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The Violence Prevention (VIPRE) Initiative explores novel approaches to preventing 
violent abuses carried out most frequently by state agents in contexts of conflict. The 
Initiative suggests that it is possible to prevent such abuses in a similar way to that in 
which we prevent, or minimize the damage caused by, public health problems like traffic 
accidents, smoking, alcoholism, infectious diseases, or firearm-related deaths. Efforts to 
prevent these problems focus not simply on the ‘original causes’ of harm (driving while 
intoxicated, for example) but also on mitigating the risk of harm and/or damage inflicted 
once these original causes are set in motion by placing ‘intervening’ obstacles or ‘firewalls’ in 
front of these risks/harms (constructing crash barriers on roads or cars that beep when 
seatbelts are not worn, for example). Drawing on cutting-edge insights from sociology, 
neuroscience, philosophy, and social theory, VIPRE focuses on constructing similar 
‘firewalls’ vis-à-vis political violences like torture, the targeting of civilians and genocide. 
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Executive Summary 

The goal of the Violence Prevention (VIPRE) Initiative is to widen horizons on the prevention of violations of 
international humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law like torture, the targeting of civilians, 
genocide, and extrajudicial executions. It does so by drawing on cutting-edge theoretical insights from social 
theory, philosophy, and sociology, which have been both developed by VIPRE Lead Researcher Jonathan Luke 
Austin and applied empirically thus far principally to study the political violence of torture. These insights open 
up important new perspectives on the ‘germination’ or ‘roots’ of violent abuse and – it follows – novel avenues 
towards constructing guarantees for their non-recurrence. The Initiative begins on the basis of the following 
three ‘facts’ of violent abuse, as uncovered during its foundational research: 

• First, violent abuse is disliked, almost universally, at ethical, moral, emotional, and affective levels. 
Ultimately, perpetrators are highly psycho-socially damaged by carrying out violent abuse but – 
paradoxically – this fact in and of itself does not serve as a restraint on abuse. 
 

o Typically, this paradox is resolved through claims that processes of moral disengagement and 
political motivation allow for violent abuse in spite of this general human disinclination. But 
the VIPRE Initiative attempts to go beyond that claim. 

 
• Second, violent abuse is hard, almost universally, to carry out – even when the ‘target’ is a highly ‘Othered’ 

individual and broad processes of moral disengagement have set in. Although moral disengagement is important, 
it is not alone enough to enable violence, and this fact is confirmed when we see violence in action, 
rather than relying solely on testimonial evidence. In spite of this, abuse is enabled due to micro-
practical ‘grammars’ of violent abuse that provide concrete techniques through which perpetrators can 
‘erase’ themselves from the scene of violence in a psychological sense. 

 
o Due to the above, the Initiative takes the view that studying the micro-practical grammar of 

violence – down to its hand movements and speech patterns – is key, as these processes of 
making perpetrators oblivious to the consequences of their actions may be more important than 
broader ‘meta-level’ processes of dehumanization. 

 
• Third, the emergence of many forms of violent abuse in the context of war, conflict, or political 

repression is very often (perhaps in most cases) ‘non-purposeful’ (i.e. non-intentional) in form at the level 
of the individual perpetrator. When listening closely to the accounts of perpetrators, and viewing visual 
evidence, it becomes clear that situational and material dynamics often lead to ‘slippages’ that 
subconsciously suggest or hint at abuse. Another way of stating this latter point is then that most 
forms of violent abuse are ‘un-decided’ in their emergence: they emerge unconsciously and/or pre-
cognitively. There is frequently ‘no-why’ to political violence: it often simply happens. 

