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Torture and Terror: A Case Study of the Ethics of Guantanamo Bay 
 

“[A]lthough we have fought wars before, and our personal freedoms have survived, there have been 
periods of gross abuse, when hysteria and hate and fear ran high, and when minorities were unlawfully 
and cruelly abused. Every [hu]man who cares about freedom… must fight for it for the other [hu]man 

with whom [she/]he disagrees, for the right of the minority, for the chance for the underprivileged.”  
-- Francis Biddle, Roosevelt’s 4th Attorney General 

 
Class Details 

● 54 Barrows 
● Philos. 198-002 
● Mon. 6:30 - 8:00 pm 
● CCN: 34614 
● Prerequisites: None 
● Faculty Sponsor: Alva Noë 

○ Office Hours:  
Th. 3:30 - 5:30 

○ Office Location:  
2390 Moses Hall  

○ Email: noe@berkeley.edu 
○ Phone: 510-643-8412 

● Facilitators:  
○ Heliya Izadpanah 
○ Shannon Randhawa  

● Email: 
○ heliya@berkeley.edu 
○ shannonrandhawa@ber-

keley.edu  
● Phone: 

○ 909-614-3630 
○ 909-548-1399 

● Office Hours:  
○ By appointment 

 
Course Description        [Addresses Q. 1] 
This class strives to philosophically explore issues of human rights, national security,                       
and torture, by focusing on the U.S. military base in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.                         
Students will learn about the U.S.’s defense strategies prior to and following 9/11.                         
We will examine factors that prompted the U.S. to enter the “War on Terror.”                           
Students will read about the treatment of detainees from primary, secondary, and                       
tertiary sources. Analyses will include narratives from detainees, intermediaries, and                   
objective scholars, as well as legal text, such as the Yoo/Bybee Memo. The class will                             
also closely examine theories associated with the use of torture, and consequences                       
of U.S. detention and interrogation practices. Students will also critically examine                     
“lawfare,” that is, the legality of the Bush administration’s militarized actions, as well                         
as the international community’s perception of U.S. conduct and disregard for                     
human rights. We will also examine the role of race, religion, implicit bias, and law in                               
international politics and government action. Ethical theories by Hobbes, Mills, and                     
Kant in particular, will be contrasted with each of the readings and focus of events                             
that have occurred in Guantanamo Bay. Students are encouraged to question and                       
grapple with the ethics and logic that are used to validate torture. 
 
Learning Goals & Skills Development               [Addresses Q. 2, 3] 
Students will become familiar with a breadth of philosophies, legal policy, human 
rights concepts, and international politics. Students will learn to analyze, critique, 
and explain acts of war and peace through various philosophical lenses. Students 
will gain insight to course content through independent reading, which will be 
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enforced by reading quizzes. Students will learn how to analyze, critique, and 
explain content via class discussions and their final reflection. 
 
Grading, Assessments, Makeup Policy, & Course Expectations    [Addresses Q. 4] 

❖ Reflection: One 500 - 750 word reflection will be due at the end of the 
semester, which should take approximately six hours to prepare. 

❖ Absences: There will be 14 class sessions, each lasting 1.5 hours. A 
maximum of three absences (with make-up quizzes completed) is allowed.  

❖ Readings: Approximately three hours of readings will be assigned by the 
Friday before each DeCal. Some of these readings may be long and dense, 
while others may be short and numerous. Allocate your time accordingly. 
Read all assigned readings BEFORE class and prepare to discuss each week. 

❖ Reading quizzes: Each class will feature a short, simple quiz. The purpose of 
these quizzes is to ensure students come to class having ready to reflect on 
the readings and engage in rich discussions. Students must answer 70% of 
the quiz questions correctly over the semester to pass. Students who miss 
any class sessions are responsible for contacting the instructor and 
attending office hours to complete make-up quizzes for each class missed.  

❖ Discussion Facilitation: Everyone will sign up to facilitate one DeCal session. 
Signups will take place during the first DeCal. You will be required to 
generate at least six questions. These questions should require some level 
of thought beyond a simple right or wrong answer. Your question should 
not simply summarize the readings. 

❖ Students are expected to participate by attending class regularly, reading 
required texts, completing their reflection, and partaking in class discussion.  

❖ No extra credit opportunities will be provided.   
❖ Class participation, a final reflection paper, one class facilitation, and an 

average of 70% or higher on the reading quizzes will be required to pass the 
course 

❖ Lastly, students are expected to act with respect, honesty, and integrity at all 
times. 

