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IN' CALIFORNIA,
THRIVING CLAIMS
OF VOTER FRAUD

ECHOES OF 20 IN RECALL

Baseless Theories Before
Election a New Norm
on the Right

By NICK CORASANITI

The results of the California re-
call election won’t be known until
Tuesday night. But some Republi-
cans are already predicting vic-
tory for the Democrat, Gov. Gavin
Newsom, for a reason that should
sound familiar.

Voter fraud.

Soon after the recall race was
announced in early July, the em-
bers of 2020 election denialism ig-
nited into new false claims on
right-wing news sites and social
media channels. This vote, too,
would supposedly be “stolen,”
with malfeasance ranging from
deceptively designed ballots to
nefariousness by corrupt postal
workers.

As awave of recent polling indi-
cated that Mr. Newsom was likely
to brush off his Republican chal-
lengers, the baseless allegations
accelerated. Larry Elder, a lead-
ing Republican candidate, said he
was “concerned” about election
fraud. The Fox News commenta-
tors Tomi Lahren and Tucker Carl-
son suggested that wrongdoing
was the only way Mr. Newsom
could win. And former President
Donald J. Trump predicted that it
would be “arigged election.”

This swift embrace of false alle-
gations of cheating in the Califor-
nia recall reflects a growing in-
stinct on the right to argue that
any lost election, or any ongoing
race that might result in defeat,
must be marred by fraud. The re-
lentless falsehoods spread by Mr.
Trump and his allies about the
2020 election have only fueled
such fears.

“I very honestly believe there
wereirregularities and fraudulent
activity,” Elena Johnson, 65, a
teacher in Los Angeles County
who was in the crowd at a rally for
Mr. Elder last week in Ventura
County, said of the presidential
contest last year. “It was stolen.”

Because of her concerns about
voter fraud in the 2020 election,
Ms. Johnson said, she would be
casting her ballot in person on
Tuesday instead of by mail. She
said she was supporting the Re-
publican because she thought Cal-
ifornia, her adopted home after
immigrating from the Philippines
40 years ago, was on the brink.
“California is where I came, and
California is where I want to stay,”
she said.

Since the start of the recall, alle-
gations of election fraud have
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G.O.P. Seethes,
But Every State
Requires Shots

Fury at Biden Ignores
a Century of Rules

By SHERYL GAY STOLBERG

WASHINGTON — Like other
Republican governors around the
country, Tate Reeves of Missis-
sippi reacted angrily to the co-
ronavirus vaccine mandates
President Biden imposed on pri-
vate businesses. Declaring the
move “terrifying,” he wrote on
Twitter: “This is still America, and
we still believe in freedom from ty-
rants.”

There is a deep inconsistency in
that argument. Mississippi has
some of the strictest vaccine man-
dates in the nation, which have not
drawn opposition from most of its
elected officials. Not only does it
require children to be vaccinated
against measles, mumps and sev-
en other diseases to attend school,
but it goes further than most
states by barring parents from
claiming “religious, philosophical
or conscientious” exemptions.

Resistance to vaccine man-
dates was once a fringe position in
both parties, more the realm of
misinformed celebrities than
mainstream political thought. But
the fury over Mr. Biden’s man-
dates shows how a once-extreme
stance has moved to the center of
the Republican Party. The gover-
nors’ opposition reflects the anger
and fear about the vaccine among
constituents now central to their
base, while ignoring longstanding
policy and legal precedent in favor
of similar vaccination require-
ments.

“Republicans care about get-
ting beyond this pandemic every
bit as much as Democrats do,”
said Dr. Ashish Jha, the dean of
the Brown University School of
Public Health. But, he added, “po-
liticians are certainly happy to ex-
ploit this issue for political gain,
which is why I think the Republi-
can governors are up in arms.”

Mr. Biden also imposed vaccine
mandates on federal workers and
many health care workers. But
Republican outrage is really boil-
ing over his plan to require all pri-
vate-sector businesses with more
than 100 employees to mandate
vaccines or weekly testing for
their work forces.

