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Abstract: The paper explores how former Guantdnamo Bay detainee Mansoor Adayfi
represents the deconstruction of his “self” in his memoir, Don’t Forget Us Here: Lost and
Found at Guantanamo (2021). Adayfi was held at the detention facility for nearly fifteen years
without ever being formally charged. During his detention, he was subjected to various
interrogation methods that were tantamount to torture, authorized by the U.S. government. The
paper analyzes the ways in which guards, interrogators, and the camp administration
contributed to his dehumanization through processes of mortification and the application of
enhanced interrogation techniques. The study's theoretical framework draws on Erving
Goffman’s theory of total institutions, adapted to the context of Guantanamo Bay.
Mortifications refer to the psychological and, at times, physical methods of dehumanization,
while enhanced interrogation techniques are applied with the purpose of extracting actionable
information during interrogations by disorienting the individual. By analyzing the life narrative
of a former detainee, the paper aims to highlight the significance of examining a subjective
perspective on the individual's lived experience, offering a more nuanced and comprehensive
view than that offered by the official rhetoric of the U.S. government.

Keywords: deconstruction, life writing, mortification, enhanced interrogation, Guantanamo
Bay

Mansoor Adayfi was held at the U.S.-operated naval base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, for over
fourteen years without ever being charged with a crime before his release in 2016. By analyzing
his memoir titled Don’t Forget Us Here: Lost and Found at Guantanamo (2021), the present
paper aims to examine how Adayfi’s self was deconstructed through processes of mortification
and enhanced interrogation techniques by the camp administration at Guantanamo. Camp
administration, in this context, refers to the guards, interrogators, and the leadership of the
detention facility. The study's framework relies on interpreting Guantanamo Bay as a “total
institution,” in accordance with Erving Goffman’s theory.

In his seminal work Asylums, Goffman coined the term "total institutions” and defined it as
places “of residence and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from
the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally
administered round of life” (1961, xiii). Their main encompassing feature is isolation and
complete separation from the outside world and from society in general (Goffman 1961, 4). He
includes five groups of institutions that share these characteristics: mental hospitals,
penitentiaries, monasteries, institutions that conduct work-like practices, such as army barracks,
and institutions created to care for individuals who are incapable of caring for themselves, such
as orphanages (Goffman 1961, 4-5). In total institutions, individuals have limited control over
their own actions and self-images (Branaman 2010, 235-236). Goffman chose these particular
institutions because he intended to examine the consequences of unequal power distribution for
the construction of the self (Branaman 2010, 235-236).
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In this regard, the Guantanamo Bay detention facility can be considered a total institution as it
meets all the criteria established by Goffman: individuals are held together in close vicinity to
one another, their daily lives follow a strict schedule, and they are under constant surveillance
and control of the administration of the facility (Goffman 1961, 6). Surveillance is an essential
component in each type of total institution, according to Goffman, but it is especially pertinent
in penitentiaries. Although Goffman categorizes constant observation as a means of
dehumanization (1961, 25), which it is, I argue that, instead of a type of assault on the subject,
surveillance functions as an innate characteristic of prisons. The camps within the detention
facility at Guantanamo, for instance, have been designed and constructed to enable easy, round-
the-clock surveillance of inmates (c.f. Foucault 1995, 173).

Camp X-Ray, the most notorious establishment where the first group of detainees was housed
in January 2002, was built in the mid-1990s to imprison belligerent immigrants and consisted
of open-air cages with cement floors resembling dog kennels rather than prison cells (Greenberg
2009, 18). In May of the same year, Camp X-Ray was emptied, and detainees were relocated
to Camp Delta, which consisted of cell blocks with proper walls and ceilings (Greenberg 2009,
212). Despite the changes, each cage or cell was designed to provide guards with perpetual
visual and physical access to the detainees, thereby enabling them to exercise power over the
imprisoned subjects. Notably, in his life writing, Adayfi refrains from commenting on the
negative impact of being subjected to continuous surveillance, with the exception of instances
when he was stripped naked in front of female guards—an issue that is addressed later in the
paper. Instead, he articulates his delight at being visited by wildlife creatures, such as iguanas
and banana rats, while being held in open-air cages (2021, 54, 251). He depicts these encounters
with animals as joyful distractions that were disrupted by the relocation and regular movement
of detainees by the camp administration. The prioritization of enjoyable moments and the lack
of description of the negative implications of constant surveillance in his life writing further
suggest that it became an integral aspect of detainee life, inseparable from imprisonment, rather
than a means of dehumanization.

Goffman claims that each such total institution is “a natural experiment on what can be done to
the self” (Goffman 1961, 12), a remark echoed by Adayfi himself, who likens Guantanamo to
a “laboratory” designed to see what the human being can endure (2021, 92). Goffman argues
that inmates—a collective name he uses to designate individuals that are either voluntarily or
against their will residents in any form of total institution—go through “a series of abasements,
degradations, humiliations, and profanations of self,” from the moment they enter, the process
he calls mortification (1961, 14).

