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Violence Prevention (VIPRE): Towards  a  Mater ia l -Semio t i c  
Approach to  the  Prevent ion o f  Vio l en t  Human Rights  Abuses  

1.0 Summary 

The Violence Prevention (VIPRE) project is a breakthrough research programme in the study of state-led political 
violence. Constructing an interdisciplinary approach combining the state of the art in the disciplines of Management 
and Organization Studies, International Relations, and Sociology (MIRS), the project draws on pragmatist sociology 
to build a ‘material-semiotic’ framework of analysis that will produce theoretical and practical insights into the 
possibility of preventing violent human rights abuses. The project uses this framework in order to articulate an entirely 
novel ‘non-causal’ or ‘indirect’ mode of prevention, based on an empirically grounded theory of the non-purposeful 
emergence of state violence. Termed the Organization, Circulation, and Practice (OCP) approach to prevention, the 
VIPRE project draws on its interdisciplinary base to build this breakthrough theory of violence prevention, which 
transcends specific levels and units of analysis, as well as methodologies, in a way that has previously been lacking in 
the study of state violence across disciplines. In doing so, the VIPRE initiative exceeds the state of the art in this 
field substantively by shifting understandings of both the emergence and prevention of state-led political violences 
away from a sole focus on pathology (e.g. ‘bad’ apples, ‘bad’ states, ‘bad’ leaders, etc.), motivation (economic, political, 
social, etc.), ‘ideology’ (dehumanisation, racism, etc.), and/or emotions (anger, shame, collective effervescence). 
Preventive approaches based on these foci remain too preoccupied with locating the ‘causes’ of violence in the 
attributes of individual or collective groups of human beings and, in so doing, restrict the possibility of thinking 
about prevention to factors that pre-exist the sequences of practical action leading up to any act of political violence. 
They rely, in other words, on locating and removing ‘originary’ (efficient) causes of violence. By contrast, the VIPRE 
project conceptualizes violent human rights abuses as dynamic non-deterministic processes constituted by multiple 
(sequentially-linked) ‘situational’ moments of practical action that encourage or discourage an eventual ‘slippage’ into 
violent abuse by state actors. From this perspective, it may be possible to theorise the prevention of violence or, at 
the very least, its mitigation, irrelevant the continued presence of those ‘originary’ (efficient) human casual factors. 

The VIPRE project will focus its efforts on testing these theoretical propositions empirically by applying its material-
semiotic framework of analysis and the OCP approach to prevention to analysing, and suggesting possible 
modifications to, the training regimes of state-controlled military forces. Generally, we ask how military training 
regimes can be modified in order to prevent the occurrence of behavioural drifts that see violent abuses emerge in spite 
of the widespread integration of legal and human rights norms into those regimes and the frequent lack of any 
‘purposefulness’ among individual or group perpetrators of these human rights abuses. We expect that this 
application of the OCP approach to prevention will reveal the ways in which the methods of operant conditioning 
(attempts to enforce learned sequences of behaviour) employed by training regimes rely too heavily on the use of 
ideational privatives (do not do X), as well as a broader notion of ‘ethical’ education, at the neglect of considering A) 
the situational organisation of violent practices at the moment if their enaction (their semiotic structures), B) the 
material organisation of those violent situations and their practices (their material-semiotics), and C) the subjectifying 
effects upon individuals of a global circulation in (visual, textual, and ‘cultural’) violent knowledges. Conducting such a 
material-semiotic analysis will allow us to pinpoint the precise sequential moments at which behavioural drifts occur 
and so to identify where practical firewalls might be constructed in training regimes that, in much the same way as 
preventive road traffic safety measures, will indeed prevent violent human rights abuses whether or not any originary 
cause is still present. Empirically, the project will focus on preventing the risk of torture during detention, 
interrogation, and counterinsurgency operations conducted within the context of wider warfare by state-controlled 
armed forces, although the framework constructed is nonetheless designed to be applicable beyond this to abuses 
including the targeting of civilians, extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, and so on.  

The project is made up of five core work packages. The first (WP1) is preparatory. It converts the applicants’ earlier 
theoretical work laying out a material-semiotic theory of violence into a set of papers describing a programmatic 
basis for the OCP prevention approach. WP1 thus disseminates the VIPRE project’s basic theory to a wider group 
of scholars and ensures continuity and interdisciplinary interaction and unity across the main applicants as WP2-5 
proceed. The second package (WP2) conducts a detailed study of the training materials used by the armed forces of 
developed nation states, including extensive textual analysis and the ethnographic interviewing of personnel. The 
third package (WP3) is made up of qualitative and quantitative analyses of the minute sequences of bodily action 
recorded in videos of torture carried out by armed forces personnel. The fourth package (WP4) comprises fieldwork 
in three Middle Eastern states, exploring how the OCP approach to prevention can or cannot translate to the 
security forces of developing states. The fifth package (WP5) concludes this phase of the VIPRE project by using 
qualitative and quantitative methods to analyse the data gathered in WP2-5 in order to construct a concrete set of 
preventive measures. Taken together, this empirical work will demonstrate the breakthrough nature of the VIPRE 
project’s understanding of the necessity of constructing its indirect or non-causal mode of prevention to tackle the non-
purposeful emergence of state political violences both for our scientific understanding of these phenomena and – it 
will go without saying – for leveraging that theory towards bringing the OCP approach to prevention in to practice. 




