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NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER


It is the position of the United States government that the original manuscript for this book contained protected information not approved for public release. The Department of Defense completed its review and required that such information be redacted prior to publication. We feel that Unjustifiable Means is an important first-hand account of a pivotal moment in US and world history, when the US government disregarded our own laws and international covenants to become a nation that tortured, and that this subject requires critical attention. Therefore, we have printed the book with the blacked-out portions included in the pages. The approval of these pages, as amended, constitutes a comprehensive United States government response.




This book is dedicated to Candace Jade Fallon, our granddaughter, who was born into an uncertain world and has brought so much joy and love into our lives.




Should any American soldier be so base and infamous as to injure any [prisoner] . . . I do most earnestly enjoin you to bring him to such severe and exemplary punishment as the enormity of the crime may require. Should it extend to death itself, it will not be disproportional to its guilt as such a time and in such a cause . . . for by such conduct they bring shame, disgrace and ruin to themselves and their country.


—George Washington, September 1775, in orders issued to the northern expeditionary force of the Continental Army, under the command of Gen. Benedict Arnold





INTRODUCTION: A NEW WARFARE


On September 11, 2001, the purposes and methods of war radically changed. A group of unsophisticated thugs, in service to a charismatic leader living in a distant cave, used a few thousand dollars to mount a surprise attack. Armed with seats purchased on airplanes, some rudimentary knowledge of flying, and box cutters, they executed one of the most successful military strikes in the history of the world, obliterating two of the world’s largest buildings in the heart of the international financial industry and nearly scoring a direct hit on the Pentagon, America’s supreme military command.


The world’s most powerful country was momentarily helpless. Despite spending, in 2001, almost 22 percent of the annual federal budget—approximately $400 billion—to pay for the most highly trained military and the most sophisticated weapons ever known, the United States was revealed briefly as weak and confused. As so often happens at these crisis points, America had been looking in the wrong direction, back at what war had so long been rather than forward to what war was already becoming.


Whatever else it accomplished, 9/11 made crystal clear what the new rules of war would be: Soldiers wouldn’t wear uniforms, nor would they represent a nation. They wouldn’t attack a military target to control territory. They would slaughter civilians to control minds, and unlike most soldiers since the beginning of time, they didn’t fear death. This was a secret army that needed no central command, only a loose recruiting and training structure based on destroying anything Amero-European in style, humanistic democracies, and their contagion of “anti-Islamic” modernity. To Americans and to our allies, the attacks of 9/11 seemed “irrational,” “mindless,” a “blind lashing out against Western culture.” They were not. They reflected a calculated strategy that has yielded exactly the results the planners hoped for.


But the story is more nuanced than that. Al Qaeda, which quickly claimed responsibility for the attacks, didn’t hate us for who we were so much as they hated us for where we were. The group had its roots in the ten-year Soviet occupation of Afghanistan that ended in 1989. Formed mostly of young Arab militants who flocked to Afghanistan to join the “holy war” against the Soviets, Al Qaeda’s interests initially aligned with the US, and indeed (along with other Islamist extremists fighting the Russians), Al Qaeda received America financing and weaponry, along with training. But once the Soviets were driven out, Osama bin Laden, the wealthy young Arab who had become Al Qaeda’s leader, turned his attention to the superpower that still retained a dominant position in the Muslim world: America.


Al Qaeda’s aim was (and remains today, six years after bin Laden’s death) to drive us—our institutions, our propaganda, our profit-making machinery, our religious colonizers—from the Middle East, just as they had driven the Soviet Union and its influences out of Afghanistan and elsewhere: a slow death, by a thousand cuts. Al Qaeda sought a war of attrition in which they would provoke action that would attract more followers to their cause while slowly bleeding us of treasure, lives, and resolve.


While we focused on tactics, the adversary focused on strategies. As our death count grew, so did their number of followers, fed by many who had earlier immigrated to the West; by religious converts; and by once-moderates who now feared for their lives, families, and culture. Simply put, America got outplayed.


