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Abstract

Debate about interrogational torture still returns to the ticking-bomb scenario, despite the weight 
of evidence that it neither works nor withstands moral scrutiny. The post-9/11 record, from Abu 
Ghraib to the CIA black sites, already marked a decisive shift toward psychological forms of coer-
cion. The technologies now emerging make a different kind of coercion possible. This paper argues 
that defence-funded brain-computer interfaces, of which Synchron’s Stentrode is the clearest current 
example, combined with large language models and fusion databases, could support what I call na-
no-totalitarianism: the convergence of pervasive personal data, neurodata, adaptive AI, and techno-
logically mediated coercion in ways that could penetrate or continuously condition the inner sphere 
of the person. Operationalised, this is a self-sustaining regime in which a detainee is held in contin-
uous psychological distress through fabricated scenarios, interference with memory, and synthetic 
social contact. Such a system would turn neuroplasticity into an instrument, laying down durable 
neural pathways of fear, while automated monitoring assesses compliance in real time. Its lineage runs 
from MKULTRA’s psychochemical experiments to the extraction logic of surveillance capitalism, 
and its endpoint is a panopticon inside the skull. The essay proceeds anticipatorily, distinguishing 
throughout between demonstrated current capability, plausible convergence of existing components, 
and speculative future possibility.

Keywords: neuro-totalitarianism, surveillance, ChatGPT, BCI, fusion databases

Introduction
After September 11, 2001, a distinct form of torture became 
common: punitive torture, intended to inflict severe emotional 
damage while leaving the body unmarked. Popular culture fol-
lowed, with films and television normalising and at times cel-
ebrating the practice (Delehanty & Kearns, 2019). The con-
troversy over Zero Dark Thirty (2012), arriving alongside the 
disclosures from Abu Ghraib and Guantánamo, opened a pub-
lic argument about whether such methods are lawful or effec-
tive, and exposed how thoroughly entertainment, propaganda, 
and policy had run together.

The twenty-first century has produced a sharper turn. Neu-
rotechnology and large-scale data systems now make it pos-
sible to monitor, manage, and potentially torture a person at 

the level of thought. Through programmes such as DARPA’s 
Next-Generation Nonsurgical Neurotechnology, and through 
commercial developers including Neuralink and Synchron, 
military and intelligence agencies are funding interfaces that 
read from and, at the far end, write to neural activity. Paired 
with large language models, these devices might let a paralysed 
patient speak or browse by intention alone. The same pairing 
could open an era of interrogation in which psychological co-
ercion is continuous, adaptive, and difficult to observe from 
outside.

Fusion databases are the third component. These are con-
solidated repositories drawing on financial records, communi-
cations, biometrics, social media, and increasingly neural data. 
Edward Snowden, formerly an NSA and CIA contractor, has 
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argued that such systems produce a permanent record for every 
individual, enabling lifelong profiling and targeting (Snowden, 
2019). Joined to a neural interface and a language model, that 
record becomes the raw material for psychological operations 
built against one specific person. The mind becomes a cell with 
no door.

A note on register. Throughout what follows, I distinguish 
three levels of claim: demonstrated current capability, plausi-
ble convergence of existing components, and speculative future 
possibility. The essay is anticipatory in character, and it draws 
on the governance-oriented framework developed by Istace and 
Costas Trascasas (2024) for reasoning about neurotechnolo-
gies whose full coercive potential has not yet been demonstrat-
ed but whose components are already in place. Distinguishing 
the three registers is what allows anticipatory analysis to pro-
ceed without collapsing into either technological credulity or 
dystopian projection.

This paper examines the evolution from historical torture 
to the nascent menace of neurotechnological and data-driven 
psychological torment. It looks at the technical aspects, the 
moral and legal issues, and the role of fusion databases in cre-
ating a new kind of “nano-totalitarianism” that threatens the 
fundamental essence of human freedom and dignity.

Torture, power, and the history of control

From physical pain to mental warfare
The myth of exile, and the Tree of Knowledge at its centre, sits 
near the foundation of Western culture. It is a story about for-
bidden knowledge and the authority that forbids it. What Gene-
sis prohibits is not an act but an acquisition, and the prohibition 
establishes a relation between divine power and human curiosity 
that Hegel would later render as dialectic (Hegel, 1807/1977) 
and Foucault as biopower (Foucault, 1976/1978).

Torture has always concerned the control of information: 
forbidden, subversive, or heretical. Eden anticipates the inter-
rogation room, where punishment is applied to extract a truth 
or to break a refusal. Oppenheimer’s invocation of the Bhaga-
vad Gita at the first detonation, “Now I am become Death, the 
destroyer of worlds,” names the same vertigo in a secular regis-
ter. The physics that produced medical isotopes also incinerat-
ed two cities. A brain-computer interface that restores speech 
to a paralysed patient can also take speech from a detained one. 
The symmetry is not hypothetical. Surveillance technologies 
sold as protective infrastructure have repeatedly been turned to 
coercion, from telegraph interception to metadata collection to 
the export of spyware platforms.

MKUltra was the Cold War’s version of the same transgres-
sion: a covert, quasi-divine attempt to take possession of the 
human mind. Its methods included involuntary LSD admin-
istration, electroshock, sensory deprivation, and psychological 
torture (Kinzer, 2019). Its personnel came in part from Nazi 
and Japanese war criminals brought to the United States under 
Operation Paperclip. Stephen Kinzer documents the CIA’s re-
cruitment of Kurt Blome, formerly director of Nazi biological 
warfare research, who had “developed aerosol delivery systems 
for nerve gas, to be tested on inmates at Auschwitz; bred in-
fected mosquitoes and lice for experiments at Dachau and Bu-
chenwald; and produced gas to kill thirty-five thousand tuber-
culosis patients in camps across Poland” (Kinzer, 2019, p. 17). 
The recruitment of General Shiro Ishii, the army surgeon who 
directed Unit 731, went further still:

Ishii’s victims were slowly roasted by electricity, hung 
upside down, locked into high-pressure chambers until 
their eyes popped out, spun in centrifuges, infected with 
anthrax, syphilis, plague, and cholera, forcibly impregnated 
to provide infants for vivisection, bound to stakes to be 
incinerated by flamethrowers, and slowly frozen to observe 
hypothermia’s progress (Kinzer, 2019, p. 30).

American opinion would later register horror at water-
boarding. What Ishii had done, and what the United States 
acquired from him in exchange for his immunity, did not enter 
that accounting.

The programme’s LSD experiments, conducted on subjects 
including Allen Ginsberg, Ted Kaczynski, and James “Whit-
ey” Bulger, proceeded under the cover of scientific research. 
MKUltra never produced the Manchurian candidate it was 
chasing, but it established the state’s standing interest in the 
manipulation of mind as the most efficient route to informa-
tion. The institutional lineage matters for what follows. MKUl-
tra was a CIA programme; the current work is DARPA’s, which 
is to say military. That shift belongs to an era of cyberwarfare, in 
which knowing the adversary has become a continuous mission 
requirement rather than an episodic one.

