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The practice of using music to torture terrorist suspects 
has caused an outcry in the music world. Neil Crossley 
investigates its sinister consequences…



FeaTure

the very real damage that it causes to its 
victims. prisoners who have experienced 
physical torture and torture using music 
have testified that the music torture was 
the most unbearable of the two.”

to most people of course, the concept 
of ‘music torture’ is misleading. after all, 
music is generally uplifting, beautiful, 
poignant, inspiring and challenging, and 
the only kind of music that isn’t, is music 
that we dislike or that just isn’t really very 
good. Consequently, the mere mention of 
‘music torture’ can prompt hoots of 
derision, the suggestion being that merely 
listening to some artists is tantamount to 
torture in itself. as a result the issue is 
trivialised, particularly in the media. 

“Many people think that torture by 
music is little more than a rather 
irritating forced encounter with someone 
else’s ipod,” says Clive Stafford-Smith, 
human rights lawyer and founder of 
reprieve, a legal rights charity that has 
offered legal support to numerous 
prisoners held without charge or trial in 
the name of ‘the war on terror’. 

But the reality couldn’t be much more 
stark. according to the testimonies 
gathered by reprieve, excruciatingly loud 
music is played for hours or days on end 
via headphones placed on the ears of 
handcuffed or shackled prisoners. other 
prisoners have described how they were 
sent to a “garage-sized, windowless 
space, painted black, where rap music or 
rock’n’roll blared at deafening decibels 
over a loudspeaker”. iraqi prisoners have 
also mentioned a similar facility at an 
unidentified location, referred to by US 
military personnel as ‘the Disco’. 

Interrogation Technique
while the official sanctioning of music 
torture is hard to clarify, figures from the 
US military have confirmed that it is 
used as a psychological interrogation 
technique. the aim of these 
“techniques” is simple: to ‘break’ 
prisoners psychologically.

27-year-old Briton ruhal ahmed was 
detained by the US military for two 
years, first in afghanistan, then at Camp 
Delta in guantanamo Bay, Cuba. He told 
reprieve that he experienced a range of 
physical tortures, including being forced 
to squat on tiptoes for hours, with his 
hands shackled to the floor beneath his 
feet. But the psychological impact of 

 B
inyam Mohamed was chained 
to the floor of a prison cell in 
Afghanistan when he was first 
subjected to a terrifyingly loud 

bombardment of rap music, intermingled 
with screams and “ghost voices”. It was 
2004 and the 25-year-old British resident 
was detained on suspicion of terrorism.

Mohamed says he was incarcerated  
in the so-called ‘Dark prison’ in Kabul,  
part of the ‘ghost prison’ system of 
extraordinary rendition allegedly run by 
US and UK intelligence agents. 
immersed in darkness, in a painfully cold 
cell measuring less than two metres 
square, he recalls being forced to stay 
awake for days by relentlessly loud 
music. at such times, he felt his sanity 
start to slip away.

“it was pitch black, no lights on in 
the rooms for most of the time,” he says. 
“they hung me up. i was allowed a few 
hours of sleep on the second day, then 
hung up again, this time for two days. My 
legs had swollen. My wrists and hands 
had gone numb. there was loud music, 
Slim Shady (by eminem) and Dr Dre for 
20 days. the Cia worked on people, 
including me, day and night. plenty lost 
their minds. i could hear people knocking 
their heads against the walls and the 
doors, screaming their heads off.”

Inhumane Practice
the use of music as a malevolent force is 
nothing new. in the 70s, members of the 
ira interned in northern ireland had 
loud noise piped into their cells, while in 
the early 90s, the FBi blasted loud 
music at the Branch Davideans during 
the waco siege in texas. But in the post 
9/11 era, it has taken on a far more 
sinister relevance, as a means of brutal 
psychological torture, allegedly used by 
the US military at facilities such as abu 
ghraib jail and guantanamo Bay.

testimonies such as Binyam 
Mohamed’s have prompted the 
Musicians’ Union and its sister 
organisations around the world to jointly 
condemn the practice of using music as 
a form of torture during interrogations. 
on 2 october 2008, the MU put a 
motion to the international Federation of 
Musicians (FiM) to voice its opposition to 
this “inhumane practice”. MU general 
Secretary John Smith says it is high time 
that the use of music in interrogations 
was recognised for what it is – a horrific 
form of psychological torture.

