with, 

which is why he succumbed to being tortured and did the dirty work of the terrorists.  

 Jack is tortured extensively throughout the series, but especially when he is taken 

to China for 2 years for assaulting officials at the Chinese consulate and tortured the 

whole time. Jack’s torture in China is not shown, but evidence of his time there is clearly 

imprinted on his body upon his return, which shows extensive scarring from beatings and 

burnings. When the Chinese hand Jack over to U.S. government officials in season 6 

episode 1 (6-7 am), the Chinese official comments, “Please convey to your President that 

Jack never broke his vow of silence. He has not spoken a word in 2 years.” Part of what 

defines Jack’s masculinity, in contrast to Morris’s, is not only his ability to torture and 

success at doing so, but also the fact that no amount of torture can ‘break’ him.  
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Table 3: Instances of torture, justifications of torture and threats of torture by 
season on 24 

 
Season # Tortures # Justifications 

of Torture 
# Threats of 
Torture 

#Decisions 
not to 
Torture 

1 9 1 1 0 
2 13 5 4 0 
3 9 0 2 1 
4 17 17 4 2 
5 9 3 2 0 
6 10 1 1 1 
Redemption* 2 1 0 0 
7 10 7 2 2 
8 16 2 0 0 
9: Live Another 
Day 

16 3 1 3 

Total 111 40 17 9 
*: Redemption refers to the TV movie that was aired between seasons 6 and 7. It is 90 
minutes long. 
 
 Table 3 breaks down the instances of torture, justifications for torture, and threats 

of torture by season. This table shows that the number of tortures and justifications 

peaked in season 4, rose again in season 7, and then diverged: the number of tortures was 

highest in season 8 while the number of justifications dwindled significantly. Threats of 

torture decreased after the 4th season.  

 24 averages approximately 11 instances of torture per season with slight variation. 

The fourth, eighth, and ninth seasons include the most instances of torture. The fourth 

season (2005) not only displays the most instances of torture, but also the most verbal 

justifications of torture as well, implying greater overall support for torture in this season 

than the others. However, one thing that is interesting is that in season 8 there are 16 

instances of torture with only 2 justifications, suggesting that by the 8th season of the 
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show (which aired in 2010) there was no longer a need for the characters to explain why 

torture was essential for fighting terrorism. This trend continued into the 9th season (Live 

Another Day), which aired in 2014; it includes 16 tortures and 3 justifications.  Looking 

at the variation in the number of tortures by season helps reveal how the show altered its 

depiction of torture over time. The fact that the show completed its 9th season with a high 

number of tortures suggests an overall shift supporting torture from the time of the 

show’s inception (2001) to its completion (2014). Despite going down after season 4 for 

seasons 5, 6, and 7, the number of tortures increased again in season 8 and continued into 

season 9. 

 The justifications of torture on the series situate the use of torture within the plot 

by contextualizing the urgency of the situation, the depravity of the persons to be 

tortured, and the moral adjustments that need to be made under the extreme 

circumstances of a terrorist attack. For example, in season 2, episode 8 (3-4 am), Tony 

Almeida asks George Mason, head of CTU, how far he should push a suspect in 

interrogation. George responds, “As hard as you have to. Stick bamboo shoots under their 

finger nails for all I care, time is running out.” The implication of George’s statement is 

that anything that can be effective should be utilized—assuming, of course, that sticking 

bamboo shoots under a person’s fingernails would cause that person to divulge 

information they would not otherwise share.  

 In another instance, in episode 21 of season 2 (4-5 am), President David Palmer 

defends the fact that he authorized the torture of Roger Stanton, head of the NSA: “While 

my behavior may have been extreme, I was just responding to the extremity of today’s 
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events.” Again, a consequentialist position is pushed forth by the characters on the show 

that the torture becomes acceptable in times of crisis.  In season 6, episode 21 (3-4 am), 

Jack defends his behavior at the Chinese consulate to President Logan, where he killed 

several people and broke international law: “This is a dirty business and we’re gonna 

have to get our hands dirty to clean it up.” President Logan’s inability to stop the terrorist 

attacks is portrayed as a kind of impotence on the show—until it is revealed that he has 

been aiding the terrorists all along. Regardless of the fact that Logan is not ultimately on 

the ‘right’ side, however, Jack’s proclamation about ‘dirty hands’ suggests that politics in 

the age of terror requires putting aside one’s own moral scruples, or at least weighing 

them against the cost of a potential terrorist attack.  

 Season 7 opens with CTU under investigation for illegal and questionable 

methods, including torture. A Senate committee has made Jack the prime target of this 

investigation for his extreme behavior. The season includes many discussions of the 

moral status of torture. Because CTU was dissolved while under investigation, the 

primary agency handling the current threat is the FBI, which is outspoken against both 

Jack and coercive techniques. Jack’s violent ways prove essential, however, and even 

turn FBI agent Renee into a believer in the efficacy of torture, which she utilizes several 

times until she is murdered in season 8. In season 7, episode 13 (8-9 pm), Renee says to 

her superior Larry, “I’ve seen Jack do some terrible things today but he's been right every 

time.” Later, in episode 14 (9-10 pm) of the same season, Jack has to go to the home of 

Senator Mayer, the senator responsible for the hearings against him, and Jack proclaims 

to the Senator, “You just need to understand that where I work things get a lot messier 
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than where you work on the hill.” By the end of the season, Senator Mayer, Renee and 

her superiors at the FBI, and even President Taylor are convinced that they were wrong to 

put Jack on trial for his methods, as they proved essential to thwarting the attack the 

country faced that day. As Nikolaidis (2011) has written, on 24 “[l]egitimate institutional 

figures are portrayed as failing to break the suspect and shown as thinking and talking, 

rather than acting. In contrast, Bauer acts and his terms are portrayed as efficient” (218). 

24 is thus self-conscious about the controversy of its portrayal of torture and aware that 

torture is a morally problematic device in popular media and in real life. The show’s 

conclusion, however, is that the extreme, insecure aspects of the ‘War on Terror’ justify 

the extreme methods of torture, indicating an ethical shift on the issue. 

Reactions to Torture 
 As already discussed, the utilization of torture is largely effective on 24, 

particularly when Jack Bauer is the torturer. Exceptions to this rule occur when CTU 

personnel are tortured, who overwhelmingly are able to withstand the ill treatment and 

protect the information they are privy to. Jack is tortured numerous times and never 

breaks. Regardless of whether or not people break, torture has been shown to impact 

people and have varying lasting effects on the body and the psyche (Améry, 1984), but 

these effects are largely absent from 24. O’Mathuna has written that 24 is unrealistic in 

its portrayal of torture as not effecting people: “torture changes torturers, often 

dehumanizing them. Their destruction must be included in any utilitarian calculation,” he 

writes (2008, 100). I argue that 24 on the whole does not show torture affecting people, 
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but that Jack does display some regret and wear for his repeated morally questionable 

acts.   

 In most instances, people who have just been tortured show almost no evidence, 

physical or emotional, of what they experienced. In season 4 episode 10 (4-5 pm), CTU 

employee Sarah was tortured for suspicion of being a mole. Once the actual mole is 

discovered, Sarah is released. She encounters Erin Driscoll, head of CTU who was 

responsible for torturing her, in the hallway. Driscoll apologizes to Sarah for what she 

went through without calling it torture. Sarah says she wishes Dricoll had trusted her 

more, and then goes back to her desk as if nothing has happened. This episode is rather 

typical of torture on the series. 

 Although Jack never breaks and he never betrays his country, he does in fact 

show signs of wear from being both torturer and tortured, particularly after his return 

from China. In season 6 episode 4 (9-10 am), Curtis is concerned about Jack’s judgment, 

since he is expressing interest in allowing an ex-terrorist to help their mission, and says to 

him, “Jack, what did the Chinese do to you?” Later in the same season, Jack chooses to 

kill Curtis to protect Assad, the former terrorist. Curtis was determined to kill Assad, who 

had been responsible for the death of many of his battalion members when he served in 

Iraq. Jack insists that Curtis cannot kill Assad, as they need to him to aid in finding 

Fayed, the terrorist responsible for the day’s events. Jack shoots Curtis, and then 

proclaims “I can’t do this anymore,” as he leans against a tree sobbing. Again, while Jack 

never ‘broke’ and gave information to the Chinese, he suffers both from what has been 

done to him and what he has done. He is reassured by Bill Buchanan, head of CTU, that 
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he did the right thing by killing Curtis, however, and within moments, it is business-as-

usual for Jack Bauer. 

 The person who displays the strongest reaction to having been tortured is Morris 

O’Brien, who, as previously described, helps the terrorists arm a suitcase nuke with his 

programming skills. For three episodes after his torture, episodes 9 (2-3pm), 10 (3-4 pm), 

and 11 (4-5 pm) of season 6, he is shown drinking heavily, which generates a lot of 

tension with his wife Chloe. Morris is a recovering alcoholic who has not had a drink in a 

long time, but he breaks down after being tortured and begins to drink. As a result he 

makes a lot of mistakes in his job and CTU personnel are suspicious of his behavior. 

Interestingly, his sloppiness is blamed entirely on his alcoholism, not his experience of 

having been waterboarded and violently attacked, and he is offered no help to process 

these difficult emotional experiences (only bandaging to address his wounds). 

 Additionally, Audrey goes to China to look for Jack and returns almost catatonic 

from being tortured there. Her father, Secretary of Defense (and soon to be President) 

Heller blames Jack for her condition, claiming that everything he touches decays or dies. 

One suggestion could be that Audrey, as a hyperfeminine character, is too weak to 

withstand torture, unlike Jack. Another is that the Chinese are so brutal that they wreak 

havoc through their torture, destruction that Jack could withstand only because of his 

hypermasculinity.  

 Importantly, however, the fact that Jack first tortured Audrey’s ex-husband Paul 

and then her does not weaken their relationship, it strengthens it. This is a relationship 

that reappears in the 9th season, aired in 2014—their bond is depicted as strong because 
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of the rough experiences they have shared, not in spite of them. This is consistent with 

Adam Green’s reading of torture on the series: “Torture doesn’t deaden the feelings 

between people, rather it deepens them” (Green, 2005). All of these portrayals of torture 

as effective, justified, and ultimately not that deleterious in their effects are part of how a 

moral system can move towards embracing torture. 

Decisions Not to Torture 
 Although 24 is rife with torture, there are instances where characters have the 

opportunity or incentive to torture but choose not to, including Jack Bauer. These 

moments are important to consider because they reveal some of the complexity of the 

show, which does not blindly endorse torture under any and all circumstances (but most 

of them). For example, in season 3, episode 16 (4-5 am), Jack is interrogating a terrorist 

who has made it clear that he would rather die than talk, so Jack decides not to torture 

him. Instead, he threatens to force him to be a witness against his boss and then loosely 

chains him to a radiator so that he can escape (but CTU will track him). Additionally, in 

season 4 episode 9 (3-4 pm) Jack does not torture Mrs. Araz, the wife of one of the 

planners of the day’s attacks, but rather offers to help her son get immunity if she offers 

him information. 

 Clucas (2009) contends that when a character decides not to torture it is portrayed 

as a weakness on the show. An example of this is in season 6, episode 2 (7-8 am): Jack is 

choking and shaking one of Fayed’s men to get information, when he suddenly stops. 

Assad turns to Jack and asks him why he stopped. Jack responds, “I could see it in his 

eyes. He isn’t going to tell us anything.” Assad picks up the knife and stabs the terrorist 
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in the leg, who immediately starts talking. Then Assad kills him. Jack looks on, mouth 

agape: “I don't know how to do this anymore.” This event takes place right after Jack’s 

return from China, so he is somewhat affected and not as comfortable torturing. 

Interestingly, Jack decides to stop torturing and gives up, but Assad is able to get the 

information they need by continuing the torture. This example does suggest that Jack’s 

decision not to torture was a weakness, as torturing elicited the desired information from 

the terrorist subject. 

 In season 7, Jonas Hodges, a corporate executive who has been involved with 

some of the corporations behind the attacks, is set up for interrogation, and viewers of the 

series would of course anticipate torture. Instead, however, Hodges is offered witness 

protection if he gives information. 

 These instances reveal that the show is conscious of effective means to gather 

information other than torture, even if torture is often, but not always, portrayed as 

necessary to thwart a terrorist attack. Jack’s decisions not to torture are of particular 

interest because he so often makes the snap judgment to threaten someone or harm 

him/her to get what he needs. But ultimately, Jack is not a unidimensional character, even 

if he is rather predictable.  

 Season 9 (2014), although torture-heavy, also includes the most instances of 

decisions not to torture of any season of 24. This could suggest a more complex 

understanding and representation of torture than the earlier seasons. In episode 4 (2-3 

pm), for example, it is expected that Jack will torture Tanner for being responsible for the 

misdirected drone attacks. He does not, however, instead questioning him in a friendly 
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(for Jack) fashion. In another instance, in episode 10 (8-9 pm) Jack is highly discouraged 

from torturing Navarro (the mole) by CIA officials. They argue that Navarro will 

withstand any ‘enhanced’ interrogation techniques since he has been trained in all of 

them. While the CIA opts not to torture Navarro, Jack beats him up and stabs his hand 

repeatedly to get information from him, so Jack refuses to follow this advice. Here we see 

that while there is a suggestion that government officials have changed their ways, Jack 

has not—and he is the one able to get the information needed. 

CONCLUSION 
 This chapter has explored the portrayal of torture on the hit Fox television series 

24, which spearheaded the depiction of torture on popular television after 9/11, as part of 

the growing acceptance and backing of the practice of torture in the ‘War on Terror.’ The 

analysis reveals that torture is routinely used on the series by many characters, though its 

protagonist Jack Bauer utilizes it the most. When Jack tortures and is uninterrupted, he is 

effective at getting information from suspected terrorists. In all instances, he is able to 

thwart the planned terrorist attacks, even if there are casualties along the way. Bauer must 

constantly deal with the dilemma between protecting the lives of civilians and violating 

the norms of morality to get the information he needs to do this. While Bauer tortures 

time and time again, the show suggests that he is aware of the moral cost of his actions. 

Nevertheless, he is right to do what he does. The portrayal of a figure like Jack Bauer, 

then, shows a post-9/11 shift away from torturers-as-depraved to torturers-as-heroes, 

sacrificing themselves for the good of the nation. 



 191 

 The ‘War on Terror’ presents countless dilemmas between protecting the lives of 

innocent civilians and observing the right not to be tortured, canonized in international 

law. The competing right to life of civilians and terrorists is not judged as equal, and 

boundaries are drawn around terrorists as a less-than-human group embodying only evil. 

Terrorists, and those who might aid and abet them, lose their rights to protection of life in 

this context. The result is a morally sound way to torture because it is the lesser evil in 

the era of immanent terrorist threats and attacks. The increasing portrayal of a heroic 

figure who tortures to save the day is part of the moral shift towards the increasing 

acceptability of torture in the post-9/11 era. 

 One interesting finding from this analysis is that the methods of torture that Jack 

employs are on the whole different from those found in the ‘War on Terror’ detainee 

camps such as Abu Ghraib. This is most likely the consequence of the significance of 

time on the show, as well as entertainment value; watching a detainee sit hooded and 

short shackled to the floor for hours would not provide the same appeal as watching 

someone get shot in the leg and immediately yield ‘actionable intelligence.’ In the words 

of Bev Clucas (2009): “In 24, there is a constant, dramatically unchallenged repetition of 

the message that torture is necessary; valuable; morally (and legally) permissible; that a 

hero has the duty to torture; [and] that America is under constant ticking time bomb 

threat” (21). 

 The portrayal of torture described here in detail is part of the popular media’s 

reaction to the 9/11 attacks—part of the “cultural trauma”—and the new age of terror that 

they ushered in. In this new era, a new moral compass is seen as necessary. What is most 
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important in the ‘War on Terror’ is protecting the nation and lives of the innocent 

civilians that comprise it. Ensuring this protection sometimes involves morally 

questionable acts such as torture, but these acts are less morally wrong than the pure evil 

of the terrorists. This is the message of the show, and it is one that suggests a general 

movement away from the deontological position that torture is always wrong towards the 

consequentialist position of Jack Bauer: the good of the many comes before the good of 

the few.  More specifically, the infliction of suffering on dehumanized “others,” judged to 

be evil, is necessary and acceptable to protect the lives of those judged to be of higher 

social worth. 
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Chapter Four: Primetime Torture and the Box Office: Homeland, Zero 
Dark Thirty, and Scandal  

“If you depict actions once thought to be monstrous, and you do so in a manner that 
renders them thinkable and even justified, you are going a long way to endorse what you 

have depicted.” –David Bromwich (2013). 
 
 This dissertation argues that evidence for the “cultural trauma” of 9/11 can be 

found in the way that torture is represented in recent popular media, particularly 

television and film. In particular, it notes that since 9/11 there has been a proliferation of 

media that portray torture, and that these portrayals are qualitatively different than pre-

9/11 depictions for their implicit consequentialist support of the practice. The previous 

chapter demonstrated how the Fox television series 24 displayed torture with great 

frequency and as an efficient, effective, and legitimate way to thwart terrorist attacks. The 

show’s popularity and visibility made Jack Bauer the archetypal hero of the ‘War on 

Terror.’ This chapter explores the depiction of torture on three other pieces of popular 

media—Showtime’s television series Homeland (2011-present), the film Zero Dark 

Thirty (2012), and ABC’s television series Scandal (2012-present)—to continue the study 

of the portrayal of torture in post-9/11 entertainment media. 

 My analysis reveals that all three pieces of media depict torture as valuable for 

gathering information and as essential to counterterrorism efforts, albeit in different 

ways. The shows thus contribute to a cultural climate wherein torture is perceived as 

necessary to ensure the safety of the nation in the extraordinary circumstances of the 

‘War on Terror.’ Homeland asserts that torture has the potential to turn a U.S. Marine 

into a terrorist, but at the same time, is a tactic that the CIA regularly employs to locate 
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and eliminate terrorist threats with success. Zero Dark Thirty contends that torture was 

essential to the mission to locate Osama Bin Laden, and that without it, the threat posed 

by Bin Laden would never have been eliminated. Finally, Scandal brings torture into a 

political thriller set in Washington having little to do with the ‘War on Terror,’ placing 

torture in the center of American popular entertainment. Scandal airs on a major network 

(ABC) during primetime, normalizing torture as part of expected television drama. Like 

the other media analyzed, Scandal uncritically shows torture as useful for gathering 

information and as a regular practice of the U.S. government. All three pieces of media 

point to the increased portrayal of torture as entertainment, the justification of torture as 

essential to winning the ‘War on Terror,’ and the normalization of torture as a practice in 

the early twenty-first century. Using the same content analysis method employed to study 

24, the remaining sections of this chapter look at each piece of media in detail to explore 

the precise ways they promote torture’s acceptability, including how the creative teams 

behind these entertainment products have explained their position vis-à-vis torture. 

HOMELAND: TERRORISM INFILTRATES THE UNITED STATES 
 Showtime’s television show Homeland, which premiered in 2011, followed in the 

footsteps of 24 by emphasizing certain key aspects of the ‘War on Terror’ including 

terrorist threats to the United States and the complex role, uses, and impacts of torture. 

Though more nuanced than 24, the series ultimately furthers a pro-torture message that 

torture is an effective tool of counterterrorism. 24’s showrunner Howard Gordon—who 

was responsible for the day-to-day operations of the series—created Homeland along 
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with writer Alex Gansa, basing it on the Israeli series Hatufin (“Prisoners of War”), 

which aired from 2010-2012. 

 Homeland is the story of CIA agent Carrie Mathison, a young, dedicated 

operations officer with bipolar disorder. Before being forced to leave Iraq for her role in 

an unauthorized mission, a reliable source tells Carrie that an American prisoner of war 

has been turned. Shortly after returning to the United States, American soldiers locate 

Marine Nicholas Brody in Iraq, who was thought to be dead after being taken a prisoner 

of war eight years prior. Brody comes back to the U.S. a hero, greeted by the Vice 

President and hailed as a symbol of a strong American soldier. But Carrie is immediately 

suspicious that Brody is the turned American prisoner of war of whom her source spoke. 

She sets about trying to discover if she is correct by installing invasive (and illegal) 

surveillance throughout the Brody home. 

 The storyline becomes complicated from there, as details about Carrie’s mental 

illness, her boss’s failing marriage, and Brody’s wife’s lover are revealed. But the main 

plotline remains centered around Brody, who is, as it turns out, the prisoner of war whom 

Carrie suspected. While in captivity, Brody was tortured extensively by Abu Nazir, 

considered by the CIA to be the most threatening terrorist mastermind du jour. After 

holding him hostage and torturing him for a lengthy period of time, Nazir showed Brody 

kindness in exchange for tutoring his son Issa in English. Brody became extremely 

attached to the wide-eyed, soft-spoken Issa, and in turn, to Nazir. While playing one day 

in the courtyard, a drone strike hit Nazir’s compound and killed Issa as well as many 

other children. Brody was grieved, and became enraged when he saw the U.S. Vice 
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President on television denying responsibility for the strike. He became dedicated to 

Nazir’s cause and vowed revenge against the United States and the Vice President.  

 Torture is a recurring theme on the show because of Brody’s eight years in 

captivity but also because the CIA utilizes it to advance their counterterrorist efforts. In 

comparison to 24, Homeland shows significantly fewer instances of torture, with only 13 

in the first 3 seasons in contrast to 24’s 31.  Nevertheless, torture is an important theme 

on the show from the very first episode, where Brody has flashbacks to his confinement. 

 It is instructive to outline the instances of torture on Homeland, exploring the 

methods of torture utilized, the perpetrators of torture, the role of torture on the series, 

and the reception to the show in order to understand torture’s role on the series. Using the 

categories of torture outlined in Chapter Three, I observed the following methods of 

torture in the first three seasons of Homeland: 

Table 4: Methods of Torture on Homeland 

Method of Torture Instances 
Physical Violence 9 
Sensory Torture 1 
Injection 4 
Positional Torture 1 
Threat of death to self/family 1 
Total Instances of Torture 13* 
*--This number reflects the fact that some instances employ more than one method of 
torture. 
 
 Physical violence is the most common method of torture on the show. The 

majority of it occurs at the hands of the ‘terrorists’ or non-governmental personnel aiding 

terrorist causes, particularly in Brody’s flashbacks of his time in Iraq. The portrayal of 
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Brody’s torture at the hands of terrorist Abu Nazir is portrayed negatively and does not 

contribute to a consequentialist reading of torture. While a prisoner of war, Brody was 

brutally beaten, left in a dark cell, urinated on and hung, bloody, from a rope (a form of 

positional torture called the strappado). In addition, he was forced to beat his fellow 

marine and friend Tom Walker to death (he believed) and then bury him. It later turns out 

that Walker did not die in this encounter, but Brody was unaware of this fact at the time. 

