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2 Dramaturgy of suspicion and the
emergence of a transnational guild of
extraction of information by torture at
a distance

Didier Bigo

The practices of “torture at a distance” – that is, the combination of extra-
ordinary renditions to other services abroad in order for them to extract
information from the bodies of the suspects and the outsourcing of enhanced
interrogation techniques to get results – have only been possible because of
the obedience of a large number of secret services in Europe and beyond.
These services have accepted either to torture suspects, instead of the US
secret services doing this, or to “prepare” subjects by “softening” their resis-
tance before the arrival of US or UK interrogators.

Why did so many countries agree to take on this unpleasant task, or at
least turn a blind eye when suspects conveyed on CIA planes would make
stops for refueling or to pick up other detainees, especially when so many
were not members of the so-called “coalition of the willing”? Could we
explain this obedience as a result of a transnational solidarity for the goals of
the coalition of the willing and a profound agreement with the necessity to do
it? Could we consider that a cost-benefit analysis was calculated and that the
CIA or the US government, aware that their own judges and public opinion
may condemn them if they took part in torturing suspects in their own terri-
tory, proposed a large series of rewards for these countries to do so instead?
Did they think it was easier for these unpleasant tasks to be carried out
secretly if a delegation of the worst practices was set up abroad? Who decided
the different moves in the trajectory leading to torture at a distance? Was it a
secret policy coming from a political agreement that the services just applied,
or was the process influenced to the point where services lied or silenced their
operations in favour of the CIA regarding their own national politicians?

How and why were the different actors engaged in such a secret programme
unaware that because of the extended nature of the operation, it would be
impossible to protect? If, thanks to a coalition of watchers, investigative
journalists and some academics, we have a better understanding of the how –
and therefore of the shared responsibilities in these events – we still have a
series of questions regarding the why.1

Was a “spectacle” around secret methods carefully planned to deter
potential enemies, or was the disclosure of these methods simply the result of
inability to avoid leaks regarding such operations in democracies because of
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conflict of values regarding their legitimacy? This ambiguous status of a
spectacle organised around secrecy and torture is what I call a “dramaturgy”
of suspicion and (counter)terror.2

By that terminology of dramaturgy, I want to challenge the belief of many
scholars that extraordinary rendition practices come from “manuals” written
by neoconservative politicians and lawyers testing their new ideas about the
conduct of secret warfare against “unknown unknowns” and creating a new
episteme for future forms of warfare. They see the CIA and its transnational
network as applying a script written by others and obeying it. I want to
question the more structuralist position which suggests that torture at a dis-
tance is a vagary within the strategy of a full spectrum of dominance inspired by
neoliberal warfare willing to impose its new style (privatisation, transnatio-
nalisation, digitisation, autonomisation from the state). In that case, the CIA
is not obeying politicians as such and has some degree of autonomy, but it is
nevertheless an instrument of an imperial systemic logic.

Following those interpretations, CIA practices are derivative of a larger
strategy, and the CIA succeeds in convincing other counterparts over the
world to help them in their mission of “extraction of information”. CIA
practices are an “answer” to the attacks of September 11, 2001. They are a
reaction. But is this really the case?

I also want to question the so-called obvious correlation between the
attacks of September 11 and the right of self-defence, of legitimate retaliation
or, more plainly, of satisfaction from patriotic revenge against enemies who
dare to strike at the heart of American cities while they themselves are so
weak in terms of power. Torture is not revenge based on reciprocity of vio-
lence between actors in dirty wars, but rather the result of a specific frame – a
military approach to applying “suspicion” by secret services oriented towards
prevention and so-called prediction of the future.3

Contrary to the argument that in a state of emergency or state of exception,
the administration is obliged to react this way to fulfil its duty, nothing was
already written or automatic. The response in the form of transferring military
powers to the president, validated by Congress on 14 September, was only
one among many options. The drama was not “objective” or “ineluctable”, but
the frame that was chosen. And this frame was to elevate a terrible local event
to the status of a global event, changing the world forever and announcing an
apocalypse for tomorrow with modus operandi from plane-driven destruction
to potential weapons of mass destruction, which the prosaic George W. Bush
translated for the larger public as “an atomic bomb in a rucksack”.4

The political narrative will therefore provide a condensed version of the
fight between the forces of evil and the forces of good, where the latter has a
duty to win and may use means that on other occasions they would consider
disproportionate and unethical. But this narrative works only if the present
suspicion directed at all potential enemies becomes the only solution to pre-
vent the worst-case scenario of a battle of Armageddon.5 Insisting on a nar-
rative of global, unending war is a way to create the impression that the
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enemy is unknown and powerful but that he can, nevertheless, be countered and
eliminated by adequate technologies of surveillance and preventive strikes if
information about future action can be “extracted” in time.6 This is a very fragile
equilibrium where the least exaggeration of the enemy’s unknown character
may lead the population to despair about the efficiency of the authorities, but
too much confidence can be shaken each time an attack, even of a small scale,
is carried out. The population has therefore to believe in this “information
war” where speed and anticipation is crucial to avoid a real Armageddon.

