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The damage caused depends on several factors in-
cluding the type of current, the voltage, the tissue re-
sistance, the duration of exposure, and the distance 
and pathway the current takes in the body (10). Cur-
rent passing through tissue with high resistance, 
such as skin, bone and fat, leaves energy in the form 
of heat, which causes tissue damage and intense 
pain.   

Electric current passing through large muscle groups 
may lead to painful contraction of the muscles, con-
tinuing contraction if AC or PDC is used. Secondary 
injuries may include falls, dislocation of joints, dam-
age to the teeth or bite wounds (7). Electric current 
passing through the head may give rise to seizures, 
and current passing through the heart may result in a 
potentially fatal arrhythmia (10). Peripheral nerves 
may also be affected by the electric current resulting 
in transient sensory and motor deficits (11). 

The electric current may also give rise to electric 
burns in the shape of small, reddish-brown circular 
lesions that may eventually result in a dark scar (7). 
Scarring may also occur in soft tissues like for in-
stance the urethra, leading to strictures (9). One ex-
ample of rupture of the tympanic membrane follow-
ing electric shock on the membrane itself and result-
ing in rupture and hearing loss has also been re-
ported (12).  
 
A range of long-term sequelae due to man-made 
electrical injury has been described. These include 
neurological sequelae such as permanent nerve 
damage on the site of the current; physical sequelae 
such as diffuse pain; and psychological sequelae 
such as behavioral changes and difficulty with verbal 
memory and attention, but also severe psychiatric 
conditions like PTSD (11,13). 
 

IN PRACTICE 
In electrical torture, two contact points to a power 
source are applied to the body (one of the contact 
points may be earth). The current may be direct cur-
rent (DC) from a generator (such as a stun gun or 
cattle prod), alternating current (AC) from a mains 
outlet, or pulsed direct current (PDC) from an electri-
cal discharge weapon (5,6). The most common ar-
eas to apply the electrodes are the hands, feet, ears, 
nipples, mouth, and genitals (7). Water or gel are of-
ten used on the skin to reduce the resistance, 
thereby increasing the current and preventing elec-
tric burns from being detectable (7). 

In a recent systematic review of 266 torture studies 
encompassing 103,604 individuals, electrical torture 
was found to be the second-most frequent method 
after beatings, practiced in at least 28 countries, 
mostly towards men (8). Electrical torture is often 
used in combination with other torture methods, 
such as fixed positions or suspension. One example 
is parilla torture, in which a victim is strapped to a 
metal frame while being subjected to electrical 
shock torture (9). 

 

WHAT IS ELECTRICAL TORTURE? 
Applying electricity to the body is a well-known form 
of torture. It has been recognized as a method of tor-
ture by the European Court of Human Rights and the 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture (1–3). 
Electric discharge weapons are described in another 
factsheet (4). 

 

CONCLUSION 
Electrical torture is the second-most frequent tor-
ture method and practiced in at least 28 countries. 
It may have serious health consequences, both in 
the acute state and in the long term. It may be diffi-
cult to document that electric torture took place be-
cause the signs may be very subtle, temporary, or 
even missing.   
 

HEALTH CONSEQUENCES 
Electric current is a flow of electrons (ampere), run-
ning from high to low concentration. The potential 
concentration difference (voltage), and the re-
sistance to the flow (ohm) determines the magnitude 
of the current (6). With increasing resistance, for in-
stance dry skin or clothes, a higher voltage is re-
quired to overcome the resistance and uphold the 
same current.  
When electricity is applied, the current runs between 
the two electrodes along the route of lowest re-
sistance, potentially causing pain, tetanic muscle 
contraction, and tissue damage.  
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