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In 2014, disclosures of medical rape in counterterrorism prisons run by 
the US Central Intelligence Agency briefly captured international head-
lines. According to a report released by the US Senate, in 2003 and 2004 
several instances of coercive rectal interventions disguised as medical 
procedures took place in the CIA’s international rendition network. As 
of January 2020, forty individuals remain imprisoned indefinitely in the 
US military prison at Guantánamo Bay, including five who experienced 
medical rape and at least twelve more who were subjected to the torture 
regime in CIA rendition sites around the world. What do events such as 
the rape of counterterrorism prisoners reveal about the paradoxical value 
of the tortured terrorist body, the reproductive capacity it displays as a 
raw material of securitization and a living exhibit of civilizational threat? 
What might be learned by thinking the racial and sexual logics of the 
so- called War on Terror from the vantage of medical and psychological 
practice in CIA prisons? And what might we learn about the materiality of 
race when tracking it through visions of the transformation of the bodies 
of Muslim men incarcerated in counterterrorism incarceration?

Based on partial releases of information from the torture programs, 
it appears that CIA interrogators experimented with a form of medical 
rape — euphemized as rectal feeding or rectal rehydration — in a larger car-
ceral context in which psychologists designed varied tactics of physical, 
psychological, and sensory conditioning. These experiments sought to 
control prisoner resistance to interrogation in situations where interroga-
tors attempted to link the bodies of incarcerated terrorism suspects from 
South Asia, the Persian Gulf, and Palestine to the security state’s fantasies 
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of “homegrown” terrorism by Black Muslims in the United States. The 
subtle differentiation of Orientalist and anti- Black rhetorics of race in this 
geography of risk — assuming that a threatening tide of Islamic revival 
abroad will activate the dormant potential of Black Muslim resistance at 
home — endows the incarcerated Brown body in the CIA black site with 
a particular form of value: a value for reproducing and proliferating the 
terrorist body across imperial geographies intertwining warfare and car-
cerality as tactics of the racial state.

Analysis of the racial regimes of the War on Terror — and the partic-
ular manner in which the racialization of Muslim prisoners proceeds along 
differentiated phenotypic and social vectors — thus must contend with the 
manner in which the vivisected terrorist body becomes a useful material 
for the production of the security state’s fantasies of racial transcendence 
through carceral war. With the attempt by interrogators to geographi-
cally link Black and Brown figures of the male Muslim body as terrorist, 
plasticity becomes an important keyword for understanding the practice 
of torture. Coercive interrogation, including invasive procedures targeting 
the rectum, worked to disrupt the sense of agency over gut processes and 
bodily integrity of the prisoner while accelerating a broader phenomenal 
assault on the mind. Such experimentation with the gut- brain connection 
sutures anti- Black and Orientalist visions of Muslim difference through 
scientific, surveillance, and carceral practices that activate the potentials 
of corporeal differentiation and transformation within the incarcerated 
terrorist body.1 This is thus a case not simply of quarantining or destroy-
ing that racialized body but of proliferating it.

The engineering of the Muslim body as a material for counter-
terrorist warfare is accomplished by activating a reversibility of gut and 
neural systems that seeks to undo the potential for resistance to speech in 
interrogation, a reversibility that is based not only on racialized cultural 
particularities but also on purportedly universal capacities of the animal 
body. Race, from this vantage, can be only partially understood via an 
ideological critique that defines it as a set of Islamophobic neoracist dis-
courses about religious or civilizational incompatibilities.2 While debates 
among practitioners of psychological warfare suggest that military inter-
rogators at times assumed cultural differences of incarcerated Arab or 
South Asian Muslim men, the construction of the torture environment 
and the proliferation of experimental modalities of violence within it were 
based on behavioralist methods of conditioning neuroplasticity seen as 
universally applicable to humans and other animals.

Plasticity thus offers psychological and medical practices within the 
CIA prison a fantasy of racial transcendence, of reengineering biological 
form and temporality in the service of security. Jairus Grove defines plas-
ticity as “the ability of systems to sustain integrity while changing.”3 This 
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definition fits well with attempts of the counterterrorist state to transform 
the identity of the terrorist while sustaining vital functions of the terrorist 
body necessary to reproduce the archive of state intelligence. Plasticity 
thus involves the management of change in identity over time; for Hannah 
Landecker, biological research on molecular plasticity requires “making 
cells live differently in time, in order to harness their productive or repro-
ductive capabilities.”4 In its broadest characterization, Catherine Malabou 
defines plasticity as the capacity to give and receive form, although it also 
involves a limit point at which a destructive change in form can escalate 
and result in the collapse of the system.5 This is a point I return to at the 
end of this article as I consider the terrorist as a paradigmatic figure of 
plasticity revealing the concept’s implicit racial materiality.

In this article, I explore counterterrorist incarceration practices that 
attempt to work with the plasticity of the terrorist body and mind — its 
systemic potentials for formal and temporal reorientation — up to the 
breaking point, to render racialized resistance moot because the subject 
of resistance and the body on which that subject hinges are dissociated. 
In the long history of CIA torture experimentation, significant focus is 
placed on locating the point at which the mobilization of debility, depen-
dency, and dread can disrupt the prisoner’s resistance to the interrogator.6 
Understanding how this translates as a technical imperative to manifest 
and modulate the plasticity of prisoners’ nervous and digestive systems in 
the post- 9/11 CIA prison complex requires that we engage in detail with 
the security state’s view of the body, consider how supposed cultural dif-
ferences are translated into racialized corporeal differences, and track how 
tortured bodies animate circuits of value beyond prison walls, through 
media, legal, and economic domains.

Doing so requires that we also track the torture practices within a 
long history of research on plasticity deployed within different moments of 
empire and warfare. Significantly, the birth of rectal feeding as an obstetric 
medical practice in the nineteenth century coincided with fantasies of the 
systemic transformation of the gut as a means of solving racial anxieties 
over white reproduction in the context of US settler expansionism. Why 
would such practices — debunked in the medical literature in the 1930s 
and discarded by doctors — return in the twenty- first century? Although 
we might simply state that rhetorics of medical humanitarianism provide 
cover for the carceral brutality of state- sponsored rape, it is also apparent 
that fantasies of plasticity provide solutions to racial crises of sovereignty 
in both historical contexts. This is apparent in the post- 9/11 vivisection of 
the incarcerated Brown Muslim body abroad as an index of the potential 
of Black Muslim violence within the settler “homeland.” Although there is 
a wide divergence in the contemporary application of rectal feeding from 
its medical roots in late nineteenth- century obstetrics, I argue that the 
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historical logics of rectal feeding anticipated the practice’s linkage of gut 
and neural plasticity to the figure of the penetrated body. By examining 
accounts of rectal feeding and other torture tactics from CIA black sites in 
the early twenty- first century alongside a review of the experimental medi-
cal literature on the procedure from the late nineteenth century, I argue 
that regimes of rectal feeding prompt speculative visions of governing gut 
and nervous plasticity of the body as a solution to crisis. From this vantage, 
I contend that rectal feeding provides evidence of an implicit doctrine of 
racial control spanning US carceral and war complexes, a doctrine that 
aims to displace the potential resistance of Muslim bodies by channeling it 
into an internal struggle over the reproduction of the self.

