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The ethical question of whether authorities may torture a suspected terrorist is often presented
through a “ticking-bomb” scenario: officials believe that an attack is imminent, a detainee possesses
information that could stop it, and ordinary questioning has failed. The scenario is designed to
produce a conflict between two moral duties—the duty to protect innocent people and the duty not to
inflict deliberate severe suffering on a person in custody. A deontological analysis does not ignore the
importance of preventing harm. It asks whether some means remain impermissible even when the
intended outcome is extremely valuable.

From a duty-based perspective, torture is especially difficult to justify because it deliberately attacks
a person’s bodily and psychological integrity in order to overcome that person’s agency. International
law reaches an equally clear legal conclusion. The prohibition on torture is absolute and non-
derogable: war, terrorism, public emergency, or political instability cannot be invoked as justification.
Contemporary interrogation research also weakens the assumption that coercion is the most reliable
way to obtain accurate intelligence, a conclusion also supported by neurological and psychological
critiques of torture-based interrogation (O’Mara, 2015). A 2024 meta-analysis found that rapport and
relationship building, strategic presentation of evidence, and cognitive-support techniques were
associated with greater amounts and accuracy of information, while the evidence did not support a
general superiority of coercive approaches (Luke et al., 2024).

Duty and Personhood
Deontological ethics evaluates actions through duties, rights, and the moral character of the means
rather than through consequences alone. Immanuel Kant’s humanity formulation is especially
relevant because it requires rational beings to be treated as ends in themselves and never merely as
means (Kant, 1785). Human beings can cooperate and use one another’s services in ordinary life, but
those relationships remain compatible with agency and consent. Torture is different because the
suffering is deliberately used to break resistance and convert the person’s body into an instrument for
another objective.

This does not mean the state lacks power over people who are suspected or convicted of serious
crimes. Governments may arrest, detain, investigate, prosecute, and punish under law. The moral
question concerns the limits on that power. In a deontological framework, punishment following lawful
conviction and interrogation aimed at gathering information are not licenses to disregard dignity.
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The universal-law formulation provides another test. Consider the principle: “A government may
deliberately inflict severe suffering whenever officials believe that doing so could prevent a grave
threat.” If this maxim became a general rule, every government would gain authority to define
emergencies, identify suspects, estimate threat levels, and decide when ordinary legal protection no
longer applies. Because officials can be mistaken, biased, frightened, politically motivated, or
dishonest, the exception would not remain confined to perfectly certain emergencies.

The rule would also undermine the legal security that duties are meant to protect. A citizen or
detainee could no longer rely on an absolute boundary against custodial abuse because the boundary
would depend on the government’s internal estimate of necessity. Deontological ethics therefore
treats the prohibition as more than kindness toward a particular suspect. It protects a public norm
about what institutions may never intentionally do to a person under their control.

The status of the suspect does not remove this protection. A person accused of terrorism may have
committed horrific acts, but accusation is not conviction and wrongdoing does not erase personhood.
Even after conviction, the state’s power remains limited by law. Deontology is most meaningful
precisely when moral rules protect people whom the majority dislikes or fears.

Duty ethics also resists the claim that officials become morally innocent because they act for others.
A commander, interrogator, physician, lawyer, or intelligence officer remains responsible for the
means they choose. Institutional goals do not absorb individual moral responsibility. This is why
professional ethics matter alongside public security.

The Ticking Bomb
The ticking-bomb hypothetical is philosophically powerful because it removes uncertainty by
assumption. It tells the reader that an attack is real, that it is imminent, that the detainee knows the
relevant information, that conventional methods will fail, and that coercion can produce the truth
quickly enough to save lives. Once these premises are granted, the scenario is constructed to make
refusal appear equivalent to allowing preventable deaths.

Real investigations rarely provide those certainties. Authorities may have the wrong person,
misunderstand the threat, overestimate the detainee’s knowledge, or lack time to verify information.
A person under extreme pressure also has a strong incentive to say whatever seems most likely to
stop the suffering. That response may include truth, partial truth, outdated information, or fabrication.
The problem is therefore epistemic as well as moral: officials do not know in advance which answer is
accurate.

Laboratory evidence supports caution about coercion. Houck and colleagues compared physical pain,
coercive verbal pressure, and rapport-building in simulated interrogation studies and found that pain
and coercion produced less reliable information than rapport-based approaches. A later meta-analysis
integrating evidence from sixty studies concluded that rapport and relationship building, appropriate
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presentation of evidence, and cognitive facilitation were the approaches with the clearest evidence
for increasing both information quantity and accuracy (Luke et al., 2024) (Houck et al., 2023).

This does not mean that humane interviewing always succeeds or that every detainee will cooperate.
It means the common image of torture as a “truth machine” is empirically weak. Information
produced under duress still requires corroboration, and false leads are especially costly when time is
limited.

The hypothetical also creates a policy problem. If torture is permitted only under exceptional
conditions, institutions need a threshold. How imminent must the threat be? How many lives must be
at risk? How certain must officials be? Who authorizes the act? How is compliance reviewed
afterward? Each answer produces cases near the boundary. Once an organization trains personnel,
develops facilities, and creates legal procedures for exceptional coercion, the capability becomes
available for situations that are less exceptional.