Goffman determines various ways in which the self can be mortified that he intended for general
application in total institutions. For instance, upon entry, inmates are subjected to “admission
procedures” which aim to objectify the individual by “personal defacement” (1961, 16). It
includes practices that deprive the inmate of everything that makes him who he is outside the
institution, including his clothes, name, hair, and a sense of personal safety (1961, 21). He
further mentions “contaminative exposure,” which encompasses any procedure that violates the
territories of the self (1961, 23). For example, the exposure to forced physical and social
interactions with individuals with whom the inmate would not otherwise associate (1961, 23).
Furthermore, it entails observation, forced feeding, and direct physical contact (1961, 23). The
next form of mortification listed by Goffman is “looping,” which he defines as “an indirect
assault on the self” and refers to every action being turned against the inmate, that disrupts
“one’s economy of action,” i.e., that prevents the inmate from acting and reacting in a certain
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way in particular situations (1961, 36-37). “Mortification by way of the body” includes
beatings, shock therapy, among others (1961, 21), and a subsequent “loss of self-determination”
(1961, 44). Goffman’s list of mortifications was intended to be applied to any of the five types
of total institutions; therefore, it needs to be modified to be adaptable to Guantanamo and
correspond to the practices identified in Adayfi’s life narrative.

In his book, Goffman cites Gresham M. Sykes's The Society of Captives: A Study of a Maximum
Security Prison (1958) as a possible source for further discussion of mortification; however, I
find Goffman’s analysis more comprehensive. Nonetheless, Sykes calls these practices the
“pains of imprisonment” and defines them in terms of deprivations and loss: “destruction of the
psyche,” “deprivation of liberty,” “loss of autonomy,” “deprivation of security,” and
“deprivation of heterosexual relationships” (64—65, 70, 73, 76). While these observations are
relevant, they are insufficient to capture the complexity of mortification as articulated by
Goffman. I attribute this to the fact that his study was conducted in the 1950s; it is quite
outdated, and it was executed in the restricted environment of a maximum-security prison.
Research on Goffman’s theory of total institutions has been done; however, none has attempted
to update or apply it in a more contemporary context.

Based on Goffman, I establish four steps or types of mortification to which Adayfi was
subjected that led to the deconstruction of his “self” by the camp administration: (1) personal
defacement, which is explained as being deprived of one’s “identity kit” (Goffman 1961, 21)
and in the analysis, it includes both the use of internment serial number (hereinafter ISN) and
his misidentification; (2) humiliation, used for occurrences of the implications of psychological
trauma due to violations of values; (3) mortification by way of the body, a term used by
Goffman, which primarily includes bodily searches and mild physical injuries; and finally, (4)
life preservation which comprises types of physical and psychological harm that were inflicted
with the intention of keeping the detainee alive. The final method used for the deconstruction
of the self was the application of enhanced interrogation techniques, which Goffman does not
indicate. Nevertheless, it is a crucial curtailing practice in the dehumanization of the subject at
Guantanamo and is analyzed separately. In the following passages, the five steps of
mortification will be analyzed through Adayfi’s memoir. It must be noted that types of
mortification are cumulative; one single practice is not sufficient for the deconstruction of the
self; they were combined to maximize the efficiency of dehumanization.

1. Adayfi’s initial subject position: pre-detention self

Mansoor Adayfi was born and raised in a tribal community in a village in Yemen, where the
interests of the tribe and family values were prioritized. He was taught to appreciate the value
of education and family, and to take responsibility for the community. He completed his
secondary education in Sana’a while living with his aunt. After finishing high school, as
preparation for university, Adayfi went to Afghanistan to gain research assistant experience,
which would have enabled him to attend university in the United Arab Emirates. He was an
excited young adult looking forward to starting his life, as he describes, “I thought that the best
part of my life was ahead of me and that nothing could stand in my way” (Adayfi 2021, 9). His
trip, however, was cut short when he was kidnapped by Afghan warlords and sold to the United
States of America as a suspected terrorist associated with al Qaeda and the 9/11 terrorist attacks
(Adayfi 2021, 3, 9—15). He was held at the Guantanamo Bay detention facility for over fourteen
years without ever being charged with a crime. He wrote his memoir titled Don’t Forget Us
Here: Lost and Found at Guantanamo after he was released to Serbia in 2016, and it was
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published in August 2021. In the next section of this paper, following the close reading of his
autobiography, I analyze the ways in which Adayfi’s self was deconstructed by the camp
administration through processes of mortification and enhanced interrogation.

In his life narrative, Adayfi does not provide a detailed account of his childhood but briefly
mentions some memories, from which readers can construct a preliminary image of who he was
before he became a detainee. He emphasizes that his memory is corroded by the passing of time
and due to the trauma to which he was subjected. He further highlights the significance of the
tribal values with which he was imbued since childhood, which shaped and contributed to his
experience at Guantanamo: standing up to injustice, doing what is right, and treating others with
respect (Adayfi 2021, 9-16). As the son of the leader of their tribe, he positions and regards
himself as a tribal man who “is guided by honesty and respect. He’s a man who keeps his word.
He stands up for what’s right and fights for those who have been wronged. At his core, he
knows (...) what is right and wrong and knows there is nothing between the two” (Adayfi 2021,
108). Although his account of his pre-detention life is brief and sparse, Adayfi’s articulation of
his initial subject position is that of an honorable tribesman who prioritizes community interests
and advocates for those who cannot advocate for themselves.