Even worse than that, America got changed. While brave men and women from all the military branches and across the entire range of intelligence services were putting their lives on the line in Iraq and Afghanistan (and in other places we will never know about) a darker strain of America emerged at Guantanamo Bay, Abu Ghraib, and too many other stark prisons and dank interrogation rooms. Under the pressure of a new kind of warfare, we threw away our vaunted democratic principles and turned our backs on international conventions the United States had proudly led the way in crafting. In the pursuit of “intelligence” coups that were never there to be scored in the first place, we employed interrogation methods borrowed from the Nazis and North Korean POW camps of a half-century earlier. We treated detainees as somehow subhuman, and in the process we became something less than human ourselves. Worst of all, we did all this under Washington’s watchful eye and with its tacit and sometimes explicit encouragement.


This book is one man’s perspective on the terror war, but it’s a perspective rich with experience and often hard-won knowledge. I spent more than thirty years in counterintelligence and federal law enforcement—as a special agent for the Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS) and as assistant director for training at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers within the Department of Homeland Security. As an NCIS special agent, I was involved in the prosecution of the Blind Sheik, Omar Abdel Rahman, the mastermind behind the 1993 bombing at the World Trade Center. In that same capacity I served as commander of the task force that investigated the lethal October 2000 attack on the USS Cole as it was being refueled in Yemen. I was also at the US naval base at Guantanamo Bay—Gitmo, as it became known—in the early days after 9/11, when there was still hope we would fight this battle consistent with American principles. And I was a frequent visitor at Gitmo only a few years later, when all hope of doing the war on terror right was already lost.


Bottom line: I’ve been on the front lines of the terror war every step of the way and for as long as almost anyone else can claim. I’ve seen what happens to conventional soldiers, case officers, and special agents alike, to their commanders, and to their political leaders when they must fight an enemy they don’t understand, an enemy that instead of respecting their power and wealth sees both as evidence of their absolute corruption.


America then and still today is fighting an enemy that doesn’t need a quick win because of budgets or election schedules. This is an enemy that is prepared to fight for centuries if necessary. Thanks to superior strategy in the new warfare, this enemy now controls a battlefield that is not a geographical location but a psychological terrain—a battlefield that promises to expose the truth about who we really are. It’s the Battlefield of Terror.


What do terrorists want? To terrify, obviously. That’s definitional. But terror is a long-term strategy in pursuit of a specific objective: to coerce reactive behavior. The real purpose is to instill enough fear that the enemy reacts irrationally. The strategic advantage happens over time. As the enemy cedes faith in its power and institutions to combat terror, it loses unifying purpose and atomizes into selfish interests. Stalin, Hitler, Pol Pot, and countless third-world tyrants used terror from the top down to make those they ruled fear and blame one another. These terrified masses invested their belief in the only power that could protect them: an autocratic government that was constantly inventing enemies, within and without. The new jihadists use terror from the bottom up with the same destabilizing purpose: to convince people to throw away their democratic visions of equality and the rule of law, replacing these virtues with brutal tribalism.


That’s the lesson we should have kept in mind in the months after 9/11, and it’s a lesson we forget at our own great peril today. Watching presidential candidates pledge allegiance to waterboarding and other discredited interrogation techniques during the 2016 primary campaign, I kept thinking ISIS, Al Qaeda, and our other enemies in the terror war don’t need to seize a single piece of real estate to declare victory. If their brutality makes us brutal in turn, they win.


I wrote Unjustifiable Means because I felt compelled to. The torturers and their apologists have made a concerted effort to rewrite history and shape the perception of the American public with dubious claims of heroic actions, but there’s nothing heroic about abusing a defenseless human being. Those who committed such acts will have to live with the shame of what they did and the knowledge that their actions undoubtedly cost lives.


I was on the inside, in the arena, engaged in an almost daily battle to fulfill my orders not only to bring terrorists to justice but also to treat detainees humanely. I had a duty and did my job, and in the end I couldn’t stop what I could see so clearly happening around me. That’s my failure. But I tried. I spoke truth to power to protect the human rights of every detainee I was charged with investigating and bringing to justice. Of that, at least, I’m proud.


This book is my story, but it is also America’s story—a story that needs to be told so we don’t make the same mistakes again.