Medical Rape in CIA Prisons

Between March 28, 2002, and July 10, 2007, over 119 individuals, most of 
whom were Arab or South Asian men located in the Pakistan- Afghanistan 
borderlands, were captured and secretly entered into CIA custody. This 
number does not include the thousands who were eventually captured by 
the US military and entered into custody in large military prisons.7 Trans-
ported by the CIA’s secret rendition vendor, Aero Contractors of North 
Carolina, these prisoners faced interrogation stints in military prisons, 
CIA prisons, proxy government prisons, and other capture and rendition 
locations that, according to the Rendition Project, spanned twenty- eight 
countries. These locations include a series of so- called black sites estab-
lished and run by the CIA in Romania, Poland, Lithuania, Thailand, 
Afghanistan, and Guantánamo Bay.8 According to US officials, by 2008 
the CIA torture program and the enemy combatant designation were can-
celed, and the prisoners who remained in this rendition and torture net-
work were transferred to military custody, joining the 779 total military 
prisoners who have been held at Guantánamo.9

In 2014, the US Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) 
declassified a 525- page summary of its 6,000- page report on the CIA 
torture program. Although the report made public a wealth of new infor-
mation on the CIA torture program, Anjali Nath reminds us that such 
declassified documents must be carefully interpreted according to the 
complex visual politics that govern release, redaction, and circulation.10 
Released over the objections of Republicans on the committee and the 
CIA, the report included significant focus on rectal feeding. The report 
revealed the approval and use of practices euphemized in CIA emails 
as “rectal feeding,” “rectal rehydration,” and “rectal examination” with 
“excessive force.” Use of anachronistic medical procedures for feeding 
patients rectally on at least five prisoners designated as enemy combatants 
was discussed in CIA emails in 2003 and 2004.
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The technique was quickly identified in US journalism as a spec-
tacular form of torture. Following the political logic of the disclosures, 
news reporting contrasted Bush- era techniques with those of Obama’s 
administration. At a time when mainstream media normalized Obama’s 
deployments of mass incarceration and extrajudicial killing carried out by 
the Department of Defense (DoD) in Somalia, Yemen, and Pakistan, the 
SSCI’s decision placed renewed attention on Bush’s post- 9/11 spectacles 
of rectal feeding, waterboarding, and corporal punishment by the CIA. 
Although the report focuses centrally on interrogations carried out as 
part of a torture program run by military psychologists James Mitchell 
and Bruce Jessen, who were paid $82 million to question suspected al- 
Qaeda leaders in the CIA rendition network, media reports in 2014 and 
2015 identify the official who ordered rectal torture as the late CIA chief 
interrogator Charlie Wise, who was fired in 2003 and died soon after.11

Shortly after the report’s release, Senator Dianne Feinstein, who 
chaired the SSCI, engaged in a public dispute with the CIA over rectal 
feeding. A CIA spokesperson told Huffington Post, “Medical personnel 
who administered rectal rehydration did not do so as an interrogation 
technique or as a means to degrade a detainee but instead utilized the 
well- acknowledged medical technique to address pressing health issues.”12 
Vincent Iacopino, senior medical adviser of Physicians for Human Rights, 
responded by emphasizing health workers’ complicity in branding sexual 
torture as medical humanitarianism: “Contrary to the CIA’s assertions, 
there is no clinical indication to use rectal rehydration and feeding over 
oral or intravenous administration of fluids and nutrients. This is a form 
of sexual assault masquerading as medical treatment. In the absence of 
medical necessity, it is clear that the only purpose behind this humiliating 
and invasive procedure is to inflict physical and mental pain.”13 In testi-
mony to the SSCI, former CIA director Michael Hayden denied that the 
procedure constituted “sodomy.”14

The references in the SSCI report to rectal feeding are heavily 
redacted and brief. The prisoners subjected to rectal interventions were 
Pakistanis, Saudis, and Palestinians, and five of the six were categorized 
as high- value detainees subject to the eleven enhanced interrogation tech-
niques outlined in the Bush torture memos. The footnote begins by iden-
tifying four prisoners who were rectally fed: Abd al- Rahim al- Nashiri, 
Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, Majid Khan, and Abu Zubaydah. SSCI 
accounts of the torture of al- Nashiri and Mohammed indicate that rectal 
feeding occurred following refusal of food or water. Another prisoner, 
Marwan al- Jabour, is described as being prescribed rectal rehydration. A 
sixth prisoner, Mustafa al- Hawsawi, has medical records indicating that 
he was later diagnosed with chronic hemorrhoids, an anal fissure, and 
severe rectal prolapse. Finally, the footnote states that three more pris-
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oners were threatened with rectal rehydration. Available documentation 
indicates that these prisoners were detained across different black sites in 
2003 and 2004 when most of the emails concerning rectal feeding were 
sent. Coercive rectal interventions may have been applied anywhere in the 
CIA rendition system, but reports indicate that several of the prisoners 
named as subjects of rectal intervention in the SSCI report were housed 
at the black sites in Thailand and Afghanistan. Several were also rendered 
to Morocco for interrogation. Most of the prisoners were held at the infa-
mous COBALT prison, also known as the Salt Pit or Dark Prison, located 
near the airport ten miles north of Kabul (see fig. 1). This prison has been 
described by those imprisoned there as a dungeon in which prisoners were 
shackled naked with limited access to food, heat, light, and sanitation.

The report notes that rectal interventions were at times used as pun-
ishments following refusal by prisoners to consume food or water. At the 
same time, it appears that the manner and force of rectal interventions 
varied. The only available first- person account of rectal feeding from a 
prisoner indicates the use of the practice as a response to water refusal. In 
a report of the International Committee of the Red Cross, dated February 
14, 2007, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed describes rectal rehydration: “On 
one occasion during the interrogation I was offered water to drink, when I 
refused I was again taken to another room where I was made to lie on the 
floor with three persons holding me down. A tube was inserted into my 
anus and water poured inside. Afterwards I wanted to go to the toilet as I 

Figure 1. Trevor Paglen, The Salt Pit, Northeast of Kabul, Afghanistan, 2006. C- print, 24 × 36 in.
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had a feeling as if I had diarrhoea. No toilet access was provided until four 
hours later when I was given a bucket to use.”15 Although we do not have 
such specific context of the act for other prisoners, at least one of them 
suffered repeated interventions that caused significant injury. The lawyers 
of Mustafa al- Hawsawi petitioned the United Nations for treatment of his 
rectal prolapse, indicating injuries that caused pain, interfered with func-
tion in defecation, and created chronic impairment were left untreated 
for years.16 Given the major redactions of torture testimony in military 
commissions for Abu Zubaydah and Mohammed, it is also possible that 
the state has refused to release further narratives of rectal interventions 
and their effects.

Neuroplasticity and Post- 9/11 CIA Torture

The accounts of rectal feeding in CIA black sites fit into a larger institu-
tional context in which the CIA used a variety of forms of coercion to dis-
rupt the prisoners’ senses of place, time, and identity. The development of 
such a carceral architecture was subject to different interests and concep-
tual frameworks, including behavioralist frameworks suggesting the pos-
sibility of physically transforming brain function. Declassified documents 
as well as the testimony of interrogators suggest that the interrogation 
programs were plagued by infighting between the different security agen-
cies as well as between interrogators who sought to apply differing degrees 
of torture. Within both the CIA and the military, there appears to have 
been conflict over the prominent role given to Mitchell and Jessen, whose 
application of behavioral conditioning techniques was often dismissed as 
both pseudoscience and overly lenient. Despite such conflicts, the contract 
psychologists had a significant role in the design of the interrogation pro-
grams and their legal and spatial architectures. To understand how rectal 
feeding and other rectal interventions were introduced as escalations of 
CIA torture practices, it is necessary to understand how behavior and 
culture intertwine in the psychological conceptions of neuroplasticity that 
were developed in the CIA complex.

Before the application of enhanced interrogation techniques, CIA 
black sites housed prisoners in dark, empty cells that minimized objects 
and sensations within the physical environment. This architectural base-
line emerged from a longer history of torture design by the CIA. Building 
on Alfred McCoy’s research in his important book A Question of Torture, 
Lisa Guenther’s study Solitary Confinement connects the CIA’s anticom-
munist thought control experiments in the 1950s and the development 
of its KUBARK interrogation manual in 1963 to the history of behavior 
modification research in the academy and in domestic US prisons. In these 
studies, sensory deprivation by itself produced disorientation that might 
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be considered useful for interrogation. The studies of sensory deprivation 
carried out by James Lilly of the National Institute of Mental Health and 
Donald Hebb of McGill University, for example, involved two setups, 
one in which participants were held in a dark tank immersed in flowing, 
temperature- controlled water, and another in which participants were 
shackled to beds in dark rooms, covering their extremities with gloves 
and cardboard cuffs to reduce tactility, and covering their eyes with gray 
goggles. Such experiments produced vertigo- like hallucinations in which 
the fixed objects appeared to blur into motion. For others, a euphoric 
sense of being out of step with time emerged as they began to lose a sense 
of individuality and experience “oceanic feeling.” Senses of both time and 
space were fundamentally disrupted, which caused, as one study reported, 
“disorganization of brain function . . . as great as that produced by drugs 
or lesions.”17