Unlike in 24, where torture is utilized to get information, Nazir’s torture of Brody is 

depicted as sadistic. Part of this reading results from the media framing of Brody as a 

hero for surviving the torture within the show. Brody’s flashbacks are jolting to the 

viewer and cause him emotional duress as he remembers them. Nazir did not attempt to 

gain American government secrets from Brody. Instead, he broke him down and then 

treated him with kindness in order to convert him to his cause. When Abu Nazir comes to 

the United States in season 2, he tortures Carrie with violence as well as threatening to 

kill her in episode 10 (“Broken Hearts”).  

 In contrast to the negative portrayal of Nazir’s mistreatment of Brody, torture is 

depicted as efficient and necessary when members of the CIA utilize it when 

interrogating suspected terrrorists. For example, during an interrogation in season 2, 

episode 5 (“Q&A”), agent Peter Quinn stabs Brody in the hand as part of the CIA’s effort 

to get Brody to work as a double agent. The other agents, who are watching Quinn’s 

interrogation on surveillance cameras, immediately come in and pull him off of Brody 

and put Carrie in charge of the interrogation. Carrie uses Brody’s weakened emotional 

state to convince him to work for the CIA. Ironically, she tells Brody of how Nazir won 



 198 

his affection by showing him kindness after abusing him just as she is doing exactly the 

same thing, using his vulnerable state to her advantage (Hu, 2012). Even though Peter 

was pulled off of Brody, his stabbing of Brody ultimately helped the CIA gain his 

cooperation, legitimizing this violent tactic.  

 The CIA utilizes sensory torture early in the first season (episode 5, “Blind Spot”) 

during the interrogation of Afsal Hamid, an Iraqi who had been one of Brody’s guards 

during his captivity. The way sensory torture is employed in this episode suggests that it 

is a method that the CIA uses regularly. In a safe house that seems designed for this very 

purpose, Hamid is held in a room for hours with alternating bright lights and darkness 

and very loud music. The CIA is attempting to gain names of contacts from Hamid. At 

first it seems as though he will not ‘break’, but then he agrees to talk after being left in 

the cell alone overnight, subjected to the noise and light disturbances for hours.  

 Brody asks Estes, the head of the CIA, for the opportunity to confront his former 

captor before the interrogation begins. Estes concedes and Brody and Hamid have a 

scuffle, after which Hamid commits suicide with the fragment of a razor blade, 

preventing any actual intelligence from being revealed. The name of the episode is 

derived from the fact that Brody and Hamid are in a surveillance blind spot in the scuffle, 

so that the CIA is never to be able to be sure if Brody passed Hamid the razor blade. 

 The final method of torture on Homeland, injection, is administered both by the 

CIA and non-government characters. As in 24, there is a man in a white lab coat whose 

job it is to inject interrogates with presumably some drug to calm them down or make 

them uncomfortable (this is never revealed in Homeland, unlike in 24, where the effects 
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of the drugs are more vividly described). The appearance of a resident torturer who is 

portrayed as a medical professional suggests the routine utilization of this kind of 

technique, serving to normalize it. An example of this kind of pharmacological torture is 

shown in season 2, episode 11 (“In Memoriam”), when agent Peter Quinn interrogates 

the journalist Roya Hammad, an accomplice of Abu Nazir. Hammad is largely 

unresponsive to the interrogation or the drug and starts screaming and yelling; she reveals 

no information to the agents. 

 Injection is used on Brody on two occasions in the 3rd season, once by a gang in 

Venezuela, and once by the CIA. In episode 3, “Tower of David,” the gang in Venezuela 

injects Brody with heroin to force him to become addicted and thus weakened. Brody has 

had to flee the U.S. on suspicion of blowing up the CIA, and the gang is holding him with 

the hopes of getting a ransom from the U.S. government, which it eventually does. Once 

CIA agent Saul Berenson locates Brody and brings him back to the United States, in 

episode 9 (“One Last Thing”), he injects Brody with a chemical that will force him to go 

into withdrawal from heroin. Saul refuses to give Brody methadone because he does not 

want to slow down the withdrawal; instead he injects him with something that causes him 

to have vivid hallucinations. Both of these instances are displayed as manipulations of 

Brody; in the latter example Brody spends days thrashing about in a feverish state and 

hallucinating as he purges his body of heroin. 

 As in 24, physical violence is the most common method of torture on Homeland, 

but not in the hands of the government officials. The CIA tortures through the ‘cleaner’ 

or stealthier techniques of sensory manipulation and pharmacological methods.  This 
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supports Rejali’s (2007) universal monitoring hypothesis, described earlier, in which 

democracies utilize methods of torture that leave few marks on the body and are thus 

difficult to trace in order to be protected from scrutiny by international human rights 

organizations. 

Table 5: Perpetrators of Torture on Homeland 

Non-CIA Characters/Terrorists 8 
CIA operatives/agents 5 
 
 Unlike in 24, the ‘terrorist’ characters torture with greater frequency on Homeland 

than the ‘good’ guys, namely CIA agents or other U.S. government officials, which could 

suggest a more critical position of torture on the show. The series does display the 

practice of torture as commonplace within the CIA, however, and also as effective, thus 

serving to legitimate it. All of the major CIA characters are involved in perpetrating 

torture at some point—Saul, Peter and Carrie each utilize at least one method of torture 

on Brody or another person of interest. Estes is not shown torturing but in the 12th 

episode of the 1st season (“Marine One”), Saul reveals that the Vice President Walden, 

who had been Estes’ predecessor as the director of the CIA, utilized torture, evidence of 

which exists on videotape. Viewers are led to assume that if Walden had done it, Estes 

did as well. After the Abu Ghraib scandal and during a time when the Obama 

administration has been critical of CIA tactics, Homeland could have chosen to portray 

torture as questionably effective and/or problematic. Instead, the CIA on Homeland 

consistently and effectively employs torture to combat terrorism. 
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Table 6: Justifications, Threats, and Reactions to Torture on Homeland 

Justification of torture 2 
Threat of torture 0 
Decision not to torture 4 
Reaction to torture 8 
 

 In addition to the CIA’s utilization of torture on the series, characters sometimes 

justify its use either in direct response to an instance of torture or more generally. This 

occurs with much less frequency than on 24 but is still significant because it furthers the 

justification of torture on the series. Part of this significance lies in the fact that while 24 

takes place in a fictional Counter Terrorism Unit (CTU), Homeland is representing the 

CIA. In the scene where Peter Quinn stabs Brody in the hand, he tells him: “thanks to 

Congress we have broad powers to detain and interrogate,” suggesting that he can treat 

Brody however he wants. Brody immediately asks for a lawyer and Peter is silent, 

ignoring his request. Brody, realizing the severity of his situation, claims in exasperation, 

“I’m completely off the grid here,” calling to mind the CIA black sites where ‘enhanced’ 

interrogations have occurred since 9/11 (Hajjar, 2009). Later in the same episode, Peter 

justifies his stabbing of Brody to Carrie: “it was all theater. Every good cop needs a bad 

cop.” 

 Interestingly, unlike in 24, there are no threats of torture on Homeland. Because 

of the time constraints on 24, torture usually involves putting someone in enough pain 

that they will talk to make it stop. In contrast, torture on Homeland is much more gradual, 

subjecting an individual to sensory manipulation overnight, for example. The CIA does 

not seem to need to threaten someone in the same way as Jack Bauer did. Regardless of 
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how torture is employed and whether or not it is threatened beforehand, however, the 

show displays it as a useful and common practice of the CIA. 

 Carrie, however, denies that what the CIA does is torture. In season 1, episode 5 

(“Blind Spot”), immediately upon his return from Iraq when Brody is debriefed he asks 

Carrie if he will be tortured, to which she responds “We don’t do that here.” This 

suggests that Carrie does not view sensory manipulation or sleep deprivation, practices 

she is complicit in, as torture. When Saul plans on interrogating a Saudi Arabian diplomat 

in the 10th episode of the 1st season (“Representative Brody”), he proclaims “We won’t 

be waterboarding, we’ll be gentle.” Carrie responds, “to find the truth from these guys 

you try to find out what makes them human, not what makes them terrorists.” In her 

interrogation of the diplomat, she does not physically harm him. Instead, she threatens to 

deport his daughter to Saudi Arabia, where she will “get fat and wear a burqa for the rest 

of her miserable life.” Prior to the mention of his daughter, the diplomat was going to 

walk away without cooperating, but at this threat he capitulates and answers Carrie’s 

questions. This is neither a threat of torture or of death, but it is a way of manipulating 

him into assisting her. While she does not use torture in these scenes, the CIA’s use of 

torture stands as a backdrop to her actions.   

 Perhaps the most important dimension of torture on the show relates to Brody’s 

‘turning’ in Iraq. Evidence of Brody’s experiences being tortured is relayed to the viewer 

through flashbacks but also through Brody’s physical body, which is covered in scars, as 

well as his sometimes erratic behavior. For example, Brody has problems being intimate 

with his wife Jessica. He is at times inexplicably violent. He lies to everyone, constantly. 
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Unlike in 24, then, when torture displays little impact on the tortured, Brody shows many 

signs of psychological distress from his time in Iraq. 

 Brody’s torturer, Abu Nazir, describes the torturer-tortured relationship to Carrie 

in the 10th episode of the 2nd season (“Broken Hearts”): “Sometimes when you’re 

breaking a man an emotional transference takes place. For me with Nicholas it was quite 

powerful. It was really a kind of love.” In many ways, the entire series is about Brody’s 

reaction to being tortured by Nazir. When Nazir takes Brody out of the dark cell where he 

has been kept for years and beaten and urinated on, and then brings him to his 

compound—which is filmed as a light and sunny place in contrast to the dingy cell—

Brody does begin to love first Issa, and then Nazir. Ultimately he becomes a Muslim as 

well, engaging in the ritual of prayer with the charming boy and embracing not only 

Nazir’s political leanings but his religious one as well. 

 Brody’s newfound attachment to his torturer has received criticism, notably from 

John McCarthy, a journalist who was held captive in Beirut from 1986 to 1991. 

McCarthy critiqued Homeland for displaying torture as entertainment and additionally 

stated, “’Stockholm syndrome can happen, of course, but I don’t think it would happen 

through appalling torture,’” (quoted in Singh, 2012). For Homeland to suggest that 

torture weakens an individual and makes a healthy emotional state impossible for them is 

much more progressive than 24, which shows people rebounding from brutal physical 

and/or psychological torture within moments. Nevertheless, to suggest that torture would 

cause someone to embrace a terrorist cause is troubling. In other words, the two-pronged 

position of torture on the show—that in the hands of terrorists it is sadistic and breeds 
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terrorism whereas in the hands of the government it is justifiable and prevents 

terrorism—is contradictory and problematic. 

 Because Homeland is structured so differently than 24, I have chosen not to 

measure the efficacy of torture in the same way. All of the torture of Brody by Nazir can 

be said to be effective in the long run because Nazir is able to ‘turn’ Brody into an asset 

against the United States. As described, the interrogation of Roya Hammad results in no 

information. All of the other uses of torture, however, result in the desired outcome, 

whether it is for information or cooperation/collaboration, even if it is not immediately 

following the use of torture. For example, when Saul beats up Javadi, an Iranian 

intelligence officer, in season 3, episode 6 (“Still Positive”), Javadi does not agree to help 

the CIA in Iran right away, but he ultimately capitulates. 

Reception and Influence  
 Like 24, Homeland has received enormous acclaim. TV Guide called it the best 

TV show of 2011 (TV Guide, 2011) and Metacritic gave all three seasons high marks, 

with Season one rated at 91, season two at 96, and season three at 77 (Metacritic, 2014). 

Season 4 is currently airing on Showtime to mixed reviews. Alessandra Stanley (2014) 

called the show a “sophisticated espionage thriller” and the season four premiere 

“thrilling.” Maureen Ryan (2014), however, finds the show moving away from subtlety 

and becoming flat. Regardless, President Barack Obama has been an outspoken fan of the 

show (Huver, 2012).  This popularity is significant because it has the potential to 

influence public opinion on torture and terrorism—which indeed it has. 
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 Along with 24, the show has been credited with increasing the acceptance of 

torture in the UK, where a third of Brits now say that torture can be justified in some 

circumstances, and 44% oppose bans on torture (Chumley, 2014; Doyle, 2014). It is not 

merely that Homeland portrays torture, then, but that it justifies it. The CIA’s safe house, 

the man in the white labcoat—all of these fixtures of Homeland, like 24, suggest that 

torture is integral and necessary to fight the ‘War on Terror,’ even as it simultaneously 

turns a U.S. Marine into a terrorist. Interestingly, however, the logic behind this creates a 

catch-twenty-two wherein torture cannot be escaped—it is necessary to fight terrorism 

because terrorism is so threatening that through torture it can create terrorists.  

ZERO DARK THIRTY: TORTURE HELPED FIND BIN LADEN 
 Zero Dark Thirty, the story of the black ops mission to capture or kill Osama Bin 

Laden, premiered on December 19, 2012. Mark Boal and Kathryn Bigelow, who had 

collaborated on The Hurt Locker, wrote the film, which Columbia Pictures distributed. 

Called ‘torture porn’ by some critics (von Tunzelman, 2013), the film tells the story of 

CIA officer Maya Lambert and her participation in the quest to locate and eliminate 

Osama Bin Laden, the success of which the film largely credits to her. Although it 

received widespread critical acclaim and was nominated for five Academy Awards and 

four Golden Globe Awards, the film also sparked a huge controversy about the role of 

torture in finding Bin Laden. The film’s story of Bin Laden’s execution suggests that 

torture was central to locating him, a fact that has been hotly contested and sparked a 

debate about the utility of torture and the accuracy of the film, in part because of the fear 

that portraying torture as effective normalizes it. 
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 Torture scenes dominate the first 45 minutes of Zero Dark Thirty, which tell an 

account of the CIA’s attempts to learn about Bin Laden’s whereabouts. The film can be 

roughly divided into three acts or sections, each about 45 minutes in length: “CIA Torture 

of Detainees, Expanded Intelligence Gathering, and the Night Raid to Kill Bin Laden” 

(Siegel, 2013). The first act, in which most of the torture occurs, centers around the 

attempt to find Bin Laden by following a lead regarding the name of his courier. In the 

middle section, Maya and her colleagues search for the exact location of Bin Laden’s 

compound once they have learned the courier’s name. The last third of the film depicts 

the raid on the compound and the execution of Bin Laden.  

 By portraying torture in the first act, the film suggests that torture was crucial to 

determining Bin Laden’s exact whereabouts, without which his execution would never 

have occurred. This portion of the chapter considers the depiction of torture in the film 

and then addresses the controversy that surrounded it in order to disclose in detail how 

Zero Dark Thirty represents and legitimizes torture.  

Table 7: Methods of Torture on Zero Dark Thirty 

Physical Violence 5 
Sensory Torture 1 
Waterboarding 3 
Positional Torture 2 
Sleep Deprivation 1 
Total Instances 9* 
*-This number reflects the fact that some instances of torture utilized more than one 
method. 
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Table 8: Justifications and Threats of Torture on Zero Dark Thirty 

Justifications of torture 4 
Threats of torture 6 
Decision not to torture 0 
Reaction to torture 3 
 
 The first third of the movie, as described above, is comprised primarily of torture 

scenes, the significance of which lies in the position promulgated by the film that torture 

was instrumental in finding Bin Laden. Because the film attempted to be journalistic and 

represent events as they occurred, opening with the quote “Based on Firsthand Accounts 

of Actual Events,” I will devote more space and detail to explaining the torture in this 

film than the other media in this dissertation. The majority of torture depicted in Zero 

Dark Thirty is of one individual, Ammar al-Baluchi (played by Reda Kateb), who was 

brought into CIA custody because of his suspected ties to the 9/11 attacks.  

 When the film opens, Maya has just been stationed in Pakistan. She joins the 

interrogator Dan at a CIA black site where al-Baluchi is being held. The scenes with Dan 

and Maya are comprised of various tortures and humiliations of al-Baluchi, as well as 

threats of torture and justifications of its use. Because the film brings all of these 

elements together in an extended segment, instead of parsing out the methods of torture 

from the other aspects of it as I have done for other media (threats and justifications), in 

this section I will bring them all together. 

 Once Maya is in Pakistan, the film immediately concentrates on the black site 

where her colleague Dan is ‘working’ on al-Baluchi. In the first scene where these 

characters are introduced, Dan walks into the room where al-Baluchi is being held. al-
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Baluchi has a bruised and bloody face. Dan says, “I own you…Look at me. You don’t 

look at me when I talk to you, I hurt you,” a threat which he makes true even though al-

Baluchi does in fact look at him.  Shortly thereafter, masked men working for Dan push 

al-Baluchi around and ultimately hook up him up to arm restraints from the ceiling so his 

arms are suspended in the air, a form of positional torture. Outside, Dan explains and 

justifies his tactics to Maya, saying “Just so you know, it’s gonna take a while. He has to 

learn how helpless he is.” Before they reenter the room, Dan tells her that she may want 

to put her mask back on to protect her identity. Maya asks, “Is he getting out?” to which 

Dan responds, “Never.” Simultaneously, the film caption reads: “Black Site, Undisclosed 

Location.” The message is clear: this individual, though not actually charged with a 

crime, will never leave detention and Dan and Maya can do to him whatever they please. 

 Dan and Maya reenter the room and Dan says to al-Baluchi, after asking him for 

information, “If you lie to me, I hurt you.” He then pushes him violently onto a mat; al-

Baluchi screams. Moments later, Dan and his colleagues waterbaord him and Dan says, 

between waterboarding instances, “Give me one email and I will stop this…This is what 

defeat feels like, bro. Your jihad is over…Everybody breaks bro, that’s biology.” In this 

one instance, Dan threatens torture, tortures with physical violence and waterboarding, 

and then justifies his actions. Since “everybody breaks” Dan is claiming that he will 

ultimately get the information from al-Baluchi that he desires—a position that the film 

ultimately affirms.  

 The next morning when Dan and Maya enter the room, it is very dark and 

extremely loud music is playing (sensory torture); additionally, Dan’s reaction when 
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walking in makes it clear that there is a strong stench in the room. He gives al-Baluchi 

some water and lets him sit in a chair, saying “Let’s just take it easy today.” But when al-

Baluchi is unresponsive to his questions, Dan says to him, “When you lie to me, I hurt 

you,” and he kicks the chair out from under him. Dan helps him up, only to humiliate 

him: “You don’t mind while my female colleague checks out your junk, do you?” As 

Maya looks on, Dan pulls down his pants and exclaims, “What’d you shit your pants?” 

When Dan leaves the room, al-Baluchi says to Maya, “Your friend is an animal, please 

help me.” 

 Calling Abu Ghraib to mind, Dan reenters with a dog collar and put is around al-

Baluchi’s neck saying, “You determine how I treat you.” He starts walking him around 

the room like a dog, without pants and on his knees. He threatens to put him in a small 

wooden box unless he gets information. When al-Baluchi does not reveal enough, he 

proclaims “Partial information will be treated as a lie” and puts him in the box. 

 In a later scene, Maya reveals that they kept al-Baluchi awake for 96 hours. I 

added this method of torture, sleep deprivation, as a category of analysis for this film—it 

was not used in 24 (because of the time constraints of the show) or on Homeland. Maya 

questions al-Baluchi afterwards, but he proclaims that he does not remember the 

interrogation that occurred while he was kept awake. Dan affirms that “short term 

memory loss is a side effect of sleep deprivation,” a finding that has been confirmed by 

various studies (see e.g. Lim and Dinges, 2010). Dan and Maya take al-Baluchi out to 

lunch, and Maya tells him that he gave names while he was kept awake. In fact, he did 

not, but Maya is attempting to get him to reveal information because he thinks he already 



 210 

has. When al-Baluchi talks but gives no names, Dan threatens him with torture, saying, 

“You know, I can always go eat with some other dude and hang you back up from the 

ceiling.” al-Baluchi then gives 3 names—the moment when he ‘breaks’—and gives the 

information that ultimately helps Maya locate Bin Laden. With the names al-Baluchi 

gave, Maya is able to find the name of the courier that frequents Bin Laden’s compound, 

and ultimately put together the mission to execute him. 

 There are only 3 other instances of torture in the rest of the film after al-Baluchi 

gives Maya and Dan information, but one of them alludes to a number of tortures. While 

Maya is trying to find the Bin Laden courier, she watches several CIA interrogation 

tapes. In the videos, we see one shirtless detainee hanging from the ceiling by his hands 

(positional torture—the strappado). Another detainee is seated at a table smoking, another 

is shirtless and handcuffed, and a final one is shirtless with his hands cuffed behind his 

back breathing heavily. Although the only torture shown here is the positional one, the 

tapes suggest that many people were tortured in the quest for information about Bin 

Laden, again advancing the claim that torture (a) is effective at gathering information and 

(b) was crucial in the search for Bin Laden.  

 There are 2 other instances of waterboarding in the film. Maya orders one of 

them. She interrogates a detainee while a guard hits him. She threatens the detainee with 

further torture, saying, “You do realize this is not a normal prison. You determine how 

you are treated. And your life is going to be very uncomfortable until you give me the 

information I need.” When he does not talk, the guard hits him again and then 

waterboards him. 
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 Dan ultimately decides to return to a desk job for the agency in Washington, 

telling Maya that he’s seen too many guys naked, easily over 100 and wants to do 

something ‘normal’ again. But he warns her about continuing to use the methods they 

have been employing: “Listen, you gotta be real careful with the detainees now. Politics 

are changing and you don’t want to be the last one holding a dog collar when oversight 

comes.” Dan here is clearly referring to the transfer of power to the supposedly different 

politics of the Obama Administration to that of his predecessor. Slavoj Zizek (2013) has 

written of this transition, “There is something deeply disturbing in how, later he [Dan] 

changes from a torturer in jeans to a well-dressed Washington bureaucrat. This is 

normalisation at its purest and most efficient.” Like the men in white lab coats who 

perform pharmacological torture in 24 and Homeland, Dan is a torturing bureaucrat—a 

new feature of the post-9/11 American government. 

 Unlike 24, Zero Dark Thirty does not suggest that torturing a detainee will 

immediately cause him/her to give valuable information. However, the film suggests (and 

even verbally affirms) that persuasive torture methods will cause an individual to ‘break,’ 

that it is only a matter of time. Based on this analysis, we can say that the film (a) claims 

that torture works; (b) that torture was integral to finding Bin Laden, considered one of 

the most important events in recent history, and (c) that the CIA utilized these techniques 

somewhat unapologetically in ‘black sites’ because they were effective. These claims all 

support the notion of an ethical shift towards the acceptability of torture.  
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Controversy and Implications 
 As mentioned, Zero Dark Thirty was a big success and received great critical 

acclaim. Worldwide, it brought in $132,820,716 (Box Office Mojo). It was also 

nominated for many awards, winning the Academy Award for Best Sound Editing and 

the Golden Globe Award for Best Actress in a Motion Picture-Drama for Jessica 

Chastain (Maya). Director Kathryn Bigelow received the Washington, D.C. Area Film 

Critics Association’s award for Best Director, only the second time this award has been 

given to a woman (the first also to Bigelow for The Hurt Locker).  