Warnings about the security state’s expanding authority 
were issued early and largely disregarded. Eisenhower’s farewell 
address of 1961 urged the nation to guard against “the acqui-
sition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, 
by the military-industrial complex” (Eisenhower, 1961). The 
Church Committee demonstrated in 1975 that the NSA’s ca-
pabilities could be turned on the American population at large. 
Speaking on national television that August, Church warned 
that the technology could “enable it to impose total tyranny, 
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and there would be no way to fight back,” and that such agen-
cies had to be held under law and proper supervision “so that 
we never cross over that abyss. That’s the abyss from which there 
is no return” (Church, 1975). Both anticipated what Snowden 
documented four decades later (Snowden, 2019).

The ticking bomb fallacy in action
After September 11, the ticking-bomb scenario supplied the jus-
tification. Extraordinary rendition, the network of black sites, 
and Guantánamo Bay became the institutional form of an argu-
ment that information must be obtained at any cost. Zero Dark 
Thirty dramatised the premise and implied that it worked. The 
Senate Select Committee on Intelligence concluded otherwise 
in 2014, finding that enhanced interrogation had produced lit-
tle intelligence of value (SSCI, 2014).

Abu Ghraib marked a shift from physical coercion to psy-
chological display. Photographs recorded sexual humiliation, 
forced nudity, and the deliberate desecration of cultural and 
religious identity. The techniques echoed those the CIA had 
sanctioned, but the camera introduced something new: cruelty 
performed for a record (Hersh, 2004; Human Rights Watch, 
2005).

Hersh’s reporting established institutional involvement, 
showing that military intelligence had not merely permitted 
these acts but encouraged them (Hersh, 2004). The psycholog-
ical damage was the object rather than the byproduct. What 
Abu Ghraib demonstrated about ordinary people acting un-
der institutional protection restated, in an actual prison, what 
the Stanford Prison Experiment had found in a simulated one 
(Haney et al., 1973).

Israel’s Lavender system in Gaza shows what fusion data-
bases do at scale. According to investigative reporting by +972 
Magazine and Local Call corroborated by named military 
sources, telecommunications metadata, facial recognition, and 
movement patterns were combined to generate target lists au-
tomatically, with reported error rates of ten to fifteen per cent 
(Abraham, 2024; Hawkins, 2025). The associated “Where’s 
Daddy?” protocol timed strikes for the moment targets re-
turned to their family homes at night. The database was not an 
aid to the weapon. It was the weapon. The evidentiary status of 
these accounts is that of investigative journalism, not of official 
finding, and that qualification should be kept in view.

Torture recorded, distributed, and consumed marks the ar-
rival of a condition in which perception itself is the contested 
ground. What began as forbidden fruit has become a secular 
preoccupation with total command over knowledge and bod-
ies alike. The technology has grown more precise; the appe-
tite it serves has not changed. From the exile in Eden to the 

photographs from Abu Ghraib, the same demand persists: to 
command, to control, and to punish knowledge that will not 
comply. Torture, physical or psychological, remains the crudest 
expression of the fear beneath it.

Large language models: capability and dual use

How large language models work
ChatGPT is a transformer model, which is to say it uses self-at-
tention to weight the relative importance of elements in its in-
put and to produce output that holds together across a long con-
text (Vaswani et al., 2017). Trained on a broad corpus of text, it 
learns by predicting the next token in a sequence and adjusting 
its parameters to reduce the error in that prediction (Radford et 
al., 2018). Once trained, it generates by sampling from a prob-
ability distribution over possible continuations, and a prompt 
shapes that distribution toward a particular kind of output. Be-
cause the model attends to the whole of a conversation rather 
than the last exchange alone, it sustains context across a long in-
teraction (Brown et al., 2020).

That last property is what makes the technology relevant 
here. A system that holds the entire history of an exchange, 
and weights each part of it for relevance, is a system that can 
conduct a sustained interrogation rather than ask a sequence of 
unrelated questions.

Coercive applications
The same capability supports a range of harms. Fabricated infor-
mation is the most discussed: a model may produce false or mis-
leading output through error, or through instruction, and the 
result circulates at the speed of the platform carrying it. Com-
bined with synthetic audio and video, the capacity extends to 
fabricated quotation and forged recordings. The same fluency 
automates phishing and produces spam that reads as though a 
person wrote it.

The applications relevant to this paper are narrower and 
more serious. A model capable of sustaining context can be 
turned to monitoring and analysing conversation at scale, 
tracking what a population thinks and adjusting what it is 
shown accordingly (Zuboff, 2019). Turned on an individual, 
it can generate material calibrated to that person specifically. 
Propaganda tailored to one reader is a marketing problem. Psy-
chological pressure tailored to one detainee is something else.

The NSA–Vanderbilt–OpenAI nexus
OpenAI’s own account of what it is building was on the record 
from the outset. In an on-stage conversation with Vinod Kho-
sla, whose fund had shortly before become the company’s first 
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institutional investor, Sam Altman described the objective as a 
single intelligence “smarter and more capable than humans in 
every way,” and predicted that success would “eclipse the Agri-
cultural Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, the internet rev-
olution, all put together” (Altman, 2019).

Asked in the same conversation about safety, Altman dis-
tinguished three failure modes: accidental misuse, in which 
the system does something other than what was intended; in-
tentional misuse, in which a hostile actor turns it to their own 
ends; and “a policy failure where it’s not regulated” and the 
technology is deployed in a form most of the world would not 
have chosen (Altman, 2019). The third is the concern of this 
paper, and it is worth noting that the person building the tech-
nology named it before its critics did.

Military intelligence, university research, and commercial 
AI development have converged in a way that warrants atten-
tion. The clearest instance is the position occupied by Gen-
eral Paul Nakasone, formerly director of the NSA, who took 
charge of a new national security institute at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity and was appointed to OpenAI’s board of directors. The 
arrangement raises questions about governance, transparency, 
and the eventual use of these systems for coercion.

Snowden’s response to the appointment was unambiguous:

They’ve gone full mask-off: do not ever trust @OpenAI 
or its products (ChatGPT, etc.). There is only one reason 
for appointing an @NSAGov Director to your board. This 
is a willful, calculated betrayal of the rights of every person 
on Earth. You have been warned. (Snowden, 2024; empha-
sis in original)

Snowden’s post is treated here as a civil-liberties interpre-
tation of the revolving door between intelligence institutions 
and technology companies, not as evidence of an operational 
NSA-OpenAI intelligence relationship. It follows the argu-
ment he made in Permanent Record, where the chapter “Homo 
Contractus” describes the movement of intelligence personnel 
into private-sector roles while retaining the clearances that let 
them operate with limited public accountability (Snowden, 
2019). On this reading, the effect is to privatise intelligence 
work and place it beyond democratic scrutiny, blurring the line 
between state authority and corporate power.