A permanent state of emergency in the search of the real meanings of
“weak signals” is then the emergent property of this war against uncertainty
regarding the next move of the enemy.7 Traceability of previous locations and
identification of suspects become key moves that reverse the in-depth surveil-
lance of the few for a large-scale surveillance of the many. It is said that this will
help to make sense of weak signals of enmity, to dispel the fuzziness of the real
enemy in the midst of all the profiles of persons that look or behave like him.
But as experience has shown, far from finding the real enemy without error,
these practices can lead to false positives, catching mainly the convenient
suspects, those who are too weak to protest the previous stages of suspicion (often
migrants) and only sometimes successfully anticipating preparatory plots.8

This “uncertainty” of the enemy’s location and identity in its physical
embodiment implies a deterritorialisation of the fight at a global scale and a
political imagination where the main character becomes a stealth enemy – an
ideological, abstract enemy who has the capacity to strike everywhere because
he is hidden in the middle of the US population and can connect with those
in command, acting from abroad.9 This stealthiness of the enemy, more or
less known ideologically but undetectable, will create the justification for a
paranoid politics that may embrace the central population and turn it against
any idea of welcoming others.10 But the play works only if a dramaturgy of
suspicion is implanted into the heart of the audience and becomes the justifi-
cation for brutality, both outside and inside the country.

Therefore, suspicion will be, first, the mechanism by which a discourse of
prevention can be credible.11 Suspicion will have a second effect in terms of
reversing the logic of criminal justice and the presumption of innocence. The
terminology is eradicated and so too is the possibility of human action to
change trajectory. Evil forces are predetermined and will always act along
patterns whereby the suspect will, without doubt, be a criminal or a terrorist in the
future. Prediction by technological means takes over from the notions of freedom
of will and uncertainty of human action. Security by technological means
becomes, in this scenario, the only way to prevent a potential “enemy” – a
“needle in a haystack” – from striking, because the future is considered
knowledgeable if big data, profiling and algorithms are used to inform the
“intuitions” of the services about who specifically is a dangerous individual.12

Dramaturgy of suspicion will, perhaps mainly, have a third effect: it will
transform the CIA, the apparent loser of September 11, into the bureaucracy
to put in charge of the fight, rather than the military, the police or the judges,
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because they are the “professionals of suspicion”, the ones who know that in
a “dirty war”, a potential suspect has no rights – he is just a “reservoir of
information” to be exploited.13

But, as any dramaturge knows, characters are resilient to the will of the
director, and they wait for an author.14 The grand strategy is lost in the
middle, forgotten in the intricacies of ordinary struggles for control between
actors as well as struggles between security organisations. Guantánamo, far
from being a place with no law, will be the place for competitions between
incoherent administrative laws.15 The refusal to accept a new system of com-
mand, and to be placed under the Department of Homeland Security, will
exacerbate the internal fights and the distinctive logics of each agency.

From this framework of a dramaturgy of counterterror led by a dramaturgy
of suspicion, the argument is as follows: A careful reading of the Feinstein
Report on relations between the CIA and the other actors involved shows
that the CIA will be unreliable, incapable of structuring a solid network and,
thus, will rely less on constituted groups and ultimately will resemble “a mafia
on the run” more than an operational control and command centre.

The CIA will never be certain that these operations were not a manoeuvre
against them by the other agencies of the US government, and paradoxically
they will be chased by the heteroclite assemblages of small NGOs watching
their planes, by the Red Cross consigning the movement of prisoners and
asking questions, and by other bureaucracies refusing to assist them or to
disclose what they knew about the secret operations. Therefore, the great
vision of the CIA as a formidable machinery of efficient operations planning
at the world level is a myth. This is more a strange reminiscence of James
Bond movies about the mighty power conferred to mythical secret services, be
it MI6 or the CIA, than an accurate account of what emerges from the dif-
ferent reports of the oversight bodies.

The second part of this chapter will develop the consequences of this idea
of a dramaturgy of suspicion and its actors by describing them not as a state,
an empire or a military-industrial complex, but as a small and dispersed
transnational guild of professionals that recruit persons worldwide having the
same “craft” as them; that is, an astrological pretence that they can extract
information and truth from the bodies they detain in order to “read the
future” and “prevent terrorism”.16 This framing in terms of a transnational
guild for extraction of information from bodies (CIA) and communications
(NSA) by intrusive and violent means prevents an approach based on pure
inter-state relations; and the lack of knowledge of some key actors abroad
shows the capacities these “guilds” have for creating their own visions of the
world, their own rituals, their own field of practices that are sufficiently
autonomous to survive a coalition of interests for more accountability. But to
accept this hypothesis supposes one of the most difficult intellectual tasks,
which is to deconstruct both the unicity of the state and some geopolitical
discourses, recently reactivated at their extremes.
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Nevertheless, in this way, I hope to shed light on the fact that inside the
US, despite the neoconservative agenda of post-September 11, the CIA’s
practices have generated resistance from other bureaucracies and lately from
the judges and the oversight bodies that are charged with supervising them.
This is even more the case among civil society groups and NGOs. However,
the time lag between the commission of these acts by the services and the
dissonant actors being able to have a real impact has allowed some analysts
to ignore the acts totally and to jump to the vision of a desperate future of a
“permanent state of exception” reproducing itself forever. To insist on resis-
tances – to reassess the very important role of the International Committee of
the Red Cross, for example – is central to understanding the ways in which
counterterrorist practices implying torture, violence and secrecy have been
developed but also blocked. The dramaturgy of suspicion and counterterror is
therefore what renders opaque the mechanisms of power by which torture has
happened, who has done it, with what forms of complicity abroad, and the
forms of resistance and their success. But once the curtain closes on the play,
the magical effect disappears and the sordid practices remain what they really
are: criminal acts, inefficient and illegitimate, which never extracted informa-
tion but were performed by a state bureaucracy nevertheless.