 The film also sparked an enormous controversy, however. The primary contention 

of critics has been that the film misrepresented the role that torture played in locating Bin 

Laden. The recent U.S. Senate ‘torture report’ rebukes the notion that torture was integral 

to finding Bin Laden. Instead, the report claims, the CIA gathered its intelligence about 

Bin Laden’s compound outside of its interrogation and detention program. Nevertheless, 

the film portrays the information as coming directly from al-Baluchi. 

 Of those concerned with the film’s inaccuracies, John Rizzo, former deputy 

counsel of the CIA, claimed that interrogators are not able to ad lib the way that Dan did 

during interrogations; instead there is a “meticulous procedure to undertake” (quoted in 

Frock, 2013). Similarly, Jose Rodriguez, Jr., former director of the National Clandestine 

Service at the CIA, stated that interrogations actually last much shorter than the ones 

depicted in the film. Further, he contended that the box in which al-Baluchi was confined 

in the film was smaller than the ones actually used by the CIA (Frock, 2013). Neither 

critique denies the use of these interrogation methods, however, only that they were 
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depicted incorrectly. Indeed, the CIA’s use of these ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ 

(EITs) has been confirmed.  

 In late January of 2013, Senators Dianne Feinstein (CA), Carl Levin (MI), and 

John McCain (AZ), supported by Michael Morrell, the acting director of the CIA, wrote a 

letter stating that the “’film creates the strong impression that the enhanced interrogation 

techniques…were the key to finding Bin Laden…That impression is false’” (quoted in 

Coll, 2013). They further expressed concern that this misrepresentation has the 

“’potential to shape American public opinion in a disturbing and misleading manner’” 

(quoted in Coll, 2013). The fear that the film, along with 24 and Homeland is 

contributing to greater acceptance of torture was also expressed by journalist Curt 

Goering, who pointed out that the video game Grand Theft Auto V, released in 2012 

shortly after the film, included a first-person torturer (Goering, 2013). McCain was more 

elaborate in his protest: “’It’s wrong. It’s wrong. I know for a fact, not because of this 

report—my own knowledge—that waterboarding, torture, does not lead to reliable 

information…in any case—not this specific case—in any case’” (quoted in Mayer, 2012). 

These Senators protested the veracity of the claim that torture aided in the mission to 

locate Bin Laden and in McCain’s case, that torture is an effective information-gathering 

tool. They do not, however, claim that torture is morally problematic whether or not it is 

effective. 

 Other inaccuracies in the film abound, though not all relate to torture. In the final 

scene, the film has dialogue in colloquial Arabic, which is not spoken in Pakistan where 

the scene takes place (von Tunzelman, 2013). The character of Maya is fictional—
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although she is supposedly a composite character of a few women in the CIA who were 

integral to the mission. Jane Mayer critiqued the film for not displaying the torture debate 

properly, since some FBI members were outraged by the CIA’s behavior and said so 

around the time the film takes place (Mayer, 2012). There is only one moment in the 

movie when a television is on in the background that Obama comes on screen and says, 

“America doesn’t torture,” indicating any evidence of lack of support for the CIA’s 

tactics. 

 Lawyer and journalist Glenn Greenwald (2012) articulated well why the film’s 

level of accuracy has received so much attention:  

In US political culture, there is no event in the last decade that has inspired as 
much collective pride and pervasive consensus as the killing of Osama Bin 
Laden…For that reason, to depict X as valuable in enabling the killing of Bin 
Laden is—by definition—to glorify X…In the film X=torture.  
 

In other words, the film takes a stance on some of the most important events of the early 

twentieth century, not only the black ops Bin Laden mission, but also 9/11. The film 

opens with a black screen and audio from 9/11 and the 911 call of a woman trapped in the 

twin towers. The audio relays the woman’s fears as she says, “I’m gonna die in here 

aren’t I? I’m gonna die!...It’s so hot, I’m burning up.” The film then cuts to the first 

encounter that viewers witness between Dan and al-Baluchi. Thus, in the first two 

minutes of the film, Bigelow and Boal have linked 9/11 to torture: torture appears to be 

the logical response to 9/11.  

 As Steve Coll (2013) has written, “Zero Dark Thirty makes two choices: it aligns 

its methods with those of journalists and historians and it appropriates as drama what 
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remains the most undigested trauma in American national life during the last several 

decades.” The film justifies the infliction of suffering through torture because it removes 

the threat of terrorism and thereby protects the lives of innocent American citizens.  

 Another issue that has been critiqued is the fact that writer Mark Boal, a journalist 

by training, claimed that the film was a piece of journalism. Since journalism is, by 

definition, highly invested in facts, Boal then has a responsibility then to display what 

actually happened—despite the reality that this information was clandestine at the time of 

the film’s creation and has only recently been declassified. Boal and Bigelow intended to 

show how Bin Laden was located and taken out; Bigelow told the New York Times that 

the film “’doesn’t have an agenda. It doesn’t judge’” (quoted in Siegel, 2013). She further 

claimed, “’depiction is not endorsement’” (quoted in von Tunzelman, 2013), claiming 

that the representation of torture in the film is necessary to tell the story truthfully. As 

discussed above, the veracity of that claim has been contested for years and recently 

disproven. Additionally, it is not merely the depiction of torture that justifies it in the 

film, but the depiction of it as successful and essential to the Bin Laden mission that does 

so. 

 Following Bigelow’s statement that the film does not “judge,” Boal and Bigelow 

have made a claim of moral ambiguity in the film, meaning that the moral judgment on 

what transpires in the film should come from the audience. But, as Carla Seaquist has 

pointed out, to present moral ambiguity, artists must show at least two sides of a moral 

claim, while Boal and Bigelow show only one: torture works. In Seaquist’s words 

“Contrary to the filmmakers’ stated intent of moral ambiguity, the film is…un-
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ambiguously pro-torture, and…free of moral conflict” (Seaquist, 2013, emphasis in 

original), that it supports a consequentialist understanding of torture 

 Around the time of the Oscars, when Zero Dark Thirty was nominated for five 

awards, twenty-eight retired generals and admirals sent a letter to Boal and Bigelow 

asking them to put pressure on the Senate Intelligence Committee to publish a report on 

the CIA’s interrogation program so that there could be more transparency about the use 

of torture (Sledge, 2013). They felt that since the film was becoming the version of the 

story that was most prominent in Americans’ minds, the public should have access to the 

details behind how the CIA treats detainees. In 2014, while the Senate did finally vote to 

declassify this report, it seems that it will remain largely secret. In later 2014, 567 pages 

of the report was declassified and made public. 

 On the other side of the debate, some officials have alluded to accuracies in the 

film, even if it is not a complete factual retelling of events. Jose Rodriguez, Jr., for 

example, did claim that torture has been used in part because, he argues, it is particularly 

effective on Muslims and members of Al Qaeda. He stated, “’they would not be expected 

by Allah to go beyond their capabilities…Once they felt they were [tortured long enough] 

they would become compliant,’” he claimed (quoted in Frock, 2013). In other words, 

Rodriguez endorsed (and found effective) certain coercive and abusive techniques on the 

Muslim population in particular.  He has outlined the interrogation regime in his 2013 

memoir Hard Measures: How Aggressive CIA Actions After 9/11 Saved American Lives. 

Additionally, former CIA director Michael Hayden has claimed that information from 
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detainees that helped with the Bin Laden mission was gathered using EITs (Coll, 2013), 

though he still finds some inaccuracies in the film (Frock, 2013). 

 Other critics claimed that the film is not pro-torture at all, but rather displays 

torture as repulsive (Davis, 2013). Filmmaker Michael Moore, for example, found that 

that the film shows the “abject brutality” of torture (quoted in Makarechi, 2013). Other 

critics claimed that it is not important whether or not the film is accurate or that it shows 

torture. Mark Bowden (2013), for example, stated, “Theater is theater, not a scrupulous 

presentation of fact. We ought to feel betrayed only when filmmakers depart egregiously 

and deliberately from the record.” Then, in February of 2013, a group of people 

defending the First Amendment, including Ira Glasser, Alan Dershowtiz, and Tony 

Kushner wrote to Feinstein, Levin and McCain, critiquing the senators for “improper 

government incursion upon artistic freedom” (Glasser, 2013).  

 A final problem critics have with the film is not even whether or not torture 

actually works or the film accurately displayed what happened, but rather, as Ramzi 

Kassem (2013), has written, the fact that “there has been no real accountability for past 

and ongoing crimes” and that the film “lionizes those who ordered and implemented 

torture. In this respect, the filmmakers are complicit in reinforcing the impunity shielding 

the culprits.” In other words, the film displays torture without any accountability. In the 

film, it is merely a victory for the CIA and the United States that Bin Laden is taken out, 

contributing to the justification of torture.  
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SCANDAL: TORTURE MOVES INSIDE THE BELTWAY 
 ABC’s hit show Scandal is in many ways an outlier in this study. The show is not 

about the ‘War on Terror,’ 9/11, or Osama Bin Laden. It is not primarily invested in 

stopping terrorist attacks or locating terrorist cells. Instead, it revolves around Olivia 

Pope, played by Kerry Washington, a lawyer who makes scandals disappear for political 

elites in Washington, DC. The plot has many complex layers, including the fact that Pope 

worked in the White House and has an ongoing affair with the President—perhaps the 

biggest scandal on the show of all. Scandal is immensely popular, and is receives more 

tweets than other shows each week after it airs (Crouch, 2013). Interestingly, the show 

features quite a bit of torture—23 instances in the first 3 seasons—more then Homeland. 

What is torture doing on a show about politics in the heart of Washington? 

 Scandal is evidence of torture’s greater entertainment value in the present 

moment, even outside of explicitly counterterrorism television series like 24 or 

Homeland.  On those shows, as I have argued, torture serves as an effective way to 

prevent terrorist attacks as well as serve as a form of justice and retribution for acts of 

terrorism. Scandal is not a horror show—like American Horror Story—where torture may 

be featured as an element of sadism, another way that torture has been frequently 

depicted. Instead, it is a political thriller about Washington DC gossip. To bring torture 

into this realm with so much frequency suggests bringing torture from the margins of 

entertainment to its center.  

 Scandal premiered on April 5, 2012. The show is now in its fourth season, though 

this analysis focuses only on the first three seasons due to timing. As mentioned, the 
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show centers around Olivia Pope and her team of lawyers who help elite Washingtonians 

cover up their dirty misdeeds. For example, in the 3rd episode of the 1st season, “Hell 

Hath No Fury,” Pope and Associates help a millionaire’s son who has been accused of 

rape.  

 One of the members of Olivia’s team, Huck, played by Guillermo Diaz, is not a 

lawyer but a technology expert. Huck is a quiet and squirrely man who makes references 

to a dark past. Viewers eventually learn that while he was a Marine, Huck was recruited 

to join an elite and secretive portion of the CIA called B613, which on the show is 

actually the most powerful arm of politics in America—more powerful than the 

President. B613 is headed by someone called ‘Command,’ who—it turns out—is Olivia’s 

father, Eli Pope.  Huck’s role in B613 was to torture and kill ‘traitors’ to the U.S., 

something he developed an affinity for. While Huck’s relationship to torture is the 

primary focus of Scandal, he is not the only perpetrator of torture on the series. The 

following section will analyze the characteristics of the torture depicted on Scandal. I will 

argue that the portrayal of torture on Scandal both supports the notion that it is effective 

at gathering information and that it has an appeal, both as an actual practice that is 

invigorating and as a form of entertainment, all contributing to an overall legitimization 

of the practice.  
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Table 9: Methods of Torture on Scandal 

Physical Violence 18 
Threat of death to self/family 2 
Injection 2 
Waterboarding 1 
Total Instances  23 
 

Table 10: Perpetrators of Torture on Scandal 

Huck 11 
Quinn (Employee at Pope and Associates) 4 
Command/B613 Personnel 7 
Government Officials 1 
Total Instances 23 
 
 Like all of the other media analyzed, physical violence as a method of torture 

occurs with the most frequency. Scandal lacks some of the methods most associated with 

the ‘War on Terror’ such as positional or sensory torture, though it does have one 

instance of waterboarding that is, significantly, performed by government officials.  

 The first instance of torture on Scandal occurs in the 5th episode of the 1st season 

“Crash and Burn.” Using physical violence, Huck tortures one of his B613 colleagues, 

Charlie, for killing a woman who had accused the President of sexual misconduct. In the 

torture scene, Charlie is naked and lying down on a piece of plastic with duct tape over 

his mouth. Huck kneels beside him with a toolbox. Charlie is bleeding and screaming. 

Huck puts a drill bit in a drill and tells Charlie: “Know what an artist I can be?” Huck lies 

down on the ground next to him, telling Charlie he will not stop until Charlie gives him 

information about what he did with the woman’s body. Huck tells him, “I have a scalpel, 

a ten-grade. I will peel you like a grape.” Charlie divulges the location of the woman’s 



 221 

body.  This is actually the only instance of torture in the 1st season, though more about 

Huck’s relationship to torturing and being tortured is revealed. I discuss more about 

Huck’s ‘addiction’ to torture in the ‘reaction to torture’ section below. 

 Torture does not reappear until the 10th episode of the 2nd season, “One for the 

Dog.” The episode opens with the following disclaimer, “Due to Violent Content, Viewer 

Discretion is Advised.” In this episode, Huck is the one tortured—by government 

officials. A woman that Huck had been dating framed him for attempting to assassinate 

the President. Government officials hold Huck under the Patriot Act and waterboard him 

repeatedly. Interestingly, this episode aired the same weekend that Zero Dark Thirty was 

released in wide distribution (Marsh, 2013). It is unclear why this episode earned a 

disclaimer whereas many other instances of torture on the show do not. Perhaps Scandal 

writes off much of its torture scenes as violence like any other kind found on television, 

whereas waterboarding is a form of violence associated only with torture and has been 

featured little in primetime television. 

 After seven sequential episodes without any torture, episode 18 of season 2 

(“Molly, You in Danger, Girl”) has another instance of torture. Workers at B613 is put 

Huck, bound and gagged, in a box in a storage unit, forcing him in there violently. 

Episode 19 of the same season, “Seven Fifty-Two,” has six instances of torture, of which 

Huck perpetrates five. This episode has a high concentration of torture scenes because it 

introduces viewers to Huck’s indoctrination into B613 through flashbacks, which 

included him torturing many people and also being tortured. For Huck’s first torture, he 

injects his victim with something, ties him up, and places duct tape over his mouth. The 
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scene closes with Huck putting a drill bit in a drill, suggesting that he will be 

momentarily mutilate his victim.  

 In a later scene, Huck tortures a different victim, who is on a plastic sheet, bound 

in plastic wrap, with duct tape over his mouth. Holding clippers, Huck says, “Your toes 

or the name of your contact, makes no difference to me.” When the man does not 

respond, Huck says, “Toe it is,” and cuts off a toe. This scene is followed by a montage 

of Huck cutting off toes and collecting the watches of several torture victims, implying 

that he tortured many people. In another flashback, Huck has a blowtorch in addition to a 

drill.  

 Huck’s introduction to being tortured is shown in a flashback in the same “Seven 

Fifty-Two” episode, after he has already been initiated into being a torturer. He comes 

home and Charlie, his B613 superior, is playing with his wife and child, but B613 

employees are not supposed to have families. Huck tries to escape with his family but 

Charlie grabs him and takes him into custody, throwing him into a dark underground 

hole. Every day for two months B613 officials open the gate and ask if he has a wife and 

child. When he says yes, they replace the gate. As time goes on, Huck’s hair and beard 

grow long and he looks more and more desperate and distraught. On the final date, he 

says no, and the torture ceases. From there on out, Huck cuts off all ties with his family. 

In the present day, Huck cannot remember if he has one. The implication of this story is 

that torture is an effective way to force someone to do something drastic and against his 

will—even if it takes time. 
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 Huck teaches a colleague at Pope Associates how to torture, which is interesting 

because it presents the viewer with a character outside of the context of B613 that 

tortures. In the 22nd episode of the 2nd season, “White Hat’s Back On,” Huck has set up 

everything to torture a character named Billy Chambers: he is bound, on a plastic sheet, 

with his hands duct taped. He is about to drill Billy’s shoulder when he suddenly stops 

and says, “I can’t do it.” After being waterboarded in episode 19, Huck is unable to carry 

out the torture at this moment. His associate Quinn steps in and takes over. She drills into 

Billy as he screams and blood splatters all over her face. Quinn is exhilarated after the 

experience, and tortures energetically again later in the season. 

 In a particularly interesting incidence of torture in episode 9 of the 3rd season, 

“YOLO [You Only Live Once],” Huck tortures Quinn. Just as Jack Bauer tortured his 

girlfriend Audrey, Huck tortures someone he is close to. The episode again begins with a 

disclaimer, stating, “The following drama contains adult content. Viewer discretion is 

advised,” perhaps because of the graphic content of this particular torture. Quinn is 

wrapped in plastic, with duct tape on her mouth. Huck licks her face and says to her:  

Normally I’d start with a drill or a scalpel. Peeling off the skin can be beautiful 
for removing fingers, toes. I like the feeling of a toe being separated from a foot. 
With you, because we’re friends, because we’re family, I won’t do any of that. 
Consider it a friends and family discount…I’m so sorry but I’m gonna enjoy this, 
I’m gonna love it. I don’t want to but you’re so fresh and I’ve never done this 
with someone in the family, someone I love. 
 

The name of the episode derives from the fact that when Huck is about to begin pulling 

her teeth, he gets a phone call from Olivia demanding his assistance with something. 

Huck is about to leave and return later when he decides to pull one tooth on the way out, 
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saying “YOLO” (‘You Only Live Once’) to Quinn as he does it. When he returns, he 

pulls another tooth. 

 This episode received some reaction and commentary in the press. In an 

interview, Guillermo Diaz (Huck), said “’I love shocking the audience…Some people on 

Twitter said they canceled their dentist appointments. I loved that’” (quoted in Nededog, 

2013). Just as actress Katee Sackhoff got a thrill out of being waterboarded on 24, Diaz 

only discusses his thrill as an actor about engaging in a shocking scene, not any of the 

implications of this act.  Additionally, one writer from Entertainment Weekly was furious 

about the show’s foray into dental torture, writing “pop culture is my escape, and I true 

don’t see a need for in-depth scenes involving dental work…please, Hollywood, stay out 

of people’s mouths.” (Highfill, 2013). Interestingly, one of the most famous cinematic 

torture scenes of all time is a dental torture scene in the 1976 movie Marathon Man. In 

the scene, Nazi doctor Christian Szell (Laurence Olivier) tortures Babe (Dustin Hoffman) 

to locate diamonds he stole from Jews at a concentration camp by drilling into his teeth 

without Novocain. Szell repeats the phrase “Is it safe?” over and over, which has become 

one of the most famous Hollywood torture phrases of all time. For Scandal to show 

dental torture, then, is not insignificant—it attempts to follow in the footsteps of a famous 

movie torturer. To say that it links Huck to Szell is a stretch, however, because despite 

his violence against Quinn, Huck remains a sympathetic character—another way that 

Scandal justifies torture that is consistent with other post-9/11 portrayals of torture by 

heroes instead of villains. Huck is no Jack Bauer-hero, but he is still a likeable character 

(unlike Szell). 
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Table 11: Justifications, Threats, and Reactions to Torture on Scandal 

 
Justifications of torture 9 
Threat of torture 3 
Decision not to torture  2 
Reaction to torture 20 
 
 Scandal contains a number of both justifications of and reactions to torture in 

addition to instances of torture. Several of the justifications occur in the episode where 

Huck is waterboarded, “One For the Dog.” Huck never reveals any information, and 

Texas Senator Hollis Doyle asks Vice President Sally Langston, “Are y’all using 

enhanced interrogation techniques?” The Vice President responds, “Yes, repeatedly. He’s 

not cracking.” Senator Doyle replies, “Maybe they need to enhance the enhancements.” 

These comments suggest that U.S. senators believe that tactics such as waterboarding are 

effective for getting people to reveal information that they otherwise would not and also 

are acceptable interrogation techniques. 

 Outside of the room where the waterboarding is taking place, Assistant U.S. 

Attorney Daniel Rosen tries to get the officials to stop torturing Huck. One of the 

officials responds:  

I represent the CIA, the Department of Homeland Security, the Patriot Act, and all 
the men and women that ever fought for your right to stand in this room. We’re 
not on American soil…This is not America. This is the Pentagon. That [pointing 
to Huck] is an enemy combatant. 

 
Again, the show suggests that those high up in the U.S. government support the use of 

waterboarding on persons who have committed or will commit acts of terrorism. The 

waterboarding of Huck continues and Rosen is unable to do anything to help him. 
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 In general, the moral position of torture is not engaged on Scandal. In episode 12 

of the 2nd season, “Truth or Consequences,” however, Olivia and Huck discuss the moral 

uncertainty of Huck’s world because of his time working for B613. Specifically, she asks 

him to stop killing people. He responds, “Because killing people is wrong?...In certain 

circles that’s not true, you know.” Because B613 is revered on the show as the most 

powerful portion of the government, then, Huck’s response suggests that politicians and 

those involved in protecting the nation must sacrifice their morality to do their job, 

evoking Michael Walzer’s (2004) notion of the ‘problem of dirty hands’ in politics. 

 The portrayal of Huck’s experience learning to torture, developing an affinity for 

it, being tortured, and reaction to these incidents comprises a fair amount of Scandal’s 

plot. The very first time Huck tortures onscreen he tells Charlie: “I don’t want you to 

think that I’m doing this because I’m mad at you but it was the agency…they took stuff 

from me…It’s horrible and it’s sickening and just when you think you can’t take anymore 

it gets fun…there’s a high.” For Huck, this high is literally experienced as an addiction. 

He tells Charlie that in torturing him he is “breaking his sobriety,” since in working for 

Pope and Associates instead of B613 he has not tortured anyone in quite some time. 

Beginning in the 4th episode of the 2nd season, “Beltway Unbuckled,” Huck actually 

attends 12-step meetings for his problem with ‘whiskey’—what he calls his desire to 

torture. In the 4th episode of the 3rd season, “Say Hello To My Little Friend,” he says at 

a meeting, “Whiskey feels like home.” In other words, when he is torturing he feels like 

he is in his natural habitat. For Scandal to present a sympathetic character with an 
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‘addiction’ to torturing normalizes it. This is a far cry from the fear-inducing and 

despicable Nazi Szell of the 1970s. 

 In the episode where Huck first tortures during his time at B613, Charlie asks 

Huck what it felt like. Huck answers, “Fine.” Charlie responds, “There’s no other feeling 

like it in the world, like being a god. That was fine? That was freaking amazing.” Huck, 

smiling, responds, “Yeah it was freakin’ amazing.” Again, the show suggests that torture 

is not only entertaining to watch for the viewer but thrilling for the torturer.  