2. Types of mortification

As far as Adayfi is concerned, the deconstruction of the self or dehumanization occurred
through a series of mortifications and the application of enhanced interrogation techniques.
Enhanced interrogation methods are distinct from other means of torture in that they primarily
refer to types of physical abuse carried out during interrogations. At the same time,
mortifications are associated with both physical and psychological harm. It must be noted that
mortification is distinct from the concept of “institutionalization” or “prisonization,” both of
which are defined as “the process by which inmates are shaped and transformed by the
institutional environment in which they live” (Haney 2002, 80).

Dehumanization studies, as described by Maria Kronfeldner in her edited volume titled The
Routledge Handbook of Dehumanization (2021), are a relatively recent, multidisciplinary field
encompassing research areas such as media studies, philosophy, history, literature, and law (1).
David Livingstone Smith defines dehumanization as a “kind of attitude — a way of thinking
about others. To dehumanize another person is to conceive of them as a subhuman creature”
(highlight in the original, 2020) and consequently, to treat them in a degrading way, as less than
human. Kronfeldner defines it similarly by stating that “dehumanization happens when people
are depicted, regarded, or treated as less than human” as a result of which dehumanized
individuals might have a life unworthy of a human being (2021, xvi) in the eyes of the
dehumanizer.

It is important to note that, as Marie-Luisa Frick remarks, and with which the present analysis
agrees and demonstrates, one cannot talk about the act of dehumanization without considering
human rights. It is not an issue in itself “unless we presuppose that every human being deserves
a basic form of respect that stems from acknowledging our shared identity as human beings”
(2021, 191-192). She defines three forms of dehumanization: latent, which manifests only at
the level of thought; expressive, which occurs at the level of verbal expression; and actualized,
which occurs at the level of action and entails the negative treatment of the dehumanized
individual (Frick 2021, 190). Dehumanization here is used as a synonym for the deconstruction
of the self to cover the processes of both mortification and enhanced interrogation. For the sake
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of clarity, in the context of the analysis, the dehumanized is Mansoor Adayfi, and the
dehumanizer is the camp administration at Guantanamo Bay, and by implication, the U.S.
government.

For the analysis of the deconstruction of the self, I considered applying Elaine Scarry’s notion
of “unmaking” the self to explain how the camp administration at Guantanamo deconstructed,
disintegrated, and demolished Adayfi's self. Scarry defines “unmaking” of the human being, or
in the case of this analysis, of the self, as something that is “equally characteristic of dying or
being wounded, for the in part naturally ‘given’ and in part ‘made’ body is deconstructed”
(Scarry 1985,122). In this context, at any point in the following analysis, the word
deconstruction means “the act of breaking something down into its separate parts” (Cambridge
Dictionary). In other words, tearing something into pieces or breaking it down. After careful
consideration, I decided to use “deconstruction” rather than “unmaking,” as it implies a more
complex process. In her book titled 7he Body in Pain (1985), Scarry describes the unmaking of
the human being in the process of applying torture during interrogations. This research goes
beyond the use of torture and extends to psychological methods of mortification as well.

2.1. Personal defacement

Erving Goffman defines personal defacement as the procedure through which an inmate is
stripped of what constitutes him as an individual (1961, 21), and it is the first to which his “self”
is subjected upon entering the institution. The most infamous and easily identifiable distinction
of Guantdnamo detainees was the orange jumpsuits they wore that ultimately marked the
destruction of individuality and marked them as terrorists (Coleman 2018, 39). Concerning
Adayfi, personal defacement ensued in two ways. On the one hand, he was assigned an ISN
that was used for identification at Guantdnamo instead of the detainees’ proper names. The
United States has previously used internment serial numbers in the Second World War to
facilitate the identification of prisoners (Tissing 1973).

Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the subsequent declaration of the War on Terror, the
United States did not ask for any form of identification or documentation from the captured
individuals who were handed over to them as “suspected terrorists” (Smith 2007, 146).
Therefore, it was evident that they used ISNs to label detainees. Addressing an individual by
an assigned number rather than their name is the deprivation of the self of its most fundamental
essence, that is, the name given to them at birth. Adayfi approaches being identified by a number
in three distinct ways: (1) he is alienated by it, (2) he refers to himself by it, and (3) he treats it
as a version of himself.