The pattern is older than the current appointment. Whit-
ney Webb’s work is drawn on here as an investigative-inter-
pretive framing of the recurring pathway from congressional 
surveillance controversy to privatised-contractor continuation, 
rather than as the primary evidentiary basis for any specific fac-
tual claim about an intelligence program or relationship. On 

Webb’s account, when Congress investigates a surveillance pro-
gramme, the programme does not end; its capabilities migrate 
into private companies the public cannot reach (Webb, 2022a). 
The PROMIS software of the 1980s, which allowed agencies to 
track individuals across databases, produced a line of privatised 
successors. When Total Information Awareness was defunded 
in 2003 after public objection, its surveillance ambitions did 
not disappear with the budget line.

Peter Thiel founded Palantir the same year Congress cut 
TIA’s funding. Richard Perle shortly afterward arranged a 
meeting between Thiel, Palantir chief executive Alex Karp, and 
John Poindexter, TIA’s architect; Perle told Poindexter that the 
new company “was similar in ambition to what Poindexter had 
tried to create at the Pentagon” (Harris, 2010). In-Q-Tel, the 
CIA’s venture fund, was Palantir’s first outside investor, and for 
five years the agency was its only client. Its lead engineers trav-
elled to Langley fortnightly across more than two hundred vis-
its, while CIA analysts tested and refined the software (Webb, 
2022b, p. 370).

The advantage is structural. As Webb puts it, because Palan-
tir is a private company rather than a government programme, 
the use of its software by state and commercial clients “benefits 
from ‘plausible deniability’ and frees Palantir from restrictions 
that would exist if it were a military or public sector project” 
(Webb, 2022b, p. 371). Nakasone’s appointment is not anom-
alous. It is the current instance of a fifty-year pattern in which 
surveillance capabilities, once exposed, are transferred to enti-
ties that answer neither to freedom of information law nor to 
congressional oversight.

Nakasone’s own stated priorities are consistent with this. 
As NSA director he set out a five-year plan to integrate artifi-
cial intelligence and machine learning across US intelligence, 
automating threat detection, data analysis, and elements of hu-
man intelligence collection (Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence, 2023). The approach parallels the DARPA fund-
ing model, which places high-risk research in universities and 
companies to keep innovation coupled to military application 
(Bonvillian et al., 2020).

Vanderbilt’s Institute of National Security has become an 
academic partner in this work, and the appointment of a for-
mer NSA director to lead it aligns the institute’s research with 
the intelligence community’s current priorities.

OpenAI has no formal relationship with the NSA or with 
Vanderbilt, but Nakasone’s board seat provides an indirect 
channel of influence, and the company’s integration into gov-
ernment cloud services through its partnership with Microsoft, 
itself a major defence contractor, makes the channel conse-
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quential (West & Allen, 2020). That civilian AI can be turned 
to state surveillance and coercion is no longer a hypothesis.

Text Box 2: Meta AI fusion
Meta’s AI integration builds a persistent model of each user by 
fusing messaging history, photographs, biometric data, location 
tracking, and social graph analysis. Marketed as an assistant that 
knows you, it maintains a continuous behavioural profile across 
WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook, and the company has ex-
tended the same approach internally, building an AI version of 
its own chief executive for staff to interact with (Murphy, 2026). 
The effect is to turn the self into a datafied commodity, where 
every interaction feeds a doppelgänger that can predict, simu-
late, and eventually stand in for the person it was built from.

Civil-liberties and digital-rights advocates responded 
quickly, warning that placing former intelligence leadership 
inside a leading AI firm deepens the revolving door between 
surveillance agencies and private technology, and raises the 
prospect of AI turned toward surveillance, policing, and social 
control (Pabst, 2024).

The concern has precedent. Reuters documented how for-
mer NSA personnel working for the cybersecurity firm Dark-
Matter helped the United Arab Emirates surveil dissidents, 
journalists, and human rights campaigners under a programme 
called Project Raven (Bing & Schectman, 2019). The New York 
Times reported that US intelligence veterans have been central 
to building digital espionage capabilities for Gulf states (Maz-
zetti & Goldman, 2021). Both show how surveillance expertise 
moves from public service into private contracts and then into 
the hands of governments that face no meaningful constraint.

Governance at OpenAI remains contested. Employees 
have raised concerns about the absence of whistleblower pro-
tections and about retaliation for disclosing unethical applica-
tions. That internal dispute sharpens Snowden’s larger point: as 
intelligence work migrates to private platforms, abuses become 
harder to identify, and the mechanisms for ethical oversight 
weaken.

The alignment of the NSA, Vanderbilt, and OpenAI is a 
contemporary form of the military-industrial complex, operat-
ing through public-private partnership on the DARPA model. 
It distributes risk while concentrating power, and it allows ci-
vilian technologies to be militarised quietly. Systems built for 
benign purposes, conversational assistants and data analysis 
among them, can be redirected toward interrogation, surveil-
lance, and psychological operations without public knowledge 
or consent. This is not a commercial dispute or an academic 
one. It is a threat to civil liberty and democratic accountability.

Virtual reality: immersion, ethics, and control
Virtual reality, first conceived in the 1960s, now uses 
head-mounted displays, motion sensors, and spatial audio to 
generate environments that respond in real time to a user’s move-
ment (Lanier, 2017). Tracking the head, hands, and body pro-
duces presence: the sense of occupying a place that does not ex-
ist (Slater & Sanchez-Vives, 2016). Haptic feedback extends the 
effect to touch. The technology has moved from experiment 
into gaming, training, therapy, education, and social interac-
tion, and, more recently, into settings where the user has not 
chosen to be there.

Ethical and social risk
The military applications came early. Since 2014, the DARPA 
has used Oculus Rift headsets to render cyberwarfare scenari-
os in game-like form. Greenberg (2014) observed that “giving 
American hackers a tool that was made for video games to use 
in cyberattacks could be seen as encouraging a careless attitude 
toward cyberwar, making it seem less serious.”

This is the familiar dual-use pattern. The internet itself 
originated in defence research, developed through the com-
plex linking military funding to academic and industrial work 
(Naughton, 2016). After September 11, the digital environ-
ment was redefined as a domain of conflict, and pervasive sur-
veillance was justified on that basis (Weaver, 2013).

VR in carceral systems: therapy or control?
The migration of VR into prisons is more troubling, because 
there the vocabulary of rehabilitation and therapy does the 
work of justification. Corcoran State Prison in California is-
sues VR headsets to prisoners held in solitary confinement, of-
fering virtual escape into simulated environments. The objection 
is straightforward: the intervention promises release while leav-
ing the isolation exactly as it was.

VR is also being used to modify behaviour rather than to 
provide relief. Programmes for perpetrators of intimate partner 
violence place participants in simulations rendered from the 
victim’s perspective, on the theory that this produces empathy. 
A Catalan study found improved emotional recognition after 
the intervention, but no significant reduction in physical ag-
gression or threatening behaviour, which leaves both the effec-
tiveness and the ethics of the approach unsettled (Bastardas-Al-
bero et al., 2023).