 Later in the same episode, during a flashback of a later torture, Huck says to his 

torture victim: 

Pain is the only human process defined by the person experiencing it…The more I 
do this the more I learn that people are very different in how they respond to the 
pain I put them through…That’s what makes this job so very interesting. You 
really get to see what people are made of. Literally. 

 
As this quote reveals, Huck has a complex relationship to pain and torture. On the one 

hand, having been abused at B613 and losing his family have scarred him emotionally. 

He has trouble getting close to people. After he is waterboarded, he does not shower for 

weeks and will not let anyone touch him. Compared to 24, where victims of torture are 

fully functioning only moments later, Scandal’s treatment of the effects of torture is then 

more complex. On the other hand, Scandal suggests that torturing someone is 

exhilarating, energizing, and can even create such a high so great that it functions like 

any other substances that causes serious addiction. 

 Quinn reacts poorly to being tortured by Huck, despite the fact that by that point 

she has already established her own affinity for the practice. In the same episode where 
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her teeth are pulled by Huck, Charlie tells her, “Huck did you a favor; no drill holes 

anywhere. You still have all your fingers and toes.” She responds, “Huck was the only 

person I had and he hurt me.” A few episodes later, in episode 14, “Kiss Kiss Bang 

Bang,” Quinn comes home to Huck in her apartment. She exclaims, “You come for some 

more teeth? A finger?” They struggle and then he slams her against a wall. She spits in 

his face and then they start making out. Though she was distraught, clearly it had little 

impact on her; in fact perhaps it made her more drawn to him. In the following episode, 

“Mama Said Knock You Out,” she tortures again, with Charlie. They wear aprons and 

their faces are splattered with blood. Quinn says to Charlie, “Is it ok if I drill for a bit?” 

 Scandal is exaggerated and over the top. It makes no effort to be realistic or 

represent Washington accurately.  Nevertheless, the show regularly engages with “some 

of the pressing political controversies of our time—notably, issues of domestic 

surveillance and the reach of our intelligence infrastructure” (Crouch, 2013). Thus, while 

it is not trying to be ‘journalistic’ like Zero Dark Thirty, its treatment of torture should 

still be taken seriously. Crouch (2013) also points out that on the show, “the act of torture 

itself is showcased as just another ‘scandalous’ event in a long string of them,” which 

belittles the significance of showing such a technique amidst the continued maltreatment 

of detainees at Guantánamo Bay. Torture has become so embedded in post-9/11 

American culture that it can be portrayed routinely in primetime television along with 

romantic dramas and political thrillers. 
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CONCLUSION 
 In conclusion, the analysis presented here demonstrates not only the increased 

portrayal of torture in post-9/11 popular media, particularly primetime television, but also 

a general agreement across programs that torture is a useful way to gather information 

and prevent terrorist attacks, one that is employed by the U.S. government presently and 

should be because of its efficacy. This provides evidence for a moral shift on the issue of 

torture since 9/11, as well as its normalization. While Homeland and Scandal also show 

some of the negative effects of both torturing and being tortured, they ultimately support 

the practice as an essential counterterrorist tool.  

 Popular entertainment such as that described in this chapter have been 

normalizing torture by portraying it with great frequency and as effective and efficient. 

Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty serve to justify torture in the ‘War on Terror,’ claiming 

that desperate times call for desperate measures. The threats posed by Abu Nazir and his 

Marine-turned-terrorist on American soil in the fictional Homeland as well as the actual 

one posed by Bin Laden depicted in Zero Dark Thirty can only be eliminated through 

extreme measures. Like 24, these media promote a consequentialist justification of 

torture as a significantly lesser evil to terrorism. Scandal, however, shows a different 

direction of torture, namely its increasing entertainment value. Although B613 tortures 

‘traitors’ to the U.S., some of which may be terrorists (such as Olivia’s mother), Scandal 

is not a piece of ‘War on Terror’ entertainment like Homeland or Zero Dark Thirty. 

Nevertheless, it repeatedly displays elaborate torture during primetime on a major 
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television network. Overall, all of these media suggest an increased acceptance and 

normalization of torture as acceptably utilized by heroes and entertaining. 
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Conclusion 

 
 This dissertation has demonstrated that torture has been conceptualized and 

represented in official government discourse and popular culture in new ways since 9/11. 

It has argued that 9/11 can be understood as an event that caused “cultural trauma” in the 

United States, in that the event has been understood to have altered the social and cultural 

landscape of the country and how it handles itself in international relations. In particular, 

this project has noted the shift from a deontological position on torture to a 

consequentialist one. Whereas torture has been officially banned under any and all 

circumstances by domestic and international law for quite some time, a deontological 

position, government officials and popular culture have suggested that in the post-9/11 

era, a consequentialist position may be more appropriate, wherein torture is construed as 

a lesser evil to the potential casualties of terrorism. In other words, if torture can get life-

saving information and thwart a terrorist attack, it becomes a morally sound action. 

 Evidence for this position has been derived in government officials’ justifications 

of the use torture in the ‘War on Terror’ and new representations of it in the media. 

Specifically, post-9/11 depictions of torture advance a consequentialist understanding of 

the practice. In this mentality, when it comes to combating terrorism, what matters is the 

outcome, not the actions that precipitate it. Thus, while torture itself is never a morally 

condoned act, its consequences are—presuming that it is successful at gathering 

information that can stop a terrorist attack, an assumption made by some government 

officials and media alike. 
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 While this project makes an argument for unique post-9/11 understandings and 

representations of torture, it does not claim that the use of torture is new to the twenty-

first century. The history of torture in the United States is as old as the country itself. 

Nevertheless, the use of torture by government officials until recently has been largely 

covert. Within jails and prisons, it remains covert because of the Eighth Amendment, 

which bans cruel and unusual punishment. Within the international arena, it remains 

covert because of the several anti-torture treaties to which the United States is a 

signatory, most significantly including the Geneva Conventions and the Convention 

Against Torture. 

 Government officials did not intend to make their use of ‘enhanced interrogation 

techniques,’ which amount to torture, public knowledge. But events after 9/11, such as 

the revelations of Abu Ghraib, resulted in the disclosure of these practices. Most recently, 

the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence prompted the declassification of over six 

thousand pages of documents on the detention and interrogation program created by the 

CIA in response to 9/11. The report of their findings has confirmed the widespread use of 

torture by government officials in the ‘War on Terror.’   

 As this dissertation has demonstrated, however, explicit justifications for torture 

did not only occur in the realm of politics. The media—both news and entertainment—

have taken up the issue of torture with force. 24, Homeland, Zero Dark Thirty and 

Scandal represent a handful of popular media that represent torture in qualitatively new 

and different ways than prior to 9/11. Before 9/11, torturers were primarily sadistic, evil, 

and depraved characters sequestered to the horror and thriller genres. Such portrayals can 
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still be found, as in Saw (2004) or The Human Centipede (2009). In these media, torture 

is something to be feared, and torturers are individuals to be abhorred. 

 But Jack Bauer inaugurated a new era of torturer-as-hero in popular culture. He 

may not be the first justified torturer in media history, with predecessors such as Andy 

Sipowicz on NYPD Blue, but he is unique. First, torture is integral to Jack’s modus 

operandi as a counterterror agent 24 suggests that he cannot succeed in fighting terrorism 

without it. Second, torture is presented on 24 as the most efficient, reliable, and legitimate 

way to gather information that will stop terrorist attacks. Finally, the torture of Jack-as-

hero is qualitatively different than that of the terrorists. In short, 24 depicts the ability to 

torture as an important—if not the most important—feature of the archetypal ‘War on 

Terror’ warrior. 

 The consequentialist representation of torture on 24 is additionally found on 

Homeland and Zero Dark Thirty. Both also suggest that terrorism is a persistent and 

immanent threat, and that the use of torture as an important and reliable way to manage 

this threat, perhaps the most important way. While each piece of media represents torture 

slightly differently, they all contribute to a sense of the overall value of the practice in the 

‘War on Terror.’ 

 Scandal provides notable exceptions to the above summary since it is not a show 

as explicitly about the ‘War on Terror’ as the others described and torture on it is not 

always used for counterterror purposes. Nevertheless, the fact that it displays so much 

torture and airs on a major network (ABC) during primetime suggests that torture is 

becoming a staple of twenty-first century entertainment. While this may not expound the 
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explicit consequentialist reasoning of 24, it does move away from the deontological 

position that torture is everywhere and always forbidden, as well as from the traditional 

representations that torturers are sick individuals with appalling proclivities. In many 

ways, Scandal moves torture out of the realm of counterterror to the general public, and 

affirms that it has high entertainment value there. This may in fact be the most disturbing 

aspect of Scandal’s torture-heavy storylines: they suggest that torture need not be 

justifiable as life-saving to be worthy of primetime entertainment.  

 Another important contribution of this project has been to situate the use of 

torture in government documents and these media within the larger context of the process 

of dehumanization of marginalized groups. As Ekland-Olson (2011) and Zimbardo 

(2007) have shown, a process of dehumanization or Othering is essential for treatment 

such as torture to be justified. The media discussed here, all of which portray heroes who 

torture, rely on the creation of a group of people—terrorist Others—who fall outside of 

the category of protected persons. This project has shown how there has been a reliance 

on ‘us/them’ thinking that is racialized in the ‘War on Terror.’   

 The categorization of Other is a necessary but not sufficient criterion for being 

tortured. Others become ‘torturable’ when dilemmas, such as protecting civilians from 

terrorist attacks, need resolution and boundaries are drawn around groups of people. My 

point in this project has been to demonstrate how some groups—particularly Arabs and 

Muslims in the case of the ‘War on Terror’—slide easily into the category of ‘torturable’ 

when these dilemmas arise.  
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 This study has numerous limitations, however, and many that lend themselves to 

exploration in further research. Firstly, the utilization and representation of torture is by 

no means the only aspect of the post-9/11 ‘War on Terror.’ Another very important 

element has been the increased use of and changing nature of surveillance. The process of 

searching for terrorists has relied heavily on surveillance, and the NSA has gone as far as 

to legitimate the screening of citizens’ telephone calls and records as well as emails in an 

effort to track down ‘suspicious’ persons and activity (Finn, Miller, and Nakashima, 

2013). The revelations by Edward Snowden of the NSA’s mining of citizens’ personal 

data brought people’s attention to issues of civil liberties in general and privacy 

specifically. As a result, government surveillance has been prominently in the news 

spotlight since 2010. 

 9/11 both contributed to and expanded upon the ‘surveillance culture’ in place at 

the time of its occurrence, much like the issue of torture. Indeed, a great deal of 

surveillance technology has been developed since 2001. Rather than considering 

surveillance after 9/11 as a “radical rupture in existing practices,” it is useful to think of 

9/11 as an “important punctuation point for wider processes in the dynamics of security 

and surveillance that were already in play” (Lyon, Haggerty, and Ball, 2012, 6). There 

has been an “intensification of existing practices” (Monahan, 2010, 5; emphasis in 

original) rather than a complete restructuring of the motivations behind surveillance. The 

surveillance entities in place at the time of 9/11—Staples’s ‘culture of surveillance’ or 

what Lyon refers to as the ‘surveillance society’—were strengthened after 9/11 by the 
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emergence of a stronger-than-ever surveillance ‘state,’ one which relies on the dispersed 

technologies already in use (Lyon, 2003, 37). 

 Some changes have indeed taken place as part of the strengthening of this 

‘surveillance state.’ For example, police now regularly utilize surveillance devices 

previously reserved for the military (Haggerty, 2012). Additionally, citizens have been 

asked to engage in surveillance in a different way since 9/11, making any individual not 

only a potential terrorist but also a potential spy (Lyon, 2003). One example is the “If 

You See Something, Say Something” campaign in airports and public transit. The loss of 

liberties associated with increased surveillance—through more invasive searches at the 

airport, for example—is assumed to be a reasonable cost for a ‘safe’ society (Lyon, 

2003). Thus, there is both significant continuity and differentiation between the 

motivations and tactics of surveillance before and after 9/11. 

 This project would be greatly strengthened by attention to surveillance as well as 

torture, and to think about how the two intersect and overlap. Additionally, all of the 

media discussed represent a great deal of surveillance in addition to torture, and their 

depiction of the use of surveillance technologies would complement the study of post-

9/11 media as well.  

 Another limitation of this study is that it only provides a reading of the media 

texts and not viewers’ reactions to them. As discussed in the Introduction, texts do not 

provide monolithic meaning, but rather can be interpreted in a number of ways. An 

important avenue for future research would be to incorporate in depth interviews with 

viewers as well as to analyze blogs, twitter, and other social media to understand viewers’ 
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reactions to protorture media such as that analyzed in this project. While it has been 

useful to explore the dominant ideology within the media texts described above, Stuart 

Hall, John Fiske, and countless other media scholars have pointed to the multiple 

interpretations of texts that readers have. John Street (1997, 2001) has demonstrated that 

media has complex and multi-layered political effects. In order to understand the nuances 

of these effects and impacts, the perspectives of audiences must be taken into account. In 

a recent article, Street, along with Scott and Inthron (2011) specifically looked at how 

young people encounter popular culture and use it to form their political identities. The 

authors found that when watching television, young people “used it to express their 

relationship with sources of power, to position their identities, to draw connections 

between the personal and the political, and to make connections with the national arena” 

(512). Thus, to understand in full the moral implications of post-9/11 representations of 

torture, engagement with consumers of these media is a must. 

 Future research should attend to audiences’ responses to post-9/11 media 

representing terrorism. How do audiences interpret torture-heavy entertainment? Does the 

increased utilization of surveillance on television programs normalize the ever-intruding 

surveillance technologies into the everyday lives of the citizenry? How do the answers to 

these questions reveal the interrelationship between politics, culture, and media? In the 

present moment, with the recent release of the senate report and the growing strength of 

ISIS, these questions are of extreme sociological importance. 

 A final limitation of this project is its lack of attention to the recently released 

‘torture report’ by the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. This report details the 
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extensive use of a wide variety of torture techniques by the CIA, including many 

discussed here but also other methods, such as ‘rectal feeding.’ The report itself deserves 

as close scrutiny as the memos analyzed in Chapter Two. Further, the responses to it by 

government officials and the press also warrant close examination. For example, former 

Vice-President Dick Cheney has defended the use of ‘rectal feeding,’ claiming that it was 

done not for the purposes of torture or even ‘enhanced interrogation but rather for 

“’medical reasons’” (quoted in Pilkington, 2014). 

 In conclusion, the issue of torture remains an important one in the post-9/11 

cultural landscape, and continuing attention to it is necessary to prevent it from becoming 

further ingrained in the American cultural fabric.  
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Appendix A: Content Analysis Categories 

 
• Torture: 

• Physical violence (knocking someone out, cutting someone’s ear with a razor 
blade, punching in the face, pressing on a wound (gunshot or other), 
strangulation not to the point of death, stepping on someone’s hands, beating 
someone, making someone pass out, having someone in a chokehold, 
slamming someone’s hand in a drawer, having someone bound and gagged, 
cutting out someone’s eye, stabbing someone, pushing a power drill through 
someone’s shoulder, touching someone’s face with a heated machete, 
slamming someone against a wall, cutting off someone’s finger, bashing 
someone’s head into a table, cutting into someone’s stomach/intestines to 
retrieve a SIM card, pulling off skin with pliers, use of a blowtorch to burn 
someone,  

• Shooting (nonfatally) 
• Threat of death to self/family (includes verbal threats and holding a gun to 

someone’s head) 
• Electric shock 
• Tasing 
• Injection (includes something to paralyze the diaphragm, ‘truth serum,’ liquid 

that makes the veins burn like fire) 
• Positional torture (hanging from ceiling by hands) 
• Sensory torture (loud music, lights, etc.; manipulation of environment) 
• Waterboarding 

• Threat of torture: Threats made regarding pain and suffering but not death. 
• Reaction to torture: How those who are tortured behave; negative responses to 

the occurrence of torture 
• Justification of torture: Any statements that make the use of torture seem 

acceptable or legitimate 
• Decision not to torture: Moments when characters almost tortured or had the 

opportunity to but did not. 
• Rule-Breaking: Moments when Jack (e.g.) goes off grid 
• Moral Dilemma: The Trolley Problem, etc. 
• Creation of the Other 
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Appendix B: Content Analysis of 24 

 
Sea-
son 

Epi-
sode 

Description of Event Perpe-
trator 

Effec-
tive 

Category 

1 1: 12-
1 am 

Jack knocks Mason out; when he comes 
to, he roughs him up a bit to get 
information from him, threatening to 
send informaiton Mason wouldn't want 
out if he doesn't talk. Not torture but 
coercive. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 

1 4: 3-4 
am 

Jack to cop: “I wish you hadn’t called for 
back-up.”Cop: “Why?” Jack: “Because 
cops have to play by the rules. I’ll have 
to break a few with this guy.” 

Jack N/A Rule-
breaking 

1 5: 4-5 
am 

Jack is interrogating a suspect and starts 
to rough him up, pushing him against the 
wall. This recurs later in the episode; 
same ordeal, he is pulled off by a cop. 

Jack No: 
Jack 
gets 
pulled 
off of 
him by 
police. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

1 6: 5-6 
am 

Jack encounters a guy in the hospital 
with a briefcase; attacks him asking 
"what's in the briefcase?" The guy falls, 
pills spill out, hospital staff intervene. 

Jack No Torture: 
physical 
violence 

1 9: 8-9 
am 

Jack takes a woman hostage to drive him 
somewhere, then holds her at gunpoint. 
Threatens her if she tries to leave to 
contact anyone. 

Jack Yes, 
but it's 
not 
about 
getting 
informa
tion 
from 
her.  

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

1 11: 
10-11 
am 

Jack holds gun to 'businessman's' head 
and threatents him with the gun if he 
doesn't tell him where his family is. 

Jack Unresol
ved. 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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1 11:10
-11 
am 

Nina to Jack on phone: “With this type of 
person the threat of pain can be more 
effective than pain itself” 

Nina N/A Justificati
on of 
torture 

1 11: 
10-11 
am 

Jack is threatening the suspect with a wet 
towel soaked in something, telling him 
that if he puts it down his throat it will 
have various adverse effects. Later in the 
episode Jack gets him in a chokehold and 
pulls out a knife. Offers to give him his 
heart medicine if he tells him where his 
family is.  

Jack No; 
guy 
dies 
because 
of heart 
con--
dition 
before 
Jack 
can get 
info. 

Threat of 
Torture; 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 

1 11: 
10-11 
am 

Jack is still looking for his family; 
crashes his car to get the suspect in the 
back seat thrust forward and hit his head 
on the glass between the front and back 
seats. Jack starts hitting him and yelling. 

Jack Not 
exactly;  
he'll 
talk if 
Jack 
lets him 
go. 
Since 
he 
knows 
where 
Teri 
and 
Kim 
are 
Jack 
has to 
con-
cede. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

1 20: 7-
8 pm 

Jack holds Victor Drazen hostage, 
threatening to shoot him if anyone comes 
closer to him. 

Jack No: 
Dra-
zen's 
sons 
force 
Jack to 
let 
Victor 
go. 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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1 24: 
11 
pm-
mid-
night 

Jack slams Nina against the car in a 
chokehold and holds her down with a 
gun to her face. He wants to kill her but 
she says she has information for him. 
George Mason comes outside and 
persuades Jack to let her live. 

Jack No Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

2 1: 8-9 
am 

Episode opens with torture in Seoul: 
“Talk and the pain will stop.” The 
prisoner writhes in pain but then gives 
the needed information. Prisoner is 
hooked up to elaborate torture device 
receiving injections and electric shock. 

Korean Yes Torture: 
injection 
and 
electric 
shock. 

2 1: 8-9 
am 

Jack shoots a witness; says to George: 
“That’s the problem with you George, 
you want results but you never want to 
get your hands dirty.” 

Jack N/A Torture: 
shooting; 
Justific-
ation for 
torture 

2 4: 11 
am-
noon 

Jack holds a gun to a guy’s head to get 
information having killed his whole team 

Jack No—
guy’s 
dog 
attacks 
Jack 
and 
suspect 
gets 
away 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

2 5: 
noon- 
1 pm 

Sara Gilbert’s character is sacrificed in 
order to get info; they tell her “you’re 
going to save a lot of lives today” 

CTU N/A Moral 
dilemma 

2 6: 1-2 
pm 

Jack interrogating Nina; uses ‘fake’ 
torture (his rationale) to make her think 
she’s disposable to she’ll divulge the 
necessary information. He doesn’t really 
intend to hurt her but threatens her and 
wants to raise the temperature. 

Jack Yes; 
she 
gives 
some 
informa
tion. 

Threat of 
torture 

2 8: 3-4 
pm 

Tony: “How hard should I push them?” 
George: “As hard as you have to. Stick 
bamboo shoots under their finger nails 
for all I care, time is running out.” 

George N/A Justificati
on of 
torture 

2 9: 4-5 
pm 

Kate Warner and the private investigator 
she is with are captured by the terrorists 
(Sayid Ali) and asked what they know; 

Terroris
ts 

No Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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PI is tortured for duration of episode and 
killed at end 

2 10: 5-
6 pm 

Terrorist to Kate: “If you don’t give me 
something useful in the next hour I’ll 
take you back to CTU and chain you to 
the ceiling so you can be in the center of 
it all when the nuke goes off” 

Terroris
t 

No—
Kate 
doesn’t 
know 
anythin
g 

Threat of 
torture 

2 10: 5-
6 pm 

Torture of Kate Warner.  First, threat: 
“Do you want to suffer like he did” 
(pointing to dead PI). Then: razor blade 
cutting her ear. CTU interrupts and 
torturer commits suicide. 

Terroris
ts 
(hench
men of 
Sayid 
Ali) 

No Threat of 
torture 
and 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 

2 11: 6-
7 pm 

Secret Service interrogates the head of 
the NSA at President Palmer’s behest. 
SS: “And if he resists how far am I able 
to go?” Palmer: “Whatever you need to 
do.” SS agent uses electric shock on Mr. 
Stanton; “Time is of the essence, the 
electrical current will increase each time 
I ask a question.” 

Preside
nt/ 
Secret 
Service 

Unresol
ved in 
this 
episode 

Torture: 
electric 
shock 

2 12: 7-
8 pm 

Torture of Stanton continues; Palmer 
watches from a monitor. Palmer: “Agent 
Simmons tells me that Roger received the 
same training at resisting interrogations 
that he did, but everyone breaks 
eventually.” 

Secret 
Service 

N/A Justificati
on of 
torture 

2 12: 7-
8 pm 

Jack is questioning Sayid Ali; punches 
him in the face and asks “Where is the 
bomb?”; President is involved and says 
“Make sure Jack has all the resources he 
needs” 

Jack No Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
Justificati
on of 
torture 

2 12: 7-
8 pm 

Jack to Ali: “That’s right, we’re gonna 
find this bomb, so you can either tell me 
now or I’m gonna make you suffer. You 
wanna suffer? 