“this is an extremely important 
motion,” he says. “too many people 
remain unaware of music torture and of 

David Gray, Massive Attack, Elbow, 
Matthew Herbert, RATM, The Magic 
Numbers, UNKLE and Bill Bailey... 

“the fact that our music has 
been co-opted in this barbaric 
way is disgusting. if you’re at 
all familiar with the ideological 
teachings of the band and its 
support for human rights, that’s 
really hard to stand.” 

Tom Morello, raTM

“the use of music as torture 
is a deplorable new twist in a 

world that seems deliberately 
deaf to the effects and 
injustices of abuse in captivity. 
this is why, along with others,  
i support zero dB.” 

Matthew Herbert

“what we’re talking about 
here is people in a darkened 
room, physically inhibited by 
handcuffs, bags over their heads 

and music blaring at them.  
that is torture. that is nothing 
but torture. 

“it doesn’t matter what 
the music is – it could be 
tchaikovsky’s finest symphony 
or it could be Barney The 
Dinosaur. it really doesn’t 
matter, it’s going to drive you 
completely nuts.” 

David Gray

David Gray’s hit 
single Babylon was 
used for torture.  
He is incensed by 
the appropriation  
of his music for 
such purposes 
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...are among the numerous artists speaking out against music torture
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“You feel like you’re going mad, 
losing the plot. It is very scary  
to think you might go crazy…” 
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For the songwriters who have penned 
these works meanwhile, the realisation 
that their songs are being used to torture 
people can produce varying responses. 
when asked to respond to claims that his 
music was being used to torture people, 
James Hetfield of Metallica said: “we’ve 
been punishing our parents, our wives, 
our loved ones with this music forever. 
why should the iraqis be any different?”

Speaking Out 
But others, such as singer/songwriter 
David gray, are incensed at the 
appropriation of their music for such 
purposes. Quite why interrogators at 
iraq’s notorious abu ghraib jail chose 
gray’s hit Babylon to play at deafening 
volume to prisoners is somewhat baffling. 
Musically and lyrically, it is light years 
from the confrontational sonic onslaught 
of death metal or rap. But played 
relentlessly at excruciating volumes the 
effect is ultimately the same. 

Haj ali, the hooded man in the 
infamous abu ghraib photographs, told 
reprieve of being stripped, handcuffed 
and forced to listen to a looped sample of 
Babylon, at a volume so high he feared 
that his head would burst, a scenario 
which gray finds abhorrent. 

“only the novelty aspect of this story 
gets it noticed – ‘guantanamo greatest 
hits’,” gray told BBC radio 4’s The World 
Tonight in July 2008. “no one wants to 
even think about it or discuss the fact 
that we’ve gone above and beyond all 
legal process and we’re torturing people.”

band Deicide is the US military’s most 
popular choice of music for interrogation, 
while other choices include eminem’s 
White America and Metallica’s Enter 
Sandman. even seemingly innocuous 
childrens’ music is employed by 
interrogators, such as I Love You by 
Barney the purple Dinosaur. this is 
chillingly referred to as ‘futility music’, its 
aim being to convince prisoners of the 
futility of maintaining their position.

music torture had an infinitely more 
damaging effect on him, he says.

“going into an interrogation booth  
and being beaten is fine, because you 
can accept it and prepare yourself for  
it mentally,” he says. “you could  
concentrate and make yourself focus on 
some other thing in your life that you did 
before, and take the pain away. 

“But when they introduce the music, 
it becomes worse. you feel like you’re 

going mad, you’re losing the plot, and  
it really is very scary to think that you 
might go crazy because of the music… 
you can’t concentrate on the drums or 
what someone’s saying. it doesn’t sound 
like music at all. it just sounds like  
metal crashing against metal. it just  
plays with your mind.” 