In his unpublished research on the history of cybernetics and CIA 
torture, Jairus Grove contends that there is a correspondence between the 
earlier CIA experiments and the baseline sensory deprivation practiced 
in post- 2001 CIA detention and rendition.18 Although covering the eyes 
and ears of prisoners in transit is often explained by the CIA and defense 
officials as a method for protecting the anonymity of covert agents, sen-
sory deprivation serves other purposes. Grove compares the figure of the 
cuffed, sensory- deprived study participant of Cold War behavior modifi-
cation research with media images of post- 911 CIA and military prison-
ers. Images and descriptions of rendition to and incarceration at Guantá-
namo suggest attempts to withhold sense of time, space, and tactility, as 
prisoners are often blindfolded, shackled in gloves, and kept in the dark 
for long periods. It appears that sensory deprivation was also a signifi-
cant design element in the black sites, particularly at the COBALT site, 
or Salt Pit, in Afghanistan. Grove further notes that COBALT passed a 
Federal Bureau of Prisons inspection because most of the key conditions 
imposed before interrogation were touchless forms of sensory deprivation. 
Prisoners at COBALT were kept in constant darkness for weeks at a time, 
isolated, and regularly deprived of sleep, food, and water. These base-
line elements of social and sensory deprivation were punctuated on occa-
sion by a set of violent tactics that produced heightened sensations, pain, 
and confusion: prisoners were held naked and shackled in extremely cold 
cells, periodically exposed to high- decibel music, and subjected to such 
techniques as confinement in coffin- like boxes, standing- stress positions, 
and waterboarding. Prisoners were subjected to endless permutations of 
techniques that stressed their bodies through depravation, confinement, 
and environmental transformations. Unpredictable interventions such as 
rectal feeding are aimed at breaking the continuity of personality prior to 
the moment of interrogation.
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As the primary psychological theorist of the post- 9/11 CIA inter-
rogation program, Mitchell worked to layer direct techniques of force 
applied on the body to the baseline deprivation of sensation. Mitchell 
viewed behavior control managed by escalating and unpredictable vio-
lence as the modus operandi of enhanced interrogation. To this end, 
a declassified email from Mitchell favorably cites neurophysiological 
research on Pavlovian conditioning, which involves the controlled and 
intentional activation of neuroplasticity through changes in the sensory 
environment (see fig. 2). Although research from the 1970s by John H. 
Ashe on neuroplasticity and sensory conditioning is mentioned briefly in 
the email, the reference to the classic 1999 posttraumatic stress treatment 
book Torture and Its Consequences, edited by Turkish behavioral psycholo-
gist and antitorture advocate Metin Başoğlu, is more direct. Başoğlu’s 
chapter in the volume, coauthored with Susan Mineka, explores whether 
a torture tactic loses effectiveness when applied repeatedly. Reviewing 
Ivan Pavlov’s conditioning experiments on dogs, the authors note that 
increased tolerance of a specific type of pain is disrupted when it is applied 
in an unexpected manner, such as shifting the position or frequency in 
which a shock is applied to the body.19 In tension with his comments else-
where insisting that his interrogation techniques did not constitute tor-
ture, Mitchell cites research explicitly about the effects of torture and uses 
it to address criticisms from within the US security apparatus that he did 
not use the waterboard quickly and repeatedly enough. Mitchell’s gloss on 
Başoğlu and Mineka’s work describes the conclusion that the experimen-
tal setup of escalating violence (rather than jumping directly to repeated 
use of waterboarding) diminishes resistance in interrogations. Naming 
this technique “conditioned neurosis,” Mitchell describes eliciting early 
cooperation from the prisoner Abu Zubaydah but then subjecting him to 
repeated waterboarding anyway in order to make sure he was not holding 
back relevant details: “As for our buddy, he capitulated the first time. We 
chose to expose him over and over until we had a high degree of confidence 
he wouldn’t hold back.”20 Emphasizing his and Jessen’s agency in deciding 
to repeatedly use the waterboard, Mitchell indicates that the technique 
is rapidly successful whether applied to prisoners or to US forces as part 
of countertorture resistance training. He emphasizes that he did not shy 
away from harsh torture tactics even though his use of them was care-
fully planned according to behavioralist theories of neurological stress  
and trauma.

Notably, in this email exchange, Mitchell suggests that the Pavlov-
ian behavioralist paradigm that attempts to transform the behavior and 
outlook of the prisoner does not depend on purported Muslim cultural 
particularities. His claim on this point went against the grain of the ways 
that the military was framing the cultural difference of al- Qaeda. As Jas-
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■■■■■■

Subject: Re: Jim and Bruce

■■■■

First, it is conventional Navy pilots that experience the water- board, not special ops 
folks. We don’t know how special ops folks would react. Second, Bruce and I both make 
a good living head- nodding; so, don’t feel unproductive.

■■■ should be back in your location soon and can discuss the matter in detail. But, 
please hear that exposure to the water- board in SERE training is a one time exposure 
so they have a realistic notion of how severe the pressure could be. We don’t know what 
students would do on multiple exposures because the Navy doesn’t expose them more 
than once. It is not/not intended to test their ultimate resolve on the water- board. Also, 
in a school house setting where the collective myth (the rumor on the street) is that stu-
dents break quickly, the situational demands would be different than in a setting where 
a fighter felt there was a cause worth dying for (remember the Ashe (sp?) studies). We 
don’t know what Navy students would do in a real world situation.

As for our buddy; he capitulated the first time. We chose to expose him over and over 
until we had a high degree of confidence he wouldn’t hold back. He said he was ready 
to talk during the first exposure.

As for helping, I’m sure there will be plenty for you to do. Right now, read Torture and 
Its Consequences (especially the chapters that deal with pavlovian conditioned neurosis).

■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■

Hey there:

I wanted to find out more about the conference at Ft. Bragg that you mentioned to 
■■■■■■

Also, I wanted to know if you had any thoughts on what my role should be in assisting 
the interrogation branch. I guess I’m on loan for a few months, but would like to be a bit 
more productive than just nodding my head. I welcome any input or novel research ideas.

■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■
■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■

Also given your recent experience, I wanted to get your opinion regarding how culture 
plays into the interrogation process. (this question is coming up) In your al- Q paper, you 
suggested that culture was factored out for the most part. I have been struck with the 
fact that AZ needed numerous waterboard administrations to become helpless while the 
special ops guys needed just one. Is it that some of the terrorists have a higher threshold 
for pain/inconveniences and because they are acclimated to harsher conditions for longer 
periods? Also, can someone build up a psychological/physiological resistance to the WB 
when administered repeatedly, thus reducing or eliminating its effectiveness over time?

Other than you guys wimping out on the waterboard, I know ■■■■■ thought the trip was  
incredibly interesting and useful (although shacking up with ■■ the first night was the  
most memorable part! (hey now!)). I guess a helpless attorney would not have been a good thing.

Talk to you later.
■■■■■■

Figure 2. James E. Mitchell, declassified email, January 2003. static01.nyt.com/packages/pdf/us/20170620 

_interrogations/cia- interrogation- plan.pdf, p. 8.
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bir Puar and Amit Rai recount, the post- 9/11 field of terrorism studies 
in the United States developed its concepts on the supposition that there 
were culturally specific forms of Arab/Muslim neurosis that explained the 
terrorists’ tendencies toward violence. Given the popularity among high- 
ranking military officials of Raphael Patai’s caricatured portrait of Arab 
male neurosis in his book The Arab Mind (1973), it is not surprising that 
officials involved with interrogations were invoking conceptions of the civ-
ilizational difference that purportedly gives rise to psychopathological acts 
of violence.21 Breaking to a degree from this culturalist frame, Mitchell’s 
behavioralist universalism suggests that conditioned neurosis produced 
through torture applies broadly to humans and other animals within situ-
ations of confinement, as indicated in Pavlov’s experimental models on 
dogs. He finds descriptions of relations of force on the body to be more 
compelling than a cultural explanation suggesting that the terrorist brain 
is characteristically more resistant to pain or discomfort. His interlocutor 
(whose name is redacted) highlights that other psychologists working in 
the interrogation program are repeatedly asking whether the techniques 
should be tailored to address specific forms of cultural resistance:

I wanted to get your opinion regarding how culture plays into the interroga-
tion process. (this question is coming up) . . . You suggested that culture was 
factored out for the most part. I have been struck with the fact that AZ [Abu 
Zubaydah] needed numerous waterboard administrations to become help-
less while the special ops guys [subjected to countertorture training by the 
US military] needed just one. Is it that some of the terrorists have a higher 
threshold for pain/inconvenience and because they are acclimated to harsher 
conditions for longer periods?22

The dynamics of conditioned helplessness according to Mitchell are 
independent of such variables attributed to differential life experience or 
explained through the descriptor of cultural or civilizational difference. 
Instead, they involve the precise application of escalating and unpre-
dictable tactics that constitute a particular phenomenal assault on the  
prisoner.