He explains the experience of being deprived of his name as, “[y]ou don’t recognize yourself
because you’re only a number now—detainee 441— (...) nothing is left but fear and the quiet
whisper of memories. Poof. You have disappeared” (Adayfi 2021, 20). He feels alienated from
his “self,” he feels lost. In his description of meeting with an attorney of a fellow detainee he
claims “he didn’t see me, Mansoor. He saw only 441 (...)” (2021, 339) as opposed to the time
he met his own attorney for the first time, who “ was maybe the first person to see me at
Guantanamo as who I thought I was and not as an animal. Me, Mansoor. (...) Not 441 (2021,
259). One aim of mortification in a total institution is to encourage inmates to adapt to the
institution's rules and requirements (Goffman 1961, 61).
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Adayfi adapted to life at Guantdnamo to the point where he not only accepted being addressed
as 441 but, in some instances, he identifies with the number and refers to himself as 441. For
example, when he sent a gift—a cardboard vase he had made—to the mother of one of the
guards who had been kind to him, he told him to “tell [his mother] this gift is from 441 (2021,
306). Aside from referring to himself as 441, he occasionally treated it as a version of himself,
the one that was in fact the “beast within [him], 441 (2021, 261) when he resisted the guards
and performed an act of rebellion to advocate for better conditions at the prison. Nonetheless,
he attributes his ability to survive his detention to 441, his alter ego, “who fought for [his]
survival” (2021, 366), whom he includes and to whom he expresses gratitude in the
acknowledgments of his memoir. Altogether, he was addressed as '441' 14 times in his
autobiography. If one examines the three ways in which he approaches 441—alienation from
it, identification with it, treating it separately from himself—it is evident that they occurred in
that chronological order. Initially, he felt as though he “disappeared”; he was treated less than
human, and he was dehumanized by being denied a proper name. As he adapted to the
circumstances, he eventually identified with it; thus, he resigned himself to the deconstruction
of his “self” by accepting the designation. Finally, from a retrospective perspective during the
process of writing his autobiography, he treated it as a separate entity, an alter ego, a “beast” he
needed to become to survive.

The process of dehumanization was further aggravated by the fact that, throughout his
detention, he was misidentified as different individuals, which contributed not only to the
fragmentation of his “self” but also to the reduction of his chances of being released. He was
sold to the United States under the identity of an Egyptian leader of the most notorious terrorist
organization, al Qaeda. “[Interrogators] wanted me to admit that I was a man named Adel, an
Egyptian al Qaeda recruiter, a terrorist who planned bombings” (Adayfi 2021, 5). He was
interrogated as an al Qaeda recruiter and was devoted to clearing his name, but the interrogators
refused to believe him: “I told them I wasn’t a fighter, that I didn’t hate America, that I wasn’t
al Qaeda—but they didn’t want that” (Adayfi 2021, 5). Human beings have a general need to
be believed, which is accompanied by intense anxiety about whether they are believed
(McMyler 2017, 105). Therefore, the opposite and the anxiety derived from it contribute to the
process of being dehumanized, as he, as a human being, despite telling the truth repeatedly, is
not being believed by either the interrogators or the guards.

Later, without any explanation, he was accused of being “Alexander, a battle-hardened general,
again much older” than he was at the time (Adayfi 2021, 131). He was not shown any evidence
that would have proven his association with either of these individuals (Adayfi 2021, 254), as
the government kept most of the information it possessed confidential, citing national security
concerns. During his time at Guantanamo, he was believed to be “Adel, an Egyptian al Qaeda
recruiter” (5), “Alex, an al Qaeda general” (131), “someone else” (100); he was called “441”
(95), “one of the big fish” (51), “block leader” (83), “Smiley Troublemaker” (152), “worst of
the worst” (108), and “bloodthirsty terrorist” (41). All of these different names and mistaken
identities led to the complete fragmentation and loss of his “self” and the acceptance of his
situation: “call me whatever you want to call me (...) It doesn’t matter. I’ve told you who I am
and you still call me by this name” (222). “When I was kidnapped, I disappeared. The United
States wasn’t going to contact Mansoor Adayfi’s family when they were insisting I was
someone else” (232).
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2.2. Humiliation

The second type of mortification identified in Adayfi’s memoir is humiliation. Humiliation is
defined as being “rendered inferior or deficient in some respect by others in a deliberate and
destructive way”’ (Palshikar 2005, 5428). Joshua Price adds a dimension of domination to his
explanation of humiliation, arguing that it is exercised by those in positions of power on those
without power (2015, 41). Acts of humiliation are especially ubiquitous and amplified in a
penitentiary where guards aim to break the will of prisoners, where they have a wide range of
tools at their disposal to do so (Price 2015, 42). In the present analysis, humiliation encompasses
the violations of a cultural and religious nature targeted at Adayfi’s traditional values as a person
brought up in a Yemeni tribal community, including being exposed to female guards, being
stripped naked, and the guards’ disrespectful treatment of the Qur’an. The examined types of
humiliation can be primarily attributed to the ignorance, lack of cultural knowledge, and
disregard for the traditions of Muslim detainees on the part of both the United States military
and Guantanamo camp administration.

Since Adayfi was raised in a tribal community with deeply ingrained religious values and
teachings of the Qur’an, the most severe way of humiliation to which he was subjected was
being exposed to female guards while he was naked. “You’re barely nineteen and all your life
you’ve never been in front of a woman. Now they make you stand for all to see, and you see
women soldiers watching you. The humiliation burns” (Adayfi 2021, 18). He was under
constant observation by female guards as a way of intimidation, even in the most intimate
moment in one’s life, when he was using the bathroom (2021, 77). Furthermore, he was
repeatedly stripped naked and ridiculed in front of the guards, “in the yard they cut my clothes
off me, laughed at my skeleton body (...)” (2021, 217). An especially demeaning act occurred
after being force-fed, “this was a special kind of humiliation. I hadn’t eaten in months.
Everything they forced into my stomach was going straight through my intestines. I tried to
hold it all in, but I couldn’t. When the guards and nurses saw, they all laughed at me” (2021,
206). Being naked and exposed to the sight of female guards not only made him feel
uncomfortable and inappropriate, but he also experienced it as a violation of his body and self.
His religious beliefs would not allow him to express such a level of vulnerability in front of a
woman who is someone other than his wife (2021, 18-19).