CHAPTER 1





“A MEAN, NASTY, DANGEROUS, DIRTY BUSINESS”


On the morning of October 12, 2000, a small motorboat approached the port side of the USS Cole, a guided missile destroyer anchored at a fueling island just offshore the harbor in Yemen’s perpetually sunny city of Aden. As it pulled up alongside, the pilot detonated more than 500 pounds of explosives, tearing a huge hole in the side of the ship. The explosive force pushed up the floor of the galley above, killing crew members lining up for lunch. In the end, seventeen Americans died, along with the two suicide bombers. Al Qaeda, the then-ascendant terrorist group, claimed responsibility.


The US Navy responded by pulling all its ships out to sea. As the NCIS chief of counterintelligence operations for the Middle East, I became the tactical commander of the USS Cole task force. I was charged with leading the investigation into the bombing and collecting the intelligence to prevent a second or third or fourth attack elsewhere. Because NCIS serves as the navy and marine corps’s FBI and CIA, we had to both find and prosecute those involved in the plot as well as do the intel work of clearing ports around the world so ships could come back in to dock. The assignment brought me deep inside the world of Al Qaeda.


One year later, minus a month and a day, Al Qaeda struck again. I was in London to brief senior European command and NATO authorities on “lessons learned” from the investigation of the USS Cole attack. In a nutshell, my conclusion was that it was preventable. More important by far, though, was the methodology we had developed for conducting investigations while pursuing members of Al Qaeda around the world. In the movies, bad guys don’t crack until their interrogators have them begging for mercy, but in the real world, I had seen time and again that building rapport with detainees yielded far better actionable intelligence than the strong-arm approach, and prevented more attacks in the future. But by the time I was meant to share this information with some of the most brilliant and powerful military officers on the planet, the Cole investigation seemed like ancient news.


I was halfway through unpacking my clothes in my hotel room when I thought to turn on the TV and was suddenly confronted with the horrifying footage that is so well-known today: two commercial airliners slicing into the World Trade Center towers.


All of us have our own individual memories of 9/11. Mine is maybe unique—and definitely critical to this story. I thought of the Blind Sheik, the Egyptian cleric who orchestrated the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. Back in 1992, we had the Blind Sheik and his followers ready to walk into a trap, but the FBI had it called off, frightened of possible blowback. A year later, the FBI nabbed Ramzi Yousef after the World Trade Center bombing, but only after he had carried out the plot the Blind Sheik had sanctioned. While Yousef was being transported by helicopter past the World Trade Center, one of his FBI captors lifted his blindfold and pointed to the towers, taunting: “Look down there. They’re still standing.”


Yousef glanced over at the towers, then spat out, “They wouldn’t be if I had enough money and explosives.”


Turned out you didn’t need that much money. Or even traditional explosives. Nineteen terrorists had gotten four commercial airliners to do the job for them.


Back in Washington, it was all hands on deck for the counterintelligence community, but President Bush had grounded air travel to the States, and that included me. Helplessly stuck in England that Sunday afternoon, I turned on the television in the London NCIS office, just in time to catch Dick Cheney describing his own 9/11 moments to Tim Russert on a special edition of Meet the Press broadcast from Camp David.


“A little before 9:00, my speechwriter came in,” Cheney recalled. “We were going to go over some speeches coming up. And my secretary called in just as we were starting to meet just before 9:00 and said an airplane had hit the World Trade Center. That was the first one that went in. So we turned on the television and watched for a few minutes and then actually saw the second plane hit the World Trade Center. And as soon as that second plane showed up, that’s what triggered the thought: terrorism.”


Within minutes, the vice president had gathered national security adviser Condoleezza Rice, Cheney chief of staff Scooter Libby, and others, and patched through a call to George W. Bush in Florida. The group had just turned back to the TV when Cheney’s Secret Service agents came bursting into the room.


“Under these circumstances, they just move,” he told Russert. “They don’t . . . ask politely. They came in and said, ‘Sir, we have to leave immediately,’ and grabbed me. . . . They’re bigger than I am, and they hoisted me up and moved me very rapidly down the hallway, down some stairs, through some doors, and down some more stairs into an underground facility under the White House. And it’s a, matter of fact, a corridor, locked at both ends. And they did that because they had received a report that an airplane was headed for the White House. . . . And when it entered the danger zone, it looked like it was headed for the White House; [that] was when they grabbed me and evacuated me to the basement.”