Taken together, these three claims demand we radically broaden currently available guarantees of non-
recurrence for violent abuse. We need to complement existing efforts to restrain violent abuse that focus on 
institutional reform, civil-society initiatives, and individual sanctions/incentives, with different modalities of 
prevention. Most currently employed preventive measures focus on individuals or organisations prior to the 
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situation in which abuse is at risk of occurring, rather than providing constantly present, actively operating, and situationally 
sensitive ‘firewalls’ to abuse. Within the VIPRE Initiative, we describe the kind of preventive firewalls in mind here 
through analogy to the phenomenon of road traffic accidents. Road traffic accidents are caused by many things 
– fatigue, drunkenness, sudden incapacitation, etc. – and efforts at prevention thus focus on educating 
individuals about necessary safety measures and rely on enforcing sanctions to ensure adherence to these safe 
practices. But, road traffic safety schemes do not stop here. Modern road systems include crash barriers, rumble 
strips, and ergonomically designed signage, while modern vehicles are required to include seatbelt-warning 
indicators, airbags, and other crash protection devices. Measures like these are designed to either ‘jolt’ 
dangerous drivers into rational awareness of the risks they are under (shaking the vehicle when inadvertently 
approaching the edge of the road) or to reduce harm if an accident occurs (e.g. crash barriers prevent a greater 
collision). And all these measures ‘work’ without relying on resolving the original cause of harm: they are 
constantly present, actively operating, and situationally sensitive. It is measures precisely like this that the Initiative seeks 
to build as firewalls against abuse. In getting there, the Initiative begins with the following guiding principles: 

• It is important to understand the germination or genesis of violent abuses. Many biases in our 
understandings of violations have emerged from studying protracted conflicts and/or military, 
militant, policing, or related organisations that already possess a ‘culture’ of violations. The ideal starting 
point for uncovering the ‘roots’ of violations is to ask instead – and hypothetically – how torture, the 
targeting of civilians, or genocide could occur in somewhere like Geneva. Doing so ensures we are 
fighting the root causes of violations rather than simply focusing on their symptoms. 
 

• Rationality, reflexivity, and morality are hidden virtues: they must be opened up, deliberately. It is clear 
that appeals to moral principles, in an abstract sense, are not enough to halt violent rights abuses. But, 
the Initiative suggests, the latent human aversion to cause harm – the fact that violence is disliked – can 
be leveraged for change if the ‘grammars’ of abuse that smother this disinclination out can be disrupted 
through the firewalls it envisages creating within the worlds of security practitioners. 

 
• People and/or humanity are not (necessarily, always) the problem, but are (almost always) one 

solution that can be leveraged. Following from the above, and in showing that macro-level processes 
of moral disengagement are not enough to overcome the general distaste for violence, the Initiative 
believes that novel preventive measures should focus on leveraging human sentiment for the ethico-
political good and, thus, that security practitioners themselves are the solution, not just the problem. 

 
• Prevention is not simply about the absence of negatives but about designing environments that 

provide positive capacities to do ‘what is right’. Current approaches to prevention rely heavily on 
negative injunctions: on disseminating sets of (legal) rules that must be adhered to, and which usually 
take the form ‘Do not do X’. While such negative injunctions are vitally important, the Initiative believes 
that prevention would move forward if it created positive capacities for humans to enact their more or 
less universal moral principles. In short: prevention must create choice rather than only restricting it. In 
this the language of regulating, containing, controlling, and constraining risk must be complemented by a language of 
empowerment and positive ethical choice. 

 

This concept note expands on all of the above claims by laying out the evidence for its scientific 
conceptualizations in detail and their broader consequences for constructing guarantees of non-recurrence. It 
then offers several speculative yet concrete examples of what these practical firewalls to the ‘non-purposeful’ 
emergence of violent abuse might look like, including modifying material objects, reorganizing unit structures 
in military organizations, and incorporating uniquely designed ‘observatory’ technologies into the activities of 
individuals working in relevant organizations. The concept note concludes with a reflection on the ethical 
consequences of its reorientation of the horizons of efforts to restrain actors in conflict environments and 
prevent the emergence of violent abuses. It argues, in particular, that constructing the preventive strategy 
identified would – in fact – increase the possibility of holding to account individuals who carry out abuses. 
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Torture and Traffic Accidents 
 

 

Imagine torture. One probably thinks of a helpless victim. A dark prison cell. Guards. Suffering. And a 
perpetrator, of one sort or another. This too has been the approach of most social scientific and policy-led 
inquiries into violences like torture. Abuses categorized as violations of international humanitarian law 
(IHL) and/or international human rights law tend to be conceptualised in terms of a relationship between 
perpetrator and victim where the perpetrator is motivated to cause harm. This understanding has significant 
effects on how we think about the prevention of violent abuses like torture. Consider, graphically, Figure 1. 