More theoretically, this chapter seeks to reopen inquiries about the current doxa
regarding “security studies” and its subfield “terrorism studies”. Examining the
spectacle of counterterror in liberal states and the transnational activities of their
secret services is a crucial task. Richard Jackson suggested some time ago that
the amount of research concerning state terrorism in democracies was very low,
but that such studies were necessary and precious intellectually. As he said,

This kind of critical destabilisation is crucial for opening up the space
needed to ask new kinds of questions and seek new forms of knowledge,
and for promoting particular kinds of normative projects, including those
that extend beyond the project of “national security”.17

But terrorism studies have avoided discussing torture practices by secret ser-
vices in democracies on the basis that it is not within their realm. For me, on
the contrary, these studies raise profound questions about the mechanisms by
which counterterrorism may drive Western secret services agencies into a path
of reciprocity of violence and vengeance that leads them to resemble the actors
they are combatting when they engage in a form of rivalry generating mimesis
and producing sacrifices.18

Scrutinising the CIA programme(s) and the transnational practices of
the professionals of extraction of information via the US Senate Select
Intelligence Committee report disclosures

As explained in detail in other chapters of this book, on 5 March, 2009, the
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) voted 14 to 1 to open an
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investigation into the CIA’s Detention and Interrogation Program. The
investigation was led by Dianne Feinstein. In August 2009, Attorney General
Eric Holder announced a parallel preliminary criminal investigation into the
use of unauthorized interrogation techniques by CIA officials. As a result of
the Attorney General’s investigation, the Republican minority in the SSCI
concluded that many witnesses were unlikely to participate in the investiga-
tion for fear of criminal liability. In September 2009, citing the Attorney
General’s investigation as their reason, most of the SSCI Republican minority
withdrew their participation from the investigation. Nevertheless, the investi-
gation continued. The committee approved the study on 13 December, 2012,
by a vote of 9 to 6, with seven Democrats, one Independent (Angus King)
and one Republican (Susan Collins) voting in favour of publication and six
Republicans voting in opposition.19

As a follow-up, on 3 April, 2014, the committee voted by 11 to 3 to
declassify the study. Immediately, the CIA contested this and demanded the
release of only a short summary. Parallel discussions within the White House
about immunity for CIA agents became a key moment of secret negotiation.
President Obama finally admitted at the end of July 2014 that “the CIA had
tortured some folks”,20 thus paving the way for publication of the committee’s
findings. But at the same time, he promised the CIA administration immunity
from prosecution for all personnel involved in these practices and made an
ambiguous speech in which he recognised the key role of the CIA, despite the
Feinstein Report’s description of the inefficiency of the extraordinary rendi-
tion programme. Following further political discussions during more than
three intensive months between members of the Senate, the White House and
the CIA, what was finally agreed upon was the publication of an extensive
executive summary21 on 11 December, 2014, itself running to more than 500
pages while the full report, never released to the public, runs to 6,682 pages.22

Those who have been vocal critics of the CIA-led programme welcomed the
results provided in the Feinstein Report summary. This was a key moment of
the Obama presidency and very well received by his electorate, which was
waiting for such a condemnation of the activities of the neoconservative Bush
administration. It was thought this would change the way democracies run
their secret services and that the US would pave the way for other democ-
racies to accept the end of secrecy and the inappropriate behaviour of secret
services where they go directly against the principles they defend (the prohi-
bition of torture especially).23

The findings were difficult for opponents to challenge. Over the course of
five years, the committee had access to all CIA information on the pro-
gramme from its inception, though it quickly discovered substantial gaps – for
instance, videotapes of a number of interrogations had been destroyed.24

Notwithstanding an agreement between committee Chairperson Feinstein
and the former director of the CIA that the committee would have unfettered
access to the CIA computer system without surveillance, this agreement was
breached on a number of occasions by the CIA, which searched committee
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members and staff email exchanges and, according to Feinstein, leaked false
information to the public and to the Department of Justice about the activ-
ities of the committee and its staff.