Jack Yes Threat of 
torture 
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2 12: 7-
8 pm 

Ali’s family has been gathered in his 
home country and tied up; they show Ali 
the video of his family. Jack: “They’re 
waiting for my order…this is your last 
chance, where’s the bomb?”; this 
incidence goes on a long time. President 
Palmer questions the justifiability of it; 
one of his advisors says “A few people 
may have to die to save millions.” 
President calls Jack, “I can’t let you do 
this Jack.” Jack pretends to Ali that he’s 
gotten the President’s support. Jack kills 
one son and threatens to kill the second; 
Ali talks. Turns out the whole thing was 
an act; no one died. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

2 13: 8-
9 pm 

President goes into Roger Stanton in 
torture room. “Ready to tell me 
everything I need to know?” Silence. 
“Continue,” he says to torturer. Stanton 
starts talking. 

Preside
nt/Secr
et 
Service 

Yes Torture: 
electric 
shock 

2 14: 9-
10 
pm 

Bauer shoots Marie Warner in the arm; 
“millions of people’s lives are at stake.” 
Pushes on the bullet in her arm “Tell me 
where the bomb is and I’ll get you 
something for the pain.” She talks (but it 
turns out she lied) 

Jack Kind-
of; 
Marie 
talks 
but she 
lied. 

Torture: 
shooting 

2 19: 2-
3 am 

The terrorists torture Jack: he is naked, 
tried to the ceiling by his hands, vomiting 
is induced. Jack won’t talk (or reveal 
where the chip is). Jack is shown 
screaming but we don’t see what they are 
doing to him. They are using a soldering 
iron. They tase him. Threaten him with 
hurting Kim. He doesn’t talk; he dies. 

Terroris
ts 

No Torture: 
positional 
torture; 
tasing 

2 20: 3-
4 am 

Jack flatlines but they bring him back to 
life. “You thought death would save 
you.” Now they will give him something 
that will paralyze his diaphragm so that 
he feels like he’s drowning. He says he’ll 
talk but he lies. 

Terroris
ts 

No Torture: 
injection 

2 20: 3-
4 am 

Tables turn; Jack injects the terrorist and 
he talks even though he knows he will 

Jack Yes Torture: 
injection 
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die 

2 21: 4-
5 am 

President defends his actions with 
Stanton (VP wants to oust him based on 
25th amendment). Palmer: “While my 
behavior may have been extreme, I was 
just responding to the extremity of 
today’s events” 

Palmer N/A Justificati
on of 
torture 

3 2: 2-3 
pm 

Cop is questioning a prisoner (part of the 
Salazar drug caretl) and uses physical 
violence (inside a prison) 

Cop Unre-
solved; 
prison-
er 
makes 
threats. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

3 2: 2-3 
pm 

Jack is trying to get info from a drug 
dealer and uses physical violence (steps 
on his hand, threatens him, strangles 
him). There is a shoot out first; dealer is 
shot (nonfatally). Jack: “You better start 
talking or I will let you bleed to death 
right here on this landing.” 

Jack Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
shooting 

3 7: 7-
8pm 

Interrogation of Gael: begin by 
‘sweating’ him (making him wait). John 
enters: “This is John, you know what 
John does…You are going to tell me 
where that plane is going to land if it’s 
the last thing you do [death threat]; 
meanwhile they are injecting him with 
something 

CTU/Jo
hn 

Turns 
out that 
Gael 
and 
Tony 
were 
helping 
Jack 
get 
back in 
with 
the 
Sala-
zars; no 
info to 
gather 
from 
Gael. 

Threat of 
torture 
and 
Torture: 
injection 
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3 9: 9-
10 
pm 

Chase is hung by his hands; keep raising 
them so his arms are coming out of their 
sockets. He is punched in the fact, hit in 
the head with a shovel. Bauer does not 
help (working undercover). 

Sal-
azar’s 
men 

Not re-
solved 
this 
episode 

Torture: 
positional 
torture, 
physical 
violence 

3 10: 
10-11 
pm 

Continued tortured of Chase; he bleeds 
and gets electrocuted. He does not 
break/talk. 

Salazar
’s men. 

No Torture: 
electric 
shock 

3 13: 1-
2 am 

Jack to Nina: “I’ll let you live if you tell 
me what you know.” She talks. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

3 13: 1-
2 am 

Jack to Chase: “You do this job long 
enough you’re gonna have to make 
choices and you don’t know you’ve made 
the right one until the whole scenario 
plays itself out. Right now the only thing 
that matters if that if we don’t stop this 
virus the world as we know it will change 
forever.” 

Jack N/A Moral 
dilemma 

3 14: 2-
3 am 

Richards ‘works’ on Nina in CTU since 
she doesn’t talk right away. “All 
Richards does is inflict pain.” She 
escapes (needle goes to her artery and 
they have to try to save her). She kills 
many people; Jack shoots her but not to 
kill; asks if she has any other info. She 
says “I do.” He responds “No you don’t” 
and kills her. 

Jack No Torture: 
injection 
and 
shooting 

3 15: 3-
4 am 

Jack & Chase find the terrorist in 
possession of the virus and ask him for 
info; when he refuses Chase stabs him in 
the hand and Jacks makes him pass out. 
Jack to Chase: “When he comes to, you 
do it again.” 

Jack & 
Chase 

No—
but he 
no 
longer 
has the 
virus 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

3 15: 3-
4 am 

Michelle locates Alvers, beats him up, 
cuffs him, asks where virus is; he talks 

Michell
e 

Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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3 16: 4-
5 am 

Almador (sp?) says he would rather die 
than talk; Bauer believes him so realized 
that he can’t threaten him with death. 
Instead threatens to make him a witness 
against his boss and cuffs him loosely to 
radiator so that he can escape (but they 
will track him) 

Jack N/A Decision 
not to 
torture 

3 22: 
10-11 
am 

Saunders has Michelle; she says she’ll 
die before she talks. Saunders: “That may 
not be necessary. You’ re a pretty 
woman, he [her husband Tony] may not 
want you back disfigured” 

Saunde
rs 

No 
Michell
e for 
his own 
daughte
r.   

Threat of 
torture 

3 23: 
11 
am-
noon 

Jack almost lets Saunders’ daughter die 
by exposing her to the virus; Saunders 
talks. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

4 1: 7-8 
am 

CTU interrogator is questioning the 
suspect in the train bombing; comes out 
and asks CTU head: “how far can I push 
this guy?” Her response (Erin Driscoll): 
“We have to find out who he’s working 
with ; we have to go as far as we have to, 
maybe we should bring Johnson in.” 

CTU 
personn
el 

N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 1: 7-8 
am 

Jack breaks in while above conversation 
is happening; flips the table and shoots 
the bombing suspect in the leg; the 
suspect talks right away. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
shooting 

4 2: 8-9 
am 

Jack wants to be reinstated at CTU but 
Driscoll wants him detained and 
questioned for torturing a suspect 
(above); Jack: “I’m the one that got him 
to talk;” later Jack says “I didn’t have 
time to do it any other way, I’m sorry.” 

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 3: 9-
10 am 

Terrorists want Heller to sign a document 
containing a list of his offenses (crimes 
against humanity) and he won’t sign; but 
once the terrorists start to attack Audrey, 
he signs. 

Terror-
ists 

Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 



 248 

4 3: 9-
10 am 

Interrogation of Richard Heller (Heller’s 
son). Driscoll: “It’ll take days to go 
through his phone records. I want you to 
see if you can get the name out of him 
another way.” Curtis: “What do you 
mean?” Driscoll: “You know what I 
mean.” Curtis: “Erin, we’re not even sure 
he’s guilty of anything.” Driscoll: “This 
is how we’ll find out, get started.” 

Erin 
Driscoll 
(head 
of 
CTU) 

N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 3: 9-
10 am 

Interrogation of Richard: arms strapped 
down hands around his neck; he starts 
screaming. They bring out a briefcase 
with syringes. Curtis to Richard: “this 
works at a neuro-transmitter level makes 
every nerve ending in your body feel like 
it’s on fire.” Richard: “you’re bluffing, 
you know you can’t get away with this.” 
Curtis: “by the time you get released the 
mark on your arm will be gone. It’ll just 
be your word against mine…” Richard 
starts to scream as they start to inject and 
Curtis goes out to Erin: “I can’t do it 
Erin,” he says. “I’m not going to let Erin 
‘work on’ Richard Heller…” Driscoll: 
“What are you suggesting Curtis, that we 
release him?” Curtis: “No, I’ve seen 
good results with sensory disorientation. 
Cut off his sight, saturate his auditory. 
It’s invasive.” Driscoll: “Try it.” 

CTU 
(Erin 
and 
Curtis) 

No Torture: 
injection 
and 
Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 3: 9-
10 am 

Sensory deprivation scene: Richard is 
moaning, high noises, he’s blindfolded. 
Curtis enters, turns on light, turns off 
noise, removes blindfold. Asks Richard 
how long he things it’s been. Richard: 
“3-4 hours.” Curtis: “it’s been 45 minute. 
Time is the 1st thing you lose track of 
with sensory disorientation. And then it 
only gets worse.” Richard insists he’s 
told everything he knows. Curtis: 
“polygraph reveals you know something 
you’re not telling us.” Puts the blindfold 
on again; Richard is crying. 

Curtis Not in 
this 
episode
. 

Torture: 
sensory 
torture 
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4 4: 10-
11 am 

Jack robs a convenient store at gunpoint 
because the ‘hostile’ is in the store; goes 
as far as to take a cop hostage and 
threatening him with death 

Jack N/A Rule-
breaking 

4 6: 
noon-
1 pm 

Bauer breaks into compound where 
Heller is being held; he gets one of the 
security guards and shoots him but 
doesn’t kill; shows him map of 
compound. Jack “Point to where Heller is 
or I’m going to kill you now.” The man 
points 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

4 6: 
noon-
1 pm 

Heller is very upset to find out that CTU 
subjected to sensory deprivation. He goes 
in to see his son. Heller to Richard: 
‘heads will roll’ if CTU was out of line in 
using SD. Richard: “what do you mean 
if”? Heller is suspicious; calls in Curtis 
and authorizes him to do whatever is 
necessary to get information from 
Richard. Richard protests. Heller: “ I love 
you son. But I have a duty to my 
country.” 

Heller/
Curtis 

Not 
resolve
d this 
episode
. 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 7: 1-2 
pm 

Torture of Richard reveals nothing. 
Heller to Richard: “I’m sorry this had to 
happen Richard but we had to make sure 
you weren’t withholding anything from 
us.” Richard: “I hate you. I never want to 
see you again.” Heller: “Please 
understand that I am responsible for the 
lives of millions of people.”  Richard is 
allowed to leave [assumption he didn’t 
talk because he doesn’t know anything; 
torture is assumed to work; the fact that 
he didn’t talk means he knows nothing, 
not that torture was ineffective]. 

Heller No Moral 
dilemma 
and 
Justifica-
tion of 
torture 
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4 8: 2-3 
pm 

There is a mole inside CTU; assumed to 
be Sarah (employee of CTU). Driscoll: “I 
leaned my lesion earlier today with 
Sharek [guy Jack shot in the knee] and I 
am no longer going to err on the side of 
caution in these interrogations, do you 
know what I mean?” Sarah: “I don’t 
know what to say.” Eric comes in with 
box. Sarah protests. Driscoll: “If you 
want it to stop you tell me where the 
Dobson override is and who has it.” 
Sarah says she doesn’t know anything; 
Eric tases her. Heller is looking in. 
Heller: “You think you can break her in 
time?” Driscoll: “I can break her, if she’s 
guilty.” Sarah is screaming as scene 
ends; the mole turns out to be Mary Ann. 

CTU 
(Erin, 
Heller, 
Eric) 

No—
Sarah is 
inno-
cent. 

Torture: 
tasing 

4 9: 3-4 
pm 

Berus’s mother (Mrs. Araz) has been 
shot and is at hotel. Government agency 
finds her (CTU? FBI?). Agent Castle 
bursts in and asks her where the override 
is; when she doesn’t respond he sticks his 
finger in her gunshot wound; she starts 
screaming. Tony grabs him off: “She’s 
going to go into shock before she can talk 
if you do that.” 

Govern
-ment 
Agent 
(Castle) 

No—
Tony 
pulls 
him off 
before 
she can 
talk 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

4 9: 3-4 
pm 

Jack questions Mrs. Araz, how long she’s 
been planning the day. Mrs. Araz: Every 
war has casualties. Jack: “These people 
don’t know about your war, these people 
are innocent.” Mrs. Araz: “No one is 
innocent.” Jack does not torture her but 
offers to save Berus if she talks 

Jack Yes Decision 
not to 
torture 

4 10: 4-
5 pm 

Mary Ann is being interrogated (mole) 
by Curtis. She tells him she wants a 
lawyer, she has rights. He tells her she 
has no rights. Curtis brings in Powell’s 
body 

Curtis N/A Threat of 
torture 

4 10: 4-
5 pm 

Sarah has been released from detention; 
Driscoll apologizes to her (does not call 
it ‘torture’). Sarah says she wishes 
Drsicoll had trusted her and returns to 
work as if nothing had happened.  

N/A N/A Reaction 
to torture 
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4 11: 5-
6 pm 

Jack has Audrey’s husband Paul tied up 
to question him; asks Audrey to leave.  
Audrey: “What are you going to do to 
him?” Jack: “Whatever I have to.” Paul 
says he has nothing to say to Jack. Jack 
begins to assemble a torture device (with 
a lamp cord). Audrey protests. Jack: 
“Right now Paul is a prime suspect and 
he is not cooperating with me and I 
don’t’ have time to do this any other 
way…[back to Paul] this is the last 
chance you have to talk to me before I 
have to hurt you.” Jack makes a wire zap; 
Paul: “you’re bluffing.” Jack sticks the 
wire in Paul’s chest; he screams. Jack 
threatens to do it to his face; Paul caves 
(he doesn’t know the details but can look 
them up). 

Jack Yes Torture: 
electric 
shock 

4 11: 5-
6 pm 

Curtis has been tortured but it is not 
shown; he is in a room bleeding 

Terror-
ists 

No Torture: 
physical 
violence 

4 11: 5-
6 pm 

Tony wants to get more info from Mrs. 
Araz, asks Driscoll for ‘more room’ with 
the interrogation; she consents. Tony 
calls in Danny and asks for the video and 
audio monitoring disconnected in the 
room.  Tony: I’m not trying to prove 
anything, just don’t want what I’m about 
to do to say to be recorded.” Tony starts 
to beat up Mrs. Araz; has her in a 
chokehold. “Unless you tell me 
everything you know right now that deal 
you made to save your son is over and he 
goes to prison for murder and treason.” 
He tells he Berus will commit suicide in 
prison. He releases her and walks away; 
she starts to talk. 

Tony Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 

4 13: 7-
8 pm 

Terrorists have Paul and are beating him 
up; “You decide when the pain stops,” 
they say. They punch him in the face, 
slam his hand in a drawer.  

Terror-
ists 

No—
Jack 
Bauer 
to the 
rescue! 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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4 13: 7-
8 pm 

Audrey talks to Heller about witnessing 
Jack torture Paul. Heller: “That’s his job. 
He had to make sure…we need people 
like that” 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 15: 9-
10 
pm 

Further interrogation of Berus. Michelle: 
“Did the first interrogation of Berus 
reveal anything about why he might be 
valuable to Marwan?” Tony: “No, it was 
more about the mother. But we really 
didn’t push him very hard.” Michelle: 
“Curtis, push him harder. See what you 
can find”…Tony (to Curtis): “we can’t 
use a psychological approach, it’s too 
slow.” Curtis: “what are you 
suggesting?” Tony: Well, I think he’s 
just going to drag his feet unless we put 
some physical pressure on him.” Curtis: 
“He’s just a scared kid. I’m pretty sure 
he’ll give us everything he knows.” 
Tony: “you’re pretty sure.” Curtis: “I’ll 
call Richards.” 

Mich-
elle/ 
Tony/ 
Curtis 

N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 15: 9-
10 
pm 

Curtis enters; lifts Berus by the collar, 
slams him on the wall. Berus claims he 
only knows that Marwan is the leader. 
Tony says ‘go ahead’ to Richards and 
Richards injects him; Berus screams. 
Then he is pacified and Curtis questions 
him. 

Curtis/
Tony/ 
Richard
s 

Not re-
solved 
in this 
episode
.  

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
injection 

4 18: 
12-1 
am 

One of Marwan’s colleagues is captured; 
he wants to call Amnesty Global and tell 
them that someone has been captured and 
taken back to CTU to be tortured. 

N/A N/A Decision 
not to 
torture 

4 18: 
12-1 
am 

Michelle: “Prepare CTU for 
interrogation. I want this man broken in 
minutes not hours.” To Curtis, later: 
“Remember he’s an ex-marine; he won’t 
cave easily.” Curtis brings in Richards 
and his briefcase. Richards opens his 
briefcase with needles etc. Phone rings: 
STOP. Lawyer appears with court order 
and US marshall thwarts interrogation. 
Edgar: “I want to know why we’re letting 
some slimy lawyer protect a 

N/A N/A Threat of 
torture 
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dirtbag….We have some PC lawyer 
holding us up from doing our job.” 

4 18: 
12-1 
am 

Jack to AG lawyer (Weiss): “Your client 
aided and abetted the terrorists 
responsible for attacking the president.” 
Weiss: “You don’t know that.” Jack: “As 
a matter of fact we do.” Weiss: “Then 
charge him. All my client wants is due 
process.” Jack “Mr. Weiss: these people 
are not going to stop attacking us today 
until millions and millions of Americans 
are dead. Now I don’t want to bypass the 
Constitution, but these are extraordinary 
circumstances.” Weiss: “The 
Constitution was borne out of 
extraordinary circumstances, Mr. Bauer.” 

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 18: 
12-1 
am 

President will not permit the torture (he 
was just sworn in and it would be his first 
act as President). Jack resigns from CTU 
and will take him on as a private citizen. 
Jack: “NOW we’re gonna talk.” Starts 
questioning him, gun in hand, doing 
something to his wrist/neck; suspect 
writhes in pain. Now Jack uses knife to 
make threat. Suspect gives him info. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and threat 
of death 
to self/ 
family 

4 19: 1-
2 am 

Jack defends his action from the previous 
episode to Audrey. She is upset because 
he went against President Logan's 
requests/commands. Jack claims that 
what he did was absolutely necessary. 
Audrey: "Jack you can't keep working 
outside the lines and not expect to face 
the consequences." Jack: "No one 
understands the consequences better than 
me. Trust me." 

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 19: 1-
2 am 

President Logan doesn't know what Jack 
has done; is still uncomfortable with the 
idea of torturing a U.S. citizen. Mike 
Novak defends it. 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 
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4 19: 1-
2 am 

Bill calls to let Mike know that Jack 
tortured the guy. Mike says that Bill 
should have restrained Jack. Bill says 
that "Restraint is a luxury we can't afford 
right now." The suspect gave up 
Marwan's location. Bill recommends that 
the President approve of the extreme 
interrogation and then cheat the 
timestamp. Bill expresses concern about 
President Logan's ability to lead us 
through this crisis; Bauer was right. 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 19: 1-
2 am 

Audrey is upset about the torture. Bill: "It 
had to be done." Bill claims the President 
was wrong. Audrey: "We can't just break 
protocol because we think it's right at the 
time and expect to get away with it." Bill: 
"Normally I'd agree with you. But in this 
case I'd rather ask for forgiveness than 
permission." Audrey: "What kind of 
answer is that?" Bill: "The answer is it 
worked...With all due respect this is not 
Washington, DC. Policy and politics do 
not always work on the frontline, which 
is where we are today." 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 19: 1-
2 am 

President Logan is very upset about the 
fact that Jack tortured that guy; he wants 
Jack arrested; later in the episode the 
President decides this was a mistake and 
releases him. 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 21: 3-
4 am 

Issue with the Chinese consulate and Li: 
Palmer to President Logan: “This is a 
dirty business and we’re gonna have to 
get our hands dirty to clean it up.” 

Preside
nt 
Palmer 

N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 21: 3-
4 am 

Jack locates Marwan; shoots him in the 
leg; puts the gun in the wound and says 
“That hurts, doesn’t it?” Jack holds the 
gun to Marwan’s head. Curtis: “Jack NO 
what are you doing? We still need him.” 

Jack N/A Torture: 
shooting 

4 22: 4-
5 am 

Marwan has been captures. Palmer to 
Jack: “Do you think he’ll break?” Jack: 
“It won’t be easy; he’s committed to his 
cause, he’s prepared to die” 

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 
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4 22: 4-
5 am 

Marwan’s cell reveals that Richard 
(Heller’s son) called him; so torture is 
justified. 

N/A N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

4 22: 4-
5 am 

Richard is back; Audrey wants to talk to 
him first. Heller: “this isn’t working, we 
don’t have time for this. We need to get 
the info from him.” He enters the 
interrogation room: “Richard, tell us 
what you know or I will let them use 
every piece of equipment that they have 
to drag it out of you son.” Richard starts 
to talk—he slept with a man. 

Heller Yes Threat of 
torture 

4 22: 4-
5 am 

Tony has been captured by the terrorists; 
shirt off, bound and gagged.  

Terror-
ists 

No Torture: 
physical 
violence 

4 22: 4-
5 am 

Jack has a female hostile; has a hand on 
her neck. She knows where to find 
Marwan. Jack points a gun at her. “You 
are gonna help me now or I am gonna 
kill you” 

Jack Yes; 
she 
talks 
later 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

4 22: 4-
5 am 

CTU agent spotted at consulate is 
captured by Chinese and interrogated; 
told to talk with gun to his head.  He is 
bound to a chair and threatened with 
prison. He talks 

Chinese Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
and 
physical 
violence 

5 1: 7-8 
am 

Jack is being pursued; the guy pursuing 
him gets shot down. Jack: “At the rate 
you’re bleeding out you won’t make it 
without seeing a doctor [or getting 
medical attention]. Tell me what I want 
to know and I’ll get you to a hospital.” 
He talks; Jack shoots him. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

5 2: 8-9 
am 

No one knows Jack is alive; Palmer’s 
brother Wayne confronts him and Jack 
holds him at gunpoint so that he won’t 
reveal his presence. 

Jack N/A Other 
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5 2:  8-
9 am 

Jack finds Chevensky: “You are gonna 
tell me what I want to know. It’s just a 
matter of how much you want it to hurt.” 

Jack No; 
attack 
breaks 
out in 
airport 
and 
Chevel-
sky co-
mmits 
suicide. 