This is one reason the “dirty hands” argument does not solve the policy problem. Some philosophers
accept that an official might face a tragic choice in which preventing catastrophe seems to require
committing a moral wrong. That argument still treats the act as wrong. Turning it into a legal rule
changes the situation because the institution has now authorized, trained, and normalized the
conduct in advance.

Law and Institutions
International law makes the prohibition clear. Article 2 of the United Nations Convention against
Torture states that no exceptional circumstances—including war, threat of war, internal political
instability, or public emergency—may be invoked to justify torture. International humanitarian law
also prohibits torture and cruel treatment in armed conflict. The International Committee of the Red
Cross reiterates that the prohibition applies everywhere and at all times and cannot be justified by
national-security arguments, including counterterrorism (International Committee of the Red Cross,
2024, 2025) (United Nations, 1984; ICRC, 2024, 2025) (International Committee of the Red Cross,
2024).

Absolute legal rules serve an institutional function. Interrogators, soldiers, police, physicians, lawyers,
and commanders need clear boundaries when pressure is greatest. A balancing rule requiring each
official to decide how much suffering is justified by a predicted threat would be extremely difficult to
supervise and easy to abuse, particularly because detention frequently occurs in secrecy and the
state controls the environment, evidence, and records.

Torture also changes the organizations that practice it. Personnel must be selected, trained,
supervised, medically monitored, legally advised, and protected from exposure. Records may be
shaped to conceal what occurred. Lawyers can be pressured to redefine conduct, physicians can be
pressured to keep detainees capable of enduring further abuse, and commanders can create
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incentives in which obtaining results becomes more important than legality.

Medical ethics illustrates this institutional danger clearly. Clinicians may treat detainees, document
injuries, and advocate for health and safety, but their professional knowledge should not be used to
calibrate or sustain abuse. Participation would conflict with duties to avoid harm and preserve
professional independence.

Legal advice presents a similar problem. Government lawyers have a duty to explain lawful authority
and legal risk, not to construct narrow definitions that preserve the appearance of compliance while
defeating the purpose of the prohibition. Secret legal interpretations can shape operational conduct
long before courts or legislatures review them.

Security consequences extend beyond the interrogation room. Torture can damage cooperation with
allies, compromise criminal prosecutions, discourage community reporting, provide propaganda to
violent organizations, and weaken a government’s credibility when it demands humane treatment for
its own captured personnel. These consequences are not necessary for the deontological argument,
but they show that the supposed conflict between ethics and security is often overstated.

Rejecting torture also does not minimize responsibility toward victims of terrorism. Governments have
a demanding duty to investigate credible threats, disrupt attacks, protect potential victims, and
prosecute offenders. The ethical claim is that this duty must be carried out through means consistent
with the rights and legal order the state is supposed to defend.

Lawful Security
The strongest alternative to coercive interrogation is not passivity. Modern investigative interviewing
combines preparation, rapport, careful listening, strategic use of evidence, open questions, memory-
support techniques, and independent corroboration. The objective is accurate and actionable
information rather than confession for its own sake.

Rapport should not be misunderstood as friendliness without purpose. Professional interviewing can
remain persistent and rigorous while avoiding cruelty. Investigators can test inconsistencies, compare
statements with external evidence, return to unresolved details, and challenge implausible accounts.
The difference is that the process seeks cooperation and reliable recall rather than using suffering to
force compliance.

Intelligence analysis also reduces dependence on one source. Communications data obtained lawfully,
financial records, travel information, surveillance, forensic evidence, witness accounts, digital
evidence, and interagency coordination can be compared to identify patterns. A ticking-bomb story
narrows the entire security problem to one detainee, while real counterterrorism normally depends on
distributed collection and verification.
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Procedural safeguards support effectiveness as well as rights. Recording detention, maintaining
accurate records, providing medical care, ensuring access to legal review where applicable, and
investigating allegations of abuse reduce the risk of mistaken detention and contaminated evidence.
Due process is often portrayed as delay, but reliable procedures help institutions identify error before
it becomes irreversible.

Accountability is therefore part of prevention. Allegations of torture require impartial investigation,
appropriate remedies for victims, and lawful consequences for responsible officials. Clear
accountability also protects personnel who refuse unlawful orders because it confirms that
compliance with professional and legal duties will be supported by the institution.

A deontological judgment ultimately rejects torturing a suspected terrorist because the act
deliberately reduces a person to an instrument, violates a strict legal and moral boundary, and cannot
be transformed into a legitimate general rule merely by invoking emergency. The duty to protect
innocent life remains real, but it must be pursued through lawful investigation, intelligence analysis,
emergency response, and evidence-based interviewing.

The strength of duty ethics appears precisely under extreme pressure. Moral rules are easy to defend
when nothing important is at stake. The harder question is whether a society preserves human dignity
when fear creates incentives to abandon it. International law, professional ethics, and contemporary
interrogation research converge on the same practical conclusion: security should be built around
reliable information and lawful institutions, not deliberate cruelty.
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