Figure 1 schematizes a classical understanding of preventing state-led violent abuse in terms of a human 
agent who begins as a ‘non-torturer’ but becomes a ‘torturer’ at a certain ‘decision-point.’ Here, a set of 
original causes (pathology, orders, dehumanization, etc.) are seen as leading to the development of a 
motivation for the employment of torture. In order to prevent this, measures have been introduced that 
hope to stop motivations for violence being converted into decisions to abuse victims. These measures – 
human rights, ethical or moral education, legal prohibitions, etc. – seek to make this conversion less likely 
by ‘pushing back’ against motivating ‘pull’ factors and do so, in particular, by working to alter incentives 
for abuse (e.g. by way of sanctions and punishments) or by changing the ideas or ethical norms of 
perpetrators (e.g. by disseminating human rights ideals across borders), as well as shifting the 
organizational culture within which individuals are embedded. Variations aside, this is the classical model. 

Imagine, now, a traffic accident. One thinks of one or more vehicles, in a collision, with deaths or injuries. 

Crumpled crash barriers, and ambulances. Now, note how unlike vis-a ̀-vis torture our thinking about the 
context of traffic accidents already includes preventive measures. That is; we may think of the crash barrier 
or the deployed airbags, or any other number of safety features used by modern vehicles. Those elements 
represent an entirely different type of prevention to the classical one outlined above. Consider, for 
example, the case of a: 

4 A.M. [car] crash that was classified by police as caused by a drowsy driver. Yes, if the driver in question 
did not drive past his or her ‘bedtime’ (driver factor) the crash would not have occurred. However, the 
crash could have also been prevented by a drowsy-driver detection system (a vehicular factor), a road-
departure warning system (a vehicular factor), or an effective rumble strip that alerts the driver if leaving 
the lane (environmental factor).2 

Preventing deaths in traffic accidents involves both working to change the ideas underlying bad decisions 
(countering the view that it is socially acceptable to decide to drive excessively fast or intoxicated) and the 
introduction of material or symbolic elements (crash barriers, clearly legible road signage, etc.) that 
prevent harm without relying on tackling ideas or bad decisions per se. These preventive measures can be 
seen as ‘indirect’ or ‘non-causal’ in that they work to ‘nudge’ or adjust human behaviours towards non- or 
at least less harmful sets of practices. Indeed, road-departure warning systems or rumble strips work 
irrelevant human ideas or decisions and so actively prevent or reduce harm not before the situation in which 
a possible damaging event may occur but during and throughout that entire situation: drunk drivers may or 
may not cause a crash, but preventive measures are always working in the background to reduce harm. 

Despite the ubiquity of these indirect preventive measures across the world today – from health warnings 
on cigarette packets to beeping seatbelt indicators in cars – it will be clear that it is impossible, at the 
moment, to find similar preventive measures for forms of political violence. The Violence Prevention 



 
The Germination of Abusive Violence and its Restraint 

 

 

	

 4 

(VIPRE) Initiative seeks to construct similar ‘indirect’ or ‘non-causal’ preventive measures for violent 
abuses like torture to those we see on roads and on cigarette packets. The Initiative takes the view that 
such measures have the potential to be critical guarantees of non-recurrence, particularly within the realm 
of security sector reform. Expanding the horizons of our efforts to prevent violations of international 
humanitarian law (IHL) and international human rights law in this way requires, however, a quite 
substantial broadening of how we understand the emergence of violent abuses. Specifically, it requires we: 

1) Accept the increasingly well-established evidence that there exists a universal ‘dislike’ for 
violent abuse, among perpetrators across culture and state-type, alongside a near-universal 
acceptance of the normative principles of IHL and related bodies of law.3 
 