Furthermore, the reluctance of the guards to attempt to understand what the holy book of the
Qur’an meant to those actively practicing the religion resulted in humiliation by disrespecting
it (2021, 34). In an interview conducted by VICE News, a lieutenant of the Joint Task Force
claimed that officers who are stationed at Guantanamo Bay participate in courses regarding the
religion of detainees. However, he would not claim to have an understanding of the religion
(VICE News 2014). It is only one example that showcases the guards’ approach to the
detainees. Even though the detainees were always allowed to keep a copy of the Qur’an in their
cages, guards often “kicked the Qur’ans, stepped on them, threw them in shit buckets, and
worse” (2021, 74). Adayfi attempted to explain what the holy book meant to not only Muslims
but also its universal values for the whole world, and that detainees appreciate it more than their
own lives, but the camp administration declined to listen (2021, 80). By not believing him and
refusing to acknowledge his values, dehumanization further exacerbated.
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2.3. Mortification by way of the body

The third way of deconstruction of the self is what Goffman calls mortification by way of the
body. It is examined separately from the use of enhanced interrogation techniques, yet both
include physical components. Mortifications are applied in total institutions in general, while
enhanced interrogation or torture is unique to Guantinamo—and other black sites operated by
the CIA—as far as penitentiaries are concerned, therefore, they should be and are treated
separately. Hence, mortification by way of the body, in this context, refers to the violation of
the territories of the self, which means “the boundary that the individual places between his
being and the environment is invaded,” such as during bodily searches and searches of his
enclosure (Goffman 1961, 23). Bodily or cavity searches are essential parts of dehumanization
upon entering any correctional facility aimed at depriving prisoners of their pre-prison
conceptions of themselves and motivating the introduction of the imprisoned self (Taylor 2000,
52).

M. Grayson L. Taylor, in his article titled “Prison Psychosis,” highlights the fact that cavity
searches do not only cause physical unpleasantness but permanent mental agony as well (2000,
52). As Amanda George points out, bodily searches should be considered a form of sexual
violence. However, the fact that they are not is due to the context in which searches are
conducted, and she argues they would be regarded as such had they occurred outside prison
(George 1993, 212). The purpose of such searches is twofold: besides the evident
dehumanization of the self, they are applied as a means to gain, maintain, and exercise control
over the detainees’ bodies. Frequent cavity searches are clear violations of the human body as
well as fundamental human rights.

Regularly performed, unnecessary—in that detainees were held under constant surveillance and
did not have the opportunity to have access to anything they could have hidden—cavity
searches were particularly invasive and offensive for Adayfi. He mentions them multiple times
in his memoir, most times calling them searches “in the worst way” (2021, 4, 18-19, 36, 47,
91, 304, 325) and compares them to being raped (2021, 91). Even after the conditions improved
in 2010 and detainees were allowed to attend classes, bodily searches prevailed. Adayfi
specifically highlights art classes because he sees them as a means for the detainees to relieve
some trauma through the expression of their creativity. However, body searches were
mandatory prerequisites for entering any class, preventing some from attending altogether
(2021, 308). Searches were used as a scare tactic and as punishment as well, with cells and
entire blocks searched, disturbed, and emptied by guards following a detainee’s refusal to
comply with their orders (2021, 92, 134, 320, 325). Cells were the only “private” spaces for
detainees with limited possessions that included a Qur’an, a mat on which they could sleep, and
a towel; hence, searching and depriving them of these items further implicated their
dehumanization.

2.4. Life preservation

The final type of mortification is “rationalized on the grounds of (...) responsibility for life”
(Goffman 1961, 46) and is designated as life preservation in the present analysis. It includes
violations of the body and any acts carried out by the camp administration that are justified as
necessary to preserve the detainee's life. The primary and most significant method for it was
the use of force-feeding when the prisoners went on hunger strike in an attempt to achieve better
living conditions. Refusing to eat was an instrument for prisoners to assert some agency and
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rebel against their inhumane treatment; it was the only means available to them, rather than
legal or political power (Miller 2016, 1). According to American ethicist George J. Annas,
fasting constitutes a hunger strike only if it meets three requirements: fasting, voluntariness,
and a clearly stated purpose the strikers wish to achieve (2006, 2378).

Initiating and maintaining a hunger strike is a peaceful form of protest that is not uncommon
among incarcerated individuals in the United States (Appel 2012, 313). It carries the message
of choosing a painful and slow death rather than continuing to live in the current conditions
provided by the facility. In that case, the prison administration has three choices: “force-feed
the hunger strikers, let them die, or accede to their demands” (Gross 2013, 103). Hunger strikes
and force-feeding have been the subject of debate and research among medical professionals
and scholars in the field of bioethics, as well as by the World Medical Association, which
opposes the force-feeding of competent adults, arguing that it violates individual autonomy
(Gross 2013, 103). The factor of the “competent adult” must be emphasized because, in some
cases of treating mentally ill patients—suffering from eating disorders or schizophrenia and
hence unable to make decisions on their own—force-feeding is the only viable option to save
the life of the person (Appel 2012, 317).