This created outrage among the Democrats on the SSCI, especially from
Dianne Feinstein herself. But still a significant part of US civil society was
unconvinced that the findings were completely accurate, and that the CIA has
done worse. But at the same time, the committee’s failure to reach a unan-
imous decision on the report has been used widely by those opposing its
conclusions as a way of minimizing its findings and discrediting it as an
ideological enterprise.25 Therefore, though the executive summary attracted
for a short period substantial political and press interest, as we will see, a form
of silencing operated at all levels of institutions, society and international
arenas, and key questions were not asked.

The report’s narrative: What to find, but also what to avoid finding

The Feinstein Report examines the CIA’s extraordinary rendition and secret
detention programme instituted after the September 11 attacks on the US as
regards the capture of individuals outside the US, their transfer to various
sites around the world and their interrogation. The executive summary
describes the programme as one of “indefinite secret detention”,26 and
Dianne Feinstein considers that the result of the enhanced techniques of
interrogation created serious violations of rights. These inappropriate activ-
ities of CIA agents led to the death of one man, at least, and the detention of
26 people who were mistaken for others and wrongfully held at black sites.

The Feinstein Report has emphasised not only the lack of seriousness of
some of the allegations against detainees, but also the brutality and the grav-
ity of the violations of human rights. Among the brutal enhanced interroga-
tion techniques, it has been proved, and recognised by the director, that the
CIA had force-fed some prisoners orally and/or anally in order to establish
“total control over the detainee.” Threats were made of rape and murder of
prisoners’ children or family members. Some were victims of “mock execu-
tions”. Several prisoners became completely unresponsive or nearly drowned
during waterboarding. Prisoners were kept awake for over one week (180
hours), causing at least five to experience “disturbing” hallucinations. One
prisoner was placed in a box the size of a coffin for over 11 days. CIA inter-
rogators used unauthorized forms of torture such as forcing a prisoner to
stand with his hand over his head for two and a half days, putting a pistol
next to his head and bathing him with a stiff brush. Of the 119 known detai-
nees, the CIA and its accomplices around the world tortured at least 39 of
them.

In addition, the report’s documentation of torture clearly shows that the
enhanced interrogation techniques were an intended and planned activity
carried out by CIA personnel and contractors with approval from the highest
levels of government. This was not done by some “bad apples” or because of
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misunderstanding of administrative rules. It was US policy, even if everyone
along the hierarchy chain was conscious that it was illegal. This was also one
of the reasons why, to avoid scrutiny of judicial tribunals, it was carried out
outside the territory of the United States. The secrecy of the programme has
been considered central; its revelation by investigative journalists was viewed
as a “catastrophe” that risked de-credibilising the overall US strategy of the
war on terror. Once the programme was revealed, lawyers of the US Depart-
ment of Justice were asked to find a way to justify it.27

In sum, CIA agents, with or without the knowledge of US ambassadors in the
foreign countries, and with or without the knowledge of the political authorities
in those other countries, have “lent” to their counterparts some individuals,
who were often deported two or three times to different locations. Beyond Guan-
tánamo Bay and Bagram airbase, places of detention have been identified in Eur-
opean countries such as Lithuania, Poland and Romania and many other
places around the world, among which the most important were Thailand,
Morocco, Afghanistan, Kosovo, Somalia and Kenya. And in the transit process
involving any number of different states, even more complicity was needed: 54
were involved in total.

The possibility of court action against the Bush administration and the
CIA agents involved in these practices has been considered over the past
decade. This has boosted new international discussions about the practices of
the CIA worldwide and the Detention and Interrogation Program, but also,
after the closure of the programme by the Obama administration, the possi-
bility that the drone strikes led by the US military’s extrajudicial killing pro-
gramme in Afghanistan, Yemen and Somalia was its de facto successor.28

Of course, for the general public and academic researchers, the report is for
the moment known only through its résumé, and many names as well as
sensitive information have been censored. The main “findings” of the report
are therefore straightforward and address a parliamentarian and journalist
audience more than a historian or judicial one.

Four headings are highlighted as the “main findings”, and these challenge
the vision of a plan well organised by the CIAwith the full support of all the state
bureaucracies. On the contrary, these show the incoherence of the overall
project and the different fights between the agencies as well as the CIA’s fear of
becoming the scapegoat of the project once it had been revealed by the
Washington Post and the pressure being applied by many NGOs, including
the Red Cross.

The first main finding was that the CIA’s “enhanced interrogation techni-
ques” were not effective. The committee examined eight principal representa-
tions made by the CIA that its programme had produced critical intelligence
which “saved” someone from a terrorist attack. The committee concluded
that all the claims were false and that the CIA’s claim that it extracted critical
information from those they were torturing was untrue. On the contrary, it
found that all the critical information which formed the basis of the eight
representations had in fact come from other sources that were unrelated to
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torture. Second, the CIA provided extensive inaccurate information about the
operation of the programme and its effectiveness to policymakers and the
public. Third, the CIA’s management of the programme was inadequate and
deeply flawed. Fourth, the CIA programme was far more brutal than the CIA
represented to policymakers and the American public.