2) Employ new research methods to reveal how, in spite of the ‘dislike’ and hence ‘hardness’ of 
violent abuse, it can emerge in any case through micro-practical repertoires of violence that 
reduce its sensuousness and moral or ethico-political challenge to the identity of perpetrators.4 
 

3) Accept emerging scientific evidence that violence frequently occurs non-purposefully – without a 
specific decision or order – in much the same way as traffic accidents occur.5 

Each of these three re-orientations on the perspective of social science and policy practitioners to the 
emergence of violent abuse can be difficult to reconcile with legal understandings of political violence and 
ethical or moral conceptualizations of responsibility. Nonetheless, as this concept note shows, each claim 
can be substantially supported and – if taken seriously – radically widen our horizons vis-à-vis prevention.  

In this concept note, an outline of the scientific underpinnings to the possibility of this approach are laid 
out, followed by a set of policy implications, and a speculative discussion of the kinds of preventive 
measures the VIPRE project will develop over the next half-decade. The note draws on the prior research 
of Jonathan Luke Austin, Lead Researcher for the VIPRE Initiative, and cutting-edge literatures within 
sociology, neuropsychology, the philosophy of consciousness, and social theory. Austin’s work draws on 
these theoretical literatures, while expanding them to the specific domain of violent abuses by drawing on 
dozens of ethnographic ‘re-enactive’ interviews with (principally, Syrian) perpetrators of torture conducted 
between 2013-2016 and a dataset comprised of over 200 videos of torture as carried out on the ground, 
which were then minutely micro-sociologically analysed to produce a set of unique ‘grammars’ for violent 
abuses. Finally, although we focus on torture herein, our work will be made applicable far beyond this.6

Figure 1: The classical model of preventing torture (reproduced from Austin, 2017). 
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New Horizons on the Germination of Violence 
 

 

Today, the search for guarantees of the non-recurrence of violent abuse is focused on a) institutional 
reform, b) civil-society initiatives, and c) measures focused at the individual level.7 The VIPRE Initiative 
seeks to construct guarantees of non-recurrence at this latter level: targeting individual practitioners within 
security related domains with the goal of altering their propensity to engage in violent abuses like torture, 
the targeting of civilians, extrajudicial executions, and related abuses. At present, guarantees of non-
recurrence operating at the individual level are – however – quite different from those imagined by the 
VIPRE Initiative. As the Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth, justice, reparation and guarantees 
of non-recurrence, Pablo de Greiff, notes: 

Although it is well understood that overcoming the legacies of mass violations requires some interventions at 
the level of individuals, including trauma counselling and psychosocial support, the preventive dimension of 
those and other interventions has not received sufficient attention.8 

Indeed, current approaches focused at the individual level have focused on inter alia 1) vetting, 2) security 
service rationalization, 3) clarifying the roles and tasks of police, military, and intelligence agencies, 4) 
narrowing military court jurisdiction, 5) strengthening civilian oversight, 6) eliminating military 
prerogatives. 9 The VIPRE Initiative affirms that these efforts, among others, are vital to effective 
guarantees of non-recurrence. But – with De Grieff – it suggests that much more needs to be done here. 

Indeed, it is notable that most current approaches focus on individuals at an abstract level: methods of 
vetting, for example, operate at a “structural” level upon the individual, rather than necessarily working to 
alter an individual’s behaviour in and of itself. Vetting, and related approaches, remove potentially risky 
individuals from a position of authority where they may commit abuses rather than working to modify their 
behaviour on the ground per se. In fact, the majority of efforts to alter individual behaviour focus, instead, 
on the “training of combatants, strict orders and effective sanctions” as the key means of altering 
behaviour ‘on the ground’ by altering (rationalistic) motive-chains for action. 10  Again, this is key. 
However, it still follows the classical model in focusing efforts on attempting to alter individual ‘decisions.’ 