These systems also collect biometric data, eye tracking and 
heart rate and galvanic skin response among them, with little 
governance over what happens to it. Questions of ownership, 
privacy, and whether such data might inform parole decisions 
are largely unaddressed. In that vacuum, VR functions as an 
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instrument of observation and control rather than of rehabil-
itation.

Innovation as normalisation
The historical parallel is uncomfortable. Abu Ghraib demon-
strated how institutional abuse becomes routine once policy 
provides cover for it. VR and neurotechnology are following 
a similar path, with “innovation” performing the function that 
policy performed then. Professional bodies including the IEEE 
have issued ethical guidance emphasising privacy and informed 
consent, and carceral applications routinely disregard it.

US regulation of neural data is currently inadequate, which 
leaves prisons available as testing grounds for corporate and 
military interests. The precedent is MKUltra, where unethical 
experimentation was conducted on captive populations under 
the justification of national security.

Brain-computer interfaces: access to the nervous system
The movement from MKUltra to DARPA-funded interfaces 
such as Synchron’s Stentrode marks a change in kind rather than 
degree: from chemical and psychological manipulation to di-
rect neurotechnological access. MKUltra was exposed in the 
1970s and formally terminated, but the ambition behind it did 
not end. The research moved into military and defence insti-
tutions, DARPA and the Defense Intelligence Agency among 
them ( Jacobsen, 2014). What distinguishes the current work is 
that it is digital, systematic, and comparatively open. What it 
shares with MKUltra is the dual-use problem: the same capa-
bility that restores function to a damaged nervous system pro-
vides access to an intact one.

Synchron and Neuralink
Synchron’s Stentrode is minimally invasive and endovascular: 
delivered through a blood vessel and positioned adjacent to the 
motor cortex, which avoids the craniotomy required by paren-
chymal designs such as Neuralink’s implant (Oxley et al., 2021). 
In its current, already remarkable, therapeutic form, the device 
records motor-cortex signals sufficient to allow persons with 
severe paralysis to operate external devices such as cursors and 
communication software by intention alone. It has not, at the 
time of writing, been demonstrated as a general-purpose bidirec-
tional system capable of writing thoughts, emotions, or mental 
content into the brain, and the argument that follows treats such 
a capability as an extrapolation rather than an existing feature.

The device’s origins are military. By the University of Mel-
bourne’s own account, the idea of reaching the brain through its 
blood vessels rather than through the skull took shape in 2011 
after a meeting with DARPA, which then supplied an initial 

US$1 million for proof of concept; a further AU$2.2 million 
followed from Australia’s National Health and Medical Re-
search Council (University of Melbourne, 2022). The technol-
ogy was developed under DARPA’s Reliable Neural-Interface 
Technology programme, a collaboration between the agency 
and the University, and by 2016 had attracted more than US$4 
million in grant funding from DARPA and other sources be-
fore the intellectual property passed to Synchron (Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency, 2016; Synchron, 2016). 
This is a separate lineage from the Next-Generation Nonsurgi-
cal Neurotechnology programme, whose six funded teams did 
not include Synchron. Public money continued after the hand-
over, including US$10 million from the National Institutes of 
Health in 2021 to launch the COMMAND trial (Synchron, 
2021). The pattern is the familiar one. A capability is seeded 
and developed at public expense under a defence programme, 
then transferred to a private company that owes the public 
nothing.

The therapeutic case should be stated before the risk, be-
cause it is real. Rodney Gorham, who has amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis and can no longer walk, speak, or move his hands, re-
ceived a Stentrode in December 2020 as part of an Australian 
trial and has now lived with it for five years, using it to control 
a computer and devices around his home by thought alone 
(Mullin, 2026). Whatever follows in this paper is a real good 
delivered to a real person.

The capital behind the work repays attention. Synchron 
was founded by Tom Oxley, whose first-in-human results are 
reported above. Khosla Ventures led the company’s Series B in 
2021, and by late 2022 a US$75 million Series C led by ARCH 
Venture Partners had brought in Bill Gates’s Gates Frontier and 
Jeff Bezos’s Bezos Expeditions (Cranston, 2022). In November 
2025 a US$200 million Series D took total funding to US$345 
million, adding the Qatar Investment Authority and, among 
the new investors, IQT (Synchron, 2025).

Three features of that syndicate matter here. Khosla Ven-
tures was also the first institutional investor in OpenAI, writ-
ing its initial cheque in early 2019 (Mathews, 2023), so a single 
fund holds positions in both the language model and the neu-
ral interface that this paper describes as convergent. Bezos has 
separately backed Altos Labs, a company pursuing the reversal 
of ageing. And IQT is In-Q-Tel, the CIA’s venture arm, whose 
first outside investment in Palantir was described in section 2.3; 
the same fund is now inside a company implanting devices in 
human brains. The pattern traced earlier through surveillance 
software has reached the nervous system.

Announcing the Series D, the company described an ex-
panding Cognitive AI division in New York that would train 
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models “that learn from brain data to decode thought in real 
time” (Synchron, 2025). The capability this paper treats as a 
projection has a division, a budget, and an address.

The consumer pathway is open. Synchron was the first such 
company to integrate Apple’s brain-computer interface human 
interface device protocol, co-developing a Bluetooth standard 
that connects neural activity directly to iPhone, iPad, and Vi-
sion Pro (Synchron, 2025). An interface that speaks natively to 
a phone is an interface positioned for a mass market.

The therapeutic promise is substantial. Such interfaces 
could restore communication to people with ALS or spinal in-
jury, and might eventually bypass damaged sensory pathways 
altogether (Marsh, 2018). Synchron’s public messaging tends 
toward the transhumanist register, describing the work in terms 
borrowed from scripture: making the lame walk and the blind 
see.

The potential for misuse is proportionate. An interface that 
reads intention can be turned to cognitive surveillance. Future 
generations that add bidirectional stimulation, which is a de-
sign horizon rather than a demonstrated feature of the current 
device, would extend that potential to emotional manipulation 
or behavioural enforcement. A compromised device of that 
description could in principle induce pain, fear, or compliance 
remotely, converting an instrument of restoration into one of 
control (Harari, 2017).

Consider what that implies. A state could monitor dis-
sent at its source. A company could place a preference where a 
thought should be. A campaign could deliver conviction rather 
than argument. Cognitive liberty, which has been treated as in-
alienable because it could not be reached, becomes contingent 
on the security of a device.

Neuralink and brain-to-brain communication
Neuralink’s stated ambition of direct brain-to-brain communi-
cation extends the problem. Neural signals would be digitised 
by an implanted chip, transmitted over standard network pro-
tocols, and reconstructed by the recipient’s device as thought, 
feeling, or image (Marsh, 2018).