Interestingly, the Feinstein Report did not address the question of legiti-
macy of the use of these practices regarding violations of human rights, lim-
iting its critique to lack of efficiency, a position different from reports
previously published in Europe and clearly minimalistic.29 It is also very clear
that at no point was the question of the mimetic dimension of violence
addressed, and the link between torture and new attacks, fueling an escala-
tion, is also avoided completely. In the report, the CIA’s tasks, as long as they
obey politicians, are considered legitimate. Nevertheless, even if limitations
exist, these four central issues arising from the report still challenge many of
the narratives of both traditional and critical political science approaches.

First, post 2001 the CIA appears to have been increasingly placed in a
position of isolation by other US bodies and agencies; examples include the
refusal of cooperation by the US military to provide detention sites and the
contradiction of CIA claims by the FBI. Second, this led to the abandonment
of a proposed policy of using the network of US military bases as loci for
secret detention outside the US, and the CIA was obliged to rely more and
more on its world counterparts to do part of the “job”. Many external intel-
ligence services, of Europe and traditional allies in the third world, would
therefore be part of the shared secret of the programme, sometimes with the
knowledge of their own government, sometimes not.

Third, when the CIA was under attack by other agencies in the US (such as
the FBI) about its effectiveness, it was the intelligence agencies in EU states
(primarily the UK) that cooperated and provided “cover” for the CIA
regarding its positive role for counterterror. And finally, the cooperation
between the CIA and its counterparts (MI6 in the UK, DGSE in France and
other operational services based centrally on human intelligence operations)
in order to provide sites for detention and torture outside of the US has been
inherently unstable as a result of information leaks about the presence of the
detention centres and the pursuit of states by international organisations, such
as the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which caused most
European states to withdraw their cooperation.

In fact, it is clear from the Feinstein Report that the CIA was actually in a
weak position as soon as the secrecy of the programme was broken by the US
media. The foreign operatives were forced to evade the ICRC investigations
and growing pressure from previously complicit governments to avoid the
scandal of being complicit in torture or, even worse, appearing to have con-
ducted the job of torture for the Americans, the former being only taxi drivers
delivering the suspects.

According to the report, the CIA had at first hoped to carry out the
Detention and Interrogation Program at US military bases (Finding 11).
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Permission was sought from the Department of Defense to place prisoners from
the programme into military custody (Finding 19), but to no avail. Nor would
the Department allow access to military bases for the purpose of concealment of
detainees from the ICRC (Finding 11). The Department of Defence’s oppo-
sition to becoming involved was further shown in the refusal even to give med-
ical help to detainees (Finding 19). This is central to understanding the process
and the centrifugal dynamic of power, forcing the CIA to rely on places other
than the US bases. The CIA had to use its own network of agents abroad to
convince the secret services of the foreign countries to work with them.

The U.S. Department of Justice, despite its successive neoconservative
heads, has tried as far as possible to keep intact the boundaries of its
responsibility inside the country – to the complete exclusion of the CIA. The
FBI obediently followed the political line of the Bush administration. Yet, it
also sought to counterbalance the weight of the CIA and NSA regarding the
launch and development of the war on terror. The CIA, on the contrary,
adopted wholeheartedly the neoconservative doctrine of a “global civil” war,
implying a “global counterterrorism approach”. For the agency, this was
perhaps a chance to take the lead among the many US intelligence agencies
with security responsibilities. The CIA is shown in the report as considering
itself the only agency with enough knowledge from sources outside the coun-
try to be able to safeguard the US internally, both against outside enemies
and the potential enemy within.

The CIA Director perhaps saw an opportunity to become the right hand of
the White House Defense Secretary at a time when the Pentagon and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff (leaders of the army, navy and air force) were hostile or
at least reluctant to place the armed forces in the position of “remodelling the
Middle East”, an approach welcomed by those close to the President at the
time. The CIA benefited from the clash between Cheney and Rumsfeld’s “one
percent doctrine”, which offered justification for extracting information from
every suspect, and the more legalistic approach of the Pentagon’s generals,
who worried that this strategy undermined the status of prisoners of war and
thus threatened potential US prisoners. Some also warned that enhanced
interrogation techniques would damage relations between the US and its allies
and tarnish the image of US soldiers.

This confirms what was explained in mid-2000 by different researchers –
that the Department of Homeland Security’s ambitions prior to its realisation
and the idea of fusion centres provoked more struggles, not less, between the
different agencies. The CIA’s fear of being held responsible for all the failures
of September 11 was very serious. They were ready, as an organisation, to do
what the other agencies would not do and bow, partly, to the hardliners of the
neoconservatives who were in key positions.30 The US government and its
executive branch, especially with the creation of the Department of Home-
land Security, influenced by the strong ideological impetus provided by neo-
conservatives, were never in a position of absolute domination over other
departments. The Justice Department, the State Department and others
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(inside the Pentagon) appear never to have been convinced about the necessity
and the opportunity to launch a war on terror in order to justify attacks on
Afghanistan or Iraq.31 These other actors seem to have proposed coercive
alternatives less costly in terms of international image and financial resources.