However, any competent adult who is capable of making their own decisions has the “right to
self-starvation” (Appel 2012, 317). “Whether or not force-feeding competent prisoners
constitutes a justified and lifesaving medical intervention or is a form of medical torture remains
highly controversial” (Appel 2012, 314); however, the medical complications and pain caused
by it shall be taken into careful consideration (Annas 2006, 1378). In case of prisoners,
authorities propose three different arguments for the application of force-feeding: first is that
they should be kept alive in order to “effectuate their punishment,” which means that they need
to serve the time to which they were sentenced. A potential death by starvation would prevent
them from completing their time. Secondly, it would be regarded as disrespectful to the state
and the families of the victims if they did not serve the entirety of their punishment (Appel
2012, 316-318). Finally, they argue that the distress of the relatives and dependents of the
incarcerated individual caused by their untimely death would be significant (Appel 2012, 317).

With regard to Guantanamo, the context is somewhat different, and I identify two types of
justification. One is that since the primary aim of capture and detention was predominantly to
extract actionable intelligence from the detainees, they needed to be kept alive. More
importantly, the threat of possible consequences of international backlash caused by the death
of detainees would not have allowed the camp administration to ignore the hunger strikes
(Annas 2006, 1380). With the purpose of life preservation, the camp administration used forced
feeding as a reaction to the mass fasting of detainees that started in September 2005 (Annas
2006, 1377). This experience placed an immense mental and physical burden on Adayti, who
was an avid participant in multiple hunger strikes during his detention. He details his experience
as follows:

Guards pushed me into the chair. They tightened the chest harness so
that I couldn’t move, then strapped my wrists and legs to the chair.
Every point of my body was tightly restrained—I couldn’t move at all.
One of the male nurses stood in front of me holding a long, thick rubber
tube with a metal tip. Another nurse grabbed my head and held it tightly
while the male nurse forced that huge tube into my nose. No numbing
spray. No lubricant. Raw rubber and metal sliced the inside of my nose
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and throat. Pain shot through my sinuses and I thought my head would
explode. I screamed and tried to fight but I couldn’t move. (2021, 205)

The chair mentioned is the so-called “restraint chair” into which a person can be strapped in a
six-point restraint (Annas 2006, 1377), which Adayfi described as a “thinly padded chair with
a body harness, armrest with restraints, and a high back with restraint for the head” (2021, 205).
The process of force-feeding is, by its nature, an uncomfortable procedure; however, it could
be and is used for the purpose of life preservation with proper preparation and sedation when it
is executed humanely (Gross 2013, 104). However, without the appropriate and necessary
preparation of the body, it can cause excruciating pain and long-term physical and
psychological repercussions. Consequently, from the perspective of the camp administration,
force-feeding was successful as within a month, the number of strikers reduced from eighty-
two to three (Annas 2006, 1377).

Some practices to which detainees were subjected at Guantdnamo were overseen by the
International Red Cross, which explained to the detainees that the United States of America
needed to make sure prisoners were kept alive and in a healthy condition (Adayfi 2021, 27).
Even though the Red Cross did not answer any of the prisoners’ questions, they merely wanted
to make sure that “on the surface (...) [detainees] were being taken care of” (Adayfi 2021, 34).
Detainees who were in poor physical condition were taken to the hospital part of the detention
facility for a checkup to see whether they were healthy enough to participate in interrogations
(Adayfi 2021, 127). “I’ll never understand you Americans (...). You torture us then walk us
home to make sure we get there safely” (highlight in the original, Adayfi 2021,169).

The four steps of mortification—personal defacement, humiliation, by way of the body, and
life preservation—gradually contributed to the deconstruction of the self of Adayfi by the camp
administration at Guantanamo Bay by depriving him of his agency, mistakenly identifying him
as different individuals, refusing to believe him, humiliating him, and violating his body
through unnecessary searches, thus deconstructing his “self”. The systematic dehumanization
to which he was subjected was further exacerbated by the application of enhanced interrogation
techniques.

3. Enhanced interrogation techniques

Thus far, the detention facility at Guantdnamo Bay adequately fits the criteria of a total
institution; one aspect that distinguishes it from them, and provides the following subject of
analysis, is the use of enhanced interrogation techniques. It has been mentioned previously that
one cannot talk about dehumanization without the acknowledgment of its connection to human
rights. A logical consequence of this argument is that human rights violations could facilitate
processes of dehumanization. The purpose of total institutions, beyond what has previously
been established, is to deconstruct the self of the individual to the point of surrender, acceptance,
and compliance.

Enhanced interrogation techniques were designed to disorient the detainee to the extent that
“the contents of his consciousness” disintegrate (Scarry 1985, 38) and to elicit a confession of
the crime of which he is accused. Enhanced interrogation techniques were created by SERE
(Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape) specialists who were educated and trained in counter-
interrogation techniques. These tactics were adopted from methods used by Koreans to elicit
confessions from U.S. soldiers (Pfiffner 2014, 129). However, a primary prerequisite for
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assuming effective interrogation, regardless of the methods employed, is either guilt or
knowledge of valuable or actionable intelligence. It has become so paramount for the
administration to access information about possible forthcoming events that they were willing
to be subjected to scrutiny regarding the methods used, as torture is not only controversial but
banned as a practice for intelligence gathering purposes. The main controversy associated with
enhanced interrogation techniques is the ambiguity derived from the definition of torture. Pain
and the ability of an individual to tolerate pain are highly subjective; what one considers an act
of torture might be acceptable for someone else (Nordgren et.al. 2011, 689), hence torture
practices are challenging to distinguish from one another and classify.