Gov. Greg Abbott of Texas
called the president’s move “a
power grab.” Gov. Henry McMas-
ter of South Carolina promised to
fight Mr. Biden in court, to “the
gates of hell.” Gov. Greg Gianforte
of Montana called it “unlawful and
un-American.” Gov. Kay Ivey of
Alabama called the move “out-
rageous” and “overreaching.”

But each of these states — in-
deed, every state in the country —
already mandates certain vacci-
nations for children, and some-
times for adults, including health

Continued on Page All

BTIHAL REMLI FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

Mohamedou Ould Slahi, who was tortured at Guantadnamo Bay, now lives in Mauritania.

One Legacy of Sept. 11:
A Torture Policy’s Stain

By CAROL ROSENBERG

NOUAKCHOTT, Mauritania — Mohamedou
Ould Slahi is almost clinical as he recalls details
of the torture he endured in the summer of 2003
at Guantanamo Bay.

There were the guards who menaced him with
attack dogs and beat him so badly they broke his
ribs. The troops who shackled him, blasted him
with heavy metal music and strobe lights or
drenched him in ice water to deny him sleep for
months on end. The mind-numbing isolationin a
darkened cell without his Quran. The female
guards who exposed themselves and touched
him sexually in an effort to undermine his adher-
ence to Islam.

But what left Mr. Slahi in utter despair, he said,

was the interrogator who tried to threaten him
into acknowledging that he was complicit in plot-
ting a terrorist attack.

“If you don’t admit to it, we are going tokidnap
your mother, rape her,” the interrogator said, by
Mr. Slahi’s account.

“Iremember telling them: ‘This is unfair. This
is not fair; ” Mr. Slahi recalled. The interrogator,
he said, responded: “I’'m not looking for justice.
I’'m looking to stop planes from hitting buildings
in my country.”

To which Mr. Slahi said he replied, “You need
to get those people, not me.”

Today, Mr. Slahi, 50, is a free man in Maurita-
nia, his homeland in West Africa, after nearly 15
years as a detainee, an early portion of that time

Continued on Page A9

ABORTION RULING
INFLAMES DEBATE
AMONG MEXICANS

WELL OF PUBLIC DISSENT

Procedure Is Now Legal,

but Many Doctors
Won't Provide It

By NATALIE KITROEFF
and OSCAR LOPEZ

MEXICO CITY — As soon as
the nurse found out that she had
an abortion at home, Fernanda
Garcia knew she was in danger.
The nurse began yelling that she
was a criminal, that what she had
done was wrong, that she would
be sent to jail.

“She told me that they were go-
ing to report me, that I was going
to face charges,” said Ms. Garcia,
who went to the hospital last
month after experiencing pain
and bleeding. “I’ve never felt so
scared in my life.”

When Ms. Garcia tried to leave,
she said the medical staff refused
to return her belongings. She said
that she snatched her things and
ran out, but that she still shakes
every time the doorbell rings, con-
vinced the police are coming to ar-
rest her. She says she has thought
about Kkilling herself many times
since then.

Now, Mexico’s Supreme Court
has ruled that abortion is not a
crime, setting a national prece-
dent that puts the country on the
path to becoming the most popu-
lous nation in Latin America to al-
low the procedure. Thousands of
people have faced criminal inves-
tigations in recent years for end-
ing their pregnancies, and the
court’s unanimous decision last
week should enable them to get
any charges dropped, legal ex-
perts said.

But cases like Ms. Garcia’s
show how out of sync the nation’s
top judges are with the views of
the conservative majority in Mex-
ico, where polls indicate that most
people don’t believe abortion
should be legal.

As an emboldened women’s
rights movement increasingly
took to the streets in Mexico, the
country edged toward broader ac-
cess to abortion, with several
states decriminalizing the pro-
cedure before the Supreme Court
ruling. But as in Argentina, which
legalized abortion last year only to
have many doctors refuse to pro-
vide the procedure on moral
grounds, those changes have cre-
ated sharp divisions in a country
with one of the world’s largest
numbers of Catholics.