The new documents examined by the Feinstein Report give insights into
the multiple sites of contestation and resistance present; this included some
individual members of the US Senate, the Judge Advocate General’s Corps of
the United States Army, some circuit courts inside the US federal system and
many administrations of US cities, along with a host of civil society actors
including librarians, civil rights lawyers and many NGOs, the Red Cross
playing a key role.32

The CIA’s inability to convince other agencies to participate in their pro-
gramme of extraordinary rendition pushed the agency to take risks in order
to re-establish its legitimacy in the intelligence sector, notwithstanding the
potential (and actual) trouble this would cause with the justice system. How-
ever, these internal problems forced the CIA to rely ever more on their con-
nections outside US agencies, especially less legitimate connections (those
with previous and present dictatorships), to extract information from their
high-value detainees.

Thus, the CIA’s need to find states across the world that were willing to be
complicit, because they were weak within their own state structure, becomes
understandable. The fact that the CIA never succeeded in persuading the
Pentagon to participate in their programme becomes an important factor. It is
clear that in Europe the CIA succeeded in gaining support for their narrative
of prevention from some actors in the UK, which accepted the argument that
the CIA needed to have information “at whatever cost”. Yet, the CIA does
not appear to have succeeded in having their UK counterparts provide
detention centres for torture. The UK intelligence agencies seem to have been
more uneasy about the CIA’s passage from an espionage to a detention and
torture agency, and their advisors seems to have pointed out the risk of over-
sight bodies and court action, including at the European level.33

This is corroborated by the different findings of the report, which are seen
as contradictory if one tries to use the grand narrative of a “spy web” and
does not see the dramaturgy at work. It was in order to secure sites for
detention and to avoid observation by international organisations that the
CIA approached other countries. Yet, there was concern about these countries
because of governments opposing involvement in the programme as well as
the potential for leaks of information. Gaining cooperation was also costly
since significant sums had to be paid to the countries to encourage their
involvement. Moreover, on two occasions, the CIA had to abandon, at much
cost, facilities they had purposely built for use in the programme because the
countries in which these were located had pulled back on account of possible
adverse political reaction (Finding 20).

Nevertheless, despite huge financial incentives, many countries whose gov-
ernments were aware of the CIA’s activities withdrew from being complicit
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and asked the CIA to move detainees somewhere else, which helps explain
why so many prisoners were moved more than once: it was not the choice of
the CIA but the impossibility of keeping them in secret detention when poli-
ticians of other countries realised that they would be blamed in this out-
sourcing of torture. The reluctance of the authorities of those countries to
withstand (potential) national and international condemnation regarding
complicity in the CIA’s torture activities was clear. More than once in the
report, the ICRC’s vigilance in fulfilling its mandate to visit detainees wher-
ever they are held34 is referred to as an important risk to the CIA programme.
And the courageous story of the ICRC and its impact on the blockade of part
of the war on terror is still to be written as their activity was clearly politically
significant in matters of human rights, limiting the possibilities for secret ser-
vices of democracies to play by the rules of arbitrariness of violence.

The CIA and its transnational network

Thus, one of the main lessons we can learn from the report is that far from
being the omnipotent armed guard of the all-pervasive state of exception, the
CIA appears to rely more on a transnational network constituted of hetero-
clite partners ranging from other secret services, presidential guards, retired
professionals of torture who instructed dictatorships in the seventies, specia-
lists of counterinsurgency and contractors specialised in psychological opera-
tions (PSYOP); and this network is connected only by the “craft” of doing
torture, forming a guild of professionals who extract information from the
bodies and minds of people. And this guild, without proper legitimacy, is
forever fearful of being found out and punished. Immunity from prosecution
for its agents therefore became the obsession of all CIA officers.

The reading of the Feinstein Report tells us, finally, a slightly different story
than the one given by academia obsessed with the “state”. Here, the “state” is
de facto deconstructed and becomes a field of power struggles where rivalries
between the agencies have been key inside the US, while cases of solidarity
regarding extraordinary renditions have been transnational. Such a socio-
logical approach in terms of the field of power allows us to understand the
“de-governmentalization” of US policy, the specific internal fights between
the CIA and key executive figures, and the resistance of other bureaucracies
inside the US, transforming the CIA programme into a “renegade” project in
which the CIA has been “obliged” to count on its network abroad to continue
its clandestine operations.