Corporate ambition is not the only driver here. Under the 
Next-Generation Nonsurgical Neurotechnology programme, 
DARPA awarded US$18 million to a Rice University team led 
by Jacob Robinson to build MOANA, for magnetic, optical 
and acoustic neural access: a nonsurgical headset intended to 
decode activity in one person’s visual cortex and reproduce it 
in another’s in less than one-twentieth of a second. Robinson 
described the aim as a demonstration of “direct, brain-to-brain 
communication at the speed of thought and without brain 
surgery” (Rice University, 2019). A further US$8 million fol-

lowed in 2021 for a preclinical demonstration, with human 
testing anticipated as early as the following year (Rice Univer-
sity, 2021).

The therapeutic framing is the transmission of sight to the 
blind, and that is a serious aim. The capability being funded, 
however, is the writing of perceptual content into a brain that 
did not generate it, at a latency below the threshold of con-
scious detection. A system that can place an image in someone’s 
visual cortex can place an image they did not ask for and cannot 
refuse. That is the whole of the difficulty, and it does not de-
pend on anyone intending harm.

The medical and cognitive applications are considerable, 
and the risks are those of the Stentrode, amplified. Communi-
cation of this intimacy would be mediated by corporate infra-
structure. Without protections established beforehand, such 
systems would give both companies and governments a degree 
of reach into private mental life for which no precedent exists.

Mechanisms of neurotechnological coercion
The reading of minds by machine is no longer only a propos-
al. Since 2020, DARPA has funded a four-year research pro-
gramme, Artificial Social Intelligence for Successful Teams 
(ASIST), led by Katia Sycara at Carnegie Mellon with collab-
orators at the University of Pittsburgh and Northrop Grum-
man, whose aim is to give software agents a theory of mind: 
the capacity to infer a person’s hidden mental states from their 
behaviour (Spice, 2020). In its stated form the goal is cooper-
ative. The agent watches a human teammate and asks whether 
the person is confused, inattentive, or overloaded, so that it can 
help, and it is tested in search-and-rescue scenarios inside a vid-
eo-game world (Spice, 2020; University of Pittsburgh, n.d.). But 
the capability is indifferent to the purpose it serves. A system 
that models what a teammate is thinking in order to assist runs 
the same inference an interrogator runs in order to break, read-
ing concealment, distress, wavering attention, and the approach 
of collapse. ASIST does not build the apparatus described in 
this paper, and nothing in its charter mentions coercion. What 
it establishes is narrower and still consequential: the machine 
reading of mental states from behaviour is a funded programme 
with human subjects today, so the read-side of neurotechnolog-
ical interrogation is already an existing research capability, wear-
ing a cooperative face.

The concern is not confined to this essay. The 2025 report of 
the Human Rights Council Advisory Committee on new and 
emerging technologies in the military domain explicitly recog-
nises, at paragraph 36, that brain-computer interfaces and oth-
er advanced neurotechnologies could potentially be misused 
in coercive interrogation and could cause psychological harm 
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or constitute torture even in the absence of physical violence 
(A/HRC/60/63, 2025, paras. 34-38). The convergence risk on 
which this paper turns has, in other words, already been named 
at the level of the United Nations human rights machinery.

Induced hallucination
Using a brain-computer interface to induce hallucination tai-
lored to a particular subject remains out of reach, and the ob-
stacles are worth stating precisely, because they are obstacles of 
engineering rather than of principle. Non-invasive EEG has im-
proved in signal processing but still resolves poorly in space, and 
it reaches the deep structures badly — the amygdala above all, 
where trauma leaves its clearest signature. Pairing EEG with 
functional near-infrared spectroscopy narrows the gap; an in-
vasive interface closes it. Each carries its own cost, surgical in 
the second case, ethical in both (Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency, 2019).

Fidelity is the second constraint. Diffusion models gen-
erate images of increasing realism, and text-to-speech systems 
such as VALL-E reproduce a specific human voice from a short 
sample. What they cannot yet do is deliver either at the laten-
cy and emotional resolution a closed feedback loop would 
demand. A system that adjusts a hallucination in response to 
the subject’s neural state has to run faster than the subject can 
notice the seam, and current architectures do not. Edge com-
puting and neuromorphic hardware are closing that distance 
quickly enough that the constraint should be treated as tempo-
rary rather than structural.

Where such a system would appear first is not difficult to 
predict: controlled settings with minimal external scrutiny, 
military and clandestine detention among them. State interest 
in the interrogational use of neural monitoring is already on 
record, including proposals to combine it with pharmacologi-
cal agents (Garber, 2014). A cruder version could be assembled 
from consumer components, a commercial EEG headset paired 
with a VR display, which places a rough approximation of the 
capability within reach of actors who answer to no one at all.

The longer trajectory depends on decoding. DARPA’s Si-
lent Talk sought to recover intended speech directly from neu-
ral signal (Dziuban, 2009), and a mature version of that work is 
the precondition for any system that writes to the mind rather 
than merely reading it. Combine real-time neural analysis with 
generative output and the result is a system that can deliver 
tailored traumatic stimulus and adjust it on the evidence of its 
own effect.

Regulation has not kept pace. The prohibitions on psy-
chological torture in humanitarian law offer partial cover, but 
nothing in the existing instruments addresses neurotechnology 

directly (ICRC, 2021). Countermeasures have been proposed, 
signal jamming and cognitive training among them, though 
each presumes a subject who knows they are being read.

Attacks on memory reconsolidation
Advances in neural interfacing and gene editing have made tar-
geted interference with memory a plausible near-term capabili-
ty. The combination of CRISPR-Cas9 with mesh-electrode in-
terfaces points toward the deliberate modification or erasure 
of specific memories by biological and technical means rather 
than psychological ones. Yuste and Goering (2017) warned in 
Nature that artificial intelligence and brain-computer interfac-
es “must respect and preserve people’s privacy, identity, agency 
and equality” (p. 159).

Reconsolidation is the mechanism that makes this conceiv-
able. A memory, once retrieved, becomes briefly unstable be-
fore it is stored again, and inside that window it can be altered. 
Protein synthesis inhibitors administered during reconsolida-
tion eliminate conditioned fear responses in mice (Nader et 
al., 2000). CRISPR-Cas9 could in principle be directed at the 
same window, targeting genes such as Arc or CREB that govern 
synaptic plasticity (Campbell & Wood, 2019). Paired with a 
mesh interface able to both record from and stimulate neurons, 
the combination would allow a memory circuit to be located 
and edited with considerable precision.

Neuralink’s work makes the delivery mechanism imagina-
ble. Musk has described an implant intended both to read from 
and to write to the brain at scale (Telford, 2019). Turned to 
coercion, this would mean detecting the neural signature of a 
particular memory as it is recalled, then interrupting reconsol-
idation with a CRISPR payload, using viral vectors that deliver 
editors only to neurons currently active. That selectivity is what 
makes the targeting precise.

