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In this and the following arti-
cle two Te$earch psychologists 
debunk some.· of ;; the ezotic · ~·. ·.c., 
methods of sugge$tion attrib-
uted to the Communists and 
ballyhooed for commercial use. 
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CONDITIONED REFLEX, DRUGS AND HYPNOSIS 
IN COMMUNIST INTERROGATIONS 

Leonard Bilden 

The dramatic confessions of persons brought to trial by the 
Communists and the pr<reommunist sentiments expressed by 
some Americans released from Communist prisons have led to 
much speculation about Communist use of Pavlovian condi­
tioning techniques, drugs, hypnosis, and other exotic means 
of controlling human behavior. This speculation presupposes 
that behavioral scientists participate in the formulation and 
development of Communist control methods. 

A specific investigation of this supposition has been under­
taken. The findings of this investigation are that scientists 
have not participated. The unilormity of control methods 
throughout the Communist countries makes it apparent that 
they have been organized into a more or less formal body of 
doctrine, 1 and it is kn~wn that those who use the methods are 
trained in the doctrine and try. t.o follow it, but all of the evi­
dence points to the fact that the doctrine was developed and 
organized by the police omclals themselves. 

The central staff of the KGB and its predecessors does not 
have any section devoted to psychologi~ or_medical research._ 
No scientists m;e_known t.o bave participat.ed iii the pfanntng­
of any of itS procedures. _It is safd-~t during World War II 
Ber1a inaintafned a bighlf. ·secret laboJ'atory_ ~~ in },fas. - . - -

-. cow~ tn_w~-ph~'cta.ns __ ind_-O~er ~entlsts-attempted_-to --"- :·-·,_ ·· -
. _- . devet<>P n~w_methods of covert J>9tsorung-i:md_o~er means f~r -__ -. : -~-· 

eltminating or disablfu.g target iridividuais: · _He and bis u.; = - . ,. 
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Communist Interrogations 

sociates were inspired by the activities 9{Jhe .c;lestapo along, .. _ 
these lines, and established their laboratocy'~y in order~· 
to keep up with technological advances in the field. It is re­
ported that the results of this work were disappointing and 
the whole outfit was abolished shortly after the war. The phy­
sicians who took part in the work were not considered top 
flight and were looked down upon by KGB officers in general. 

Soviet and Satellite police omcers have an earthy contempt 
for psychology in general and for·· psychologis~ and psychia­
tris~ in particular. Former secret police informants are unan­
imous iri affirming that no training in psychology or psychia­
try is given to officers who attend the KGB schools. 

Aside from the question of scientific participation in formu­
lating procedures, reports on the actual use of these exotic de­
vices is also negative. There are repo~ of Communist ex­
perimentation with them, but no instance of operational use 
except for normal medical purposes. 

Much of Soviet psychology is concerned with adaptations 
of the conditioned reflex concepts of Pavlov, one fundamental 
aspect of which is the belief that men can deliberately be 
made to develop predesigned types of thought and behavior 
under appropriately controlled environmental conditions. So­
viet laboratories have experimented with a variety of situations 
for the acquisition of conditioned reflexes, and the condition­
ing method has proved useful in describing and predicting the 
learning of simple behavior sequences .. But so far as can be 
ascertained the limited scientific applicability of conditioning 
to intelligence operations has never been exploited by the Com­
munists. 

The KGB has a medical department which is organized along 
the lines of the medical dep~ents in our. armed forces._ Its 
mission is tO take care of the illneMe8 of prisoners ind-KGB per­
sonnel. :·It doe8 include a few psychiatristS, but no medical om-
~ or psychiatrist is ever. used in the interrogation process it- . 
self. -~cir function in relation. t.o· priSoners .under ~oga-. 
tion is simply tnat'.of evaluating tl;le_ state of their physical and_ · 
mental health, advising the interrogator when men are too m 

. - - - . - ~ ~ -:.- -_ _. - -

tor further Interrogation, and treating prison~ for the effect.a 
of the tortures which have been. carried oui OD: ~em... They 
sometimes adm1n1st.er stlmuJatit.a :t.G tired 0r sleepy prisoners 
to enable them _to continue_ )VitJi_ pr~l~" Jn~logatl~._ · 
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Communist lnlerrogations 

They may give sedatives t.o excited prisoners.. They. use anti­
biotics, vit&'m1ns, and any other available adjlmct.s'~edlcal 
therapy in the treatment of wounds and illness. But we have 
no reliable evidence of any direct medical or psychiatric par-
ticipation in attempts to elicit information from prisoners or to 
produce confessions. 

Since the time of the purge trials there have been recurrent 
reports that the Communist secret police use drugs as a means 
of obtaining confessions. All the reports which could be found 
have been reviewed. In no case has it been possible to obtain 
any substantial evidence that any drug played an important 
role in a known interrogation or confession. Our informants, 
former Communist secret police officials, state that no drug 
had been issued to the MVD for use in interrogations as late 
as 1953. 