In fact, lawmakers in Mexico
enshrined a doctor’s right to
refuse to perform any procedure
that goes against his or her per-
sonal beliefs in 2018 — a con-
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with the threat of a death-penalty trial
hanging over him.

In the end, he was released in 2016
without ever being charged, the confes-
sions he made under duress recanted, a
proposed case against him deemed by
the prosecutor to be worthless in court
because of the brutality of the interroga-
tion.

“I was very naive, and I didn’t under-
stand how America works,” Mr. Slahi
said.

For the United States, as for Mr. Slahi,
the legacy of the torture remains com-
plex and multifaceted two decades after
the attacks on Sept. 11, 2001, led the
George W. Bush administration to set
aside legal and moral constraints in the
name of national security.

The United States has long since
stopped employing the so-called en-
hanced interrogation techniques used in
what studies have concluded was a fruit-
less or counterproductive effort to ex-
tract lifesaving information from detain-
ees in secret C.I.A. prisons and at Guan-
tanamo Bay.

But the choice to turn to government-
sanctioned torture remains a stain on the
country’s reputation, undercutting its
authority to confront repression else-
where. Even today, some former Bush
administration officials risk questioning
when traveling to Europe by investiga-
tors invoking the United Nations Con-
vention Against Torture.

After his first meeting with President
Biden in June, President Vladimir V.
Putin of Russia reminded journalists
that Guantdnamo remained open and
that the C.I.A. had carried out torture in
secret foreign prisons. “Is that human
rights?” he asked.

The use of torture is complicating ef-
forts to bring the five men who are ac-
cused of plotting the Sept. 11 attacks to
justice.

“There was torture,” said Adele Welty,
whose son Timothy, a firefighter, died in
New York on Sept. 11. She has come to
question whether the military commis-
sions at Guantanamo can deliver justice.

“The fact that my country could do
that is so barbaric. It really bothers me,”
she said. “What kind of people are we
that we could do that to other human be-
ings, and did we really believe that what
they were saying in response to the tor-
ture was real, or were they just saying it
to stop the torture?”

Stuart Couch, a former Marine pros-
ecutor whose job was to put Mr. Slahi on
trial at Guantanamo Bay — but who re-
fused once he learned what the military
had done to him — said the United States
still suffered from what he called the
“Jack Bauer effect”: the belief that you
could beat a confession out of a suspect,
save the day and emerge heroic, like the
star of the TV thriller “24,” which aired on
Fox from 2001 to 2010.

Mr. Slahi lived that misconception.

He now has a measure of fame. His
best-selling memoir, “Guantanamo Dia-
ry,” was released in a film version, “The
Mauritanian.” While he is often denied
visas for travel, he recently made a trip
to London, where he took part in a liter-
ary reading and was hosted at a party by
Kevin Macdonald, the director of the
movie.

A software engineer, Mr. Slahi has two
phones, a laptop and Wi-Fi in the home
he built since his release. Isolated for
long stretches during his imprisonment,
he carries on multiple conversations
across the world these days through
texts, video chats and phone calls.

On one level, his is a hopeful story.

“I wholeheartedly forgive everyone
who wronged me during my detention,”
he said in a YouTube message to the
world soon after his release. “I forgive,
because forgiveness is my inexhaustible
resource.”

But the effects of what he endured at
Guantanamo are by no means behind
him.

Mr. Slahi exhibits signs of post-trau-
matic stress disorder: insomnia, inatten-
tiveness, hyperattentiveness, at times
scattered thinking. He has hearing
deficits probably related to the screech-
ing heavy metal music that guards
blasted to keep him awake and chronic
back pain from sciatica that can be attrib-
uted to months of shackling.

He has memory lapses of a certain pe-
riod of detention and vivid recollections
of other times. Discussing his torture, he
juxtaposed the accounts of his abuse at
Guantanamo with renditions of songs he
remembered hearing there: Drowning
Pool’s “Let the Bodies Hit the Floor” to
deprive him of sleep, and a Justin Tim-
berlake tune, “Seforita,” that soothed
him as it seeped into his cell from a
nearby guard post.