Russert asked mostly the right questions. Cheney, in his unique, clench-jawed way, gave mostly the right answers. The vice president projected strength in the face of tragedy, control in the face of what was still a chaotic situation. I particularly liked the tail end of his response to a question about whether America and, by extension, the Bush administration had been adequately prepared for this attack or should have been more vigilant: “We’re an open society,” Cheney said. “We love it that way. It’s very important to preserve that and not to let the terrorists win by turning ourselves into some kind of police state.”


One part of the Cheney-Russert exchange, though, wouldn’t leave me alone in the weeks that followed, in the same way the Blind Sheik kept breaking into my dreams at night. Tim Russert’s question could not possibly have taken the vice president by surprise. It was a Journalism 101 query: “There have been restrictions placed on the United States’ intelligence gathering, a reluctance to use unsavory characters, those who violate human rights, to assist in intelligence gathering. Will we lift some of those restrictions?”


Cheney’s answer, whether it was rehearsed or not, appeared intent on sending a message at multiple levels: to our enemies, our allies, our nation and, more intimately, to people like me. “Well, I think so,” he told Russert, starting calmly. “I think one of the by-products, if you will, of this tragic set of circumstances is that we’ll see a very thorough sort of reassessment of how we operate and the kinds of people we deal with. If you want to deal only with sort of officially approved, certified good guys, you’re not going to find out what the bad guys are doing. You need to be able to penetrate these organizations. You need to have on the payroll some very unsavory characters if, in fact, you’re going to be able to learn all that needs to be learned in order to forestall these kinds of activities.


“It is a mean, nasty, dangerous, dirty business out there, and we have to operate in that arena. I’m convinced we can do it. We can do it successfully. But we need to make certain that we have not tied the hands, if you will, of our intelligence communities in terms of accomplishing their mission.”


Uh-oh, I thought. Untying those hands would be a fucking disaster. Little did I know how much of one.





CHAPTER 2





MIND GAMES


The federal government had a frantic air about it in the weeks and months just after 9/11. Just getting back to the States from London had been an odyssey: Heathrow to Italy, Italy to Spain, then to the Azores. I finally landed at Langley Air Force Base in Norfolk, Virginia, at three in the morning on September 20, and three hours later was on a commercial flight to Tampa International Airport. When we arrived, the airport looked nothing like the ones I was used to. Virtually everyone was in a uniform of some sort. The place looked more like a military base in a combat zone than a commercial airport in America.


From Tampa International I went to MacDill Air Force Base, which was even more on edge. The base is the nerve center for Central Command (CENTCOM), which oversees a huge swath of US military operations in a part of the world that suddenly had infested national nightmares. CENTCOM’s area of responsibility stretches from Egypt to Afghanistan, including Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, United Arab Emirates, Uzbekistan, and Yemen—a who’s who of terrorist enclaves. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), located just down the street on the base, exercises command and control over all US Special Operations forces worldwide, everything from Green Berets to Navy SEALs—the very people likely to be most active in the opening stages of whatever retribution was to follow.


My new mission, and pretty much the hard focus of everyone at MacDill, was to find the terrorists, locate their money, ID their friends, figure out what they were planning, and make sure that plan didn’t happen. I didn’t yet know what exact position I would end up with in this new war paradigm, but I knew it would involve criminal investigations, counterintelligence operations, and interrogations with an eye to bringing the bad guys to trial, and in the months ahead I worked as hard as I could to get ready for whatever came my way.


In the world I traveled in, urgency was the rule, not the exception. Something awful and unparalleled in American history had happened. If you weren’t in near-constant motion, you felt like a slacker, almost unpatriotic. In a way, I might have felt it more than most. While I had been checking into my comfortable London hotel on 9/11, my colleagues in the home office—at the Washington Navy Yard, about a mile and a half from the US Capitol and maybe twice that distance from the White House—had been picking up word that yet another terrorist-controlled airliner was heading toward their own backyard. Dick Cheney had been hustled off to a bunker-like corridor. My friends, like a lot of DC federal workers, scrambled wherever they could.


