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EMHRN Case Study  

Human Rights Education work undertaken by your orga nisation   
  
 

Name of your organisation:  

 
The Public Committee Against Torture in Israel 

 
Location (country/region):  

Israel  
 
 

When was your organisation founded and why? 
 
The Public Committee Against Torture in Israel (PCATI) was founded in 1990 and works to strengthen 
democracy and the rule of law, fight impunity and inculcate a culture of human rights. PCATI believes 
that the use of torture undermines the foundations of democracy in an enlightened society. Torture 
contradicts Israeli and international law such as the (Israeli) Basic Law: Human Dignity and Freedom, 
the Penal Code, the laws of evidence and the UN Convention against Torture and other Cruel, 
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. PCATI objects to the use of torture or cruel 
treatment at any time and under any and all circumstances. 
 
 
What are the key human rights issues for your membe rship/organization? 
 

·  Torture 
·  Rule of Law 
·  Fighting Impunity 
·  Education and public awareness against torture 
·  PCATI also cooperates inGeneral human rights issues particularly in the context of political 

violence and the protection of civilians from harm and human rights violations, such as  
o The killing of civilians 
o Extrajudicial killings/Targeted assasinations 

 
 
Does your organization have groups to which it give s priority in terms of human rights 
education activities (young people, women, communit y groups, judges etc)? 
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We are focussing now on inserting our program in high schools in order to work with pre-induction 
teenagers. We are interested in post-high school programming and initiatives.  We also work on adult 
learning initiatives and will  try to focus on professional education such as medical and law. 
 
Describe your programs and activities in HRE:  
 
Our Key Curriculum: 
A modular human rights curriculum, 
the program explores boundaries and dilemmas by focusing on the issue of torture within the 
framework of the war on terror.  
 
What are the boundaries between what is permissible and what is forbidden and who decides on 
these?  How does the individual deal with the core dilemmas connected to torture in such a context?  
 
The module acknowledges the complexity and confusion inherent in examining “right and wrong” in 
the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict as well as in the global war on terror. Young people are 
encouraged to interact with complex situations while wrestling to come up with their own answers. 
 
Instinctively torture is seen as being beyond any reasonable limit of pain, morality, humanity and 
democracy. The word conjures up images of horror and cruelty belonging to another time and place.   

 
Israeli youth, like their international counterparts, are confronted by a distinct lack of clarity 
concerning moral and ethical questions. They are presented with an image of a just society at war 
with evil, a paradigm in which accepted norms of human rights and values are challenged; definitions 
are reformulated.  
 
The program challenges young people to deal with moral dilemmas involving the use of torture and 
cruel treatment to obtain information from security suspects and to explore the very nature of 
democracy, morality and human rights in such a context. 

When discussing impact it is important to employ tools of critical self reflection.  It is clear to us that in 
terms of our human rights initiative for high school aged youth we have not had the impact that we 
had hoped.  This is because a certain level of difficulty in inserting the programming into mainstream 
educational settings.  The program has been implemented, but on a limited basis.  Based on these 
instances we are certain that the program does induce a high level of critical thinking on the part of 
participants.  The difficulty lies in persuading normative educational institutions to allow the program 
to run in their schools when PCATI as an organization is seen as threatening to the educational goals 
of many schools.  To this end we are attempting to develop alternative methods of promotion and 
delivery.In the interim the program continues to gain the interest of individuals in Israel and in the 
world.  This will necessitate our fully translating the program to English.  
  
PCATI's adult learning initiative registered certainly resonated over the course of the year.  PCATI 
initiated contact with two organizations in Israel, Amnesty International and the Social Economic 
College, an initiative to inculcate adult learning with critical subject matter.  We developed a human 
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rights course that was implemented in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv.  Both achieved full registration of 
about 25 students and at the end most of the students requested that this course or a similar one be 
run again.   
 
 
Briefly describe the main approaches and methodolog ies used by your organisation in its 
human rights education work:  
 
In short our main approach is a moral, social and critical inquiry approach:  This was demonstrated by 
the summer school example of the mock trial on the issue of the separation/annexation wall that was 
conducted by Linda Jakob and Yemina Barneis. 
 
The program is participatory: the emphases are on providing access to information, challenging 
participants to formulate opinions, and stimulating debate & discussion in an open and safe group 
setting.  

The participants have the opportunity to formulate and test theories and hypotheses within the 
context of group discourse.  Torture  in this vein, is more than subject matter.  It is a tool for facilitating 
critical analysis of real life situations.  The program does not assume that the participant will reach a 
certain position.  Rather, they are challenged to think about human rights. 