This is not to say that Mitchell did not embrace stereotyped views 
of Muslims as particularly resistant to interrogation. Although in the 
email exchange quoted above Mitchell dismisses the framing of Islam 
in particular or culture more generally as the basis of his purportedly 
scientific approach to behavior control, his memoir Enhanced Interroga-
tion rehearses trite stereotypes about the civilizational and temporal dif-
ference of Islamists, whom he lumps together as irrationally committed 
to archaic religious government. These assertions, which are in line with 
Mitchell’s psychological assessment of Abu Zubaydah summarized by the 
Department of Justice in the Bush torture memos, claim that the prisoners 
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believe in the inevitable ascendancy of a worldwide Islamic caliphate.23 
This belief in the inevitability of victory, according to Mitchell, allows 
prisoners to justify revealing certain information in interrogation, which 
can be accelerated by the escalating application of enhanced interroga-
tion techniques.24 Invoking the films of Clint Eastwood repeatedly in his 
descriptions of his and Jessen’s work in the interrogation complex, Mitch-
ell dramatically recalls his physical, sensory, and emotional intimacy with 
Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, Abu Zubaydah, and other “high- value” pris-
oners in order to burnish his masculinist bonafides as a committed yet 
cool interrogator:

I had spent hours in a cell with one of the most dangerous men on the planet. 
We argued. We laughed together. We stood close enough to smell each oth-
er’s breath. I watched his eyes flash with reverence when he [Mohammed] 
told me about his brand of Islam’s unending obligation to destroy our way 
of life. . . . You only have to look at the actions of ISIS a decade later to get a 
clear picture of the sorts of things these jihadists had in mind for the United 
States — and the rest of the world, for that matter. Their goal has always been 
to replace our freedoms with a draconian medieval way of life that stopped 
evolving fourteen hundred years ago. They live in a religiously dominated 
world where it is normal and even desirable to burn churches, raze irreplace-
able antiquities, destroy great works of art, treat women as property and 
sell them as sex slaves, throw gays off tall buildings, and publicly slaughter 
people who aren’t like them while little children watch or even take part.

Clarifying that he is “not Islamophobic, as some would have you believe,” 
Mitchell concludes this passage by conflating his proclaimed tolerance 
of Islam with his love of “the Arab culture.” He in the end concedes that 
“parts of the religion would be beautiful if you could get the Islamists who 
want to impose Sharia (Islamic law) on the whole world out of it.” This, 
according to Mitchell justifies the interrogation methods he employed 
that he nonetheless associated with the “dark side” of “harsh things” 
he “would be required to do” and that others would view as “unethical, 
maybe even monstrous.”25

The fine line that Mitchell treads between behavioralist universal-
ism and cultural stereotyping adds to our understanding of how Mitchell 
and Jessen developed and expanded the theoretical framework established 
in the CIA’s Cold War experiments. Cold War CIA torture places signifi-
cant emphasis on sensory deprivation techniques as a means of deper-
sonalizing prisoners via dependency, debility, and dread. For Mitchell, 
it appears that sensory deprivation as practiced extensively at COBALT 
was a baseline from which to engage in a series of unpredictable, escalat-
ing forms of intervention that would disrupt the prisoner’s expectations 
as they produced desired affects: discomfort, stress, anxiety, and fear. 
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Because, the theory goes, an approach relying only on direct force might 
cause a prisoner to shut down and refuse speech, a more targeted, escalat-
ing, and ultimately improvisational approach to the specific conditions of 
the interrogation generates conditions in which prisoners may intention-
ally or unintentionally divulge relevant information. Maintaining that the 
approved CIA tactics do not cause pain and thus do not constitute torture, 
Mitchell offers a vision of neuroplastic control that operates physically 
and environmentally on the subject as it disrupts senses of time, space, 
and place.

Gut Plasticity and the History of Rectal Feeding

If Mitchell saw the suffocation sensation caused by waterboarding as the 
crucial final tactic of behavior conditioning, those who introduced rectal 
feeding to the interrogation complex attempted a phenomenal assault at 
the other end of the alimentary canal. In either case, both sought to esca-
late forms of torture against prisoners as a manner of disrupting subjec-
tive control over the body in the carceral context. But why would rectal 
feeding in particular emerge as an appealing alternative to the escalating 
techniques of stress positions, facial slaps, and waterboarding preferred 
by Mitchell? The CIA’s one- sentence public defense — that rectal rehydra-
tion is a “well acknowledged medical technique” — says nothing about its 
efficacy. Even in the era when rectal feeding practices were first discussed 
among US researchers, the practice was considered experimental. It was 
occasionally accepted as treatment for severe gastric distress by some 
practitioners in the United States and western Europe from the 1870s 
through the 1930s. A number of devices were invented in the United 
States and Britain from 1900 to 1930 to deliver nutrients and liquids rec-
tally, and commercial food preparations such as bullion designed for rectal 
digestion were developed. In the United States, rectal feeding also faced 
widespread early criticism because President James Garfield died in 1881 
while under a supervised rectal feeding regime. This proximity of the 
practice to a US president may be one of the reasons the CIA can attempt 
to claim it as a “well acknowledged medical technique”: it is more often 
acknowledged as medical practice by presidential historians than by doc-
tors. In the United States, rectal feeding has always appeared in public 
debate adjacent to crises of sovereignty. Only later, in the early 1930s, 
did a number of studies conclusively demonstrate that the ileocecal valve 
effectively prevents solid food from passing up beyond the lower intestine 
into the small intestine where normal digestion occurs.26 Today, proc-
toclysis or rectal rehydration is indicated only for emergency rehydration 
in rare conditions in which sterile oral and intravenous alternatives are 
unavailable.27
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Yet the history of the experimental use of rectal feeding on preg-
nant women in the mid- nineteenth century invokes gut plasticity as a 
solution to crises of white reproduction and settler sovereignty. In the 
United States, rectal feeding had its brief heyday in the 1870s. A series 
of medical articles in obstetrics were concentrated between 1878, when 
the first physician account of several cases of rectal feeding was pub-
lished, and 1881, when Garfield’s death following a gunshot to the liver 
provoked enhanced medical and public scrutiny of the practice. Doctors 
who employed experimental rectal feeding explained the practice using 
one or more of the following now- discredited theories: the lower intestine 
has a limited capacity to absorb nutrients; pressure can force food injected 
into the rectum past the ileum into the small intestine, where it can be 
digested; or under conditions of digestive pathology, the digestive tract 
itself has the ability to conduct food and drugs in reverse from the lower 
intestine to stomach. The obstetrics literature advertised a fantasy of the 
reversibility of intestinal form and function that went beyond mechanical 
flexibility to suggest systemic plasticity: creative capacities of the gut to 
adapt to precarities of social and biological reproduction.28 The main US 
authority on the topic, New York doctor Austin Flint, claimed in a widely 
circulated 1878 article to have treated or observed patients for weeks at a 
time without significant oral feeding.29

In the wake of Flint’s article, obstetricians developed a more elab-
orate theoretical apparatus to explain rectal feeding. They introduced 
several concepts to signify the plasticity of the gut, including the terms 
retrostalsis, antiperistalsis, and inhaustion. These terms indicated the rever-
sal of peristalsis, the involuntary muscular contractions that conduct 
nutrients and waste from the stomach down the intestinal canal during 
digestion. The most widely cited physician who argued for the autonomic 
reversibility of digestive conduction was Georgia physician Henry Fraser 
Campbell, who concluded that rectal feeding can completely eliminate the 
medical profession’s practice of using abortion as a last resort treatment to 
prevent maternal death by morning sickness. Rectal feeding would use the 
plasticity of the lower alimentary tract to bypass the nausea and vomiting 
of oral ingestion.