The reasons for this focus on the structural conditions that allow individuals who may be more ‘inclined’ 
– for whatever reason – to violent abuse are related to the still dominant view that violence is decided by 
perpetrators. As seen again in Figure 1, the idea is that an individual working in the security sector is 
‘pushed’ by a variety of factors to come to a decision to engage in abuse and that a particular motivation 
underlies that decision. It is thus that most preventive measures focus on deterrence (utilising punitive 
measures that dissuade individuals from making this ‘decision’) and/or on education, which would remove 
the possibility of ‘thinking’ about human rights abuse as a serious possibility. However, this understanding 
of preventive measures restricts guarantees of non-recurrence to all that occurs before an individual reaches 
a situation of potential violence and so does not speak to the creation of mechanisms or incentives for the 
“positive reinforcement of future performance” in particular practical settings ‘on the ground’ where 
security sector professionals carry out their everyday work in situations that naturally risk violent abuse.11 

Indeed, the VIPRE Initiative takes the view that that the present focus on ‘structural’ conditions for 
violent abuse, resulting in measures like vetting, relates to a fundamental bias in our work on violent 
abuses. That bias relates to the fact that a majority of work seeking to prevent violent abuse is centred on 
studying protracted conflicts and/or military, militant, policing, or related organisations that already possess a 
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‘culture’ of violations. There is good reason for this. For various possible reasons, a majority of world political 
violent abuse occurs in non-democratic and non-wealthy states in the ‘global south’ and not within Euro-
American states. Implicitly, however, focusing on measures that attempt to weed out ‘bad apples’ (through 
vetting, re-structuring security infrastructures, etc.) within particular states that are especially prone to violent 
abuse risks – to use an analogy – fighting the symptoms of a broader socio-political disease, rather than accurately 
identifying its point of germination. That is: we risk occluding the question of where violent abuse starts, at first. 

The ideal starting point for uncovering the germination of violent abuse is to ask – hypothetically – how torture, 
the targeting of civilians, or genocide could occur in somewhere like Geneva. The question we must ask is how 
violent abuse begins in a context where it was once relatively non-existent. The importance of asking this 
question is multiple. First, it relates to the fact that the evolution of the world political system is non-linear. It is 
not enough to argue that liberal democratic polities, with their institutional principals applied to their security 
apparatuses, are intrinsically less inclined towards violent abuse when – current world events demonstrate – 
even if that is taken as true, the existence and stability of any liberal democratic political system is a very fragile 
affair.12 Secondly, focusing on the germination of violent abuse is important because it re-orients us towards 
the question of how the universal human ‘distaste’ for violent abuses like torture, genocide, or the targeting of 
civilians can apparently be so easily overcome.13 The ease with which this occurs is evident, indeed, by the 
number of violations of IHL carried out by, say, the United States or British militaries during their 
counterinsurgency campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan: soldiers trained in the laws of war, and under strict 
hierarchical command systems, carried out torture and other abuse largely without prompting. It is occurrences 
like this that the VIPRE Initiative focuses on, under the intuition that studying this ‘spontaneous’ emergence of 
violent abuse will provide a widely applicable set of measures for restraining the possibility of abuse in the field. 

To be clear, although the VIPRE Initiative begins by identifying certain biases in the current study of 
violent abuse, and proposes that we can substantially widen our preventive horizons by moving beyond 
them, the Initiative in no way seeks to discredit highly relevant on-going work exploring guarantees of 
non-recurrence through different lenses. Our intuition is simply that more can be done here if we think 
differently about the germination of violent abuse: if we focus down to its ‘behavioural’ roots and do so – 
in particular – by drawing on novel social scientific and natural scientific theories, as well as methods of 
inquiry. In particular, the Initiative is founded on emerging perspectives on the germination of political 
violence that have built wide social and natural scientific support for the three claims described above: 

1) Most frequently, people do not ‘like’ to be violent. 
2) Most frequently, people do not find it ‘easy’ to be violent. 
3) Most frequently, people do not ‘decide’ to be violent. 

