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The abuse of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison is mild when compared to the torture that took place under the rule of former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. When the two situations are treated as if they were on the same moral plane, it demonstrates how little the American public knows about how oppressive regimes overseas conduct themselves. The Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse—however desperate it may have been, and however much it might have violated international principles—does not qualify as torture. The prisoners were not killed or maimed, and the information they provided may very well have saved human lives.

Note: Editor's Note: This viewpoint was written shortly after the incidents described were revealed to the public. Several months later, information became available regarding the prisoner abuse that was far more severe than what the author described, and would, under the author's own definition, constitute physical torture. The purpose of this article was to discuss the use of the term and not to support the use of "torture" as it is used to cause pain, injury, and death. At this writing, the complete facts are still under investigation. 

The CIA has released a four minute videotape showing the torture at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. The press was invited to view this tape. It was considered an important insight into a very serious finding. Five people showed up. Only four actually watched the film in its entirety, and they probably wish they hadn't. 

This is not a video of prisoners being forced to assume humiliating positions, with their heads covered and their bodies naked, while in the custody of the United States military. This was a video of torture under the reign of [former Iraqi dictator] Saddam Hussein. It is a video of prisoners being beheaded, having their fingers chopped off one by one, and their tongues cut out with a razor blade. This four minute video tape, whose sound track is pierced by the horrible screams of Saddam's victims, is the stuff that a lifetime of nightmares are made of. 

It is also a video that most of us will never see. No network or cable station will air it. It is too gruesome, too cruel, too sickening. Unlike the genre of grisly horror movies that draw so much box office attention, this film shows real people being tortured by men who love their jobs. What makes it so horrifying is that it is real. And because the media seems to have no interest, most of us will never begin to understand what real torture looks like. 

The Context of Abu Ghraib

It will therefore be relatively easy for us to continue to say, as our own Sen. Edward Kennedy said on May 10, 2003, "Shamefully, we now learn that Saddam's torture chambers reopened under new management—U.S. management." Or as Massachusetts Congressman Marty T. Meehan said after viewing the photos from Abu Ghraib, he said, "There's no doubt in my mind that the abuses at Abu Ghraib constitute torture." 

Not even close, gentlemen. Statements like these demonstrate the complete disconnect from which many in America suffer, a lack of understanding about the realities of war and the essential nature of cultures other than our own. We have been largely protected from the ugliness and cruelty that is a fundamental reality in other parts of the world. 

When compared, for example, to the video-taped beheading of [U.S. citizen] Nick Berg [at the hands of Iraqi terrorists] or to the mutilations of the bodies of dead soldiers and contractors (which also were not shown on television), the excesses of our troops seem tame. And being frightened by a snarling dog doesn't compare to Saddam's use of hungry Doberman Pinschers to tear apart his helpless victims. When compared to this, the behavior of our soldiers in Abu Ghraib seems hardly worth mentioning. 

But, of course, we do mention it, as we should. We Americans like to think that we should take the high road in our commerce with the world. I do not disagree. If we are to continue to lead a world where in many places democracy is still a distant dream, we need to lead not by force but by example. Over the last 230 years we have done so—most of the time with great success. What took place at Abu Ghraib under our watch was offensive and reprehensible, but it must be taken in context and put into perspective. 

The Challenge Soldiers Face

Almost everyone who has ever faced the business end of an enemy weapon or met the horror of terrorism face to face, understands that under conditions of battlefield stress, when the lives of comrades are at risk, there is little you will not do to keep them safe. 

When you deal with an enemy who expects torture, mere conversation or interrogation is not likely to be enough to elicit the necessary responses in time to save the lives of others. Sleep deprivation, the withholding of food, the public humiliation of prisoners, have all been used by most intelligence services around the world for many years. They are all against the [international] Geneva Conventions [regulating treatment of war prisoners], and because we are obligated to abide by those agreements, our soldiers in the field sometimes face difficult, no-win choices. 

The fact remains that what our soldiers did to their prisoners was not torture. It was mistreatment, it was assuredly unkind, and almost certainly uncomfortable and humiliating. But in case we have forgotten, we are at war in Iraq. The lives of our own sons and daughters, our husbands and wives, are at risk every day and may depend on the information that our intelligence receives from those whom they capture. 

One thing we tend to forget is that the men imprisoned in Abu Ghraib were not Eagle Scouts. Some were terrorists, who would not hesitate to commit hideous atrocities on our own soldiers, were the situations reversed. Others were accomplices or supporters of those who were killing American soldiers and civilian contractors. Of course, they did not enjoy being humiliated. But the treatment they received at the hands of our soldiers didn't kill or maim, and it may have saved lives. 

When the lives of our personnel are at stake, when time is of the essence, when hours or even minutes may make the difference between life and death, we should depend on our soldiers' ability and training to behave with honor, but also to do what is necessary to avoid putting others at risk in the name of political correctness. 

If we wish to set a higher standard, as we should, but still need to obtain the intelligence necessary to protect our mission, we must be creative in finding methods that will break down the walls of resistance while still honoring the rules of war. Developing technology will help. Common sense and good training will also help. But it would be useful as well to stop the self-flagellation and public humiliation of our leaders and remember that we are at war and that we still carry the world standard for humanity and civility, even on the battleground.
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