And we all continued to scramble in one way or another for months to follow. Once Al Qaeda claimed responsibility for 9/11—and that took less than four days—there was never any question about sending Special Ops forces into Afghanistan to hunt for bin Laden. Could Iraq be far behind? That war drum was beating too, long before the US-led coalition had invaded Iraq on March 20, 2003.


What I didn’t realize in this flurry of activity was that all our efforts to track, interrogate, and prosecute the bad guys were being radically undermined by a collaboration of distinguished academics and high-ranking government officials.


At a December 15–16, 2001, gathering far from MacDill—at a lavish home in Wynnewood, a patrician, close-in western suburb of Philadelphia—a group of well-regarded academics and government officials was preparing to fight fire with fire.


Attendees at the meeting included distinguished professors from the University of Washington, Wesleyan, Duke, Penn, the University of North Carolina, and elsewhere. Foreign academics were present too: Ariel Merari, director of the Political Violence Research Unit at Tel Aviv University in Israel; S. J. Rachman, an emeritus psychology professor at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver; and Emmanuel Sivan, professor of Islamic studies at Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Government attendees included XXXXXX XXXXX XXXXX XX the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit; XXXXX XXXXX, XXXX XXXXX XXX the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit East; XXXX XXXXXXXX XXXXX XX XXX XXXXXXXXXXX XXXXXXXXXX XXXXXXXX XX XXX XXXXX XXXXXXXX XXX XXXXXXXX XXXXXXX and James Mitchell, a CIA contract psychologist.


The central figure of the gathering was Martin Seligman, the Robert A. Fox Leadership Professor of Psychology at the University of Pennsylvania. Although the meeting had been convened largely at the request of the CIA’s XXXX XXXXXXX, Seligman was its host and star attraction. The meeting was held at his house, a sprawling mansion that had once belonged to the great maestro Eugene Ormandy and now—according to Philadelphia magazine—featured a near-life-size portrait of Seligman himself over the mantelpiece.


Seligman could afford such luxuries. A former president of the American Psychological Association, he was generally credited with being the father of the highly popular field of Positive Psychology. He had already written best sellers on the subject, and would go on to write many more. Seligman’s website is rich with quotes on the subject, drawn from his 2002 mega–best seller Authentic Happiness. Many reflect the simple and optimistic style that has made him so popular: “Use your signature strengths and virtues in the service of something much larger than you are” and, “[Positive Psychology] takes you through the countryside of pleasure and gratification, up into the high country of strength and virtue, and finally to the peaks of lasting fulfillment: meaning and purpose.” Seligman had even crusaded on the subject to his own profession, using his 1998 inauguration as APA president to urge his colleagues to study what makes happy people happy.


His audience at the December 2001 meeting, though, hadn’t come to hear the host spout bromides about happiness. Their interest was in an earlier book, Seligman’s 1975 study titled “Helplessness: On Depression, Development, and Death.” While conducting psychological research on canines earlier in his career, Seligman had discovered that when dogs were indiscriminately given electric shocks they couldn’t avoid, they would fail to take action to prevent subsequent shocks even when an escape route was readily available. In effect, they “learned” helplessness.


To Seligman, this insight came with a huge upside. If people, like dogs, could learn helplessness, then they also could learn optimism as a pathway out of depression. (Thus, with many in-between steps, was born Positive Psychology.) Seligman’s audience, however, was interested in taking his research in the opposite direction: not as a pathway to positivism but as an entry point into a world where prisoners would have learned helplessness so well they would be unable to resist telling interrogators their darkest secrets.


In fact, Marty Seligman’s learned helplessness research married well with an older, deeper strain in the psychology of torture. Back in 1957, an air force social scientist named Albert D. Biderman had authored a study titled “Communist Attempts to Elicit False Confessions from Air Force Prisoners of War.” Based on interviews with air force personnel who had been held in North Korean POW camps, Biderman’s paper contained a chart of the types of physical and psychological conditions the North Koreans and their Chinese Communist mentors had created and imposed to weaken their captives’ ability to resist complying with the will of their abusers.