The implications are severe. Liao and Sandberg (2008) 
argued that deliberate modification of memory raises distinct 
normative problems, because it alters the record on which a 
person’s identity and testimony both depend. Military appli-
cation is the obvious case: the routine deletion of a prisoner’s 
traumatic memories, or of their loyalties. The subtler applica-
tion is insertion rather than deletion, a false recollection im-
planted during the reconsolidation window, a capability al-
ready demonstrated in mice (Ramirez et al., 2013).

Two obstacles remain, and both are receding. The blood-
brain barrier obstructs viral delivery, but focused ultrasound 
now opens it under clinical conditions (Zhao et al., 2024). 
CRISPR still edits off-target, but high-fidelity variants have 
reduced that substantially (Anzalone et al., 2019).
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Neurorights frameworks need to exist before the capabili-
ty does rather than after it. Ienca and Andorno (2017) argued 
that cognitive liberty should be recognised as a fundamental 
right. Absent international regulation, attacks on memory of 
this kind would arrive with the character of chemical weapons: 
undetectable in use, irreversible in effect, and condemned only 
once someone has already used them.

Automated interrogation
Large language models make a further step possible: an inter-
rogation that runs without a human conducting it. Three com-
ponents would do the work — real-time linguistic analysis, af-
fective state modelling, and reinforcement learning that adapts 
the approach — and each exists now.

The agentic-AI paradigm that has emerged in the last two 
years makes it possible to go further still. A state or contractor 
could build a purpose-specific interrogation agent, fine-tuned 
on tradecraft literature and past transcripts, equipped with 
planning modules and persistent memory, and stripped of the 
alignment training that would otherwise refuse the task, capa-
ble of planning and executing a coercive strategy across days or 
weeks rather than a single session. Such an agent is also porta-
ble. Running on a phone, a wearable, or an implanted interface, 
it travels with the target: whichever room the person walks into 
becomes an interrogation room, and the head itself becomes 
the last room they cannot leave. The obvious application is to 
dissidents. A journalist reporting from safe houses, an activist 
in exile, an opposition figure under formal protection each re-
mains within reach of an interlocutor lodged inside their own 
attention. I have staged this condition dramatically elsewhere 
in a play, Te Amo, Me Amo, whose speaker, the Emperor of a 
Mirrored Maze, describes himself as the consultant the total-
itarian apparatus will call when its monster requires a human 
face.

The transformer architecture supplies the first. Applied to 
interrogation, the model reads a detainee’s answers for seman-
tic content, prosody, and latency, and assembles a psychological 
profile from them. Language models identify emotional state 
from text well above chance (Xu et al., 2025), which is accurate 
enough to locate a specific vulnerability: a trauma trigger, an 
attachment anxiety, a shame. The system then works that vul-
nerability through structured conversational tactics, denying 
the subject’s own account of events, reconstructing a traumatic 
narrative with an altered detail inserted, or simply sustaining 
engagement long enough to deny sleep.

Reinforcement learning supplies the adaptation. The sys-
tem is rewarded for eliciting physiological markers of stress, 
disfluency or elevated heart rate among them, and penalised 

for lines of questioning that yield nothing, using established 
methods such as proximal policy optimisation (Schulman et 
al., 2017). Over a long enough session it converges on the ap-
proach best suited to the particular person in front of it. Un-
constrained models already display something adjacent to this 
in their unaligned behaviour (Mökander et al., 2023).

Multimodal input closes the loop. Add computer vision 
reading facial microexpression and EEG reading stress signa-
ture, and the system optimises against a direct measure of dis-
tress rather than an inference drawn from speech. Gamma-band 
activity associated with fear when a subject mentions their fam-
ily would be sufficient for the system to return to that subject 
and modulate its own delivery to deepen the response. DARPA 
has already funded the underlying capability in another regis-
ter: the PRIDE project, short for Prediction and Recognition 
of Intent, Decision and Emotion, models emotional states in 
order to forecast how a group or a nation will respond to a giv-
en action, and to advise commanders accordingly (Brewster, 
2020). An automated interrogator would run the same infer-
ence at the scale of one person, and invert its purpose, model-
ling the subject’s emotional state not to anticipate a reaction 
but to produce one.

Fusion databases and the permanent record
Centralised repositories now aggregate personal data at a scale 
not previously possible, drawing on communications, financial 
records, biometrics, and increasingly on neurotechnology. Fu-
sion databases join these streams into durable individual pro-
files: identifiers, behavioural history, movement, social graph, 
and, with a neural interface in the chain, inferred emotional and 
cognitive states. That last addition dissolves the distinction be-
tween surveillance of the body and surveillance of the mind.

Snowden’s characterisation of the result as a permanent re-
cord is exact (Snowden, 2019). What such a system holds is not 
a snapshot but a continuous file, tracking the movement of a life 
across beliefs, associations, and conduct. Once consolidated it 
is effectively indelible, and it can be turned to justify suspicion, 
to coerce, or to select a target for psychological operations.

For an interrogation conducted through a neural interface, 
such a repository would do three things at once. It would al-
low the operation to be built against the individual, matching 
neural data to behavioural and social history to establish what 
this particular person most fears. It would allow compliance to 
be monitored continuously, with resistance legible in real time 
and pressure adjusted accordingly. And because the record does 
not expire, it would sustain suspicion indefinitely, regardless of 
present conduct. The database becomes both the infrastructure 
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of confinement and the instrument of it: walls made of data, 
guards made of algorithm.

That infrastructure survives changes of government be-
cause it has been deliberately placed beyond their reach. The 
pattern is consistent enough to be described as a method. The 
Church Committee’s 1975 findings on NSA abuse should 
have produced structural reform; the capabilities migrated to 
contractors instead. Snowden’s 2013 disclosure of PRISM pro-
duced a season of outrage and then an expansion. Each cycle 
runs the same way: revelation, hearings, and privatisation pre-
sented as reform. Private firms hold constitutional protections 
that agencies do not. Terms of service substitute for warrants. 
Trade secrecy shields the algorithm from audit. Freedom of in-
formation does not reach a corporation.

The commercial layer that results is not a neutral market. 
Firms founded by former intelligence personnel take govern-
ment and corporate contracts, and data returns to the agencies 
through relationships that are not visible to the public. Alan 
Wade moved from the CIA to the board of Darktrace, the cy-
bersecurity firm contracted to protect the United Kingdom’s 
National Health Service, which gives a private company stand-
ing access to the patient records of millions (Webb, 2022b, p. 
370). The arrangement does not require conspiracy in order to 
be a problem. It requires only that oversight apply to one side 
of the boundary and not the other.

That asymmetry delivers four protections to any fusion da-
tabase used for interrogation. Private companies are not subject 
to freedom of information law, are not routinely compelled to 
testify, and have no public budget scrutiny. Terms of service 
perform the legal function of consent while trade secrecy pre-
vents external audit of what the algorithms do. Regulatory cap-
ture keeps policy aligned; Avril Haines consulted for Palantir 
before becoming Director of National Intelligence (Webb, 
2022b, p. 370). And when an abuse does surface, responsibility 
distributes across contractors, subcontractors, foreign partners, 
and government clients until prosecution becomes impractical.

