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When military interrogators devised new methods to extract information from prisoners at Guantanamo Bay, starting in 2002, psychologists and psychiatrists assisted them, according to a recently declassified Defense Department report.
 
The American Psychiatric Association quickly adopted new ethical standards that said psychiatrists should not take part in the interrogations after an early version of the report surfaced last year. But the American Psychological Association, which represents most of the nation's psychologists, left its rules unchanged and merely reiterated its previous condemnation of torture and abuse. The Pentagon then began using only psychologists to train its interrogators.
 
As the 150,000-member psychologists' organization holds its annual meeting in San Francisco this weekend, a dissident faction is pushing to prohibit members from playing any role in the military interrogations, which it views as tantamount to torture.
 
"Our first ethical principle is that psychologists should do no harm," said Ruth Fallenbaum, a Berkeley clinical psychologist who works with torture victims. "We should not contribute our expertise, our training to breaking down people in these environments where there's no respect for human rights."
 
APA officials have argued that psychologists have a legitimate role in working with interrogators to make sure that their methods are safe and ethical as well as effective. 
 
"Psychologists involved with the APA's position have played important roles in making very clear that there is no role for abuse in interrogation," said Stephen Behnke, the organization's ethics director. 
 
"We all agree that torture, abuse and harsh interrogation techniques are never permissible. The question then becomes, what is the best strategy to ensure that torture and abuse never take place?"
 
The issue comes to a head Sunday when competing resolutions are scheduled for votes in the association's Council of Representatives, which consists of delegates from state associations and professional groups.
 
One proposal, by APA leaders, would prohibit any involvement in interrogations that use any of 14 specified methods that might be associated with torture, including mock executions, the use of dogs to threaten or intimidate a prisoner, sexual humiliation, and the simulated drowning technique called waterboarding. The rival resolution backed by a group called Coalition for an Ethical APA would forbid all participation by psychologists in interrogations at Guantanamo and similar military facilities.
 
Disavowing specific interrogation techniques would be "a major step forward," said New York psychologist Steven Reisner, an outspoken member of the dissident group. But he said the APA leaders' resolution is full of loopholes - for example, it applies only to interrogations and not to the use of some of the same methods used during confinement to "soften up" a prisoner before questioning.
 
"Participating in that environment is (the equivalent of) giving your approval" to what goes on there, Reisner said. With psychiatrists and other health professionals shunning the interrogations, he said, psychologists provide the remaining veneer of legitimacy to the Bush administration's claim that the United States does not torture or abuse prisoners.
 
The controversy has simmered for years in the psychologists' organization, which, according to Reisner, has had close ties with the military since World War II. 
 
Media reports alleging that mental health professionals had helped develop abusive interrogation methods prompted APA leaders in 2005 to appoint a task force, which concluded that psychologists were playing a "valuable and ethical role" in assisting the military. 
 
When the task force members were identified a year later, a majority proved to have military affiliations. Behnke, the APA ethics director, found nothing wrong with those connections and said some military members of the task force have been responsible for preventing abuses at Guantanamo and the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq.
 
The dissidents say the report by the Defense Department's inspector general, issued in an abbreviated version a year ago and declassified in May, provided public confirmation of their claims that psychologists have taken part in the abuse of prisoners.
 
The report described a September 2002 conference at Fort Bragg, N.C., at which Army psychologists briefed interrogators, including a task force from Guantanamo, on methods designed to break down prisoners' resistance.
 
The report said the methods were learned from a military program called Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape, or SERE, which was established in the late 1940s to train Special Operations forces and other personnel in resisting the coercive techniques of communist countries if they were taken prisoner.
 
The APA dissidents said the report also showed that military psychologists brought SERE-derived interrogations to Guantanamo as members of behavioral science consulting teams that instruct interrogators.
 
Rather than acting as protectors, psychologists at the military base have "developed the torture techniques and, in some cases, applied them," said Stephen Soldz, a Boston psychologist. He said the mental health consultants have also advised interrogators "whether that person can take more abuse."
 
Behnke said he's unaware of any such cases involving APA members. He offered a different interpretation of the Defense Department report.
 
"It describes conditions under which abuses occur," he said. "We think all psychologists should study it very carefully so that we can make sure it doesn't happen again."