The program is designed around four “justifications” for the use of torture, typically encountered 
questions or statements about torture, and interrogation of terror suspects. In this respect the "ticking 
bomb" justification is addressed. 

The content addresses four aspects of the use of torture:  

·  Legal-definitional 

·  Ethical-philosophical 

·  Socio-psychological  

·  Political-policy 

The program addresses both the Israeli and the international contexts, with special attention to global 
concerns in the post-September 11th era. 
PROGRAM GOALS 

·  To raise questions regarding boundaries in the context of the war on terror.  

·  To involve young people in the debate on torture – a major international issue – as an 
approach to the question of boundaries.  

·  To expose participants to a wide range of information on torture and the arguments regarding 
its use.  

·  To facilitate engagement with the issue of torture emotionally and rationally.  
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·  To provide participants with tools to think critically and to come to informed and independent 
opinions.  

 
Example: 
 
The choice between deontology and consequentialism in the case of the use of torture is ultimately a 
moral choice.   Both standpoints leave questions open, and hardly answer part of the criticism.  In the 
question of torture, international law has chosen a deontological absolute prohibition.   Israel, to date, 
prefers a middle path, leaning towards the consequentialist standpoint.   This lesson tries to show the 
participants the different approaches, and the problems involved in each, with the aim of enabling the 
students to reach an independent moral standpoint. 
 
                                        ACTIVITIES 
 
 Aims: 
 
 1) To enlarge the participants knowledge of the various philosophical approaches as a way of 
coming to grips with moral dilemmas 
 
            2) To enable the participants to examine various moral principles which are relevant to the 
dilemma of the ticking bomb. 
 
            3) To encourage the participants  to reach their independent conclusions with regard to the 
scenario of the ticking bomb using a critical and informed analysis, in the light of the various moral 
principles. 
 
 
Order of activities: 
 
 Introduction (10 minutes)  
 
 The aim of the introduction is to provoke initial thinking about the various approaches to the 
solution of the moral dilemmas, and to encourage the participants to identify with the moral aspect of 
the question on a personal level, through an open discussion of the moral dilemmas in everyday life. 
 

1. In order to present the participants with a daily and as it were routine story, in 
which it is necessary to choose between two possibilities (for example: “I 
promised that I would get to my father’s birthday on Friday evening, but on 
Thursday I found out that the band in which I play a guitar has the chance of 
appearing in a really famous club at the same time.   It is clear that the band 
can’t appear without me, and on the other hand it’s my father’s 60th birthday”… 

 
2. The participants are asked to say what, in their view, is the correct        

decision, and why.   They should be reminded that this story outlines a 
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dilemma, and ask them to define this term. (at this stage, they can also be 
given the dictionary definition of the term). 

 
3. During the discussion, the differences between the various approaches to a 

solution of the dilemmas the participants have represented should be stressed, 
and their attention drawn to the existence of two main approaches:   those 
based on principles (‘because it’s the right thing to do’) and those based on 
results (‘because it’ll be better afterwards, this way’). 

 
4. To wind up this activity, the participants may be shown that their various 

responses reflect different ways of decision making.  These ways, even if 
presented on a more abstract level, are the basis of moral philosophy, which 
tries to formulate rules which can be a basis for moral decisions in every 
possible circumstance. 

 
Part A.    
 
 Moral confrontation with a theoretical dilemma (50 minutes) 
 
 In this part the participants will be asked to confront a theoretical dilemma, when at each 
stage of the activity, the participants will be given an additional fact in the imaginary scenario, which 
complicates the dilemma. 
 

1. In this part, the participants will be divided into two small groups.  There are five factual 
elements in the scenario (Appendix 15) , which should be revealed in stages to the 
participants.   

2. After presenting them with the factual elements, the participants must: 
 

·  discuss the dilemma 
·  come to a decision, as a group, which is needed for resolution of the 

dilemma 
·  to give their reasons for the decision (to continue/to stop because) 

 
 

3. From the positions and the arguments which the participants gave at each stage, they 
are asked to formulate general principles.  
For instance, if during the discussion the participants decided that it is better to cause 
suffering to a volunteer because this is likely to help find a medication for cancer, they must 
formulate a general principle on which this argument is founded, such as ‘the good of many 
justifies the suffering of the one’.  The principles formulated by the participants will be written 
on the blackboard or on a large sheet of paper. 
 

4. At this stage the participants may be presented with sayings representing the relevant 
moral principles, such as: 
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·  the ends never justify the means 
·  a human being must not be used as a means to an end 
·  the well being of the individual must not be preferred to the good of all. 
·  The life of a bad man is less valuable than that of a good man 
·  Small decisions may in the future serve as precedents for large 

decisions. 
 