Threat of 
torture 

5 6: 12-
1 pm 

There was a mole [Walter Cummings] in 
the White House; Jack is threatening 
him, punching him, asking where the 
nerve gas is, but he won’t talk. Jack pulls 
a knife and points it at his face: “You’ve 
read my file. The first thing I’m gonna do 
is take out your right eye, then your left, 
until I get the information I need.” Jack 
starts to cut out his eye; Cummings talks, 
tells him where the nerve gas is. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
physical 
violence 

5 7: 1-2 
pm 

Jack is interrogating a suspect who isn’t 
talking. Jack: "You've been conspiring 
with a known terrorist which means that I 
get to hold you as long as I want...Trust 
me, you don’t want to go down this road 
with me.” Suspect: “Go to hell.” Jack hits 
him, then: “That is exactly where I’m 
gonna send you if you don’t start to 
cooperate.” Jack calls in Curtis, who 
pushes on his leg wound. “By the time 
we finish with you you’re gonna wish 
you felt this good again.” Suspect: “I 
want full immunity as well as other 
demands.” Jack: No. Curtis starts to hurt 
him. Jack is ordered to accept the deal 
CTU made with the suspect. 

Jack/Cu
rtis 

No/Yes 
suspect 
doesn't 
talk 
because 
of 
torture 
but 
because 
CTU 
orders 
Jack to 
stop 
and 
accept 
the deal 
that the 
suspect 
wants. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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5 8: 2-3 
pm 

Trolley problem: letting 1 canister go off 
could lead to the other 19; if they 
intercept now, stop the 1 from going off 
but the terrorists will find out they’re on 
to them and then the other 19 would go 
off. Decision: potentially release the 
canister. McGill: “This is war, there are 
going to be casualties.” 

N/A N/A Moral 
dilemma 

5 10: 4-
5 pm 

Another trolley problem: President 
choosing between saving wife Martha 
and Russian President’s wife or saving 
millions of people because of the nerve 
gas.  

N/A N/A Moral 
dilemma 

5 11: 5-
6 pm 

Jack is waiting for Christopher at his 
house; he comes up. Jack pulls gun, 
threatens to shoot his knee. Christopher: 
“That’s right Jack, start with the knee, 
just like I taught you.” Jack shoots his 
wife above the knee cap; says he’ll shoot 
her again unless Christopher talks. Wife 
begs; C says no. Jack calls Chloe; will 
have to bring C in to CTU for 
interrogation. 

Jack No Torture: 
shooting 

5 12: 6-
7 pm 

Christopher is set up in interrogation 
room like he’s a death row prisoner 
getting lethal injection; he’s been 
injected with something. Richards is 
inside with him; “He’s read.” Jack to 
Audrey: “He knows what’s coming. He’s 
willing to tolerate an inhuman amount of 
pain.” Jack goes in; to Richards: “start 
it.” C starts to breathe laboriously; later 
he is shaking. Jack goes in, tells him to 
talk. Richards: “His vitals are crashing I 
need to stabilize him before initiating 
another dose.” Jack orders in a medical 
team to stabilize C. 

Jack  Not 
resolve
d in this 
episode
. 

Torture: 
injection 

5 15: 9-
10 
pm 

Audrey is in holding, detained in 
interrogation room. Torture guy comes 
in. Bill Buchanan to Homeland Security 
agent [Karen]: Burke's interrogation 
method shuold only be used as a last 
resort.” HS agent defends it; "This 

Jack/ 
Burke 
(CTU/
Homela
nd 
torturer

No; she 
is inno-
cent.  

Justifica-
tion of 
torture; 
Torture:  
injection 
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situation warrants a more aggressive 
approach." Bill thinks it should be used 
also on the woman who leaked Audrey's 
name but Karen says they can't because 
she has immunity. Bill: “So we can 
torture our own but not a criminal.”Other 
HS agent: "Bill, we don't have the luxury 
of time. Intel indicates that an attack is 
immanent Jack to HS agent: “You should 
think twice about who you invasively 
interrogate.” Issue: Audrey was in bed 
with Walt Cummings, the White House 
mole.  Jack is PISSED. He goes in, 
moves the table away, pushes her up 
against the wall harshly, choking her: 
“Dammit Audrey tell me the truth…You 
tell me what you know or I promise this 
will become very unpleasant.” Jack looks 
up at the camera: “This is over.” Karen to 
Bill: “If you ask me she broke him and 
not the other way around.” Bill: “He 
didn’t push her hard enough, he’s 
protecting her.” [Karen thinks that Jack 
did not push Audrey hard enough]. 
Karen: Send Burke (torturer) in.  Jack 
tries to prevent Burke from entering and 
Burke tasers and handcuffs him. Burke 
questions Audrey…Later in episode, 
Audrey is still being tortured. Bruke is 
questioning her, she is screaming. Jack 
finds out she is innocent from the woman 
who squealed on her (turns out 
Henderson set her up), so he bursts in 
and stops the torture. 

) 

5 15: 9-
10 
pm 

Jack interrogating suspect, holding her at 
gunpoint.  Jack: “You have 3 seconds to 
tell me where the target is or I will kill 
you.” She gives info . This is the woman 
who said that Audrey had given her info 
about the attacks. 

Jack Yes Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 



 259 

5 19: 1-
2 am 

Jack finds Christoher again. Jack pulls 
gun on him; “where is the recording?” C: 
“ I don’t have it.” Jack: “Where is it?” C: 
“I’m not gonna tell you Jack, no matter 
what you do to me.” Audrey: “Kill him 
Jack.” Jack hesitates; hits him. 

Jack No Threat of 
torture 

5 20: 2-
3 am 

This is the episode where Jack Bauer 
HIJACKS A PLANE! He punched out 
the air marshal. 

Jack N/A Rule-
breaking 

5 23: 5-
6 am 

On a submarine: Jack gets an engineer on 
the submarine who survived the attack to 
kill one of the hostiles. Engineer: “I don’t 
know if I can do this.” Jack: “You don’t 
have a choice.” Jack tells him exactly 
how to do it: sever the vocal cords, cut 
deep enough, etc.  

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

5 23: 5-
6 am 

Christopher pulls a gun on Jack after 
disarming the weapons; Jack breaks 
Birko's neck and kills C. To Bill: 
"Christopher is dead. He fired on me, I 
didn't have a choice." 

Jack N/A Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

5 
24: 6-
7 am 

Jack wants to get a confession out of 
President Logan. Handcuffs him and 
empties his pockets. Logan: "I know that 
you're good at extracting informaiton, I 
know you're good at torture…I suppose 
if you hurt me enough I'll tell you 
anything you want. A man will say 
anything under torture." Jack: "Mr. 
Logan, I'm not going to torture you." 
Instead, tells him he will kill him. "Who 
are your co-conspirators. Count to 3." 
Jack can't do it; he is caputred by the 
Chinese. Jack No 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

5 
24: 6-
7 am 

The Chinese capture Jack and torture 
him. He asks them to kill him. "You're 
far to valuable to kill, Mr. Bauer." Chinese No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

6 
1: 6-7 
am 

There have been many attacks 
throughout U.S. by Islamic militants. 
"We don't want to start a witchhunt, but 
we would rather err on the side of caution 
than be the victim of the next attack." N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 
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Muslim not allowed to get on bus by the 
driver; bus blows up later from passenger 
already on it. 

6 
1: 6-7 
am 

Jack has returned from China/been 
rescued; he looks bad and shows a great 
deal of evidence of torture. Chinese: 
"Please convey to your President that 
Jack never broke his vow of silence. He 
has not spoken a word in 2 years." Chinese No 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
1: 6-7 
am 

Terrorists want Jack (exchanging him for 
Assad) because the brother of one of the 
terrorists died while being interrogated 
by Jack in 1999. Jack N/A Other 

6 
1: 6-7 
am 

The terrorists have Jack. Put him in a 
chair, wrists chained. Hook him up to a 
machine. "Before you die, you're gonna 
feel what my brother felt." [Fayed is 
spaeking] Stabs Jack in the 
shoulder/collarbone and pours alcohol on 
the wound. Jack screams. The terrorist 
picks up pliers. Apparently, Assad was 
the wrong man; Fayed is the real 
terrorist. Assad was not responsible for 
the attacks. Fayed to Jack: "You will die 
for nothing." Fayed is about to cut off 
one of Jack's fingers when he gets a 
phone call. Jack falls to the ground 
faking his death, then attacks one of the 
terrorists and escapes. 

Terroris
ts No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

6 
2: 7-8 
am 

Tension between President (Wayne) 
Palmer and sister; her husband is 
detained because he's Muslim. President 
says he was following leads. She says 
that's not what they were doing. "Once 
you start ethnic profiling it's a slippery 
slope." N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 
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6 
2: 7-8 
am 

Jack is with Assad; they have one of 
Fayed's men, who was playing as an ally 
to Assad. He knows where Fayed is. Jack 
is torturing him to find out. Jack chokes 
him and stabs him in the shoulder. 
Fayed's man screams and says "I don't 
know! Please stop." Jack stops. Assad: 
"Why'd you stop?" Jack: "I could see it in 
his eyes. He's not going to tell us 
anything." Assad picks up the knife and 
stabs him in the leg. He immediately 
starts talking. Then Assad kills him. Jack 
looks on, mouth agape: "I don't know 
how to do this anymore.' 

Jack 
and 
then 
Assad No/Yes  

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
decision 
not to 
torture 

6 
2: 7-8 
am 

White family is trying to protect their 
Muslim neighbor from racial profiling 
but it turns out he is related to terrorist 
activity. N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

6 
3: 8-9 
am  

President Palmer's sister works for the 
Islamic American Alliance. She wants to 
fight for civil liberties. She wants to 
speak to her husband and is his attorney 
but he has limited rights. He is being held 
under the 'enemy combatant statute.' N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

6 
4: 9-
10 am 

Curtis doesn't like that Assad is helping 
them [implication being that a former 
terrorist could never do good]. To Jack: 
"Jack, what did the Chinese do to you?" 
Implication: Jack is different after being 
tortured. N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
4: 9-
10 am 

Assad: former terrorist who is 
renouncing terrorism and wanting 
fundamentalists to start placing their 
demands in non-violent means without 
resorting to terrorism. Curtis and Assad 
have a history; when Curtis was in the 
army, Assad's men killed most of his 
squadron. Curtis wants to kill Assad, 
Jack won't let him. When he won't drop 
the weapon as Jack ordered, Jack kills 
Curtis. He walks away, cries, vomits: "I 
can't do this anymore." Assad: "You'll 
remember." Jack N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 
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6 
5: 10-
11 am 

Jack visits his brother Graem, discovered 
to be behind the terrorist attacks. Begins 
by punching him in the face. Ties him to 
a chair, hands behind his back. Jack: "I 
will rip your tongue out, are we clear? 
Graem, people in this country are dying 
and I need some information. Are you 
going to give it to me or am I gonna have 
to start hurting you?" Graem: "You're 
hurting me now." After more 
questioning, Jack pulls plastic bag over 
Graem's head and starts to suffocate him. Jack 

Not 
resolve
d in this 
episode
. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

6 

6: 11 
am- 
12 
pm 

Graem is in tears. Jack threatens him 
with the bag again; Graem starts talking, 
telling Jack where their father is. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

6 
7: 12- 
1pm 

Jack needs to question Graem again; 
father asks him what he has to do. Jack: 
"Whatever it takes." Jack and CTU agent 
are using some kind of infrared 
technology while they interrogate Graem 
to reveal that G is lying. Jack to CTU 
agent: "Set up the interrogation package." 
Jack: "You don't want to make me to 
that, Graem." CTU agent returns with 
briefcase. They will inject Graem with 
neuroinflammatory designed to induce 
pain. Graem is injected and begins to 
scream; Jack looks uncomfortable. Jack 
goes to G and puts his hand on his head; 
tells him that he will increase the dosage 
eventually so high that G will run the risk 
of inducing a heart attack. Jack: "Graem, 
make no mistake about it, I will go there 
if I have to." G won't talk; Jack increases 
dosage yelling at G. CTU agent warns 
Jack that G's vitals are crashing. G begins 
to talk. Jack starts to cry. G explains his 
intentions; he is responsible for the death 
of David Palmer, says that he and Jack 
are the same. Jack knocks him over and 
pulls a gun on him. "We are not the 
same, want me to kill you?" Jack orders a Jack Yes 

Justificati
on of 
torture; 
Torture: 
injection 
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stronger dosage of the drug. [Jack is 
crossing from torture to get info into 
torture to punish]. CTU agent refuses. 
Jack pulls gun on CTU agent: "DO IT.." 
CTU agent calls in for back up. Jack 
continues to threaten G with death until 
father appears in doorway. 

6 
7: 12- 
1pm 

President will not sign Tom's executive 
order about rounding up Muslims. "The 
Constitution doesn't only apply in times 
of peace." Alienating/radicalizing 
Muslims not the answer; they're our best 
line of defense. We Americans need to 
demonstrate that we are governed by the 
rule of law and never by the politics of 
fear. N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

6 
7: 12- 
1pm 

Dad kills Graem, then kisses his head; 
he's in on it. 

Father 
Bauer N/A Other 

6 
8: 1-2 
pm 

Morris has been captured by Fayed's 
men. They beat him, waterboard him to 
try to get him to cooperate. Fayed pulls 
out a power drill; starts to drill through 
Morris's shoulder. Morris falls to the 

Fayed/
Terroris
ts Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
water-
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ground. Fayed kills the women who 
brought Morris in. Morris breaks: "I'll do 
it." 

boarding 

6 
9: 2-3 
pm 

Jack feels bad because he thinks Graem 
died because of his interrogaiton, not 
because of his father. Bill thinks he is 
responsible; Jack: "I told you, I wasn’t 
ready to be back in this job." Jack N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
9: 2-3 
pm 

Morris feels guilty for arming the nuke 
even though he did it under the pressure 
of severe torture. Morris N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
10: 3-
4 pm 

Morris is a recovering alcoholic; showing 
signs of distress for having been tortured, 
though it's framed as being because he 
armed the bomb. N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
11: 4-
5 pm 

Moris is making a lot of mistakes; CTU 
is blaming his alcoholism, not the fact 
that he was tortured.  N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
12: 5-
6 pm 

Jack goes into Russian consulate to see 
Markoff. Jack pulls a gun on him, 
punches him in the face. Buchanan tells 
Jack to stand down; Jack says no. Jack to 
Markoff: "Youre gonnat ell me what I 
want to know or you're going to start 
losing your fingers one by one. This is 
your last chance." Silence. Jack cuts off 
one of his fingrs. "Now talk or I'll kill 
you." Markoff tells him where Gredenko 
is. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

6 
14: 7-
8 pm 

There is a leak in CTU; they immediately 
assume it's Nadia Yassir because she's 
Muslim (it is not her). Doyle is 
questioning her. "I'm warning you, I will 
do what is necessary to get the answers I 
need." Nadia maintains that she doesn't 
know anything. Doyle pulls her hair. 
Milo enters and tells Doyle to let her go.  

Doyle/
CTU 

No 
(she's 
inno-
cent) 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

6 
15: 8-
9 pm 

New evidence: Nadia's system was 
cmopromised without her knowledge; 
Doyle will get rid of the evidence to save 
himself embarrassmnet for the way he 
treated her N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 
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6 
15: 8-
9 pm 

Jack has Gredenko. Jack: "Do you know 
who I am?" G: "I know all about you, 
agent Bauer." Jack: "Then you know 
what I'm gonna do to you unless you tell 
me where the bombs are." Jack 

Unresol
ved in 
this 
episode 

Threat of 
torture 

6 

16: 9-
10 
pm 

Gredenko wants immunity and doesn't 
want to go back to Russia. Bauer has no 
intention of honoring the agreement. 
Gredenko gets out because he makes a 
deal; he will lead them to Fayed if they 
grant him immunity. Jack N/A Other 

6 

17: 
10-11 
pm 

Jack is beating Fayed. Fayed: "Are you 
enjoying this Bauer, as much as you 
enjoyed butchering my litter 
brother?"Jack: "Your brother was 
responsible for the loss of dozens of 
innocent lives. Trust me, I haven't begun 
to enjoy myself." Fayed: "Go ahead, 
you'll get nothing frm me." Jack punches 
him hard. To Doyle: "He wants us to 
martyr him. The only way we are gonna 
break him is with a pharmaceutical 
package, back to CTU." JB to Fayed: 
"Now we're gonna have some fun." 
Doyle: I've never found pharmaceutical 
torture to be that effective." Jack: "I 
have." Fayed: "I won't tell you a thing."  
Doyle: "Either way, I get to watch you 
suffer. 

Jack & 
Doyle 

No/Yes
. No 
info 
gathere
d but 
Fayed 
dies. 
There 
is an 
acciden
t and 
Jack 
and 
Doyle 
play 
dead 
and 
then 
Jack 
kills 
Fayed. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
injection 

6 

18: 
11 
pm - 
12 am 

Chinese government has Audrey; they 
are threatening to kill her unless the get a 
part from the nukes. Jack goes through 
with it. Chinese Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

6 

18: 
11 
pm - 
12 am 

Doyle is trying to stop Jack from getting 
the part; Jack pulls a gun on him and 
goes ahead without the approval of the 
White House Jack 

Not 
resolve
d in this 
episode 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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6 
20: 1-
2 am 

Audrey is in really bad shape after being 
tortured by Chinese; Jack was fine. 
Audrey was tortured badly physically 
and psychologically; also injected with a 
lot of drugs. Chinese N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

6 
24: 5-
6 am 

Jack to Josh (Graem's son) about killing 
his father: "Trust me you do not want to 
live with the pain of taking someone 
else's life." N/A N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 

Rede
mpti
on 

3-5 
pm 

Children soldiers in Sangala Africa are 
torturing and beatin a man who 'was with 
the government of the white bastards.' 
Older man leading the children: "We 
must buy our freedom with the death of 
this cockroach…You know what we do 
to cockroaches." Crowd of children starts 
to scream "Kill the cockraoch!" A young 
boy kills him with a machete. 

Terror-
ist 
child-
ren in 
Africa N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

Rede
mpti
on 

3-5 
pm 

Jack is served with a subpoena from US 
for illegal detention and torture of 
persons at CTU. He is in Africa ducking 
the subpoena. Jack on his position: 
"Whatever I have done I've paid for in 
full. All I have is my freedom and I won't 
let them take that away from me." Jack N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 

Rede
pmti
on 

3-5 
pm 

Carl (Robert Carlyle): was in the service 
a long time ago and left because he 
pushed an alleged terrorist to get 
information and the terrorist lost his life. 
"People like us, Jack, we don't live based 
on how many lives we saved but how 
many we lost." Carl N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 

Rede
pmti
on 

3-5 
pm 

Band of soldiers comes to school; capture 
Jack and say they won't kill him until he 
tells them where the children are hiding. 
They string his arms up, beat him, torture 
him; he is spitting blood. He does not 
talk. Torturer heats a machete and 
touches Jack's face with it; Jack screams. 
"We'll keep doing this until you beg me 
to kill you." Jack tells him a fictional 
account of where the kids are. Jack gets 

African 
soldiers No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
positional 
torture 
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out, kills his attacker. 

Rede
mpti
on 

3-5 
pm 

Whitley has files on his computer that 
he's not supposed to. He comes home and 
some men in suits (connected with the 
terrorists) burst in to find out what he 
knows. Whitley has been stealing 
financial records from his company. 
They are asking him who he has shown 
them to; he says no one. One of the 
terrorists starts hitting over the head with 
a newspaper. Ask him to open his shirt; 
have duct tape. "You will tell us 
everything you know and we'll know if 
you're lying." They tape him to the chair, 
gag him with a tie in his mouth, and 
inject him with truth serum. 

Terror-
ists 

Yes, 
they get 
what 
they 
want. 

Torture: 
injection 

7 
1: 8-9 
am 

Senate hearing about CTU (now 
disbanded) for torture, violence and civil 
rights abuses. Jack goes in without an 
attorney. "Did you torture Ibrahim 
Haded?" Jack: "According to the 
definition set forth by the Geneva 
Conventions, yes…I must do whatever is 
necessary to get the job done...The 
people I deal with don't care about your 
rules...Do not sit there with that smug 
look on your face and expect me to regret 
the decisions I have made because I do 
not." N/A N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

7 
1: 8-9 
am 

Latham was kidnapped and tortured, 
beaten; all of his fingernails have been 
ripped off. 

Terror-
ists led 
by 
Tony 
Al-
meida Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

7 
1: 8-9 
am 

Jack, what are you gonna do? Break in, 
torture the guy, like you used to 
do?...Remember this is an FBI operation, 
we work within the confines of the law. N/A N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 
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7 
1: 8-9 
am 

They end up pulling guns on the 
Schechter. Jack asks Renee (FBI): "What 
do you want me to do?" Renee: "Do 
whatever it takes." Jack: "I'm gonna 
enjoy this." He doesn't even have to do 
anything; the guy starts to talk…but gets 
taken out by a sniper. Jack Yes 

Threat of 
torture 

7 
2: 9-
10 am 

FBI driver tells Jack he thinks the Senate 
hearings are wrong after everything he's 
done for this counrty. N/A N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

7 
2: 9-
10 am 

Renee asks Jack how far he would have 
gone if Schechter hadn't been shot. Jack 
says "as far as necessary." Renee wants 
to know more. Jack says that she knows 
his file, he is sick of answering questions 
about his past. Jack finds the shooter, 
holds a gun to his head, and starts 
punching him. Jack N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 
and 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 

7 
3: 10-
11 am 

Jack is interrogating Tony. Attakcs him, 
slams him against the wall, hand on 
throat: "Tell me where the device is or I 
will kill you and you will stay dead this 
time."FBI bursts in, forces Jack to let go; 
Tony had already started to talk. Jack 

Yes; 
but it 
turns 
out that 
Tony is 
workin
g 
underco
ver. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

7 
3: 10-
11 am 

Renee doesn't know yet that Tony is 
working deep cover: "Almeida won't 
break. He's trained. We need a more 
forceful approach" Her superior: "You 
mean torture? It's illegal." Renee says 
there are more coercive methods we 
haven't tried yet. Superior can't believe 
what he's hearing--it's illegal. He wants 
Jack out of the building, he's a wild card.  Renee N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

7 
3: 10-
11 am 

Jack makes Renee pass out and steals her 
security cards to get out of custody. 
Breaks in FBI agents and has them at 
gunpoint; breaks Tony out of custody. 
Jack: "Glad I didn't break your neck." 
Tony: "Well, you came close." Jack: Jack N/A 

Rule-
breaking 
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"Sorry about that." 

