Directions:


1 – Highlight areas which confuse you and about which you want clarification.


2 – Demonstrate evidence of a close reading, by providing reactions, questions, and mini-summaries

No, Americans aren’t ‘fine with torture.’ They strongly reject it.

By Paul Gronke, Darius Rejali and Peter Miller December 11 at 6:00 AM 
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When Americans are informed about the realities of torture, just like Senator McCain, they find themselves repulsed. (EPA/JIM LO SCALZO) 

The Senate report on torture found that the “enhanced techniques” used by the CIA were ineffective as a mechanism for gathering intelligence. In fact, the report stated there was no actionable intelligence gained while employing the controversial tactics used under the Detention and Interrogation Program that President Obama ended by Executive Order 13491 in January of 2009.

Will these findings, coupled with graphic explanations of the techniques, alter public opinion? Christopher Ingraham of The Washington Post warns us “not to kid ourselves: Most Americans are fine with torture, even when you call it ‘torture.’” Brittany Lyte of fivethirtyeight.com shows slightly more restraint while reporting “Americans have grown more supportive of torture.”

But have they? Public opinion polls have shown the contrary. The public has seldom been supportive of torture, even when presented with “ticking time bomb” scenarios where the intelligence is described as vital to stopping an impending terrorist attack. When asked about actual torture practices such as waterboarding or sexual humiliation, public support mostly collapses.

We have compiled the most exhaustive archive of U.S. and international public opinion data on torture dating back to 2001. Additionally, we have conducted three survey experiments to identify the boundaries and probe the nuances of public attitudes about torture. The archive includes items asking about support for torture, support for specific torture techniques, and even some surveys of American military personnel.

Our analysis, which is summarized in our 2010 paper, is that the American political and media elite badly overestimated public support for torture, especially in the early years of the war on terror and after the publicized events at Abu Ghraib. In this piece, we argued that the political and media elite came to false consensus. This is a coping mechanism long known to psychologists whereby we project our views onto others. We developed unique survey items that clearly showed widespread projection effects regarding torture, especially among those who were most supportive of these techniques.

[image: image2.png]Public Opinion on Torture, 2001-2013




Brittany Lyte is correct that public support has trended upwards, albeit slowly, since 2004, but those data are pretty steady since 2010. We also have found polarized partisan support for torture that we reported extensively in our 2014 book chapter. Public opinion on torture follows the same pattern of partisan “sorting” that Professor Matthew Levendusky describes in his recent book, where partisan adherents readjust their beliefs on issues to correspond to the signals they hear from party elites.
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However, nothing in our data supports Ingraham’s overheated claim that Americans are “fine with torture.“ Ingraham makes this claim by counting those who say that torture is “never justified” as opposed and all others as “supportive.” This is a mistake. The public is rarely comfortable with moral absolutes. Our work shows that it is wrong to lump those who say “rarely” into the supportive category.

Furthermore, when Americans are asked about specific techniques that Senator John McCain says have “dubious efficacy” and “risk our national honor,” public support is far lower. A table from our 2010 paper, reproduced below, shows that 81 percent oppose electric shock, 58 percent to 81 percent oppose waterboarding, and 84 percent to 89 percent oppose sexual humiliation, etc.

What it’s called matters – a fact not lost on the Bush Administration, which coined new phrases to call practices “not-torture.” It redefined the meaning of legal words and concepts, and described specific interrogation techniques as vaguely as possible. Our 2014 study documents that the euphemisms for torture have public support, but the acts of torture do not.
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METHOD YEAR POLLING ORGANIZATION OPPOSE FAVOR
Electric Shock 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 81 19
ABC News/Washington Post 82 17
Waterboarding* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 81 17
ABC News/Washington Post 78 21
2007 CNN/Opinion Research Corp 58 40
Sexual Humiliation* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 89 10
ABC News/Washington Post 84 16
Forced Naked* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 75 25
ABC News/Washington Post 74 35
Exposure to Extreme Heat/Cold* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 65 34
ABC News/Washington Post 58 40
Punching/Kicking* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 81 18
ABC News/Washington Post 69 29
Stress Positions* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 47 52
Deny Food/Water* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 54 44
ABC News/Washington Post 61 38
Noise Bomb* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 43 56
ABC News/Washington Post 45 54
Sleep Deprivation* 2004 PIPA/Knowledge Networks 35 65
ABC News/Washington Post 33 66
Harsh Interrogation 2009 Gallup 36 55

Note. *indicates technique approved by Bybee or Bradbury memoranda; + indicates technigue similar to technigues

approved by the Bybee and Bradbury memoranda. For details on polling questions, see appendix B.



Americans remain deeply ambivalent about the use of torture, as apparently are many in the intelligence community. They recognize the very real threat posed by terrorist organizations, but also know that torture is morally wrong. And it would help clarify public attitudes if many American politicians would quit claiming – incorrectly – that torture is effective.

When Americans are informed about the realities of torture, just like Senator McCain, they find themselves repulsed. Anyone who thinks there is widespread American public support for torture is badly mistaken.
Directions for reflections: Write three one-paragraph reflections, each one placing the issue in a different context.  Label each paragraph according to its context.  Choose from among the list of contexts: Cultural, Health & Safety, Academic, Historical, Political, Gender, Generational, Religious, Moral, Legal, Social, Economic, Environmental, Medical
, and Self-expression