State of exception, state terrorism, state crime: Three co-constitutive
illusions about the unicity of the state provided by the dramaturgy of
counterterror

A long list of books and articles have explained the supposed links between
the CIA, the FBI and US defence bases abroad in the practices of
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extraordinary rendition. Some authors have insisted on the coherence of the
policy of US hegemony and its capacity to outsource while keeping the upper
hand on the process of rendition. Others have, on the contrary, explained that
foreign governments were not passive actors, but central players in torture.35

The most common metaphor is the one of a gigantic spy web around the
world, collecting information on potential terrorists and selecting the most
dangerous for provision of supplementary information – if necessary, with the
use of “enhanced interrogation techniques”. For the supporters of the Bush
administration, it was a way to explain that the CIA was not torturing; they
were merely “delivering” suspects outside of the US “so they can kick the
[expletive] out of them”.36 The argument that the CIA was only a travel
agent, a taxi driver, was subsequently challenged by journalists who convin-
cingly established that “ghost planes” were being used in outsourcing these
individuals to torture. The CIA was giving the orders, and its agents were
participating in the physical violence against individuals. Most of the critiques
of the policy of extraordinary rendition and torture have assumed too quickly
a strong homogeneity among the actors of this secret spy war, as if the net-
works of the Cold War were just adjusting their old techniques to their new
enemies, no longer spies but terrorists. They have explained that the policy
has substantially enlarged the number of cases necessitating these enhanced
interrogation techniques and that it has also suppressed the mechanism of
“exchange” of prisoners between adversaries that was informally recognised
during the Cold War for spies, but is not applied as regards “terrorists”.37

This interpretation has presented the practices of the CIA in terms of deten-
tion and torture abroad as if they were “normal” for a secret service, and it
has inserted them into a continuum of previous activities related to the col-
lection and extraction of sensitive information.

Other authors, with a more established scholarly background, have also read
these practices as an outcome of a permanent state of exception or as the result
of the US global empire through the US military bases.38 Thus, they have con-
sidered “normal” the complicity of other governments and the obedience of
these other agencies, as if the CIA was the conductor of an orchestra.

Against this view, different authors have preferred, with reason, the termi-
nology Judith Butler invented for Guantánamo of “petty sovereigns” to
explain the practices at work and the multiplication of local rules outside the
rule of law through the capacity to capture sovereignty at the bottom.39 And
if this better captures the micro-practices involved, this approach is never-
theless blind to the transversal logic between sites and the dramaturgy of
counterterror that they all follow even when the scenario is different. These
authors think in terms of transgovernmental networks instead of transna-
tional practices, and when they don’t see collaboration between governments,
they deduce, wrongly, that transnational practices do not exist and reduce
their analysis to national differences or just local practices.

But if the scrutiny of delocalisation of torture is correct, the transnational
structure of the network between the different secret services has not been
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correctly assessed, and most scholars have not analysed the composition of
the “dramatic” structure enacting the possibility of the outsourcing and
exchange of information transnationally while, at the same time, explaining
the inner bureaucratic struggles.

If we analyse in more detail the relations between the agencies inside and
outside the US, a very different picture than the one given by a CIA master of
the game appears.40 Transnational practices are constructed through the soli-
darity inherent in a certain type of craft know-how: here, extracting infor-
mation by very different methods, including enhanced information
techniques, creates this specific dramaturgy of counterterror where the events
are different from each writing of the play by the national politicians and do
not involve specific directives coming from the top of the hierarchy, but
function as a form of synchronisation of the practices of violence. This is key,
but until now the debate has been mainly in terms of political theory and
“ethics”, mostly lacking investigation based on ethnography or socio-history
of the effective practices of extraordinary renditions, if we except research like
that carried out by the Rendition Project in the UK.41

As a way of summing up the findings of the Feinstein Report and their
importance for scholarship, they reveal the errors inherent in any narrative
that exaggerates the unity of the locus of power. This is the main mistake of
the realist and neorealist approaches of political science or of political theor-
ists inattentive to the diversity and heterogeneity of the actors involved. This
argument is not via a discourse on the hypocrisy of liberal states and the
necessity that they have to protect the territory through elaboration of a
consistent narrative. The myth of the homogeneity and of the power of the
secret services, and especially of the CIA, has to be deconstructed.

But, one could say, if the CIA is not the hand of the US state, what is the
rationale of initiating such programmes? This is certainly a complex question,
which exceeds the scope of this chapter but is investigated in other chapters in
this book. Nevertheless, some final comments may indicate the process at
stake. More than a state of exception, the war on terror has been the site of a
struggle for destabilising criminal justice principles in the name of necessity of
prevention.42 While this necessity was established and developed by neo-
conservative authors before 2000, it clearly became a key element after 2001
and has also been adopted by many governments from the “left wing”.
Behind the terminology of “protection” and the rhetoric of prediction via a
general form of surveillance, Total Information Awareness, the idea of
“extracting information” from the bodies of suspected people has been re-
enacted.

Lucy Zedner has explained very well that we were moving from a reactive
criminal justice state to a preventive and pre-emptive security state in which
“the post-crime orientation of criminal justice is increasingly overshadowed
by the pre-crime logic of security”.43 She had described the implications for
human rights in this transformation. Further, the language of “global” war
has allowed the authorities to treat their targets not according to the divide
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between citizens and foreigners, but as if anyone is a presumptive suspect who has
to justify that he does not fit with the imaginary of suspicion made by the
investigators. This language of symbolic power has set off a dehumanisation,
allowing the terminology of “eradication” of terrorists, and has reinforced the
possibility of torture under a different justification than that of the colonial wars,
which was mostly based on reciprocity of the use of torture in the two camps.