What Jessica Wolfendale calls “torture lite” refers to tactics that do not cause physical
mutilation of the victim’s body and include, for instance, stress positions, sleep deprivation,
solitary confinement, exposure to loud noises (2009, 47), i.e., enhanced interrogation
techniques that were applied at the Guantanamo Bay detention facility. I argue, however, that
every method that was designed to mentally and physically disorient a person should be
considered torture. Precisely because of the ambiguity that is caused by the subjectivity of
experiencing pain, and for a tactic to be considered torture, it does not need to meet the
requirement of leaving permanent marks on the victim’s body. The purpose of torture, aside
from accessing actionable intelligence, is to “strip away from its victims all the qualities of
human dignity” (Luban 2005, 1430). Admittedly, the torture practices used at Guantanamo Bay
for extracting intelligence are seemingly much less cruel than the ones used in previous
centuries for the sake of mutilation and as a form of punishment. Nonetheless, they indeed
violate human rights—as established previously—and have significant effects on the body.

According to a study conducted in 2007, the long-term psychological impact of enhanced
interrogations, or more moderate torture, “does not seem to be substantially different from
physical torture in terms of the extent of mental suffering they cause, the underlying
mechanisms of traumatic stress, and their long-term traumatic effects” (Basoglu et.al. 2007,
284). There are three significant features that distinguish torture lite from severe torture; in the
case of the former, the torturer does not have to directly inflict pain on the body of the tortured.
For instance, when temperature manipulation or loud noises are involved, there is no immediate
contact between the two parties; the interrogator does not physically touch the victim. This
factor makes it easier for interrogators to distance themselves from the act of inflicting pain and
execute the task at hand with a clear conscience.

The second difference is that the effects of torture lite are not typically immediately visible; it
takes longer for the victim to experience its impacts, which are primarily psychological
(Wolfendale 2009, 54-55). Finally, due to the lack of direct contact, torture lite methods cause
victims to feel responsible for their own anguish. As a result, “the victim may feel that his
suffering arises not from the torturer’s actions, but from his own inability to cope with the
changes in his environment” (Wolfendale 2009, 57). The torture feels like a sense of self-
betrayal. Herein lies the inhumanity of enhanced interrogation: regardless of appearing more
moderate than violent torture methods, its long-lasting psychological ramifications and making
the victim feel responsible for his own suffering qualify it as a form of torture (Wolfendale
2009, 57). By creating the new terminology of enhanced interrogation, the United States
government intended to diminish the significance and the negative connotation associated with
the word torture, hence avoiding global backlash for violating international human rights laws.
Thereby, in the present analysis, torture and enhanced interrogation are used synonymously.
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Enhanced interrogation/torture constitutes the second part of the deconstruction of the self in
Adayfi’s memoir. As opposed to mortification, the purpose of EITs was to extract intelligence
by disorienting the individual to the point of admission of guilt. Types of mortification are
utilized not only in penitentiaries but in total institutions in general, while, as the term itself
suggests, enhanced interrogation is unique to post-9/11 intelligence gathering in off-site prisons
such as Guantanamo Bay and black sites operated by the CIA.

Elaine Scarry indicates that torture as a way of gathering intelligence has two components:
physical (body) and verbal (voice). The physical component is the primary act, which contains
the “infliction of pain,” and the verbal component is the interrogation itself (Scarry 1985, 28).
She claims that for every one person who is able to provide essential information, there are
hundreds who are interrogated who know nothing of importance (1985, 28), therefore subjected
to torture in vain, as they fail to contribute to ensuring national security. She claims that,

Torture systematically prevents the prisoner from being the agent of
anything and simultaneously pretends that he is the agent of some
things. Despite the fact that in reality he has been deprived of all control
over, and therefore all responsibility for, his world, his words, and his
body, he is to understand his confession as it will be understood by
others, as an act of self-betrayal. (Scarry 1985, 47)

This means that even though the individual is detained and his actions are considerably
restricted, he still has the agency to decide whether he intends to cooperate with the
interrogators or not; he is not completely. Several tactics of enhanced interrogation were applied
at Guantanamo Bay, for instance, beating and drugging (Adayti 2021, 190), but they all shared
the same goal: to mortify the detainees, break their will to resist, and coerce a confession out of
them. I have identified two methods to which Adayfi was subjected in preparation for
interrogations: sleep deprivation and solitary confinement. Both phenomena are frequently used
to disorient an individual before they are taken for interrogation; both pose short- and long-term
harmful effects on a person's mental and physical capacity. It must be noted that the way a
person’s body and psyche react to being exposed to both solitary confinement and sleep
deprivation is subjective and varies from one individual to another; this analysis only examines
the accounts of Mansoor Adayfi, with the consideration of relevant secondary sources.

