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History shows that torture wont help win the global war on terror 

 
 

Amidst increasing allegations that torture is being used to fight the “war on terror”, a new 

History & Policy paper by Cambridge historian Dr Calder Walton shows that using torture in 

interrogation produces unreliable information and can ultimately be counter-productive for 

intelligence gathering. 

 

In Torture and intelligence gathering in Western democracies, Dr Walton examines recently 

declassified Security Service files which reveal that MI5 ran a top secret interrogation facility 

for captured German agents, codenamed Camp 020, throughout the Second World War. 

Interrogators at Camp 020 helped track down all the German agents operating in Britain, and 

turned several into double agents; an astonishing success achieved without the use of torture. 

Lt. Col. Robert “Tin Eye” Stephens who ran Camp 020, banned physical coercion because it 

simply didn’t work.  He claimed that “not only does it produce answers to please, but it 

lowers the standard of information”.  

 

Dr Walton said: 

“Policymakers who advocate the use of torture to interrogate have failed to learn the lessons 

of history. Putting aside ethical and moral objections to torture, history shows that it is 

extremely counter-productive in the long run. At best, using torture will produce unreliable 

intelligence.  At worst, it could serve to recruit and radicalise would-be terrorists.”  

 

Dr Walton draws on the experiences of other successful intelligence operations of the past, 

including MI5’s most successful Cold War interrogator, William “Jim” Skardon, who 

extracted confessions from notorious Soviet atom spies, using non-violent methods of 

coercion. Walton’s study provides compelling evidence that the quick benefits that might be 

gained from torture are far outweighed by the long term damage it does to reliable human 

intelligence gathering.  “Even the French military campaigns in Algeria, which some 

http://www.historyandpolicy.org/papers/policy-paper-78.html


commentators have used to argue that torture can work, should, in fact, be regarded as a 

warning against the use of torture” argues Dr. Walton.  The French army gained some useful 

short term intelligence but alienated the wider Muslim population in the process and decades 

later the man in charge, General Jacques Massu, admitted that torture had produced negligible 

military benefits.   

 

 
Notes to editors 
 

1. Calder Walton’s paper, Torture and intelligence gathering in Western democracies is 
published today on the History & Policy website.   

 
2. Calder Walton is a Junior Research Fellow at Darwin College, Cambridge. He 

recently completed his Ph.D. on the history of British intelligence in the early Cold 
War, helps to coordinate the Cambridge University intelligence seminar, and teaches 
on a special undergraduate course on intelligence history at Cambridge University. 
Drafts of this paper were presented at Cambridge University, the Royal United 
Services Institute, London, and also at Trinity College, Dublin. jcw42@cam.ac.uk 

 
3. History & Policy is an independent initiative working for better public policy through 

an understanding of history.  The initiative was founded by historians at the 
Universities of Cambridge and London and is based in the Centre for Contemporary 
British History, at the Institute of Historical Research, University of London.  History 
& Policy is funded through a charitable grant from the Philanthropic Collaborative. 

 
4. For further information or to request an interview with a historian, please contact: 

Ruth Evans, History & Policy, tel: 020 7862 8768 email: ruth.evans@sas.ac.uk. 
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