 
Heavy Music
when it comes to the kind of music being 
chosen for torture purposes, death metal 
and rap are the types of music most 
favoured by interrogators, for their harsh, 
uncompromising sound and 
confrontational lyrics. according to an 
infamous ‘torture playlist’ compiled by 
american investigative magazine Mother 
Jones, F*** Your God by death metal ©
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Binyam Mohamed 
was imprisoned at 
the ‘Dark Prison’ 
in Kabul. “There 
was loud music for 
20 days… Plenty 
lost their minds”

The practice of using music for 
torture at Guantanamo Bay has 
been decried by musicians 

Massive Attack have 
spoken out forcefully 
against music torture 
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have worked together to examine how the 
use of music on torture can be tackled 
within the music industry. as a result, 
reprieve is launching a new initiative 
called zero dB (zero decibels equals 
silence), which aims to use silent protest 
against the use of loud music for torture.

Mass silent protests are planned for 
live events in 2009. artists and fans will 
also be able to upload silent videos to be 
played on the website www.zerodB.org  
and people are invited to sign an online 
petition against the use of music in 
torture. the MU meanwhile will be jointly 
hosting a parliamentary reception at the 

House of Commons on 9 December 
2008, where Mps will be encouraged to 
sign a petition against the practice of 
music torture. By registering opposition 
on a national and global scale, reprieve 
and the MU hope to stop the use of 
music in torture for good. 

“torture should have been left in the 
Middle ages where it belongs,” says Clive 
Stafford-Smith of reprieve. “But it rears 
its head in new forms. Music torture 
tears people apart mentally as much as 
any razor blade. i encourage all 
musicians to join our silent protest 
against the use of music torture.”

FeaTure
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like other concerned artists, gray 
questions whether governments who use 
music torture could face legal action for 
not asking artists’ permission: “perhaps 
you could sue, but let’s face it, they’re 
outside the law on the whole thing 
anyway. it’s disgusting. anything that 
draws attention to the scale of the horror 
and how low we’ve sunk is a good thing.”

in 2004, after two years of being 
detained by the US military without trial 
or charge, ruhal ahmed was repatriated 
to the UK and released without charge. 
Binyan Mohamed is still detained at 
guantanamo Bay. Both men still bear the 
psychological scars of their ordeals. 

in an attempt to prevent more 
suffering, reprieve contacted major 
record companies in 2008 asking them 
to legally prohibit US authorities from 
using its artists recordings for torture 
purposes. But in a letter to The Guardian 
in 19 June 2008, Clive Stafford–Smith 
concluded that there is “a clear 
reluctance within the record industry to 
discuss the use of music as torture”.

union Support
within days, MU general Secretary John 
Smith replied to Stafford-Smith’s letter in 
The Guardian. “i can assure him that the 
MU takes this issue very seriously,” he 
wrote, before putting forward the motion 
to the international Federation of 
Musicians executive committee to secure 
global condemnation of music for torture.

Since then, the MU has lent support 
to reprieve and the two organisations 

“Torture should 
have been left in 
the Middle Ages 

where it belongs”

Reprieve’s Clive 
Stafford-Smith 
has worked 
tirelessly to stamp 
out music torture

New campaign aims to end music torture
Music is being used, without 
permission, as part of brutal 
psychological torture in the 
so-called ‘war on terror’. Zero 
dB is committed to ending the 
barbaric practice but needs the 
support of musicians to have 
any realistic hope of doing so.

the campaign aims to stop 
music torture by encouraging 
widespread condemnation of 
the practice and by calling on 
governments and the United 
nations to uphold and enforce 
the Convention against torture  
and other relevant treaties.

the first stage of the zero dB 
campaign is the creation of an 
online presence by combining 
short films of musicians and 
fans in silent protest.

all you have to do is to shoot 
a film of your silent protest in 
a location of your choice and 
upload it to the zero dB website 
at www.zerodB.org 

it is reprieve’s belief that 
the sight of musicians and fans 
standing in silence will say more 
than words ever can say. the 
films will be used to highlight 
opposition to music torture.

the aim is then to organise 
a series of silent protests 
throughout 2009. people are 
also being asked to sign the 
online petition against music 
torture at www.zerodB.org

on 26 June 2009, the 
United nation’s official day to 
commemorate victims of torture, 
reprieve will take the petition 
and films of the silent protests 
and then lobby the United 
nations and governments.  
For further details about 
reprieve’s activities, please  
visit www.reprieve.org.uk 

zero dB’s Silent Strike

Mercury prize-winning Elbow 
have spoken out against the 
use of music torture 

Matthew Herbert is 
another artist lending 
his support to zero dB

UNKLE (featuring 
James Lavelle) are 
supporting zero dB
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