7 

4: 11 
am-
noon 

Renee is questioning Tanner in the 
hosptial; gets rough--grabs his jaw, 
asking him questions. Renee: "We have 
to bend the rules a little." She pulls a gun 
on Tanner, pushing it into his wounds. 
She starts cutting off his oxygen suplly. 
Tanner: "This is illegal, you can't do this, 
you're FBI. I have rights." She gets the 
informaiton she needs. Renee Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

7 
5: 12-
1 pm Renne gets flack for torturing Tanner. N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

7 
6: 1-2 
pm 

Jack is doing everything in the name of 
saving innocent lives. Jack N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 

7 
8: 3-4 
pm 

Mr. Taylor (President Taylor's husband, 
the first gentelman) has been captured by 
Colonel Dubaku. Dubaku cuts off one of 
Taylor's fingers to show that he is serious 
in his threat to take Taylor's life. Dubaku 

Not 
exactly-
Mr. 
Taylor 
still 
gets 
shot. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

7 
8: 3-4 
pm 

Jack wants to make an agent think his 
family is in danger to get him to talk. 
"We won't be able to break him in the 
time we have." Renee and Larry Moss: 
"That's stepping over the line, Jack." Jack 
to Renee: "You stepped over the line the 
minute you interrogated Tanner." Larry 
to Jack: "Our rules are what make us 
better." Jack: "Not today." Renee pulls 
gun on wife and child of agent. Jack 
crashes into agent, pulls gun on him. The 
agent talks. The women calls Renee a 
monster. Agent fights Jack; Jack kills 
him. 

Jack/Re
nee Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

7 
10: 5-
6 pm 

Renee is trying to save Mareka but Jack 
is worried the car she was in when the 
accident happened will explode; Renee 
pulls a gun on Jack: "I gave her my 
word." Mareka dies. Renee N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 
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7 
10: 5-
6 pm 

Jack threatens Dubaku's family if he 
doesn't supply the names of the corrupt 
officials. Forces EMTs at gunpoint to 
open him and give him a metal plate with 
info on it. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

7 
11: 6-
7 pm 

Jack bursts in, pulls a gun on Bill. Bill 
says there are other options. Jack says 
they're out of time. Jack tasers Burnet. 
There is a debate between Taylor and the 
Senator about the ethics of torture. Jack 
is torturing Burnet in the White House, 
tasering him repeatedly and threatening 
to do more and more. Burnet is writhing 
in pain and begging him to stop. Jack 
tells him that if he tasers his neck it could 
cause cardiac arrest; when he threatens to 
do it, Burnet starts to talk. Just then 
Mayer and Taylor burst in. Senator says 
"You're done Bauer." Jack: "He was 
talking. Whatever happens is on your 
conscience." President: "Otrutre was 
intended to elicit false confessions now 
we use it to get the truth." Bauer is 
arrested. President won't condone torture 
but is ok with the death penalty for 
Burnet for treason. Jack 

Yes, 
Burnet 
starts to 
talk but 
then-
Jack is 
stopped 
by Pres. 

Torture: 
tasing 

7 
11: 6-
7 pm 

Senator Mayer: "Let me just remind you 
Madame President, you supported the 
effort to ban the use of torture, you 
campaigned to reform the intelligence 
agencies." Taylor: "These past 10 hours, 
Senator, things haven't appeared as black 
and white as they once did." Senator: 
"Well there's nothing grey about Jack 
Bauer. The man has committed atrocities. 
Prioners have died under his custody." 
Taylor: "Mr. Bauer has served under the 
aegis of 3 presidents, not just me." 
Senator: "Does that make it any more 
lawful or any less repugnant, if it's 
authorized at the highest level? The state 
of war is not a blank check for the 
President or for anyone." Taylor wants 

Pres-
ident 
Taylor N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 
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the Senate to drop the hearing/charges of 
Jack. Senator: "The message is clear; 
under certain circumstances you believe 
his methods are acceptable." Taylor: 
"Some would argue that they are." 

7 
13: 8-
9 pm 

Renee to Larry: "I’ve seen Jack do some 
terrible things today but he's been right 
every time." Renee N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

7 
13: 8-
9 pm 

Jack is questioning Burnet in the hospital 
under close scrutiny of the FBI. Burnet: 
"Please don't hurt me. I'll tell you 
anything you want." Burnet is killed but 
it wasn't Jack is framed for it. Jack 

No--
Burnet 
is 
murd-
ered. 

Threat of 
torture 

7 

14: 9-
10 
pm 

Jack to Senator Mayer: "You just need to 
understand that where I work things get a 
lot messier than where you work on the 
hill." Jack N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

7 
20: 3-
4 am 

No coercive interrogation of Jonas 
Hodges (Voight); they offer him witness 
protection in exchange for names, but he 
says they are anonymous. N/A N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

7 
20: 3-
4 am 

CTU servers are brought back up; they 
had been shut down. Assumption: the 
CTU surveillance methods are now 
illegal, deemed unconstitutional, etc. N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

7 
21: 4-
5 am 

Tony's group is framing a Muslim for the 
attack, planting evidence of extremism, 
etc. Muslim/racial profiling. N/A N/A 

Creation 
of the 
'other' 

7 
22: 5-
6 am 

Terrorist is injured but Jack wants to 
question him; stops EMT from giving 
him morphine, presses on wound to 
create pain. "I'll give you the morphine as 
soon as you start talking." Jack Yes  

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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7 
23: 6-
7 am 

Jack: "I see 15 people held hostage on a 
bus and everything else goes out the 
windo. I will do whatever it takes to 
lsave them. I mean whatever it takes…In 
the end I know these laws need to be 
more important than the bus, I know that. 
I know it's right but I don't think I could 
live with it." Try to make choices you 
can live with. I've made so many 
mistakes--I always though I'd have time 
to correct them. Renee: "You have the 
time right now." Jack: "You don't know 
what I've done." Jack N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 

7 
23: 6-
7 am 

Renee pulls gun on Janis to get at Allen; 
willing to throw away her career to get 
revenge and information Renee Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

8 
2: 5-6 
pm 

CTU is back up and running, this time in 
NYC. The interrogation room with the 
'full biometric package' is also back. The 
new CTU has drones all over the city. N/A N/A Other 

8 
3: 6-7 
pm 

Jack is tasered by the police; they beat 
him, thinking that he killed the cop & his 
wife. Police No 

Torture: 
tasing 
and 
physical 
violence 

8 
4: 7-8 
pm 

Renee is fired from the FBI for almost 
killing Wilson in an interrogation. Renee No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

8 
4: 7-8 
pm 

Renee needs the help of someone on 
house arrest; she cuts of his arrest. Renee Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

8 
6: 8-9 
pm 

Jack offers to make someone talk. 
Hastings (head of CTU): "we don't do 
that anymore." Jack N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

8 

7: 10-
11 
pm 

Hastings has allowed for the use of 
torture to discover who was aiding his 
brother with the attack on his life. His aid 
did the torture but refuses to arrest the 
detainee's family in order to get the 
detainee to talk--torture didn't work.. CTU No 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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Hassan agrees they shouldn't arrest them 
but then he does it anyway.  

8 

8: 11 
pm-
midni
ght 

The Russians have taken Jack to find out 
he knew about the uranium. They start 
punching Jack, tie him to a chair. They 
hang Jack up from the ceiling, hooking 
him up to elecricity so he gets shocked. 
Russian sticks his finger in Jack's wound: 
"Everybody has a limit. Don't worry, I'll 
find yours." Jack doesn't break. He gets 
away. 

Russian 
Terror-
ists No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
electric 
shock 

8 
9: 12-
1 am 

Renee murdered Vladimir; Jack wants to 
help make it look like self-defense; 
White House wants her to take the fall 
for it.  Renee N/A Other 

8 
9: 12-
1 am 

Jack hit guard and bursts into 
interrogation room; gets justice 
department representative by the neck. 
Jack gets tased and cuffed.  Jack No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

8 
11: 2-
3 am 

Marcos has locked himself in a room and 
is going to blow up himself with a bomb 
big enough to threaten a wide radius of 
the city. Jack threatens Marcos with 
killing his mother through radiation 
exposure. "You detonate that vest, your 
mother dies too." Tells him that if he 
know who he was, the things he's done 
before in his life, he'd know he wasn’t 
bluffing. He says he will take Marcos's 
mother to the blast site to ensure that she 
gets radiation poison and dies. Jack just 
stares at him.  Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

8 
13: 4-
5 am 

Chloe pulls a gun on the NSA guy who is 
refusing to bring the servers back in the 
most efficient way possible. She is 
successful. Chloe Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/f 
amily 

8 
14: 5-
6 am 

The terrorists want President Hassan or 
they'll detonate the nuclear bomb; it will 
effect 40 square blocks of Manhattan. 
One of President Taylor's men (Rob) 
thinks they should hand him over; no one N/A N/A 

Moral 
dilemma 
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man is worth the lives of tens of 
thousands 

8 
16: 7-
8 am 

Cole shoots Dana's wheel so she can't 
escape; pulls her out of car, slams her 
against a post, points gun at her. "Who 
are you?" he asks. Hastings runs up and 
yells; STOP. Cole No 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
and 
physical 
violence 

8 
16: 7-
8 am 

Dana Walsh asks for Jack Bauer to do 
her interrogation; she offers him Hassan 
in exchange for full immunity and cash; 
says her involvement was all for money. 
Jack grabs her by the neck, throws her up 
against the wall: "You little bitch. The 
only reason you have any leverage right 
now is because President Hassan is alive. 
So stop screwing with me." Hastings 
(watching): "Dammit Jack." Dana: "They 
are going to force him to make a 
statement and then they are going to kill 
him live over the internet." The deal is: 
they recover President Hassan alive, 
Dana gets her immunity/cash. Jack 

Yes--
Dana 
gives 
informa
tion; 
but it is 
not 
com-
plete. 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

8 
16: 7-
8 am 

Terrorists have Hassan; are planning to 
have him say something over the internet 
before they kill him. They tie him to a 
chair, inject him with something. 

Terror-
ists 

Yes--he 
dies. 

Torture: 
injection 

8 
16: 7-
8 am 

The terrorists tase Hassan repeatedly. 
Ask him to read the statement or they 
will start cutting pieces from his body. 
President Hassan is refusing to read the 
statement. One terrorist to the other: 
"You said the drug shuodl break down 
his resistance…give him another 
injection." Other terrorist: "Any more 
could kill him." First terrorist: "I don't 
care. Do it." He consents. Third terrorist: 
they will have to think of something else 
if he doesn't read the staetment. First 
terrorist stops the injection; turns on the 

Terror-
ists 

No, 
Hassan 
doesn't 
talk, 
but by 
the 
time 
they 
CTU 
gets 
there, 
Hassan 
is 

Torture: 
tasing 
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internet feed, reads his crimes, and 
carries out the sentence. 

already 
dead. 

8 
18: 9-
10 am 

Jack threatens Bhazarov--will kill his 
whole family if he doesn't tell him who 
shot Renee. He talks--Jack offers his 
family witness protection. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

8 
18: 9-
10 am 

Chloe warns Cole that Jack might get out 
of hand when questioning Dana. Jack: "If 
I wanted her dead Chloe she'd be dead. 
I'm just gonna wake her up to the idea of 
it." Jack is interrogating Dana: bashing 
her head into the table, hitting her. Chloe 
tells Cole to stop him; Cole says "Let 
him play." Jack to Dana: "If you lie to 
me, I'll find you wherever you try to 
hide, you understand me?"  Jack Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

8 
18: 9-
10 am 

President won't allow Jack to continue 
interrogating Dana; wants him to stand 
down. Also refuses to give Dana 
immunity. She wants to keep the 
Russians at the table; making allegations 
against them will turn them away. Wants 
to bring peace to a region of the world 
that hasn't see it in a long time. Jack gets 
escorted out; pulls a gun; tell your men to 
drop their weapons or they're gonna die. Jack 

No; he 
gets 
away. 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

8 

19: 
10-11 
am 

Logan encourages Taylor to deny Dana 
Walsh immunity, calls her an enemy 
combatant, tells her to send her to a 
private facility. Suggests that Taylor 
tortures her. Taylor is horrified. Logan 
says he knows it's immoral but isn't 
morality relative. Taylor consents, but 
asks the men to use noncoercive methods 
of torture first. 

Logan/ 
Taylor N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

8 

19: 
10-11 
am 

Dana is taken to a facility with torture 
instruments; strapped to a rack to be 
waterboarded.  

Govt 
off-
icials 

Not re-
solved 
in this 
episode 

Torture:  
water-
boarding 



 276 

8 

20: 
11 
am-
noon 

The torture of Dana Walsh continues. 
She is being waterboarded. Cole and Jack 
break her out, but then Jack threatens her. 
Ultimately, she talks 

Govt 
off-
icials/ 
Jack Yes 

Torture:  
water-
boarding 

8 

20: 
11 
am-
noon 

Logan's man takes over the search for 
Jack at CTU, superceding Chloe's 
command. He chides her for insisting on 
nonlethal force. "It's time to take the 
gloves off." 

CTU 
agent N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

8 

20: 
11 
am-
noon 

Having just been waterbaorded, Dana 
breaks out and starts killing people. Jack 
and Dana run down the street shooting 
each other. Jack kills her, but gets the 
info from her first 

Dana/ 
Jack Yes 

Reaction 
to torture 

8 

21: 
12-1 
pm 

Jack is not in it only for revenge; he has 
Patel, who shot Renee. Reed begs Jack 
not to torture Pavel. Jack: "The evidence 
doesn't tell me who else is involved. He 
will." Pavel tells Jack to go to hell. Jack 
says "You first." Hack has pliers; to 
Pavel: "Renee died in agony which is 
exactly what I'm gonan make you do. 
Unless you tell me what I want to know." 
Pulls off some of Pavel's skin with pliers. 
Pavel admits to killing Renee. Jack starts 
beating him up. Reed begs Jack's 
assistant to stop Jack. Jack is furious, sits 
down. Directive is now to shoot Jack on 
site. Now Jack has a knife; Pavel is 
bleeding. Jack stabs at him. Jack wants to 
know who gave the order. "You think 
you know about pain, but you don't know 
anything yet." Jack squirst something on 
his wounds. Pavel is in agony, not 
talking. Jack brings blow torch, scorches 
Pavel's skin and wounds. Jack "This isn't 
working," looks around. Looks for SIM 
card in Pavel's phone; Pavel swallowed 
it. Jack: "This is for my friend." Cuts into 
his stomach/intestines, pulls out SIM 
card. Most recent call: Charles Logan.  Jack Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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8 
22: 1-
2 pm 

Jack comes in in full armor (mask and 
all) to attack Logan. Logan wants his 
men to kill Jack but Jack kidnaps Logan. 
Jack injects a kind of gas into Logan's car 
which makes him come out couging and 
gasping for air, on his knees. Jack: "Mr. 
President, get up or I will kill you right 
here." Jack takes him into a tunnel. Jack 
has Logan at gunpoint. "You're gonna tell 
me everything I want to know." Logan 
talks right away. Suvarov is behind the 
whole thing. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

9 

1: 11 
am-
12 
pm 

Jack Bauer is interrogated by the CIA in 
London. One of the interrogators says, 
"let's see if we can shake him up.' He is 
interrogated in the 'special activities 
division for enhanced interrogation.' One 
of the interrogators to Jack: "You know 
more than anyone what they're gonna do 
to you down there." 

CIA/ 
Govt 
off-
icials No 

Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

9 

1: 11 
am-
12 
pm 

Chloe is being tortured--injected with 
stuff and she's screaming. 

CIA/ 
Govt 
off-
icials 

No--
Jack 
rescues 
her 

Torture: 
injection 

9 

1: 11 
am-
12 
pm 

US CIA office in London has a torture 
chamber N/A N/A 

Justificati
on of 
torture 

9 

1: 11 
am-
12 
pm 

Jack holds a guard at gunpoint (to get 
Chloe): "you know who I am. Trigger 
that alarm and I'll blow your head off." Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

9 
2: 12-
1 pm 

Chloe shows no signs of having been 
tortured earlier. N/A N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

9 
3: 1-2 
pm 

Kate Morgan is the new Jack Bauer of 
the CIA; she hits a guy over the back of 
the head because he knows something 
about David Yates. 

Kate 
Morgan Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
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9 
3: 1-2 
pm 

Kate Morgan takes a guy who knows 
something to a place with people who are 
pissed at him (because of a heroin deal 
gone wrong); threatens to push him out 
of the car unless he talks about Yates; he 
tells her everything he knows. 

Kate 
Morgan Yes 

Threat of 
torture 

9 
4: 2-3 
pm Jack doesn't torture Tanner Jack N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

9 
4: 2-3 
pm 

President speech to Parliament: "Threat 
we face determined enemy to destroy our 
way of life" 

Preside
nt 
Heller N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

9 
4: 2-3 
pm 

Simone's mother orders her henchmen to 
torture her. They grab her and start 
cutting off her fingers. 

Terror-
ists Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

9 
5: 3-4 
pm 

Navid is beaten up for changing the 
security buffer so that the IP address of 
Margot's broadcast can be traced. 

Terror-
ists Yes 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

9 
6: 4-5 
pm 

Arms dealer interrogates Kate. Hangs her 
from a meat hook by her handcuffed 
hands. She is elevated with her arms 
behind her back. They cut her with a 
knife; she is dripping blood. Pour a 
bucket of dirty water with her and shock 
her. 

Terror-
ists 

No--
MI5 
bursts 
in 

Torture: 
positional 
torture, 
physical 
violence 

9 
6: 4-5 
pm Jack is interrogated, gun to his neck.  

Terror-
ists 

No--
Jack 
doesn’t 
break 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

9 
7: 5-6 
pm 

Jack interrogates Simone; squeezes the 
wound of her recently amputated finger. 
She writhes in pain but doesn't talk. He 
leaves the room and says to Kate: "I'm 
sorry I shouldn't have done that I just 
hate these people." Jack No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
Justific-
ation of 
torture 

9 
9: 7-8 
pm 

Jack holds a gun to a guard and says "I 
will kill you;" then punches the guy in 
the face with the gun. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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and 
physical 
violence 

9 
10: 8-
9 pm 

Navarro was the mole and they need to 
interrogate him; don't want to use 
enhanced interrogation techniques on 
Navarro because he was in covert ops-
trained to resist those exact techniques. CIA N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

9 
10: 8-
9 pm 

Jack interrogates Navarro. Tells him he 
will get the death penalty unless he 
cooperates. Navarro: "They're not gonna 
let you hurt me." Jack "I can assure you, 
full immunity is not on the table but your 
hand is." Starts stabing him in the hand, 
knocks him off the chair, punches him. Jack 

Not 
exactly-
security 
bursts 
in 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

9 
10: 8-
9 pm 

Navarro is denied pain medicine as his 
hand is bandaged CIA No 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

9 
10: 8-
9 pm 

Kate bursts in; she orders the medic off 
Navarro, hits him across the face, holding 
the gun to him. Bauer comes in and 
orders her to drop the weapon. Navarro 
starts talking. Kate Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

9 
10: 8-
9 pm 

Terrorists need Chloe's help; they shoot 
Alan in the leg to get her to cooperate; 
she does. 

Terroris
ts Yes  

Torture: 
shooting 

9 

11: 9-
10 
pm 

Jack pulls gun on Mark (Chief of Staff), 
asking why he gave the Chinese info on 
him. Mark apologizes. Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

9 

11: 9-
10 
pm 

Jack is questioning the Russian yelling at 
him, calling him a son of a bitch. "Where 
is Cheng?" But he does not hurt him; 
tries to stop the bleeding in his neck. Jack N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

9 

12: 
10 
pm -
11 am 

Cheng is holding Audrey hostage; 
threatens to kill her if anyone tries to 
rescue her (she dies) 

Terroris
ts Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
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9 

12: 
10 
pm -
11 am 

Jack gets Cheng; beats him up, gets him 
to record a confession, tells him to 
announce who he is. When he won't Jack 
grabs a sword and holds it to his neck. 
Then Jack beheads him. "This is for 
Audrey you son of a bitch." Jack Yes 

Torture: 
threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
and 
physical 
violence 
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Appendix C: Content Analysis of Homeland  

 
Sea-
son 

Epi-
sode Description of Event 

Perp-
etrator 

Effec-
tive Category 

1 1 
Brody has a flashback: naked, 
bloody, hung from a rope Terrorists 

Yes--in 
a sense 
all of the 
tortures 
of Brody 
are 
'effec-
tive' 
because 
he 
ultim-
ately 
turns 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Position-
al Torture 

1 2 

Brody, bloody, is digging a hole 
for Tom Walker's bloody body 
in Iraq--flashback. 

Terrorists 
force 
Brody to 
do this Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

1 3 

Saul: "Everyone lies in this 
business, I accept that. But we 
all draw the line somewhere. 
The two sides of that line are us 
and them. Saul N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 

1 5 

Flashback to Brody on the floor 
of prison in Iraq being urinated 
on my guard, Assad Hamid. Terrorists Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

1 5 

Brody is being brought into the 
CIA for interrogation. He asks 
Carrie: "1 question; will I be 
tortured?" Carrie "We don't do 
that here." Brody N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

1 5 

Flashback to Brody being 
beaten with a stick covered in 
barbed wire. Terrorists Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

1 5 

Hamid is held in safe house; 
alternative light/dark, loud 
music. 

Carrie/ 
CIA No 

Torture: 
Sensory 
Torture 
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1 6 

Several flashbacks to when 
Brody beat Tom to death; of 
course he didn't actually kill 
him but he thought he had (told 
to kill him or be killed himself, 
we learn in episode 7). 

Terrorists 
force 
Brody to 
do this Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

1 6 
Aileen says she doesn't want to 
turn herself in and be tortured. Eileen N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

1 6 

CIA assumes that Faisel is the 
terrorist because he's Muslim; 
it's Aileen though; she was 
radicalized in her time in the 
Middle East as a child. CIA N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

1 8 

Tom Walker's wife Helen must 
choose between protecting him 
and helping the CIA 

Helen 
Walker N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 

1 9 

Brody attacked in grocery store 
parking lot; beaten up severely 
and injected with something. Terrorists Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
injection 

1 9 

FBI agent scoffs when Carrie 
asks the FBI agent to take off 
his shoes in the mosque FBI  N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

1 9 

FBI assumes that the mosque 
knew that Tom Walker was a 
terrorist because he frequented 
the mosque. FBI  N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

1 10 

Saul wants to interrogate the 
Saudi Arabian diplomat (has 
photos of him at gay bath 
house). Saul: "We won't be 
waterboarding, we'll be gentle." Saul N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 

1 10 

Carrie: "to find the truth from 
these guys you try to find out 
what makes them human, not 
what makes them terrorists." 
Instead of hurting him they 
threaten to deport his daughter 
to Saudi Arabia; she would go 
back and get fat and wear a 
burqa for the rest of her 
miserable life. Carrie N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 
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1 12 

Brody's confessional video re. 
torture: "People will say I was 
broken. I was brainwashed. 
People will say that I was 
turned into a terrorist. Taught to 
hate my country. I love my 
country. What I am is a 
marine." Brody N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

1 12 

Saul to VP (in re. to 
interrogation tapes): "whoever 
told the American people that 
these interrogation tapes had 
been destroyed was 
mistaken…Coercion, cruelty, 
outright torture--makes for a 
very unhappy viewing. You 
gave the orders." Saul N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 1 

Student: "The Arab religion 
doesn't value human life the 
way we do. These Arabs 
believe if they kill us they get to 
go to heaven." Dana corrects 
him: "Iranians aren't Arabs, 
they're Persians." Student: 
"Persians, Arabs, what's the 
difference? They both want the 
same thing, which is to 
annihilate us. Why shouldn't we 
hit them first, maybe with a 
nuke or 2 of our own.  