Mr. Slahi was one of two detainees
whose torture at Guantanamo Bay was
carried out under a program approved
by Donald H. Rumsfeld, the defense sec-
retary at the time. The United States also
sent 119 people into the C.I.A’’s overseas
network of secret prisons — including
the accused plotters of the Sept. 11 at-
tacks — where detainees were routinely
sleep deprived, shackled in excruciating
ways and subjected to rectal abuse and
other brutal treatment.

The C.I.A. has acknowledged that
three detainees were waterboarded. One
died of abuse. Many more were brutal-
ized in U.S. or allied detention as inter-
rogators improvised their own methods.

A comprehensive study by the Senate
Select Intelligence Committee of the
agency’s program concluded that the
techniques did not save lives or disrupt
terrorist plots and were not necessary,
findings that the C.I.LA. disputed. (A
lengthy executive summary of the report
was made public in 2014, but the full re-
port remains classified.)

Mr. Slahi’s story — laid out in inter-
views, testimony and congressional in-
vestigations — spans much of the 20
years in which the United States has var-
iously obscured, acknowledged and
dealt with the diplomatic and human fall-
out of the interrogation programs autho-
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One Lasting Legacy of the Sept. 11 Attacks: A Torture Policy’s Stain

‘l was very naive, and I didn’t understand how America works.’
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MOHAMEDOU OULD SLAHI, who was held for nearly 15 years as a detainee.
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Mr. Slahi’s memoir, “Guantanamo Diary,” has been translated into more than two dozen languages. Mr. Slahi exhibits signs of post-traumatic stress disorder.

rized by Mr. Bush and his team.

Mr. Slahi was a clever, curious son in a
Bedouin family of 12 children who be-
came the first in his family to study
abroad. While working toward an engi-
neering degree in Germany in the 1990s,
he traveled to Afghanistan to train in the
anti-Communist jihad at a time when the
United States endorsed it. He was back
in his native Mauritania on Sept. 11, 2001.

Intelligence analysts sifting through
records after the attacks noted that he
had received a call in late 1998 or early
1999 from a satellite phone used by
Osama bin Laden. The call was about a
family matter and came from a cousin
who had been part of bin Laden’s inner
circle and later fled to Mauritania, Mr.
Slahi said.

U.S. intelligence had also come to be-
lieve that Mr. Slahi had hosted three
Muslim men in his home in Duisburg,
Germany, for a night in November 1999.
Among them were two of the Sept. 11 hi-
jackers and Ramzi bin al-Shibh, who is
accused of recruiting the so-called Ham-
burg cell of hijackers and is charged in a
death-penalty case at Guantanamo. Mr.
Slahi dismissed the encounter as so cas-
ual — a matter of offering hospitality to
fellow Muslim travelers — that he said
he did not remember the suspect named
Ramzi when interrogators pressed him.

Investigators also noticed that Mr.
Slahi had moved to Montreal in the win-
ter of 1999 and prayed at the same
mosque as Ahmed Ressam, an Algerian

known as the millennium bomber for a
failed plot to plant abomb at Los Angeles
International Airport on New Year’s Eve
in 1999. Mr. Slahi was questioned by fed-
eral security forces in Canada and left for
home after two months.

By 2001, the United States had per-
suaded the Mauritanian government to
hand Mr. Slahi to Jordanian interroga-
tors. He was then sent to Guantanamo
Bay in August 2002, after what he de-
scribed as a brief, brutal stay at a U.S.
military lockup in Bagram, Afghanistan.

At Guantanamo, guards and inter-
rogators sought to break him physically
and psychologically. In one case, de-
scribed by Mr. Slahi and other detainees,
female guards exposed themselves and
made sexual advances on him as he was
shackled to a chair in an interrogation
room. A male guard taunted him while a
female guard took off her clothing.

“There was touching,” Mr. Slahi said.
“So humiliating. So destroying.”

After months of interrogation, he ad-
mitted to plotting to blow up the CN
Tower in Toronto — a confession he later
said was forced, adding that he did not
know before his interrogation that the
skyscraper existed.