The study centered on how, through the manipulation of a prisoners’ environment and perceptions, both physical and mental, jailers could brainwash them. The North Korean prison-camp interrogators used isolation to deprive captives of social support and create a dependency on the interrogators for emotional support. The immediate predicament of the prisoners was totally under the control of their captors. The captors insisted on total compliance even for food, clothing, or social contact. In addition to isolation, total darkness (or, alternatively, constant bright lights), and restriction of movement were used to foster total helplessness. Biderman’s paper also described how American prisoners were tortured by making them stand “for exceedingly long periods” in “extremely cold” conditions.


The study’s accompanying “coercion chart” puts a finer point on the conditions prisoners were exposed to. The chart includes using humiliation and degradation to induce both mental and physical exhaustion and thus weaken the ability and will to resist complying with the abusers’ wishes. No question, the North Koreans—and their Chinese Communist instructors—were very successful at leveraging psychological torture to control their detainees and attain confessions. There was only one problem with this interrogation process: the confessions were all false. Psychologically breaking prisoners made them repeat whatever their interrogators wanted. In its purest form, breaking prisoners as Biderman described even made the prisoners believe what they said, but it was hardly a truth serum.I


Albert Biderman, it should be noted, considered such techniques, “abominable outrages. . . . Probably no other aspect of Communism reveals more thoroughly its disrespect for truth and individuals than its resort to these techniques.” But the CIA had historically kept a more open mind on the kind of practices Biderman described, and their ultimate efficacy in yielding actionable intelligence.


Ever since its founding in the wake of World War II, the CIA had been looking for consistent results in prying loose secrets from America’s enemies. Experiments included giving massive doses of LSD to unsuspecting bar patrons, while agents observed behind a one-way mirror (a suicide ended that program), as well as sensory overload and sensory deprivation techniques. In 1963 the Agency even published a secret manual titled KUBARK Counterintelligence Interrogation, which borrowed directly from the interrogation techniques Biderman had compiled. The ultimate goal, according to the manual, was “establishing a sense of omnipotence . . . and omniscience of the captor.”


True, the CIA had never achieved the success in such endeavors that it credited to the North Koreans, or the Chinese or Soviets or Germans before them. The Gestapo’s Verschärfte Vernehmung, or “sharpened interrogation” program, had a particular allure because of its heavy reliance on the “scientific method.” Not only were prisoners beaten and subjected to severe cold and other rigors, but technicians methodically recorded the results in the pursuit of perfecting methods. But maybe an American scientific discovery, “learned helplessness,” would be the pathway drug all the Agency interrogators dreamed of.


• • •


Ostensibly, the meeting at Martin Seligman’s Wynnewood mansion was of a group called Academics on Patrol and was held to discuss the subject of  “How to Win the Peace” in the wake of all that had been happening in the three months since 9/11. No transcript of the proceedings has ever emerged publicly, if indeed a transcript or recording was made, but Seligman did produce a summary document shortly after the meeting that contained “six policy recommendationsII aimed at winning a victory that will lastingly contain global terrorism.” None of the six recommendations dealt even indirectly with using “learned helplessness” to break the will of captives, and Seligman has said publicly many times that the subject of torture was never raised at the meeting.


Seligman has made the same assertion about a three-hour talk he gave four months later, in April 2002, at the navy’s SERE school in San Diego. SERE, pronounced “sear,” is an acronym for Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape. The training was developed to help Special Forces and other military avoid being captured. Much of the training is similar to the pumped-up outdoorsmen skills Sylvester Stallone’s John Rambo used in First Blood: wilderness survival, building fires, navigating, emergency first aid, camouflage, and so on, but there’s also a segment about how to survive if you are caught, including resistance to interrogation. For verisimilitude, personnel who take SERE training are tortured to get a taste of what kind of treatment they might be subject to if captured by an enemy so brutal it doesn’t observe the Geneva Conventions on such matters.


Whatever Seligman’s intent, the inescapable facts are: A) his concept of learned helplessness became central to interrogation techniques used in the years just after 9/11, B) those techniques at the very least would freely violate the Geneva Conventions on torture, and C) the biggest evangelists for learned helplessness were in many cases alumni of either the Wynnewood meeting, Seligman’s SERE school talk, or—in the case of James Mitchell—both.