              The participants should discuss these sayings  compared with the principles they have 
themselves formulated:  what is the significance of the sayings?  Do they agree with them?   Do they 
represent the principles they formulated for themselves? 
 
Appendix 15:   Details of information on the theore tical dilemma. 
 
Stage 1.   
 
Cancer researchers are looking for a volunteer for experiments which may lead to the discovery of a 
cancer cure.  Is it permissible for the researchers to harm the volunteer physically, in order to 
advance their research? 
 
Stage 2.  A fortnight later, during the experiments, the volunteer complains that the experiments are 
making him suffer and asks for them to be stopped.  The researchers are convinced that they have 
invested much time and financial resources in the experiments, and that they are making much 
progress.  Are they justified in holding the volunteer against his will? 
 
Stage  3.  Irreparable harm has already been done to the volunteer – he has contracted cancer 
following the experiments.  Nonetheless, the researchers are sure that they are on the verge of 
finding a cure for the illness.  The volunteer asks for the experiments to be stopped and that he be 
allowed to die in peace.  Should the researchers continue with their experiments? 
 
Stage 4.  The volunteer is not just a human being, but a criminal freed from prison.  Five years before 
he volunteered for the experiment he was convicted of sexually assaulting a minor.  Should the new 
information about the volunteer’s past change their viewpoint? 
 
Stage 5.  After continuing with the experiments, it emerges that the researchers will not find a cure for 
the illness with the help of the experiment on the volunteer, but they are still interested in continuing 
the experiments, as they believe that this will advance cancer research and even help find a cure for 
the illness in the future.  Should they continue to experiment on the same volunteer , or should they 
stop? 
 
Part B.   Torture and the ticking bomb.   (20 minutes) 
 
In this part, the scenario of the ‘ticking bomb’ will be presented and the participants will be asked to 
discuss the moral dilemma it represents, in relation to the principles discussed in part A. 
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1. The participants should be presented with the following scenario, from the words of 
Judge Cheshin in the Supreme Court debate in 1996.: 

 
“Let us say that they have planted a bomb in the Shalom Tower, and the man under interrogation 
knows this.  It will blow up in two hours.  It is impossible to evacuate the people.  What do I do in such 
a case?” 
 
The participants are asked to try to answer the given question in an intuitive way and to explain their 
answers.   Do they think that the interrogator may use any means at all in the interrogation? 
 

2. During the discussion, the complexity of the scenario of the ticking bomb can be 
illustrated by raising certain doubts, and to see whether those doubts affect the 
standpoint of the participants. 

 
Possible doubts: 

 
·  What if there is no certainty that a bomb actually exists(as no one apart 

from the terrorists has seen it)? 
·  What if there is no certainty that the bomb will explode if it is not 

neutralized (that is to say that the terrorists are not ‘professional' 
enough? 

·  What if there is no certainty that the bomb can be neutralized (and that 
it will not explode when it is touched?) 

·  What if there is no certainty that the man under interrogation knows 
where the bomb is (perhaps he has not been let into the secret, or that 
the bomb has been transferred to another place when others learned 
that he had been captured.)? 

·  What if there is no certainty that torturing the man under interrogation 
will lead to his betraying the information necessary (and that he will not 
remain silent, or give false information, or even die before he talks)? 

·  What if there is no certainty that having the information will lead 
undoubtedly to the neutralization of the bomb (or that it may be too 
late)? 

·  What if there were another way of finding the bomb(for instance, by 
interrogating the man without violence, or by using electronic devices, 
or different intelligence)? 

 
3. Finally, the relationship between the scenarios about experiments intended to find 

a medication for cancer (discussed in Part A) and the scenario of the ticking bomb 
discussed in this section should be debated.  Have the viewpoints worked out by 
the participants regarding the first scenario and the principles on which they were 
based, proved suitable for this scenario too?  Which of the principles supporting 
that scenario apply in the scenario of the ticking bomb?  Do the participants still 
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believe in the principles formulated in part A, when they are asked to apply them to 
this scenario? 

 
Conclusion:  From theory to reality (10 minutes) 
 
    To conclude this workshop, it is worth stressing to the participants that the moral principles 
discussed in the workshop can be used in reality to work out legal norms relating to torture. 
 

1. The participants will be presented with the legal standpoints in Israel and in 
international law.  

2. The participants should be enabled to react to the various standpoints presented, to 
examine their feelings about these views, and the conflict between them, in the light of 
the process they underwent in this workshop. 
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