The conception of inhaustion as a form of reverse swallowing upward 
from the rectum was supported in the obstetrics literature by William 
Warren Potter, a prominent New York obstetrician who put Campbell’s 
ideas into practice.30 He published a number of case histories in support 
of rectal feeding in the 1880s.31 Following Campbell’s theory, he believed 
that rectal alimentation worked because it took advantage of an integrated 
capacity of reverse conduction within the digestive system. However, Pot-
ter’s theory encountered a significant problem: the patients in his case 
studies died during treatment. Potter’s order to cease oral ingestion com-
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bined with rectal feeding amounted to a prescription for starvation, which 
could kill on its own or aggravate other maladies. Retrospectively declar-
ing patients incurable, Potter narrates the decisions by patients and other 
doctors to cease rectal feeding or to begin oral feeding as a dereliction of 
medical duty, despite the fact that most of his case histories end with the 
death of an emaciated pregnant woman and the loss of her fetus.

This concern over abortion reflected a vision of feminine sensitivity 
as productive of mass hysteria. This line of thinking justified intervention 
to reverse the form of the gut- brain connection; the purported hyper-
sensitivity or “impressibility” of woman, according to Kyla Schuller, was 
significant in producing woman as a figure of whiteness in nineteenth- 
century gynecological sciences as well as in broader evolutionary theo-
ries.32 Campbell’s and Potter’s embrace of the theory of inhaustion reflects 
their shared aversion to medically indicated abortion, as well as their 
acceptance of a particular adaptation of the theory of hysteria to the diges-
tive system. They both cite St. Louis gynecologist George Engelmann, 
who would eventually serve as president of both the Southern Surgical 
and Gynecological Association and the American Association of Obstetri-
cians and Gynecologists. Engelmann’s pamphlet, The Hystero- Neuroses, 
describes how disease or deformation of the uterus effects pathological 
reflexes elsewhere in the body, including the stomach. For Engelmann, 
“changes in the uterine tissue influence . . . the palpitations of the heart, 
the nausea and vomiting, by which the stomach tells of uterine changes.” 
These reflexes to the changing form of the uterus, the most common 
of which is morning sickness of pregnancy, are explicitly gendered. For 
Engelmann, “in the highly sensitive nervous organs of woman, we find 
these symptoms most frequent and intense, and that they are most fully 
developed in response to lesions of the sexual organs, the controlling 
influence of the functional life of woman.”33 The case studies he reviews, 
including one in which a nutrient enema is prescribed for a pregnant 
woman suffering morning sickness, argue for treating gastric conditions 
vaginally rather than through symptomatic treatment of the stomach.34

Engelmann is among the theorists of hysteria who claimed that 
the hypersensitivity of women’s nervous systems was a symptom of the 
excesses of Anglo- American civilization.35 Known for his comparative 
studies of childbearing in women from around the world, Engelmann fig-
ured industrialization as enfeebling the white woman, sapping her capac-
ity to reproduce, which remained intact for so- called savage women.36 The 
idea of women’s reproductive capacity as a necessary component of racial 
hygiene and a bulwark against civilizational decline was thus an under-
current of research on rectal feeding and its potential to reduce medi-
cally indicated abortion. Gynecologists argued that the enteric nervous 
system located in the digestive tract provided a relay between external 
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environments, the stomach, and the emotions; rectal feeding could mobi-
lize digestive plasticity to counter the effects of uterine plasticity, seen 
as a primary cause of morning sickness. Anticipating a later discourse 
on race suicide, this view of the precarity of white women’s reproduc-
tive capacity reflected an understanding that obstetrics was not simply a 
medical specialization but an important avenue for the treatment of social 
ills wrought by industrialization. The purported psychopathology of the 
terrorist unites the male Muslim body of the black site with an earlier 
moment of impressible bodies. Then, as now, the idea of the reversibility 
of the human gut opened a pathway to managing racial threats to settler 
concepts of civilization, accessing the plasticity of gut and neural systems 
required to render the terrorist as compliant speaking subject.

Rectal Feeding, Anti- Blackness, and the Labor of Interrogation

Despite the differences in context between nineteenth- century obstetric 
practice and twenty- first- century psychological and medical practice in 
prisons, the technique of rectal feeding provides a similar gendered path-
way for addressing contemporaneous discourses of sovereign and civili-
zational crisis. It is thus useful to track how reproductive and maternal 
metaphors saturate the site of coercive interrogation. Writing on French 
military torture in Algeria, Marnia Lazreg invokes a comparison between 
torture in interrogation and childbirth:

One of the images used by torturers evokes labor pains preceding the birth 
of a child, an image at odds with the gender of its users who, in the Algerian 
War, happen to all be men. . . . A prisoner is subjected to extreme pain, just 
like a pregnant woman must endure labor pains as she gives birth to a child. 
The body of the prisoner must be worked over, and worked through. .  .  .  
Because it is he who inflicts pain and suffering, and makes the prisoner 
“labor,” he has produced the information. The pregnancy metaphor enables 
the torturer to look upon his actions as producing life. After all he is involved 
in a life- giving process that marks the familiar justification of torture: It 
saves lives.37

The product of the prisoner’s labor — the information “birthed” in inter-
rogation — is not arbitrary. In the case of the COBALT interrogations, 
the goal was to reproduce a racial enemy. The immediate context for the 
March 2003 rectal feeding of two of the CIA prisoners — Majid Khan and 
Khalid Shaikh Mohammed — was a line of interrogation suggesting that 
al- Qaeda was attempting to recruit Black Muslims in the United States.

Given the long history of US state surveillance of Black Muslim 
groups and their rendering in media and policing as antinational, CIA tor-
ture must be seen as continuous with, rather than an exception to, security 
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practices of the domestic US racial state.38 The potential for radicalization 
of Black Muslims, including in US prisons, was a persistent concern in the 
years after the 9/11 attacks.39 CIA interrogation practice operated through 
a geographic division between internal (African American) and external 
(Arab/South Asian) threats that at once configured “radical Islam” as 
controlled outside of the nation and Black Muslims as tools of violence 
that could be used within. As such, the agency of the enemy threat is 
located outside the imperial nation, while the specter of Black resistance 
is characterized as a form of conversion and embrace of outside religious 
authority. This produces not a singular racial logic of “Islamophobia” but 
one that differentiates within the category “Muslim” the Orientalist logics 
of monstrosity from anti- Black logics of enslavement.

According to the CIA, Majid Khan had mentioned African Ameri-
can Muslim presence at camps in Afghanistan. After an hours- long 
waterboarding session using Khan’s statements to pressure him to dis-
close al- Qaeda recruiting operations, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed claimed 
he had suggested a recruiting operation in the United States to Khan. 
After further waterboarding sessions and multiple interrogations on 
March 21, Mohammed offered the desired confession, claiming that he 
had instructed operatives to recruit Black Muslims in Montana to start a 
series of forest fires. The SSCI report depicts this line of questioning and 
waterboarding as an example of how “enhanced interrogation techniques” 
were “not an effective means of obtaining accurate information.”40 How-
ever, as Page duBois writes, the objective of torture is not the extraction 
of truth but “the domination of an unpalatable truth” — the existence of 
dissent.41 The purpose of such torture was to break down and reconstitute 
the terrorist as a cooperative speaking subject and to proliferate an archive 
of racialized security threats.