A psychologist well schooled in SERE resistance principles, Jim Mitchell had retired from the US Air Force the previous May and was working as a private contractor to the CIA at the time of the Wynnewood gathering. So inspired was Mitchell by Seligman’s presentation on learned helplessness that he almost immediately began collaborating with his friend, John “Bruce” Jessen, chief of psychology services for the Joint Personnel Recovery Agency (JPRA), which oversaw the SERE program.


With astonishing speed, Mitchell and Jessen coauthored two February 2002 documents. The first, “Recognizing and Developing Countermeasures to Al-Qa’ida Resistance to Interrogation Techniques: A Resistance Training Perspective,” drew heavily on established SERE protocols. The second, a military memo circulated by Jessen, took the next step. Titled “Prisoner Handling Recommendations,” it incorporated what both men had quickly absorbed about learned helplessness and what they already knew about SERE, and advanced specific interrogation protocols. (The memo remains classified today, a decade and a half after it was circulated to those with proper clearance.)


Among the doctors’ recommendations: shoving detainees into a wall, grabbing and slapping them, placing them in cramped and dark confinement boxes with or without insects to exploit any potential phobias (David Lean’s 1957 film The Bridge on the River Kwai comes to mind, for those old enough to remember it), prolonged standing, stress positions, sleep deprivation, and waterboarding to produce the sensation of drowning and suffocation—i.e., torture.


As subsequent investigations would show, neither Mitchell nor Jessen had any legitimate interrogation experience. Mitchell’s SERE training involved resisting illegal interrogation tactics, not conducting successful legal ones. And neither had more than a superficial understanding of the Middle East or Al Qaeda. What they did have, though, was an eerie sense of timing, and in the post-9/11 chaos, that was enough to make both of them rich.


Almost immediately after the joint-authored documents, Jessen retired from the military, joined the private sector, and began doing contract work, with Mitchell, for the CIA. Eventually, the two psychologists formed a company they called Mitchell Jessen & Associates. The “associates” came to include two prominent ex-CIA officials. The first, XXXX XXXXXXX, had helped arrange the December 2001 meeting at Seligman’s house and had held a high-ranking position at the CIA’s Research and Analysis Branch. The second was psychologist XXXX XXXXXXXXX, who quit the CIA to join Mitchell and Jessen. After leaving, she maintained close contacts at the highest levels of the CIA, including one of the agency’s senior lawyers—and her husbandXXXXXXXXX XXXXXXX.


A rising tide lifts all ships, and a $181 million consulting contract with the CIA assured everyone at Mitchell Jessen & Associates would be floating high. Yet another beneficiary of Mitchell and Jessen’s great success was Joseph Matarazzo, an Oregon psychologist who, like Seligman, had previously served as president of the American Psychological Association. Matarazzo owned 1 percent of Mitchell and Jessen’s company. Then in his late eighties, Matarazzo was still consulting occasionally on professional issues and delivered an opinion that sleep deprivation—one of the interrogation methods Mitchell and Jessen were promoting—did not necessarily amount to torture.


Mitchell and Jessen hadn’t invented anything new. They simply took the interrogation practices Albert Biderman had charted in the mid-1950s, married them with what Martin Seligman had uncovered while randomly shocking dogs in the 1970s, and called the hybrid enhanced interrogation techniques—EITs for short. The “enhanced” part of that was learned helplessness. Together, the two psychologists and their all-star ex-CIA team took EITs on the road, seeking converts to the theory that learned helplessness created a baseline condition that would ultimately result in the acquisition of accurate and reliable information.


I didn’t find out about the actual meeting at Marty Seligman’s house until years later, but I was embedded deeply enough in the counterterrorism community that I began picking up vibes even before Mitchell and Jessen published their February 2002 paper about learned helplessness and how experiments that had involved torturing dogs were somehow going to usher in a whole new era of hyper-effective interrogation. I remember worrying at the time that any interrogation approach that stressed harsh methods might play to the emotional strain that so many of us had been under since 9/11. Revenge in one form or another was on nearly everyone’s mind. I also remember thinking that, like so many other counterintelligence fads, this too would pass.
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