
Guantánamo and the wages of imperialism

What happens when one country believes it has
the right to send troops into another country,
impose its will, and abuse the rule of law?
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Detainees in a holding area of Guantánamo’s Camp X-Ray, January 2002.
(Department of Defense photo by Petty Officer 1st class Shane T. McCoy, U.S. Navy)

Earlier this month, longtime Guantánamo Bay prisoner Mohammad al-Qahtani was
repatriated to Saudi Arabia. Qahtani, one of several men suspected of being the
“20th hijacker” of the September 11 attacks, was arrested in December 2001 and
taken to the Guantánamo military prison. During a 50-day interrogation period from
November 2002 to January 2003, he was repeatedly tortured, according to Susan
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Crawford, who oversaw military trials in the latter part of the Bush administration.
The resulting physical and psychological trauma—combined with Qahtani’s
schizophrenia and a traumatic brain injury he suffered in his youth—was so extreme
that in 2009, Crawford declared him ineligible for prosecution. It took 13 more years
for him to be released.

Some of the 780 people who have been imprisoned at Guantánamo are known to be
high-level terrorists who assisted with the 9/11 attacks. But the majority were
innocent. Some were Uyghur Muslims from China. Others were children. Most of the
detainees have now been released, but 38 remain. Half of those have been cleared
for repatriation, but their release has been stalled by security concerns, political
maneuvers, and administrative barriers—the same logistical nightmare that has kept
the Guantánamo prison open despite efforts to close it since the beginning of the
Obama administration.

Guantánamo is a tragedy for the people who have been held there. It has also
caused considerable damage to the US soldiers who have spent decades imprisoning
the detainees, interrogating them, and in some cases torturing them. When a
system is put into place for the express purpose of subverting the rule of law—like a
prison created outside the bounds of the United States justice system—nobody who
comes into contact with that system is made better by it. What’s happened at
Guantánamo demonstrates the long-term trauma that can result from short-sighted
decisions made in the heat of conflict.

Guantánamo is also a cautionary tale about what happens when one country
believes it has the right to send troops into another country, impose its will, and
abuse the rule of law. The United States sending its military into Afghanistan and
Iraq did not, in the end, make Americans liberators. It made us torturers. Imprisoning
people at Guantánamo wasn’t, as it turns out, an ideal way to gather intelligence
about the September 11 attacks. It was the creation of a heavy burden that has
proven nearly impossible to surrender in a way that honors the humanity of all the
people involved.

Guantánamo is a chapter of our story that reveals the dangers of American
exceptionalism, of believing that we deserve a sphere of influence greater than any
other nation’s. Most Americans will never know the full extent of how those 780
prisoners were treated. We do know that one person—a 46-year-old man named
Mohammad al-Qahtani, who may or may not have intended to participate in the



September 11 attacks—was stripped of his humanity to the point that justice can
never be achieved. The wages of imperialism are high, and the damage to humanity
is often irreversible.

A version of this article appears in the print edition under the title “The wages of
imperialism.”