There is good reason to believe that secret police in the Com­
munist countries, especially those of Czechoslovakia and Rus­
sia, have experimented with the use of all the commonly known 
psychochemicals and so-called .. truth drugs." The drugs of 
potential importance in interrogations fall into three cate­
gories, stimulants, hypnotics, and hallucinogenic agents. 

The stimulants, in general, have the effect of increasing wake­
fulness and alertness at the expense of creating tremulous­
ness, feelings of anxiety and overactivity. Caflein, benzedrine, 
and dexedrine fall into this category. There are a number of 
derivatives of benzedrine which have essentially the. same ac­
tion. "Aktedron," a synthetic benzedrine derivative, has been 
used in CY.echoslovakia and Southeast Europe. Coftee and hen-_ _ 
zedrine derivatives are sometimes admlnistered to tired or 
sleepy prisoners in order to wake them up enough so that the 
interrogation can be carried-on. .They have been used i!l this _ -

- manner_ in -Eastern Etirope, -in R1iss1a, and in_ ChiruL -In and · -
of th_emselves they have no important eftect in producing· 
conf e.ssions. Used in combination with a system of psycholog- - _ _ 
1ca1-andphySiologfoatpreSsUre8tfieywnpnmanyC8ses-~ :-- __ c- -- -0-----~--~--- ~--=;~~--~ __ --< -
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Communist Interrogations 

toxicating effect in small doses. The barbiturates.such as nem- . 
but.at· and phenobarbital tan into this cat.egocy. So-called · 
"truth serums," sodium amytal or sodium pentothal, are rap­
idly acting barbiturates administered by vein. When these 
drugs are given in the proper dosage, they have a relaxing and 
befuddling effect similar to that produced by moderate amounts 
of alcohol. Under some circumstances, individuals intoxicated 
by these drugs become loose in their talk. But they have no 
eftect in producing truth, and persons under their infiuence 
can resist their action to the same extent that they can resist 
the action of alcohol There is no evidence that the Commu­
nists have effectively or extensively used amytal interviews as 
a means of extracting con!essions, although it is quite prob­
able that they have experimented with this maneuver. The 
hypnotic drug which is most frequently mentioned as a Com­
munist tool is scopolamine, a naturally occurring substance 
long known in medical science. It is one of the ingredients in 
the "twilight sleep" medication used by obstetricians on women 
1n labor. It, too, has an intoxicating and befuddling etfect in 
small doses, an etJect which would be dim.cult to distinguish 
from that of the profound fatigue, sleep loss, undernourish­
ment, anxiety and confusion produced by the usual Commu­
nist control techniques. 

In every instance in which there is direct evidence that Com­
munist police have given hypnotic and sedative drugs to pris­
oners, they have administered these drugs for the purpose of 
calming and relaxing excited and fatigued Individuals. Amer­
ican physicians would be likely to use these drugs in a similar 
manner for the same reason. 

The hallucinogenic agents have likewise been known for 
a long time. .Marijuana falls into this c;_a~ory. . Persons un­
der the influence of these agents have· a· disturbance of their 
thought proces.ws which can be profoundly disorganizing to . 
them. During the past few years LSD-25 and mescaline (a : _ · 

. dertvative- of-a Mexlcim plant) ._ruive attr.8cteci-muCh ·attention. - :: . 
·because of theiruse in exPertmentaI psycbl&trf. It is known · · 
that the RlissJans, like otb.e? int.emgence sentces, have lnvestl-
gat.ed both of these sUbstances, but ~ 18)10 evidence that 

. they·have ever wiecfthem In att.empta at_~~~~·~ . 
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Communist Interrogations 

It should be emphasized that the covert . administration of 
any drug (stimulant, hypnotic, or h&nucinogenic agent) can 
produce an impact on the individual undergoing the stress 
of prolonged imprisonment and interrogation which goes be­
yond merely accelerating the fatigue, disturbed judgment, and 
other effects of the usual prolonged control pressures. The 
covertly administered drug can make the prisoner feel that the 
interrogation is afiecting him more than it really is. It may 
make him feel that the interrogator is more powerful or more 
prescient than he really is, or that the situation has become 
more intolerable and inexorable than it is in fact. -

This impact can be exploited by an interrogator to increase 
the prisoner's cooperation, providing the interrogator is suffi­
ciently perceptive and appropriately :flexible in his approach. 
To what extent this fact is known to the Communists we can­
not say. It is likely, however, that so long as they continue to 
employ the doctrinaire approach of their present imprison­
ment-interrogation procedure they will not have sufficient flexi­
bility to exploit this aspect of drug effects. 

Another question that recurrently arises is whether prisoners 
at the time of police confession are in a state of hypnosis. No 
evidence of the use of hypnotists or of hypnotism in any of the 
Communist confession procedures has been found. At the time 
of his Gestapo-like experiments, it is said that Beria experi­
mented with the use of hypnosis also. Our informers state 
that the experiments were a failure and the attempts did not 
continue. 

Although formal hypnotism is not used, the confession rou­
tine as it has been described does create in those exposed to it 
an increased degree of pliability and suggestibility. It is not 
clear to what extent the Commumst;., are aware_ of this and 
purposefully exi>loit lt. -- - -- - - - - - - -
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