 
All of these facts are difficult for human beings to accept. But support from them emerges from cognitive 
neuroscience, archaeology, anthropology, psychology, political science, and beyond. More than scientific 
support, their truth is attested to when we listen – closely – to the voices of perpetrators of violent human 
rights abuses themselves. To clarify these facts, we now take each in turn, before discussing their 
implications for the development of novel guarantees of non-recurrence and broader policy changes. 
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Violence is Disliked 

People do not like to be violent. This fact is somewhat obvious, but has significant consequences. While there 
are frequent public debates about the morality of forms of violent abuse like torture – even within nominally 
liberal and democratic states – these are abstract debates in which certain parties may ‘support torture’ for 
reason X, Y, or Z. Support for torture, however, should not be taken as indicating a desire to carry it out by the 
individual supporting its use. Donald J. Trump may claim he supports torture, but would he – personally – wish 
to carry it out? No, violent abuses – even where supported – are almost always hidden, exiled, and minimized 
by their perpetrators. As Carlos Liscano wrote of the torturers he met during his time under imprisonment by 
Uruguay’s post-1968 military regime: 

Some nights, torturers show a curious aspect: envy of the prisoners. Because deep down the torturer knows 
that never will what he does have any dignity, any human, cultural, moral, or ethical value… Never, not in a 
thousand years will he be proud to say to his children, “There was a man, or a woman, with information he 
did not want to give me. He was hooded, handcuffed behind his back. He refused. But I took him to the 
limit, smashed him, broke him down. Made him feel he was garbage. Made him feel what death was like 
under water, once, many times, and in the end he gave me the information.14 

From the opposite perspective, consider now the words of one Syrian torturer interviewed by the author in 
Beirut, Lebanon: 

No I never wanted to do this, we got it done quickly, maybe for them [the victim] it seemed like a long time, 
but we did it as fast as possible, we tried not to look or if we had to look we forgot as soon as possible.15 

Or those of another of his colleagues: 

Nobody wants to do this, even when we are angry… it is just something that happens. But why would you 
want to do it? We were fighting all day and then we find this guy – this takfiri idiot – and now we have to take 
him to a room and ‘see what he knows.’ It’s exhausting. The struggle, the screaming, the shouting, and all for 
what – for nothing, normally, they almost know nothing….16 

Accounts like this are common. Most people do not like to torture. Torturers suffer from clinical depression, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, repetitive nightmares, outbursts of uncontrollable violence and – in the end – a 
profound loss of Self.17 Much of this has to do with the fact that, as Loïc Wacquant has put it, what usually 
eludes outside observers of violent abuses is the “extreme sensuousness” of acts like torture, genocide, or 
extrajudicial executions.18 Perpetrating violence is never clean, clinical, or psychologically straightforward. And – 
for these reasons – it is only rarely desired or sought after. In anthropological terms, the problem here is what 
Lawrence Keeley has described as the ‘psychic unity’ of humanity: 

All members of our species have within rather narrow limits of variation the same basic physiology, 
psychology, and intellect. This concept does not exclude individual variations in temperament or even the 
various components of intellect, but finds that such variations have no value in explanation social or cultural 
differences between groups… Anthropologists have long recognized that the many and profound differences 
in technology, behaviour and political organization, and  values found among societies and cultures can be 
best explained by reference to ecology, history, and other material and social factors.19 

One central aspect of this psychic unity is what Keeley calls a “universal distaste” for violence of all kinds, but 
particularly violent abuse. This distaste relates to its amorality, the shame it evokes within perpetrators, and the 
complex psychosocial damage caused to individuals who are harming helpless bodies.20 Indeed, drawing on 
interview accounts like those cited above, and the micro-level analysis of videos of torture, Austin has shown 
how the unwillingness of human beings to harm other human beings is particularly acute when a single 
perpetrator is faced by a victim and group dynamics that might help perpetrators hide their reticence are 
removed from situations.21 Alone and face-to-face, violent abuse is most often unbearable. And, increasingly, 
this claim is uncontroversial. The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has found, for instance, 
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that “IHL has a universal character, in that both civilians and combatants in very varied countries which have 
experienced different forms of armed conflicts acknowledge and adhere to humanitarian principles.”22 Rather 
than giving this universality a legal focus, the VIPRE Initiative takes the view that it must be seen – when 
studying the germination of violence – in its local, normative, and psycho-social character: violent abuse is 
disliked, quite simply, because it scares us. It is, again, unbearable: scarring, breaking, and unforgettable. 