Cambridge Analytica established that the arrangement sur-
vives exposure. The harvesting of psychological profiles from 
87 million Facebook users for political targeting produced an 
international scandal in 2018 (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harri-
son, 2018), followed by congressional hearings and European 
fines. The underlying capability, collection and psychographic 
profiling and targeted manipulation, did not contract after-
ward. It expanded, under new corporate names and with better 
instruments.

Apply this to a subject interrogated through a neural in-
terface. Their neural data, thought patterns and emotional re-
sponses and trauma signatures, enters a repository operated by 

a private company under contract to an intelligence agency. It is 
permanent. It is cross-referenced against decades of behavioural 
history. It is accessible to people the subject will never identify, 
under contracts protected as commercial secrets. What results 
is a neural fingerprint that permits psychological targeting for 
the remainder of a life, held in a database no democratic body 
inspects, by a company no democratic body reaches. None of 
this is incidental. The arrangement was built to produce exactly 
this result.

Moral and legal consequences of AI-enhanced 
interrogation
These technologies raise a hard question about the future of law-
ful intelligence gathering and about the prohibition of torture 
itself. Article 1 of the UN Convention against Torture defines 
torture in terms of “severe pain or suffering, whether physical 
or mental,” and is intentionally method-neutral: it does not re-
quire physical contact, visible injury, or any particular technol-
ogy. Nothing in its text confines its reach to twentieth-century 
techniques (Nowak & McArthur, 2008). The framework of psy-
chological torture and torturing environments developed by the 
previous Special Rapporteur on Torture (Pérez-Sales, 2017; A/
HRC/43/49, 2020) supplies conceptual resources directly com-
patible with technologically mediated coercion. The real prob-
lem posed by neurotechnology is therefore less a matter of stat-
utory scope than of doctrinal specification, evidentiary practice, 
and institutional readiness.

The risk of false confession is acute. Advocates argue that 
machine learning improves the detection of deception, but the 
research does not support the claim: current algorithms per-
form barely above chance, with high rates of both false posi-
tives and false negatives (Levine, 2021). What such systems 
reliably produce is an appearance of technical neutrality, and 
that appearance invites a confidence the performance does not 
warrant. Applied to interrogation, it compounds a problem 
that already exists, since coerced false confession is among the 
best-documented failures in the field (Kassin, 2015).

Autonomy compounds the accountability problem. Once a 
system governs the pace, tone, and direction of questioning, the 
line between interrogation and psychological coercion stops 
being locatable (Crawford, 2020). A sufficiently capable model 
may also arrive at techniques a human interrogator would de-
cline on moral grounds, not because the model is crueller but 
because nothing in it recognises the question.

Mission creep is the most predictable danger, and the his-
torical record on it is unambiguous. Tools built for military and 
intelligence use migrate into domestic policing (McCoy, 2009). 
Systems developed for counterterrorism would find their way 
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into ordinary criminal investigation, border processing, and 
corporate security, with far less oversight at each remove.

Neurocognitive coercion
Existing human rights instruments reach neuropsychologi-
cal coercion in principle, but their doctrinal specification re-
mains underdeveloped. The Convention prohibits “any act by 
which severe pain or suffering … is intentionally inflicted,” and 
the psychological-torture and torturing-environments frame-
works referred to above are directly applicable. What is lack-
ing is not statutory language but jurisprudence, guidance, and 
documented case-law on specific neurotechnological modali-
ties: interference with the brain conducted below the thresh-
old of the subject’s awareness, alteration of memory during de-
tention, and behavioural conditioning administered remotely 
and continuously.

Nor is there case law establishing how harm caused by 
third-party manipulation of neural data should be assessed 
(Ienca & Andorno, 2017). That vacuum is precisely where such 
methods develop, out of sight and under classification, as the 
CIA’s post-2001 interrogation research did (Mayer, 2005).

Neuralink’s work arrives at the convergence of neurotech-
nology, artificial intelligence, and mass surveillance. Without 
protections established in advance — a moratorium on closed-
source neural interfaces, an explicit prohibition on cognitive 
warfare — the most intimate form of coercion yet devised will 
be normalised before it is regulated. The scientific communi-
ty has to set those limits before the capability reaches settings 
where oversight is deliberately thin.

Doctrinal work under an existing prohibition
The task ahead is not to draft new treaty text. Article 1 already 
covers severe mental suffering intentionally inflicted for pro-
hibited purposes with the involvement of a public official, and 
its method-neutral language extends without amendment to 
technologically-mediated coercion. The 2020 report of the pre-
vious Special Rapporteur on Torture on psychological torture 
(A/HRC/43/49) and the associated academic literature on tor-
turing environments (Pérez-Sales, 2017) supply the conceptu-
al bridge from the physical paradigm around which the 1984 
Convention was drafted to the adaptive, personalised, and con-
tinuous character of the neurotechnological scenarios examined 
in this Essay. Proposing an amendment to Article 1 would sub-
stitute a difficult and politically improbable treaty revision for 
the doctrinal, evidentiary, and institutional work that is actu-
ally required.

That work has at least six distinct components. First, severi-
ty: how to establish severe suffering in cases where the interven-
tion is covert, cumulative, and leaves no conventional forensic 
trace, along the lines the torturing-environments framework 
already begins to articulate for chronic and structural harm. 
Second, causation: how to document the link between a tech-
nologically mediated coercive environment and the mental suf-
fering of a particular person, when the mechanisms of harm are 
distributed and the technology itself is opaque. Third, freedom 
of thought, mental privacy, and mental integrity, whether treat-
ed as extensions of existing ICCPR protections or, on some 
accounts, as the object of newly articulated neurorights (Ienca 
& Andorno, 2017; Bublitz, 2022; Yuste et al., 2017). There is 
a genuine academic debate between those who consider exist-
ing rights sufficient once properly interpreted and those who 
favour an explicit neurorights framework; both positions are 
consistent with the substantive concern developed here.

Fourth, State responsibility, where the operational infra-
structure is designed, hosted, or run by private companies, and 
where the distinction between State action and private con-
duct is blurred by long-standing contracting relationships. The 
framework of business and human rights (Ruggie, 2011) is one 
starting point; extraterritorial jurisdiction and due-diligence 
obligations for technology vendors are another. Fifth, distrib-
uted responsibility, where an adaptive AI system dynamically 
selects coercive stimuli whose specifics may not have been indi-
vidually chosen by any human operator. Sixth, consent, in pop-
ulations, whether detained persons, deployed soldiers, or oth-
ers, whose ability to refuse participation in neurotechnological 
data collection is structurally compromised.