 
Teaching Approaches and Strategies     [Addresses Q. 3] 
This course combines a variety of teaching approaches, notably: collaborative, 
integrated, and facilitative. Prominent teaching strategies will include in-class 
reading assessments, open discussions, and guided inquiry.  
 
Goals & Relation to Area of Study        [Addresses Q. 2] 

● Discuss: 
○ The course analyzes philosophical ethical theories in the context of 

violent acts in Guantanamo Bay. 
○ The course supports program goals as it encourages students to read 

and review classical philosophical literature and apply it to complex, 
current politicized events of today. Students will be able to analyze 
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and raise objections to philosophical issues present in the events 
leading and following Guantanamo Bay. 

○ The course aligns with general education goals as students are 
encouraged to develop and defend their own philosophical views 
through oral discussion and writing. 

 
Content Note 
This course examines controversial and sensitive topics, including racialized 
violence, sexual violence, physical torture, psychological torture, Islamophobia, 
terrorism, warfare, safety, security, patriotism, protection, oppression, and cruelty. 
If these themes interfere with your ability to learn the material or participate in 
class, please let us know so that we can work together to ensure you are able to 
succeed. I hope that you engage with course content to form your own 
assessments, independent of the views of your peers and the instructor. We 
welcome and encourage constructive criticism during one-on-one discussions or via 
email.  
 
Feedback 

❖ Instructors will remind students to complete make-up quizzes for any class 
they miss.  

❖ Instructors will provide students with feedback if they near danger of failing 
the course.  

❖ Students may submit instructors with feedback at any time verbally or by 
email. 

 
Resources 

❖ Instructors are available to provide students with any help they need. Email 
instructors to set up an appointment.  

❖ Students may sign up for one-on-one tutoring in philosophy here. 
❖ Any visual material provided in class will be made available to students 

online for review.  
 
Accessibility 
This class aims to provide an accessible and equitable learning environment to all 
students. If you encounter barriers based on the impact of a disability or health 
condition, please look to resources available for you to establish accommodations 
through Berkeley’s Division of Equity & Inclusion Disabled Students’ Program: 
https://dsp.berkeley.edu/, or (510) 642-0518. Please inform us if you need 
assistance overcoming any barriers to your learning or accomodations. If you have 
emergency medical information you wish to share with me, or if you need special 
arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please inform us 
immediately. 
 
 
 

https://goo.gl/forms/8GAjjFNPDezj2Yoy2
https://dsp.berkeley.edu/
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Life Challenges 
Please speak to us if you are struggling personally or academically. Life challenges 
can have a significant impact on your ability to engage with class material and 
succeed in class. I want to do what I can to help you thrive in this course. Feel free 
to discuss these matters with us in person or via email.  
 
Technology Policy 
Laptop and cellphone use are permitted if and only if students (1) remain engaged 
and active participants, and (2) actively demonstrate that they are giving the 
speaker their attention. 
 
Required & Recommended Texts 
Please note: This class entails roughly three hours of reading per week. Please 
come to class having read the texts and be ready to engage in discussion. If you 
are unable to purchase these texts for any reason, please let us know so we can 
work together to find the best possible solution. Additional texts, including all of 
the philosophical readings, will be provided online.  
 
Please purchase: 

1. Fletcher, Laurel Emile, and Eric Stover. The Guantanamo Effect: Exposing the 
Consequences of US detention and Interrogation Practices. University of 
California Press, 2009. (Required) 

2. Khan, Mahvish. My Guantanamo Diary: The Detainees and the Stories They Told 
Me. PublicAffairs, 2008. (Required) 

3. Mayer, Jane. The Dark Side: The Inside Story of How the War on Terror Turned 
Into a War on American Ideals. Anchor, 2009. (Recommended) 

4. Slahi, Mohamedou Ould. Guantanamo Diary: Restored Edition. Little, Brown, 
2015. (Required) 
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Course Calendar   [Addresses Q. 1] 

Class 1 Setting the Stage:  
We will examine FBI investigations of Al Qaeda members prior to 9/11, as well as 
the responses of American intelligence agencies to the event. 
 
Readings: 

Goldsmith, Jack. The Terror Presidency: Law and Judgment Inside the Bush 
Administration. W. W. Norton & Company, 2007. Pages 39 - 41, 58 - 59, 118 -120, 
143 - 151, 165 - 167, 184 -191. (PDF provided) 

 
[Selected Excerpts]. Office of Professional Responsibility, Report (Concerning 
Issues Relating to the Central Intelligence Agencies Use of “Enhanced 
Interrogation Techniques” on Suspected Terrorists, July 29, 2009, pp. TBA. (PDF 
provided) 
 

Class 2 The Yoo Memo:  
Students will analyze the legality and political implications of the expansion of 
Presidential powers over “illegal combatants,” and undermining governmental 
checks and balances. 
 