A trial was averted after Mr. Couch,
then a lieutenant colonel in the Marine
Corps, stumbled into a surreal scene at
Guantdnamo of another prisoner in an
interrogation cell, nude, shackled to the
floor and being blasted with heavy metal
music. The colonel was shocked, did

some digging and realized that Mr
Slahi’s confessions were obtained
through what he concluded was cruel
and unusual treatment.

Never charged, Mr. Slahi was keptas a
prisoner in the war on terror, deemed too
dangerous to release until his book, pub-
lished in 2015 after his lawyers worked to
have his writing declassified, put a spot-
light on his case. A former Army guard,
Steve Wood of Oregon, wrote the Obama
administration’s parole board that he
considered Mr. Slahi so safe he would
gladly host him in his home.

U.S. forces delivered Mr. Slahi to Mau-
ritania just as he had been brought to
Guantanamo: blindfolded and in shack-
les.

But while Mr. Slahi has been released,
Guantanamo continues to reckon with
what was done to other detainees still
held there — not least the five men ac-
cused of helping to plot the Sept. 11 at-
tacks, including the alleged mastermind,
Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, whom C.I.A.
contractors waterboarded 183 times at a
secret prison in Poland.

The war court at Guantanamo, run by
the U.S. military, is meant to balance the
need for secrecy with the rights of the ac-
cused.

To the frustration of families of the
nearly 3,000 victims of the attack, the
crimes of Sept. 11 have been rarely men-
tioned in nearly a decade of proceedings.

Rather, defense lawyers have effec-
tively managed to put the C.I.A. on trial

After being held in isolation for long stretches, Mr. Slahi is now frequently on his phone and computer.

as they have systematically sought to ex-
clude evidence against the men — nota-
bly confessions they made months into
their stays at Guantinamo — as a prod-
uct of torture.

The lawyers for one defendant,
Mustafa al-Hawsawi, who sits gingerly
on a pillow in court because of pain from
rectal abuse in C.I.A. custody, argue that
the case should be dismissed outright be-
cause of outrageous government con-
duct.

In an effort to speed up the proceed-
ings — and perhaps to protect the identi-
ties of certain C.I.A. employees — pros-
ecutors have begun acknowledging that
the United States tortured its captives in
overseas prisons. They do not use the
word, but they have read aloud in court
from grisly descriptions of abuse to try to
argue that defense lawyers have suffi-
cient details to try to move either for dis-
missal of the charges or to exclude the
death penalty.

Prosecutors said in 2018 that they
would stipulate to “anything tethered to
reality” to avoid the national security
struggle over declassifying certain de-
tails of what went on in the secret sites.

“We’re not going to quibble,” said one
prosecutor, Jeffrey D. Groharing. “We’re
not going to call witnesses and debate
about whether Mr. Mohammed was wa-
terboarded 183 times or 283 times. We,
frankly, think that has little relevance to
the commissions and the issues before
it”

The prosecutors appear to be banking
on the idea that at this point, testimony
about the treatment of the defendants
will not lead the military jury to acquit.

But there are also plenty of Americans
who have not forgotten the choices made
after Sept. 11. The country’s revulsion of
torture dates to “the earliest days of the
American Republic,” Judge Jed S.
Rakoff, a federal judge in Manhattan,
wrote in his recent book “Why the Inno-
cent Plead Guilty and the Guilty Go
Free”

“This is not the way a civilized colony,
or later the United States as a whole, con-
ducts itself,” he said. “I do think that fun-
damental legal qua moral approach was
what was undercut in the wake of 9/11 by
what happened in Guantanamo.”

The judge’s courthouse is a few blocks
from ground zero. “What is still seared in
my memory is watching people jump out
of the windows of the World Trade Center
towers because the alternative is being
burned to death inside,” he said in an in-
terview. “One can never forget the atroci-
ty of that attack. But it is also exactly
when atrocities occur that the rule of law
is put to the test.”

Only a handful of the men who were
subject to the treatment approved by the
Bush administration have been released
and spoken publicly about the experi-
ence, with Mr. Slahi being prominent
among them.

“I only have the law,” he said last
month. “And if the law fails me, I’'m done.
There is nothing else left for me.”
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