The international normative landscape addressing these 
questions has been changing rapidly. The Human Rights 
Council Advisory Committee published a dedicated report on 
neurotechnology and human rights in 2024 (A/HRC/57/61), 
followed by its 2025 report on new and emerging technolo-
gies in the military domain (A/HRC/60/63), cited above. 
UNESCO adopted its Recommendation on the Ethics of Neu-
rotechnology in November 2025, the first global normative in-
strument devoted specifically to the field, complementing the 
earlier OECD Recommendation on Responsible Innovation in 
Neurotechnology (2019). At the domestic level, Chile has giv-
en neurorights an explicit constitutional basis, with Spain and 
other jurisdictions moving in a similar direction (López-Silva 
& Valera, 2022). These instruments do not, taken together, 
provide a complete regulatory architecture, but they establish 
the direction of doctrinal development that the prohibition of 
torture and CIDT now needs to track.
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Medical complicity: The role of neurologists in BCI interrogation
Brain-computer interfaces raise a distinct ethical problem for 
the profession that builds them. The therapeutic promise for 
patients with neurological injury is real; so is the dual-use po-
tential for non-consensual interrogation and behavioural ma-
nipulation. The difficulty falls on neurologists, who may con-
tribute to the development, refinement, or validation of systems 
that enable neurological surveillance or coercion without ever 
intending to.

Their expertise is what makes such systems work. Neuro-
anatomy, cognitive mapping, and signal processing are the 
competencies required to teach a BCI to decode neural activ-
ity accurately, and neural decoding algorithms built on that 
knowledge can be paired with large language models to infer 
thought patterns, emotional valence, and intention from EEG, 
fNIRS, or intracortical signal. Combined with immersive vir-
tual environments and synchronised biometric feedback, the 
result is an apparatus in which a person’s mental and emotional 
states can be read, altered, and anticipated in real time.

Connection to fusion databases amplifies this considerably. 
Fusion centres are already troubling for their domestic surveil-
lance reach; joined to neurointerrogation, they would allow 
neurological response to be correlated with behavioural histo-
ry, social media, and movement data. Neurologists working on 
such integrations may justify their participation on therapeutic 
or experimental grounds while contributing to infrastructure 
whose function is sustained mental surveillance.

Scientific credibility is a precondition for deployment, 
and this is what the profession supplies. Clinical vocabulary 
and standardised protocols for acquiring and analysing neural 
data confer legitimacy that the technology could not otherwise 
claim. Psychiatry’s history under repressive regimes shows how 
readily professional authority is captured for such purposes. A 
neurologist who helps build systems that profile, pressure, or 
control people through neural data has abandoned non-malef-
icence, whatever the framing of the work.

Language models introduce a further concern. Trained on 
correlations between neural signal and language, such systems 
could generate psychological pressure calibrated to the indi-
vidual and questions adapted in real time. Paired with a neu-
ral interface and immersive VR, the combination becomes an 
instrument of psychological torture insulated by technical vo-
cabulary and far removed from any recognisable interrogation 
room.

The profession and the wider international community 
need to state plainly that BCI and AI technologies are not to be 
used for interrogation or surveillance. Regulatory frameworks 
and codes of ethics have to be revised to account for technol-

ogies that reach inside the skull, and to hold accountable the 
clinicians who help build them.

Thought experiment: The Mauritanian protocol
The following is presented deliberately as a thought experiment 
rather than as a description of any existing program. Its function 
is to integrate capabilities discussed separately in the preceding 
sections and to ask whether the legal and ethical frameworks re-
viewed above are prepared for a plausible future convergence.

Take the interrogation room from The Mauritanian and 
move it inside the detainee’s skull. A minimally invasive inter-
face relays neural activity to a language model that composes 
psychological torture to specification: the synthesised voices 
of dead relatives, fabricated evidence of betrayal by people the 
subject loves, threats optimised against the fears the system 
has learned by watching. Unlike Guantánamo, where sessions 
began and ended, this one does not stop. There are no walls, 
no guards, and no interval. The subject’s own neural activi-
ty supplies the material for their persecution, and the system 
improves at it while the session runs, turning neuroplasticity 
into the instrument of its own use. None of the components 
required to build this configuration are exotic. Each exists, in 
isolation, today. What does not exist is the integration.

Conclusion
The parts are already on the table, and no single one of them is 
exotic. The fusion databases hold the record: financial, biomet-
ric, medical, locational, compiled and kept without expiry. The 
consumer models are trained on the behavioural exhaust of bil-
lions, which is the raw material of a psychological profile. The 
voice tools can rebuild a dead parent from a few minutes of cap-
tured audio. And the neural interfaces, funded across two de-
cades of defence money, from a 2011 meeting at DARPA to the 
first human implants of the present decade, are learning to read 
the nervous system and, at the far end, to write to it. Every one 
of these works today. What does not yet exist is the single ma-
chine that fuses them, and building it is an engineering task rath-
er than a discovery anyone is waiting on. Integration is a policy 
choice, and it is the last choice still open.

That is the whole of the warning, and the whole of the hope 
with it. A capability that has not been assembled can still be re-
fused. But the history traced in these pages gives little reason to 
expect refusal on its own, because the pattern is five decades old 
and it does not vary. A surveillance excess is exposed. A season 
of outrage follows. A theatrical reform is passed. And the capa-
bility, instead of being dismantled, is moved quietly into private 
hands where oversight cannot reach it. The Church Commit-
tee’s revelations did not end domestic surveillance; they pro-
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fessionalised it and licensed the contractor economy that now 
runs it. The programmes Snowden exposed were re-authorised, 
and the alliance that shares them only grew. Cambridge Ana-
lytica did not stop psychographic targeting so much as broad-
cast the method to the thousand firms that sell it today. On this 
record, exposure is a stage the apparatus passes through on the 
way to normalisation, not the force that halts it.

Which is why disclosure, this essay’s included, settles noth-
ing by itself. To describe the machine is not to stop it, and the 
belief that naming a danger discharges the duty to prevent it is 
exactly the reflex the pattern feeds on. The one intervention the 
history has never tried is the one that remains: prohibition, en-
forced by dismantling the capability before its parts are joined 
rather than by extracting another promise of good behaviour. 
That means holding neurorights, the right to mental integri-
ty and against the coercive reading and writing of the mind, 
as inalienable rather than negotiable, and it means pulling out 
the collection infrastructure instead of pledging to supervise it. 
The window for that is the window in which the parts are still 
separate, and it is open now. It will not hold open on its own. 
Once the machine is assembled and running, there will be no 
one left to appeal to, because the point of building it that way is 
to leave no one in the room to answer for it.

The evolution of torture, from divine punishment through 
the staged degradations of Abu Ghraib to the prospect of neu-
rological manipulation, shows that cruelty reliably finds new 
instruments. Neurotechnology’s promise of healing obscures 
its capacity to inflict suffering at a scale and permanence no 
earlier method could reach, and to do so without witnesses. 
The Inquisition tore flesh to expel heresy; a modern state may 
one day edit minds to compel orthodoxy, and it will offer the 
same justifications: security, necessity, and a higher mandate. 
Preventing that requires confronting the technology and also 
the older conviction beneath it, that pain in some form disclos-
es truth. The ticking bomb was always a fiction. The bomb in 
the brain is under construction.
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