Sleep deprivation is explained as “a failure to obtain the necessary amount or quality of sleep”
(Sharuk 2022, 33). Despite it being highly dependent on the person’s individual needs, some
consequences are universal. The impact of sleep deprivation on individuals has been studied
for decades, and scholars have concluded that sleep deprivation—whether due to reduced deep
sleep or reduced total sleep time—causes symptoms such as impaired concentration, reduced
attention, impaired perception, and impaired memory, among others (Orzel-Grygluska 2010,
96). According to Frenda et al., in a sleep-deprived condition, an individual is more likely to
make false confessions under duress than when well-rested, because sleep deprivation impairs
judgment and memory (2016, 2047).

Additionally, based on medical research, sleep deprivation can lead to significant disruption of
the subject's self in the long run (Sharuk 2022, 4). One form of sleep deprivation at Guantanamo
was the “frequent flyer program,” which was a practice of moving from one block to another
repeatedly to prevent them from falling asleep (Sharuk 2021, 2; Adayfi 2021, 137). Adayfi
describes the program as follows: “[t]o keep me awake, guards stormed my cell, beat me,
restrained me, then ran me to a new cell in another block, where they’d leave me just long
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enough to fall asleep, then they’d storm into my cell again, beat me, for days and weeks” (2021,
137). Sometimes the guards created a game to see who could move a detainee to the highest
number of cells in one night (2021, 137). As a result of lack of sleep, he had difficulty
concentrating, and his body weakened to the point of shaking (2021, 33).

The second method of enhanced interrogation used at Guantanamo and accentuated by Adayfi
was solitary confinement. The effects of isolation are similar to those of sleep deprivation and
vary across individuals. However, human beings are “social animals” whose psychological and
physical well-being relies on their interpersonal and intersubjective relations (Guenther 2013,
35). Consequently, isolating individuals from others for a considerable period of time can lead
to severe mental disorders and the questioning of the very “personhood” of the self (Guenther
2013, 35). Guenther suggests that,

it’s not just that prisoners grow depressed or psychotic, although this
could very well happen; it’s that the intersubjective basis for their
concrete personhood (...) is structurally undermined by the prolonged
deprivation of a concrete, everyday experience of other people.
(Guenther 2013, 35)

Essentially, the removal of the individual from a social environment, regardless of being
incarcerated or not, may have serious consequences for the mental health of the individual. As
Adayfi recounts, “I thought I was ready for anything, but I could never have imagined the cruel
isolation of solitary confinement” (2021, 47).

At Guantdnamo, sleep deprivation and solitary confinement were often applied together to
achieve the most effective disorientation of the detainees possible. They were accompanied by
additional methods such as temperature manipulation—controlling room temperature by either
increasing or decreasing it—and sensory manipulation—playing loud music to impair hearing
or keeping the person in complete darkness to harm vision (Adayfi 2021, 48). Prolonged
exposure to these conditions results in the physical and mental deterioration of the person. Even
though Adayfi tried his best to resist these effects, he realized that “it doesn’t take long for the
mind to play tricks when it has nothing to do,” and began hallucinating, hearing, and seeing
things that were not real (2021, 48, 54).

By the time he was taken to interrogation, he was weakened and disoriented to the point that he
felt his “mind [was] slipping away” (2021, 54). At the beginning of detention, he was devoted
to telling the truth. However, as the tactics became increasingly severe, he refused to cooperate
as the interrogators did not believe him, which they attributed to the belief that Adayfi might
have been trained in counter-interrogation practices. “So now the interrogators get worse to
counter the counter-interrogation techniques they think you know. Guards bang on your cell
door every five minutes, and you can’t remember the last time you slept peacefully” (2021,
100).

Although the Obama administration officially banned enhanced interrogation techniques, as per
Executive Order 13491, the remaining guidelines for intelligence gathering, as included in the
Army Field Manual 2-22, allow the use of sleep deprivation if the person is provided with four
hours of sleep every twenty-four hours. It fails to specify a designated time of day when the
four hours should be provided. Consequently, it allows interrogators to keep an individual
awake for forty hours without interruption (Sharuk 2022, 3—4). Through the processes of
mortification and enhanced interrogation techniques, Adayfi was deprived not only of his
fundamental human rights, but his “self” was deconstructed to a point where he barely
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recognized himself. In his words, “the pain, the questions, the torture changed me, and I didn’t
know who I was anymore. The person they’d sold was gone forever” (2021, 5).

The fragmentation and deconstruction of Adayfi’s self culminated in his failure to recognize
himself in the mirror, which becomes evident as he writes, “the man I saw wasn’t the same boy
who was brought to Guantdnamo so many years ago. I wasn’t sure who I was anymore” (2021,
241); “I had grown into a man physically but in some ways time had frozen for me” (2021,
353). He further acknowledges the presence of “unseen and even unknown” consequences or
damage of which he was not aware at the time (2021, 354).

As seen from the analysis, the camp administration at Guantdnamo Bay applied government-
sanctioned methods for the dehumanization of detainees that included means of mortification
and enhanced interrogation that were tantamount to torture practices. The examination of life
narratives about the subjective, otherwise inaccessible experiences of detainees, such as
Mansoor Adayfi, is imperative because they provide a more comprehensive representation of
their oppressed position, serving, on the one hand, as a counter-narrative to the legally
prescribed enemy subject position; and on the other hand, runs counter to the official narrative
of the U.S. government.
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