Mitchell and Jessen make clear in their black- site planning docu-
ments that the waterboard was considered the ultimate torture technique, 
without which the entire program of enhanced interrogation would fal-
ter.42 Yet the most common techniques used as a baseline from which to 
intensify torture are the environmental controls and sensory deprivation 
techniques. If Mitchell’s memoir is accurate about the internal conflicts 
over interrogation in 2003, Wise encouraged the application of unap-
proved and violent torture techniques on so- called high- value detainees 
in the context of interrogations in which the CIA suspected that prison-
ers continued to hide information about plots within the United States. 
Such suspicions are not subject to a rational calculus of risk but may be 
inflated according to racial logics of suspicion and surveillance. Joseph 
Masco explains that the US security apparatus is subject to the indefinite 
generation of racially paranoid suspicion due to the institutional structure 
of managing information (through the conjoined operations of classifica-
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tion and proliferation of xenophobic suspicion) and its sorting through 
racialized nationalist imaginaries of geopolitics.43 Particularly if Mitchell’s 
behavioralist doctrine was encountering resistance from interrogators who 
sought a more immediate escalation of violence — “total domination,” in 
CIA parlance — the use of rectal feeding in the midst of a line of question-
ing about the fantasized Black Muslim plot introduced a level of escala-
tion in violent tactics after interrogators had failed to definitively connect 
al- Qaeda to ongoing relationships with Black Muslim communities. The 
figuring of prisoners’ anticipated discomfort anticipates the success of 
escalation: a interrogator involved in questioning on the supposed Black 
Muslim plot wrote in an email, “I love the black American Muslim at 
camps in Afghanistan . . . Mukie [Khalid Shaikh Mohammed] is going to 
be hatin’ life on this one.”44 The assumption that Black Americans could 
be “radicalized” serves as justification for escalation within the black site. 
Even if Mitchell would interpret such muscular declarations of the poten-
tial for torture to dominate as compromising the behavioralist principles 
of his escalation strategy, in other ways they work in sync with attempts 
to disrupt of the subjective consistency of time, place, and sensation. One 
need not embrace the assumptions of either behavioralist or domination 
models of torture in order to comprehend how the medical introduction 
of rectal feeding could accomplish a phenomenal assault and redirection 
of the attention of the prisoner in ways that resonate with Başoğlu and 
Mineka’s description of experimental neurosis. It can accomplish this by 
radically shifting the body parts and systems accessed through the torture 
technique, as well as the possible gendered ascriptions of rectal penetra-
tion as the undoing of masculine selfhood.

The Erotics of Plasticity

Although the CIA publicly attests to the medical nature of its rectal inter-
ventions, the internal communications cited in the SSCI report suggest 
that control was the more immediate objective. One of the primary modes 
of prisoner resistance that has been documented across CIA and DoD 
counterterrorist prisons has been necroresistance, or resistance that pro-
ceeds by accelerating processes of death. Banu Bargu defines necroresis-
tance as “a form of refusal against simultaneously individualizing and 
totalizing domination that acts by wrenching the power of life and death 
away from the apparatuses of the modern state.” The effect of this refusal 
of the biopoliticization of state sovereignty, for Bargu, renders “the insur-
gent’s body” as “the concrete battleground of domination and resistance, 
subjugation and subversion, sovereignty and sacrifice.”45 The use of hun-
ger strikes, death strikes, and suicide attempts as recurring techniques of 
struggle in counterterrorism prisons demonstrates how the imperative of 
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maintaining the life of prisoners — whether through force- feeding, coer-
cive medical intervention, or suicide prevention — is not just an element of 
a public relations strategy but a calculated tactic to preempt the use of the 
body as a challenge to the CIA and DoD carceral complexes.

Instead, the state seeks to displace the prisoner body from conflict 
over life and death and establish a higher- order operation for control. 
Modulation of the brain and its informational environment, rather than 
domination or discipline, is the more insidious and effective means of 
smoothing individuals into the prerogatives of state power, according 
to Gilles Deleuze. Unlike domination, discipline, or hegemony, control 
involves a kind of saturation that requires the intensification of informa-
tion processing. In his writings on control as a logic of neoliberal informa-
tion management, Deleuze suggests that the essence of control resides not 
in ideological struggle or coercion but in a relational dynamic in which the 
informational environment constantly communicates, constantly modu-
lates response: “Controls are a modulation, like a self- transmuting mold-
ing continually changing from one moment to the next, like a sieve whose 
mesh varies from one point to another.”46 Control dissipates the power of 
difference by proliferating it, displacing and postponing the reproduction 
of identity.

This reading of control echoes Mitchell’s behaviorist description of 
the efficacy of torture. In fact, Deleuze’s formulation of a control society 
is a paranoid reading of behavioralist attempts at information engineering 
informed by his engagement with the writings of William Burroughs on 
cybernetics.47 Although Deleuze envisioned control as a general logic of 
informational management of the brain under neoliberalism, the dynam-
ics he traces fit more neatly into the specific contexts of the architectures 
of surveillance, incarceration, and mind control experimentation of the 
post- WWII racial state. What does not directly appear in either Deleuze’s 
or Burroughs’s readings of control from 1978 to 1980 is the proximate 
context of their writings: the fact that FBI surveillance of Black Muslim, 
communist, civil rights, and Black liberation activists in the United States 
had been the basis for the mass expansion of the surveillance state during 
the Cold War.48 The permutation of Cold War surveillance into the post- 
9/11 racial surveillance categories such as “black American Muslims” 
and “black identity extremists” helps us understand how race frames the 
theory and practice of control at COBALT and other black sites.49 “Radi-
calization” of Muslim prisoners is conceived as a technical problem con-
trolled by universal techniques of informational management, activated 
through the plastic control of particular bodily systems. Such tactics are 
nonetheless applicable to a geography of Muslim bodies differentiated by 
language, class, nation, and race.

Consider that the SSCI report contends that rectal feeding emerged 
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as a specific method of control of prisoner resistance: “CIA medical offi-
cers discussed rectal rehydration as a means of behavior control. As one 
officer wrote, ‘[w]hile IV infusion is safe and effective, we were impressed 
with the ancillary effectiveness of rectal infusion on ending the water 
refusal in a similar case.’ ” The report goes on to describe the procedures 
used on the prisoners. An email from a CIA officer describes using the 
largest medical tube available and applying it as follows on prisoners bent 
forward in an inverted position: “Regarding the rectal tube, if you place 
it and open up the IV tubing, the flow will self- regulate, sloshing up the 
large intestines. . . . What I infer is that you get a tube up as far as you 
can, then open the IV wide. No need to squeeze the bag — let gravity do 
the work.” Following the protocol for oral force- feeding of hunger strikers, 
some prisoners received the nutritional liquid Ensure in their enemas. The 
footnote also describes a more surreal instance of rectal feeding: “Majid 
Khan’s ‘lunch tray,’ consisting of hummus, pasta with sauce, nuts, and 
raisins was ‘pureed’ and rectally infused.”50 Sections of the report focus-
ing on the torture of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed quote a CIA commu-
nication identifying rectal feeding as a signal of the interrogator’s “total 
control over the detainee.”51

The point that rectal feeding was a form of penetration that could be 
disguised as a medical intervention — and was thus subject to exceptions 
for cavity searches and medical treatment from the Prison Rape Elimi-
nation Act of 2003 — is centrally relevant to understanding the security 
state’s articulation of race with plasticity.52 Feminist prison abolitionists 
have long argued that sexual violence is endemic to carceral practices.53 
The post- 9/11 wars have layered complex gendering processes onto prac-
tices of incarceration. In the aftermath of 9/11 and during the lead- up 
to the Iraq invasion of 2003, it was commonplace for US public revenge 
fantasies to visually invoke tropes of the anal rape of Osama bin Laden 
in calls to US military action.54 At the same time, the testimony of male 
prisoners released from the counterterrorism prison complex convention-
ally avoids direct description of a range of sexual or potentially eroticized 
forms of torture. This self- censorship (which may be accompanied by 
official redactions by the security state) suggests the public significance 
that eroticized and/or penetrative forms of torture hold in the biopolitics 
of the current wars, as well as the significance of gender in guiding public 
narratives on ethnoracial identity, geopolitics, and Islamic revival. Since 
the spectacular force of torture is at times performed by its retrospec-
tive accounting (including in antitorture discourse such as this article),55 
sexual violence and genital or anal contact during torture offer potent 
sites for informational controls to the torturing state, which extend state 
force into media and academic domains across borders. In passages where 
it is unclear if the redacted lines depict sodomy or other specific acts 
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of torture, Abu Zubaydah describes how the rendition process involves 
transport “in a way that a normal, ordinary person would be embarrassed 
to be treated. . . . Year after year, I am losing my masculinity.”56 Marwan 
al- Jabour reported to Human Rights Watch that interrogators from Inter- 
Services Intelligence, the Pakistani intelligence agency, tied his penis 
closed, preventing him from urinating for four days.57 In addition, the 
Rendition Project reports that rectal exams and rectal administration of 
suppositories without explanation were part of routine procedures in the 
rendition system that transferred prisoners between CIA- run black sites, 
Guantánamo Bay, and third- party governments.