Beyond the case of extraordinary rendition and use of torture, the actions
in Iraq, the surveillance of citizens for their “protection”, the use of drones
for extrajudicial killing abroad have to be analysed as practices of violence
which have required a rhetorical move towards prevention in order to mask
their arbitrariness. Indeed, it is not sufficient any more to say that these
practices are a “reaction” to the previous attacks; they have to be the solu-
tions to halt the “next” ones. What is at stake, therefore, is a general rhetoric
of “prevention”, which is guided by a logic of generalised suspicion. In this
way, human beings are always suspects, thus in need of permanent surveil-
lance. A different “anthropology” is at stake, transforming the “humane” one
into the “warrior” one.44 This is not specific to the post-September 11 con-
text, despite many claims that there has been a dramatic change in terms of
scope and nature of the problem. This has been the case before; for example,
with the UK secret programmes in Northern Ireland and their assassinations
of Sinn Fein leaders without the certainty that they were involved in the IRA
or violent acts more generally. This has been the case even more so with the
GAL in Spain and the killing in France of refugees who had previously been
members of ETA as well as individuals who were known to be innocent but
whose names were the same as, or similar to, suspects in order to create fear
among a large group of the population.

In conclusion, engaging with the dramaturgy at work and the political
demonology which articulates these practices (and their justifications) shows that
the notion of necessity of counterterrorism practices that are sterner than for other
“crimes” and its mirror image of state terrorism practices are not adequate
frameworks for understanding what happened with extraordinary renditions; this
is because the two opposite approaches share the same mistaken assumption
of an exaggerated unity between the different bureaucracies or professionals
of security inside a country and the natural loyalty that they are supposed to
have with their national politicians. They perceive the “state” as an actor and
not as a field of power which is more and more permeable to other influences.
By performing a narrative of “state” or “deep state” behaviours, these authors
never questioned the effective forms of solidarities which explain the forms of
obedience, complicity and agreement that secret services coming from very
different countries shared transversally, nonetheless. This finding suggests an
alternative hypothesis by which some very specific professionals who share the
same kind of practices and habitus45 regroup transnationally into “corpora-
tions” and form different transnational guilds of management of unease that
extract and exchange information either through human intelligence, like the
CIA, or digital surveillance and profiling, like the NSA.46
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What can be taken from the Feinstein Report for political science and
international political sociology is that, once again, we have to think about
the state not as an actor, but as a realm of interlocking groups with very dif-
ferent views about the hierarchy of threats and risks and which struggle
together to impose their practices as the most efficient ones.47 It is only
through an approach such as this that one can analyse the contradictions
among the actors, looking at the international as a chain of extended inter-
dependencies between actors instead of analysing it in a geopolitical way
where only “states” are acting.48 Nevertheless, to do so, researchers have to be
reflexive. They need to understand that the same dramaturgy of counterterror
used in different contexts has to be dispelled to see, beyond the ghost of the
state, what is at stake in terms of practices, instead of taking the multiple
positions of the actors as being part of an orchestrated discourse of justifica-
tion written first by “the State”. This dramaturgy of suspicion, surveillance,
emergency, prevention and prediction is the result of a dispositive, a hetero-
geneous assemblage without a main playwrite; but it is nevertheless the effect
of the struggles inside the field of transnational guilds of dirty war which
reproduce the trend of a politics of anxiety and unease, trends which nor-
malise the majority and abnormalise specific minorities.

More than an analysis of state terrorism, state crime or a permanent state
of exception, what should be considered, at the heart of the dynamic of
counterterror, are the transversal struggles between actors around a field of
power for the definition of “enmity” and “security”. The competitive trans-
nationalisation of different networks or guilds of professionals of intelligence
resorting to different techniques, as well as their inner fights in each country,
are destroying a little bit more every day the notions of “national” security
and of coherent national policymaking in security matters. But it is quite
difficult for the US administration and orthodox scholars to admit that the
practice by CIA agents of extraordinary renditions are almost the same kind
of illegitimate practices enacted by the GAL in Spain. Suspicion turns into
sacrificial logic with no legitimacy. Even critical scholars are sometimes
accepting of the revisionist version given after the Feinstein Report that in the
name of safeguarding democracy, secret services can emancipate themselves
completely from the rule of law and may have full immunity because they
“protect” democracy. I hope this chapter has obliged them to reconsider their
position.

Notes
1 See the chapter in this volume by Crofton Black.
2 The term “dramaturgy” was coined first by Diderot to propose an alternative to

tragedy and comedy. Influenced by Diderot, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, in his
influential work Hamburg Dramaturgy, explained that dramaturgy is a distinct
practice separate from playwriting and directing, and opposed to the rules of the
classical tragedy (the three unities). Dramaturgy gives the sense of the play for the
audience, beyond the text of the author and the personality of the actors. We will
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