Readings: 

Khan, M. My Guantanamo Diary: The Detainees and the Stories They Told Me. 
Chapters 1 - 6. 
 
The Torture/Yoo/Bybee Memo. Pages 33 - 44. (PDF provided) 
 

Class 3 Torture, Part 1: 
Students will discuss their initial reactions to Khan’s book. 
 
Readings: 

Khan, M. My Guantanamo Diary: The Detainees and the Stories They Told Me. 
Chapters 7- 11. 
 

Class 4 Torture, Part 2: 
Students will review theories of torture and the motivations of political actors to 
employ torture in the modern era. 
 
Readings: 

Khan, M. My Guantanamo Diary: The Detainees and the Stories They Told Me. 
Chapters 12 - 19. 
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Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan, excerpts. 
 

Class 5 Cuba: 
Students will explore the colonial/imperial occupation of Cuba by the United 
States, as well as the detention of Cuban refugees. 
 
Readings: 

Stover, E, and Fletcher, L. The Guantanamo Effect: Exposing the Consequences of 
US detention and Interrogation Practices. Chapters 1 - 3. 
 
Plumwood, Val. Dualism: The Logic of Colonisation. 
 

Class 6 Racialized Violence & Islamophobia: 
Students will examine the roles of race, religion, and gender in shaping patterns of 
racialized violence. 
 
Readings: 

Stover, E, and Fletcher, L. The Guantanamo Effect: Exposing the Consequences of 
US detention and Interrogation Practices. Chapters 4 - 6. 
 

Class 7 Human Rights: 
Students will probe the emergence of human rights and the political powers that 
shape their authority, as well as overt violations of human rights. 
 
Readings: 

Slahi, M.O. Guantanamo Diary: Restored Edition. Chapters 1 & 2. 
 
Kant, Immanuel. Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, excerpts. 
 

Class 8 Freedom:  
Students will investigate jus cogens concepts of liberty, dignity, and humanity.  
 
Readings: 

Slahi, M.O. Guantanamo Diary: Restored Edition. Chapters 3 & 4. 
 
Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty. 
 

Class 9 The Individual:  
Students will delve into ideological theories challenging the utilitarian mindset of 
promoting group security at a cost to the individual. 
 
Readings: 

Slahi, M.O. Guantanamo Diary: Restored Edition. Chapters 5 - 7. 
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Mill, John Stuart. Utilitarianism. 
 
Class 10 How Did We Get Here? 
The class will ask itself what political factors embedded torture as an accepted 
aspect of security in the United States. 
 
Readings: 

Mayer, Jane. The Dark Side: The Inside Story of how the War on Terror Turned 
into a War on American ideals. Anchor, 2009. Chapters 6 - 11. (Recommended) 

Class 11 Bounty Hunting: 
The class will examine how torture, military outsourcing, and tribal feudalism 
undermined the pursuit of intelligence on Al Qaeda and tarnished the United 
State’s image internationally.  

Readings: 
Mayer, Jane. The Dark Side: The Inside Story of how the War on Terror Turned 
into a War on American ideals. Anchor, 2009. Chapters 6 - 11. (Recommended) 

 

Class 12 Capitalizing on Security: 
By comparing the response to 9/11 with natural disasters such as Hurricane 
Katrina and Hurricane Irma, students will scope out the economic determinants of 
disaster response.  
 
Readings: 

Mayer, Jane. The Dark Side: The Inside Story of how the War on Terror Turned 
into a War on American ideals. Anchor, 2009. Chapter 12 & Afterward. 
(Recommended) 

Class 13 Relevance: 
Students will discuss similarities between the treatment of Arab men and other 
racial and ethnic groups by U.S. figures of authority, including, but not limited to: 
LatinX children, Black Americans, migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. 
 
Readings: 

Kohler-Hausmann, Julilly. “Militarizing the police: Officer Jon Burge, Torture, and 
War in the ‘Urban Jungle’.” Challenging the Prison-Industrial Complex: Activism, 
Arts, & Educational Alternatives (2011): 43-71. 
 
[An up-to-date assessment on the United States leaving the United Nations 
Security Council in light of the United States’ traumatic detention of migrant 
children.] 
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Class 14 A New Hope: 
Students will conclude the class by discussing strategies for contending with and 
preventing repetition of law’s failures. 
 
Final Reflection Due. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