Such events have important ramifications for interpretation of the 
erotics of counterterrorism detention. Building on the work of Trishala 
Deb and Raphael Mutis, Jasbir Puar criticizes readings of the Abu Ghraib 
photos as documents of sex, arguing that feminist and queer critiques took 
for granted that the acts depicted in the photos represented homosexual 
contact and that such contact was transparently a cultural assault on Arab 
or Muslim masculinity. Strategically deploying the distinction between 
rape and sex to highlight how the eroticized dimension of the photos can 
be mobilized toward specific ideological ends, Puar asks that we precisely 
document how the figure of the tortured terrorist body mobilizes the sort-
ing of sexualities as national or antinational in character.58 Even as such 
violence clearly attempts to operationalize the homophobia assumed to be 
common to both the security state and the prisoners, it also buttresses a 
more subtle logic of racial control. I mean this in a specific sense in which 
the juridical status of indefinite detention combined with the modulation 
of the plastic capacities of the terrorist gut and brain combine to advertise 
the racial vulnerability of the prisoner and the state’s powers over speech. 
In Deleuze’s account, control marks a transition from a disciplinary soci-
ety reliant on schools, prisons, and other institutions to impose domina-
tion toward an informational society that smoothes speech, imagination, 
and conduct into capitalist prerogatives. There is no subjectivity from 
which to resist control, only the integration of the brain into a mass ner-
vous system. For Deleuze, this means not that prisons disappear but that 
they are remade by a different juridical logic: whereas disciplinary societ-
ies create the illusion of the subject’s apparent acquittal between stints of 
confinement in schools, workplaces, prisons, and hospitals, control societ-
ies rely on endless postponement and constant change. Indefinite deten-
tion combined with the surprise of serial intervention aims not to resolve 
innocence or guilt or to vanquish a security threat but, rather, to prolifer-
ate the communicative potential of the terrorist body.59

Rectal feeding poses not the issue of whether the subaltern can 
speak but whether the terrorist body can exit the wartime circuit of com-
munication and surveillance — a circuit that is highly gendered and, at 
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times, eroticized in both its metaphors of extraction and the technologies 
of neuroplastic conditioning. The problem at hand is time rather than 
voice or agency. At what point do environments or tactics decline in their 
capacity to produce speech? Under what terms can the communicative 
circuit of interrogation develop a more diverse archive of “intelligence”? 
How can the state accelerate its use of the enemy Muslim male body as 
a node of war making? What is the maximum duration of resistant sub-
jectivity under duress? Mitchell’s attempt to produce “conditioned neu-
rosis” is thus less concerned with diagnosing the baseline cultural differ-
ence in the so- called Arab mind — which remains incapable of providing 
a framework for fantasizing the Black Muslim domestic enemy — than it 
is with changing the form of the terrorist brain and experimenting with 
its different speech capacities, hoping for failures in the resistant filtering 
of its content. The fact that historically rectal feeding was an attempt to 
modulate women’s nervous responses to the plasticity of pregnancy pro-
vides an appropriate historical antecedent to the practice of rectal feeding 
as state- sponsored prison rape: the state finds in penetration a method 
for reproducing its fantasized enemy while simultaneously taking over 
the enemy’s identity. For Deleuze, again theorizing from the vantage of 
cybernetics research, the brain is not the site of a deep internal subject but, 
rather, a folding of the environment into an event: “The brain’s precisely 
this boundary of a continuous two- way movement between an Inside and 
an Outside, this membrane between them. . . . It’s for science . . . to try 
and discover what might have happened in the brain for one to start think-
ing this way or that. I think that subjectivation, events, and brains are 
more or less the same thing.”60

This relation between neuroplasticity and control helps us char-
acterize how plasticity may be understood as a concept significant for 
thinking about race. Whether conceived as a bodily system integrating 
the brain, spine, uterus, and gut, as in the nineteenth- century vision of 
digestive plasticity, or as a site of behavioral modulation in the War on 
Terror, the nervous system appears as a site to activate a fantastic plas-
ticity integral to racial control. In this sense, the CIA offers precisely an 
example of what may happen, to gloss Catherine Malabou, when we come 
to know that the brain is work, that the brain is history. In What Should We 
Do with Our Brain? Malabou argues that plasticity is not simply a cognate 
of flexibility or a property of physical objects but a manner of conceptual-
izing a relation between form and time. By undermining the stability of 
identity and meaning in its rendering of the brain, neuroscientific research 
on plasticity challenges models of history and subjectivity that rely on the 
fixity of being. Thus plasticity for Malabou offers the potential of trans-
formation beyond capital’s internal limits on the subject. Yet we should 
critically reflect on such pronouncements. This is not only because Mala-
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bou’s idealism about plasticity’s potential to destabilize identity should be 
tempered with attention to the weaponization of the brain and its environ-
ment by the CIA. It is also because, as is apparent in the divide between 
figures of plasticity in the obstetrics and neurophysiology literatures, the 
term plasticity has represented multiple tropes of bodily transformation 
within the biological sciences. Oddly, the nineteenth- century vision of 
plasticity in obstetrics seems more akin to Malabou’s definition of the 
term. The fantasy of reverse swallowing in early obstetrics suggests the 
gut’s systemic ability to reverse form and function according to complex 
nervous connections to the brain and the uterus. In contrast, within the 
types of late twentieth- century brain research deployed by Malabou and 
Mitchell, the notion of neuroplasticity smuggles in a strong notion of nor-
mative neurological growth and development characterizing the adult 
brain. Plasticity in neuroscience comes to signify systemic adaptability 
and transformation of the adult brain only in the 2000s; anthropologist 
Tobias Rees thus suggests that what Malabou calls plasticity in What 
Should We Do with Our Brain? reflects a preplasticity understanding of 
neuronormativity rather than of adaptive plasticity.61 Thus the metaphori-
cal indication of plasticity’s productive potential reflects a tension with the 
blunter behavioralist vision of the brain as a chemical machine that can 
be reoriented by using sensation to transform, for example, the chemistry 
of neurotransmitters. It is from this vantage that Mitchell’s experiments 
suggest that identity can be transformed and ultimately usurped through 
a program of conditioned constraints upon the body’s sensory environ-
ment. If this implies that the terrorist brain can be rendered plastic, the 
goal of such an experiment is in a sense to model and then contain the very 
capacity for systemic transformation that the figure of the terrorist invokes 
in relation to the sovereign. Isn’t the terrorist, in his improper and neurotic 
masculinity, the real figure of plasticity rather than the brain? Malabou in 
fact metaphorically links plasticity’s transformative capacity to plastique, 
the explosive. Her philosophical figure of destructive plasticity already 
contains the trace of the terrorist as a model of productive transgression.62 
A purportedly transgressive, iconoclastic embrace of the racial body of 
the terrorist becomes one important context for the elaboration of plastic-
ity as a philosophical concept, a concept that appears delinked from the 
complexities of how plasticity has been deployed in the War on Terror or 
transformed by actual brain research.

The relation of plasticity and control suggests the necessity for con-
testing the depoliticization of the body that counterterrorism prisons seek 
to operationalize. Rectal feeding allows us to glimpse a doctrine of racial 
control that seeks to transform the purported potential for violence within 
the terrorist body into an internalized labor to birth new knowledge for the 
racial state. In the process, the management of the gut- brain connection 
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seeks to proliferate the communicative potential of the incarcerated body, 
in this case to expand the archive of “intelligence” such that the exter-
nalized threat of the Brown terrorist body can reemerge as internalized/
emerging threat of Blackness. It is not necessary for such engagements 
with plasticity to produce reliable knowledge since their spectacular form 
is effective in reproducing the Muslim body as the sensible evidence of 
terror. The point of analyzing such engagements with the plastic potential 
of bodily systems is thus not to inflate the power of the sovereign or of 
technology but to track how concepts of humanity and freedom are today 
realized by the technical management of the body as an information envi-
ronment.63 Specifying how the race- sex coordinates of control mobilize 
difference will be a continuing concern as we attempt to track the racial 
logics of counterterrorism across imperial space.

Notes

Special thanks to Jairus Grove for sharing the audio file of his lecture “Weaponizing 
Phenomenology” and for detailed discussions of plasticity, control, and CIA torture 
practices that were pivotal in sharpening my arguments in this article. Thanks also 
to the editors of this issue and to audiences at Stockholm University, University of 
California – Santa Barbara, and University of California – Santa Cruz for feedback.