Dana's 
peers N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

2 1 

Jessica finds out that Brody has 
converted to Islam. Holding the 
Qu'ran she says, "I don't 
understand. These are the 
people who tortured you. These 
are the people that if they found 
out that Dana and Xander were 
having sex they would stone her 
in a soccer stadium." She 
throws the Qu'ran on the floor. Jessica N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 
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2 4 

They are watching Brody to see 
who he is working with. He 
interacts with 43 people a day--
to many for the CIA to follow. 
Saul: "We prioritize. First the 
dark skinned ones." Max: 
"That's straight up racial 
profiling." Saul: "It's actual 
profiling. Plus the Al Qaeda 
operatives are going to be 
Middle Eastern or African." Saul N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

2 5 

Peter enters interrogation room 
where Brody is being held: 
"thanks to Congress we have 
broad powers to detain and 
interrogate." Brody wants a 
lawyer and Peter doesn't 
respond. Brody's response: "I'm 
completely off the grid here." CIA N/A 

Justifica-
tion of 
Torture 

2 5 

After asking him about Issa and 
showing him a video of his 
confession, Peter comes back in 
the room and stabs Brody in the 
hand (into the table). Peter calls 
him a fucking asshole. 2 guys 
come in and pull him off. Peter Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 5 

Peter did it to play the bad cop 
and get Brody to talk to Carrie; 
"it was all theater. Every good 
cop needs a bad cop" Peter Yes 

Justifica-
tion of 
Torture 

2 7 

Brody lies all the time, to 
everyone. What does this say/ 
mean about torture? Brody N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 7 

At fundraiser woman asks 
Brody about torture: "Did you 
ever just want to kill yourself?" 

Governmen
t official's 
wife N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 10 

Abu Nazir takes Carrie hostage; 
she is bound and gagged. He 
threatens to kill her unless she 
does something for him. 

Abu Nazir-
-terrorist No 

Torture: 
Threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 
and 
physical 
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violence 

2 10 

Abu Nazir to Carrie: Sometimes 
when you're breaking a man an 
emotional transference takes 
place. For me with Nicholas it 
was quite powerful. It was 
really a kind of love. 

Abu Nazir-
-terrorist N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 10 

Abu Nazir to Carrie: "You can't 
imagine it can you, believing in 
something bigger." He 
characterizes the drone strike 
that killed Issa as terrorism. 
"Generation after generation 
must suffer and die. Are you 
prepared for that? It make take 
a century, two centuries, but we 
will exterminate you." 

Abu Nazir-
-terrorist N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

2 11 

Everyone suspects Galvez 
because he is a Muslim; but he 
left because he was bleeding. CIA N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

2 11 

Interrogation of Roya Hammad. 
Carrie's interrogation didn't go 
well; Peter interrogates her. 
There is a man in a white 
labcoat injecting her with 
something. CIA No 

Torture: 
Injection 

2 12 

Peter won't kill Brody. Calls 
Estes and says "I'm a guy who 
kills bad guys." Peter N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 

3 2 

CIA hires a Middle Easterner, 
Fara to help them. Saul calls her 
a 'kid in a headscarf.' Saul gives 
her shit for wearing the 
headscarf; if she wants to wear 
it she better be the best 
goddamn analyst they have Saul N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

3 3 

Brody is being forced to take 
heroin in Venezuela--this is a 
kind of torture.  

Venezuelan
s who are 
holding 
Brody Yes 

Torture: 
Injection 
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3 6 

CIA is trying to locate where 
Javadi has Carrie. Saul: Look to 
see if there are any Iranian 
Americans in the neighborhood. 
Fara: You're racial profiling my 
neighborhood? Max: The FBI 
calls it 'domain management.' Saul N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

3 6 
Saul interrogates Javadi; begins 
by punching him in the face Saul 

Not 
resolved 
in this 
episode, 
but 
ultimatel
y yes, 
the CIA 
gets him 
to work 
for 
them. 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 9 

Saul wants Brody to detox 
quickly from the heroin and 
forces him to do it without 
heroin; instead gives him a drug 
that causes him severe 
hallucinations and watches him 
suffer. Saul 

Yes--
Brody 
recovers 
from the 
addictio
n 

Torture: 
Injection 

3 10 Brody shows signs of PTSD Brody N/A 
Reaction 
to torture 

3 10 

Brody becomes patriotic again--
the idea is that Brody is a 
marine through and through; the 
torture by Nazir broke and 
turned him and now he is going 
to do something heroic and die 
for his country Brody N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 11 

Javadi interrogates Brody in 
Tehran. He's accused of being 
soft on Brody but Javadi says 
"He's been tortured enough for 
one life time; I thought we 
shouldn't give him a hard time" Javadi N/A 

Decision 
not to 
torture 
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Appendix D: Content Analysis of Zero Dark Thirty 

 
Description of Event Perpetrator Effective Category 
Dan walks in; the detainee is standing with a 
bruised and bloody face. Dan: "I own 
you…Look at me. You don't look at me when I 
talk to you, I hurt you." Dan N/A 

Threat of 
torture 

Masked men start pushing him around; they 
hook up to arm restraints from the ceiling so his 
arms are suspended in the air. 

Dan and his 
team N/A 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
positional 
torture 

Dan to Maya: "Just so you know, it's gonna take 
a while. He has to learn how helpless he is." Dan N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

Dan tells her he may want to put the mask back 
on before they go back in. Maya: "Is he getting 
out?" Dan: "Never." (as if to suggest that he 
could testify against them). Caption: Black Site, 
Undisclosed Location. Dan N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

Dan calls terrorist a disgusting man. Dan N/A 

Creation 
of the 
Other 

As Dan is questioning the detainee, he repeats "If 
you lie to me, I hurt you." He pushes the 
detainee onto a mat; he screams. They 
waterboard him. "Give me 1 email and I stop 
this" he says. Then: "This is what defeat looks 
like, bro. Your jihad is over," and "Everybody 
breaks, bro, that's biology." 

Dan and his 
team N/A 

Threat of 
torture; 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
waterboa
rding; 
Justifica-
tion for 
torture. 

Next day they enter and the room is very dark 
with LOUD music playing. Switch to BRIGHT 
LIGHTS; there is clearly a stench in the room. 

Dan and his 
team N/A 

Torture: 
sensory 
torture 
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Dan offers the detainee something to drink; 'let's 
just take it easy today," he says. Detainee starts 
to talk. Dan: "When you lie to me, I hurt you." 
He kicks the chair the detainee is sitting in; he 
falls to the ground. Dan picks him up. "You don't 
mind while my female colleague checks out your 
junk, do you?" Dan pulls down his pants (Maya 
is standing across form them). Dan: "What'd you 
shit your pants?" Dan N/A 

Threat of 
torture; 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 

Detainee to Maya (once Dan has left): "Your 
friend is an animal, please help me." Detainee N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

Dan reenters with a dog collar and puts it around 
his neck. "You determine how I treat you," he 
says. Starts walking him like a dog, on his knees, 
pantsless. Threatens to put him in a box while 
asking for information. Detainee talks but does 
not give enough info. "Partial information will 
be treated as a lie." They put him in the box. Dan N/A 

Torture: 
physical 
violence 

Maya reveals that they kept him awake for 96 
hours; he gave names after that. He says he 
doesn't remember the interrogation; Dan: "short 
term memory loss is a side effect of sensory 
deprivation." 

Dan and his 
team N/A 

Torture: 
sleep 
depriva-
tion 

They are having this conversation over food, 
chatting and eating. Detainee gives information 
but no names. Dan: "You know, I can always go 
eat with some other dude and hang you back up 
from the ceiling." Detainee talks: he gives 3 
names. Dan  

Yes--this 
is where 
the 
detainee 
gives 
intel; 
makes all 
of the 
other 
tortures 
effective 
as well. 

Threat of 
torture 

Maya watches several videos of interrogations: 
one is shirtless hanging from the ceiling by his 
hands; another is seated at a table smoking; 
another is shirtless and handcuffed; another is in 
shorts handcuffed behind his back being shown 
photos and breathing heavily. CIA 

Not 
shown 

Torture: 
positional 
torture 
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Maya is questioning a man. She makes no threats 
but he says "I have no interest in being tortured 
again. Ask me a question, I will answer it." Maya N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

Dan leads a detainee, hooded to his cell. They 
pass several men in orange in cages, handcuffed 
to the side. Dan to detainee: "Can I be honest 
with you? I'm bad fucking news. I'm not your 
friend. I'm not gonna help you. I'm gonna break 
you." Dan N/A 

Threat of 
torture 

Flash to an image of pouring something down a 
detainee's mouth through a funnel and a tube--
force feeding? Or waterboarding with dirty 
water. Detainee chokes. CIA 

Not 
shown 

Torture: 
water-
boarding. 

Maya is questioning a detainee. Guard hits him. 
"You do realize this is not a normal prison. You 
determine how you are treated. And your life is 
going to be very uncomfortable until you give 
me the information I need." Guard hits him 
again, then waterboards him. 

Maya and 
her team 

Not 
shown 

Threat of 
torture 
and 
Torture: 
physical 
violence 
and 
water-
boarding. 

Dan tells Maya he is getting out; he's seen too 
many guys naked, must be over 100 by now. "I 
gotta do something normal for a while." Then: 
"Listen you gotta be real careful with the 
detainees now. Politics are changing and you 
don't want to be the last one holding a dog collar 
when oversight comes." Dan N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 
and 
Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

Maya watches TV; American politician: 
"America doesn't torture" Politician N/A Other 
Back in US at CIA, Dan's boss: "As you know, 
Abu Ghraib, Guantanamo, fucked us." CIA N/A Other 
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Appendix E: Content Analysis of Scandal 

 
Sea-
son 

Epi-
sode Description of Event 

Perp-
etrator 

Effect-
ive  Category 

1 5 

Huck tortures Charlie for killing 
Amanda Tanner. He has a tool box. "I 
don't want you to think that I'm doing 
this because I'm mad at you but it was 
the agency…they took stuff from 
me…It's horrible and it's sickening and 
just when you think you can't take 
anymore it gets fun...there's a high, it's 
good, it's so good." Charlie is naked 
and lying down on a piece of plastic, 
duct tape over his mouth. He puts a 
drill bit in a drill "Know what an artist I 
can be? Like any junkie I'm gonna 
enjoy the high for as long as I can." 
Charlie is bleeding/screaming. Huck 
lies don on the ground next to him. He 
calls it 'breaking his sobriety.' He's not 
going to stop until Charlie tells him 
where Amanda is. "I have a scalpel, a 
ten-grade. I will peel you like a grape." 
Charlie talks--tells him where Amanda 
is. Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Reaction 
to torture 

1 5 

Amanda's body is found in the river; 
Huck: "She didn't suffer because I 
know what you do to people to make 
them suffer. She didn't suffer." Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 4 

Huck is at a 12-step meeting for 
'whiskey' addiction; he's actually 
talking about his obsession with 
torturing and killing. Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 
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2 10 

"Due to Violent Content, Viewer 
Discretion is Advised." Everyone 
thinks that Huck shot the president. He 
is being held under the Patriot Act by 
government officials; they are 
interrogating him. Huck is on a table 
being waterboarded: strapped down, 
burlap sac on his face, water being 
poured over it. Interrogator is 
screaming at him, grabs him by the 
neck, strangling him..later: hold Huck's 
arms behind his back: "you can talk to 
not it's up to you but you're gonna get 
the death penalty." Huck says he'll talk-
-the president is still in danger. 

Govern
ment 
Off-
icials No 

Torture: 
Water-
boarding 

2 10 

Texas Senator (Hollis Doyle) to Sally 
Langston (VP): "Are y'all using 
enhanced interrogation techniques?" 
Sally: "Yes, repeatedly, he's not 
cracking." Doyle: "Maybe they need to 
enhance the enhancements." 

Senator 
Doyle N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

2 10 

3 officials stand outside of where Huck 
is being waterboarded. "He hasn't 
answered any of our questions yet." 
Other official: "He will. They always 
do. Eventually they always do." 

Govern
ment 
Official
s N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

2 10 

Daniel Rosen joins the officials: "It 
really looks like he can't take much 
more of the waterboard…(cuts himself 
off) the interrogating and I'm 
wondering if we should do a little less 
interrogating and start thinking about 
his human rights." Official: "I represent 
the CIA, the Department of Homeland 
Security, the Patriot Act, and all the 
men and women that ever fought for 
your right to stand in this room. We're 
not on American soil...this is not 
America, this is the Pentagon. That 
(pointing to Huck) is an enemy 
combatant." Other official orders the 
continued waterboarding of Huck 

Govern
ment 
Off-
icials N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 
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2 10 
After Huck is released he won't let 
Olivia touch him. Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 12 

Olivia asks Huck to stop killing people. 
Huck: "Because killing people is 
wrong?...In certain circles that's not 
true you know." Olivia: "in our circle it 
is. Huck N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

2 13 

Quinn wants Huck to kill Hollis Doyle. 
He says he'll do it but she won't be able 
to wok for Olivia any more because it's 
a revenge killing and they don't do that. Huck N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 

2 15 

Huck won't shower because of being 
waterboarded. No one can work close 
to him because he smells. Quinn 
confronts him; she googled the side 
effects of being waterboarded. Huck "It 
will go away, I'll be fine. I used to live 
in a box outside the subway. Before 
that I dismembered people for a living. 
I'm fine." Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 18 
Huck is bound and gagged and left in a 
storage unit; duct tape on his mouth. B613 

No--
Quinn 
finds 
him  

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 18 

Huck is in bad shape after being in the 
trunk--worse than after being 
waterboarded. Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 19 

Huck is sitting in a corner, muttering; 
showing a lot of PTSD from being in 
the trunk. Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 19 

Flashback of Huck's induction into 
B613. Charlie lays out guns for Huck. 
"We kill people…We don't just kill we 
torture people. We get the information 
we need then we kill them. We're neat, 
we're smart, we're thorough, no trace."  

Charlie
--B613 N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

2 19 

Huck's first job: injects guy with 
something, then ties him up, duct tape 
on his mouth. Huck puts a drill bit in a 
drill.  Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Injection 



 293 

2 19 

Charlie: "Torture is an art. This is your 
chance to really shine." Huck drills into 
the guy. Charlie asks Huck about it; 
Huck says it was fine. Charlie: "There's 
no other feeling like it in the world, like 
being a god. That was fine? That was 
freaking amazing." Huck: "Yeah, it was 
freakin' amazing" (smiles). 

Huck/C
harlie N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 19 

Huck tortures a different guy. On 
plastic sheet, bound in plastic wrap, 
duct tape over his mouth. Huck: "your 
toes or the name of your contact, makes 
no different come" (holding clippers). 
"Toe it is." Huck cuts of a toe. Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 19 
Montage of many Huck cutting off toes 
and gathering watches.  Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 19 

Huck torturing a guy; he has a 
blowtorch. "Pain is the only human 
process defined by the person 
experiencing it…The more I do this the 
more I learn that people are very 
different in how they respond to the 
pain I put them through…That's what 
makes this job so very interesting. You 
really get to see what people are made 
of. Literally." Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Justifica-
tion of 
torture 

2 19 Huck cleaning up a body, crying Huck N/A 
Reaction 
to torture 

2 19 

Huck comes home and Charlie is 
playing with his son. Huck tries to 
escape with his wife and daughter. 
B613 grabs him and throws him in the 
'hole;' a dark hole underground. He's 
not supposed to have a wife and child. 
Each day they open the gate and ask 
him if he has a family; he says yes. Is 
in there 2 months. Ultimately he says 
no I don't. B613 Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
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2 19 

Huck can't torture right after being in 
the hole. Charlie does it for him, 
threatens to kill Huck's family.  

Huck/C
harlie Yes 

Reaction 
to torture 
and 
Torture: 
Threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

2 19 
Present day: Huck can't remember if he 
had a family Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 21 

Command to Jake: Screw this up again 
and we'll be meeting in the hole instead 
of the monuments 

Comma
nd 
(B613) Yes 

Threat of 
torture 

2 21 

Huck has Charlie bound in duct tape to 
a chair. Huck has a gun in his hand and 
says give me a name; Charlie talks Huck Yes 

Threat of 
torture 

2 22 

Charlie tortures Billy Chambers. 
Bound, on plastic, hands duct taped. He 
talks, offers Charlie security codes. Charlie Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 22 

Huck is teaching Quinn how to torture, 
drilling Billy Chambers (duct tape 
across mouth and chest). Huck stops: I 
can't do it. Huck N/A 

Decision 
Not to 
Torture 

2 22 

Quinn takes over for Huck; drills into 
him and he screams, blood splatters all 
over her face. Quinn Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

2 22 
Quinn is exhilirated after torturing 
Billy Quinn N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

2 22 Command throws Jake in the hole 
Comma
nd Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 2 

Huck attacks Olivia, slams her up 
against the car, grabs her face/throat. 
"How far up is your father in B613? Is 
your father command?" Olivia--Yes. Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 3 

Command has set up a guy for Huck to 
torture; he's chained to a table. Huck 
puts duct tape over his mouth, writes a 
suicide note for him. Huck is telling 
Olivia about it, crying, saying that 
Command owns him. Huck Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Reaction 
to torture 
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3 4 

Jake describes being tortured by 
Command: beaten every day while in 
the hole. 

Comma
nd Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 4 

Huck is back at AA meetings; he has 
flashbacks of torturing the guy from the 
last episode with blood. "Whiskey feels 
like home," he says. The flashbacks 
continue. Huck N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 7 

Quinn is hanging out with Charlie; he's 
going to do a job--steal files--and asks 
her to help disable the security 
cameras. He pulls out syringes with 
drugs to make the guy go to sleep and 
Quinn looks intrigued; "Huck let me 
torture a guy once. I got what he 
needed." She injects the guard but he 
falls down and starts foaming at the 
mouth; now Quinn belongs to B613. Quinn 

Not 
exactly-
-the 
guy 
dies  

Torture: 
Injection 

3 9 

"The following drama contains adult 
content. Viewer discretion is advised." 
Huck: "Normally I'd start with a drill or 
a scalpel, peeling off the skin can be 
beautiful or removing fingers, toes. I 
like the feeling of a toe being separated 
from a foot. With you, because we're 
friends, because we're family, I won't 
do any of that. Consider it a friends and 
family discount." Quinn is on plastic, 
wrapped in duct tape, duct tape on her 
mouth. "I'm disappointed in you Quinn, 
you've been a bad girl." Quinn 
winces."But before we start I just want 
to say I'm sorry" and he lies down next 
to her. "I'm so sorry but I'm gonna 
enjoy this, I'm gonna love it. I don't 
want to but you're so fresh and I've 
never done this with someone in the 
family, someone I love." Huck N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 
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3 9 

Huck licks Quinn's face. "I'm gonna 
start with your teeth…It's very 
effective--the pain--ripping your teeth 
one by one." He clamps her mouth 
open and she screams. Olivia calls 
Huck and she has to go. "Oh it's a 
shame I was really looking forward to 
getting started--he is about to leave. 
"You know what? What the hell. I 
think we have time for at least 1. Let's 
live a little. Yolo." Scene ends with 
Quinn screaming. Huck 

Not 
exactly 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 9 

Periodic flashes of Quinn screaming; 
Huck returns and she is screaming and 
crying. He pulls another tooth. Huck 

Not 
exactly 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 9 

Charlie criticizes Quinn for crying 
about her teeth. "Huck did you a favor., 
no drill holes anywhere. You still have 
all your fingers and toes." Charlie N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 9 

Quinn: "Huck was the only person I 
had and he hurt me…Now I don't have 
anybody." Charlie: "You have me." She 
takes off her towel and they have sex. Quinn N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 9 
Later that day: Quinn is fine and on a 
mission for B613 Quinn N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 10 

Quinn has flashbacks to being tortured 
by Huck--pulls out her own tooth (he 
had put a tracking device in it). Quinn N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 10 

Huck defends torturing Quinn to 
Olivia, says he had to do it. He isn't 
sorry--if it wasn't for Olivia he would 
have pulled out all of her teeth and 
killed her. Liv saves us, you betrayed 
her. You're not a gladiator anymore (to 
Quinn). Huck N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

3 12 
Quinn: "Huck licked my face like I was 
a piece of meat." Quinn N/A 

Reaction 
to torture 

3 12 

Quinn tells Olivia to get out of her car 
or she will kill her; Olivia is trying to 
get Quinn to not work for B613. Quinn Yes 

Torture: 
Threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 



 297 

3 12 
Lots of stuff about 'dirty hands' in this 
one--politicians have dirty hands. N/A N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 

3 14 

Huck is in Quinn's apartment when she 
returns home. Quinn: "Huck, you come 
for some more teeth? A finger?" Huck: 
"I came here to kill you, to uh put you 
down." They struggle; he slams her 
against a wall. Huck: "I trained you, I 
made you." She spits in his face. They 
start making out. Later: Quinn: "If 
you're not gonna kill me, get the hell 
out." Huck leaves. Huck No 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 
and 
Reaction 
to 
Torture 

3 15 

Quinn and Charlie are arguing about 
Huck standing over a body of 
somebody they are torturing. They are 
wearing aprons and faces are blood-
spattered. Quinn: "Is it ok if I drill for a 
bit?" Then to the tortured guy: "Ready 
to tell us where Ivan is?" Man: "Go to 
hell." She starts drilling; he starts 
screaming. Quinn 

Not re-
solved 
here 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 17 

Dominic Bell is bound and gagged at 
Olivia's office; they are questioning 
him about the location of the bomb.  Huck N/A 

Threat of 
torture 

3 17 

Olivia to Huck: "No one is hurting 
anyone here, that's not how we do 
things, that's not who we are. Question 
him but don't hurt him." Olivia N/A 

Decision 
Not to 
Torture 

3 17 

Quinn to Abby: "There's no difference 
between OPA and B613; they're the 
same" (this is not verbatim). Abby: 
"We don't torture people." Quinn: "You 
just destroy them." Quinn N/A 

Justifica-
tion for 
torture 

3 17 

Eli Pope forces Dominic to play 
Russian roulette. Also gets him to call 
Maya but she says she doesn't care 
what happens to Dominic. Eli kills 
Dominic, who never talked. 

Eli 
Pope No 

Torture: 
Threat of 
death to 
self/ 
family 

3 18 
Maya Pope is thrown back in the hole 
at B613.  

Eli 
Pope Yes 

Torture: 
Physical 
Violence 

3 18 
More 'dirty hands' discussions; Cyrus 
Bean laments his loss of morality. N/A N/A 

Moral 
Dilemma 
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