1. Contrary to invocations of the novelty of treatments of religion as race in 
theories of Islamophobia, Junaid Rana argues that settler colonial rhetorics of race 
have long located apparent cultural difference in the body, going back to the genesis 
of raza/raça as a concept in medieval Spain (“Story of Islamophobia”). See also 
Husain, “Retrieving the Religion in Racialization.”

2. See Balibar, “Is There a Neo- racism?,” 22.
3. Grove, “Something Darkly This Way Comes,” 241.
4. Landecker, “Living Differently in Time.”
5. Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain?, 5 – 6.
6. McCoy, Question of Torture.
7. Gopal, “America’s Secret Afghan Prisons.”
8. For detailed information on the geography of rendition, see Rendition Proj-

ect, “Flight Database.”
9. For lists of CIA prisoners, see Rendition Project, “Prisoner Search”; and 

New York Times, “Guantánamo Project: Detainees.”
10. Nath, “Beyond the Public Eye.”
11. See Leopold, “Watchdog, the Whistleblower, and the Secret CIA Torture 

Report.” James E. Mitchell, who describes Wise, the CIA chief interrogator who 
implemented rectal feeding, as his “nemesis,” denies any role in rectal interventions 
and claims his favored “enhanced” interrogation procedures did not constitute tor-
ture (Enhanced Interrogation, esp. 281 – 82). See also Fink and Risen, “Psychologists 
Open a Window on Brutal CIA Interrogations.”

12. Bendery, “No, the CIA Did Not Use Rectal Hydration.”
13. Physicians for Human Rights, “CIA Report Highlights Unnecessary 

Medical Procedure”; Feinstein, “Fact Check.”
14. US Senate, Committee Study, 487.
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15. International Committee of the Red Cross, Treatment of Fourteen “High- 
Value Detainees,” 34.

16. Ruiz et al., “Letter to the United Nations Committee against Torture,” 3; 
Rosenberg, “ ‘Sodomized’ Guantánamo Captive to Undergo Rectal Surgery.”

17. Guenther, Solitary Confinement, 255 – 58.
18. Grove, “Weaponizing Phenomenology.”
19. Başoğlu and Mineka, “Role of Uncontrollable and Unpredictable Stress,” 

188, 199. Mitchell refers to “experimental neurosis” in the work of Pavlov as “condi-
tioned neurosis” (declassified email, 8).

20. Mitchell, declassified email, 8.
21. Puar and Rai, “Monster, Terrorist, Fag.”
22. Mitchell, declassified email, 8.
23. On Abu Zubaydah and the Bush torture memos, see Ahuja, “Abu Zubay-

dah and the Caterpillar.”
24. Mitchell’s advice is summarized in the Bush torture memos: “His belief 

that Islam will ultimately dominate the world and that this victory is inevitable may 
provide the chance that Zubaydah will give information and rationalize it solely  
as a temporary setback” (US Department of Justice, “Memorandum for John 
Rizzo,” 8 – 9).

25. Mitchell, Enhanced Interrogation, 126 – 27.
26. JAMA, “Rectal Administration of Sugar.”
27. Tremayne, “Proctoclysis.”
28. This follows the definition of plasticity and its distinction from flexibility in 

Malabou (What Should We Do with Our Brain?, 4 – 5, 12 – 14).
29. Flint, “Cases Illustrative of Rectal Alimentation,” 6 – 7, 14 – 15. Notably, the 

Canadian reprint of Flint’s essay omitted his indirect case observations, cutting the 
more sensational claims about long- term success of rectal feeding attributed to New 
York physician Charles Bliss (“Rectal Alimentation”).

30. Potter practiced in Batavia and Buffalo, New York, and became the found-
ing secretary of the American Association of Obstetricians and Gynecologists in 
1888, serving in that role for twenty- three years, until his death (Taylor, History, 78).

31. Potter, On Rectal Alimentation, 11.
32. Schuller, Biopolitics of Feeling.
33. Engelmann, Hystero- Neuroses, 2, 7.
34. Engelmann, Hystero- Neuroses, 92.
35. Engelmann, President’s Address.
36. Briggs, “Race of Hysteria,” 259.
37. Lazreg, Torture and the Twilight of Empire, 132 – 33.
38. Sexton and Lee, “Figuring the Prison”; Rana, “Story of Islamophobia,” 157.
39. See, e.g., US Department of Justice, Selection of Muslim Religious Services 

Providers.
40. US Senate, Committee Study, findings 2.
41. DuBois, Torture and Truth, 149.
42. “Approval of this tool is necessary in order to effectively employ the other 

items already approved in Ref A. In other words, without the waterboard, the already 
approved measures would constitute a 50 percent solution and their effectiveness 
would dissipate progressively” (Mitchell and Jessen, “Eyes Only,” 5).

43. Masco, “Lie Detectors”; Masco, “ ‘Sensitive but Unclassified.’ ”
44. US Senate, Committee Study, 91.
45. Bargu, Starve and Immolate, 27, 272.
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46. Deleuze, “Postscript on Control Societies,” 179.
47. Grove, “Something Darkly This Way Comes,” 250; Burroughs, “Limits 

of Control.”
48. Ahuja, “Post- mortem on Race and Control.”
49. “Black American Muslim” appears repeatedly as a category of threat in the 

SSCI report. See also Federal Bureau of Investigation, “Black Identity Extremists.” 
Further explanation of this category is expected in the event of the future release of 
FBI’s “Race Paper,” which was declassified in 2018 but fully redacted by the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security.

50. US Senate, Committee Study, 100n584.
51. US Senate, Committee Study, 82.
52. George W. Bush’s signing statement for the Prison Rape Elimination Act 

also makes an exception for government agencies to avoid reporting when they claim 
a need to conceal sensitive information. Because the act was passed several months 
after the main occurrences of rectal feeding in CIA black sites, it is possible that 
protection of the CIA was one impetus for the language of the signing statement.

53. See Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?
54. Puar and Rai, “Monster, Terrorist, Fag,” 126.
55. I acknowledge the ethical complexities that arise in writing about con-

temporary torture, especially in its eroticized dimensions. I have not had access to 
the prisoners directly or through their legal teams during my research. I have writ-
ten elsewhere on how analyzing prisoners’ writings from Guantánamo might help 
develop a critique of the racial logic of post- 9/11 US imperialism (see Ahuja, “Abu 
Zubaydah and the Caterpillar”). I argue in this article that the focus on rectal feeding 
in the SSCI report was a political move that obscured other extralegal US practices of 
warfare and incarceration. This brings up the question of whether analyzing declas-
sified documents on the practice more deeply entrenches the sensationalism of the 
disclosures themselves. Indeed, the focus of the disclosures on the bodies of prisoners 
advances the state’s attempts to constrain any resistant potentials of their speech. I 
nonetheless remain convinced that articulating a critique of the gender and sexual 
politics of race within counterterror prisons requires tracking both the techniques of 
torture (including rape) and the security logics determining how information about 
such acts is governed. The victims of rectal feeding and other forms of medical abuse 
have thus far been limited to describing such violence within constrained human 
rights and legal architectures for dissent and complaint. More work remains to be 
done to track the poetics and rhetorical strategies of writings from within the coun-
terterrorism prison complex, as well as to advocate for released and incarcerated pris-
oners to have a greater role in public discussions of the post- 9/11 US security state. 
At the same time, critical scholars of race, gender, and sexuality have important roles 
to play in thinking through the convoluted logics of securitizing violence exhibited 
through counterterror incarceration.

56. “Verbatim transcript,” enclosure 3, 22.
57. Human Rights Watch, Ghost Prisoner, 7 – 8.
58. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, 97, 112.
59. This is not merely a fanciful theoretical abstraction; consider that “man-

hunts” in Iraq and Afghanistan worked to entrench and deepen conflict in the most 
militarized areas of the wars. Journalism on the Afghanistan War suggests that 
incarceration and raids inflamed local resistance and actually forced the indefinite 
expansion of conflict in situations where this was not previously inevitable (Gopal, 
“America’s Secret Afghan Prisons”).

60. Negri and Deleuze, “Control and Becoming,” 176.
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61. Rees, “So Plastic a Brain.”
62. Malabou, What Should We Do with Our Brain?, 4 – 5, 12 – 14.
63. See Franklin, Control, 22. See also Puar, Right to Maim.
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