The paradox, however, is that this social fact appears to be falsified by the frequency of violent abuses like 
torture. For instance, just a few years ago, Amnesty International recorded instances of torture occurring in at 
least 141 states.23 Confirming this, the most comprehensive quantitative dataset on torture – the Ill-Treatment 
and Torture (ITT) dataset – suggests that between 1995 and 2005, “all major states engaged in torture at some 
point.”24 This paradox has tended to be resolved through a discussion of mechanisms of ‘moral disengagement’ 
that occur within protracted conflicts when perpetrators begin violent abuse and progressively find it ‘easier’ 
and ‘easier’ to carry out as they proceed. Such moral disengagement is often linked to wider meta-discursive 
processes of dehumanization, as well as group dynamics resulting in deindividuation.25 These mechanisms are 
posited to ‘overcome’ our dislike for violence and so to most frequently render appeals to moral or ethical 
principles relatively ineffective as compared to institutionalizing legalistic rules or norms, supported by 
sanctions that provide a negative incentive for compliance with IHL and human rights law.26 While this chain 
of reasoning is logical – and provides good and important support for strengthening norms – we now want to 
suggest that there exists a ‘missing link’ in understanding how moral, aesthetic, and ethical aversions to violence 
are overcome. This link is ‘missing’ because those who study violent abuse have only rarely seen it and only 
spoken to perpetrators infrequently, and then only utilising research methods that depict just a partial picture of 
violent abuse.27 The link lies in the micro-practical routines of violence and how these routines are – in fact – 
key to overcoming the ‘hardness’ of violence even where the ‘enemy’ is deemed a highly dehumanized Other. 
As we will show, once this missing link – the fact that violence is not only disliked but also hard – is 
incorporated into our understanding, the universal human dislike for violence can be leveraged for prevention. 

Violence is Hard 

Generally, even if it is acknowledged that violent abuse is disliked, it is nonetheless assumed that abuse is 
relatively ‘easy’ to carry out if a sufficient motivation exists to overcome that dislike. The tendency has been 
to see the translation of a social or political problem (a clashes of interests, the radical dehumanization of 
others, etc.) into violence as straightforward if the necessary material, technological, and/or organisational 
capacities are present, alongside processes of moral disengagement. However, when we actually ‘see’ abuse in 
action, we find something very different. Carrying out violence – not as abstraction, but in reality – is ‘hard.’ 
And it is hard whether or not a motivation exists for its use. As Randall Collins writes: 

Violence is hard, not easy. Virtually no cultural discourse admits this; neither perpetrators nor pro-violence 
groups, nor victims, nor altruistic or righteous observers-from-a-distance. Everyone thinks violence is easy to 
perform… But the micro-situational realities of talking about violence fall into ritual patterns of bluster and bluff, 
and these rituals provide an ideology that covers up the real nature of violence—that it is hard to perform… we 
need to get beyond taking them [perpetrators or others] at their word.28 

Evidence for the difficulty human beings have in carrying out violent acts is recorded by both scientists 
working in various fields29 and – perhaps more importantly – military practitioners themselves. Indeed, military 
organisations have sought to train against the difficulty this poses to the operations of the security sector for 
over a century.30  A study of combat troops carried out during World War II, for instance, found that only 2% 
of soldiers in active duty did “not experience the normal resistance to killing and the resultant psychiatric 
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casualties associated with extended periods of combat.”31 Instead, a full 98% of troops avoided killing or 
harming adversaries wherever possible including, for example, by shooting to miss when an enemy came into 
their sights. Within the military and other related organisations, training regimes were therefore quickly 
developed to overcome this resistance by introducing, inter alia, automatic sequences of behaviour that are 
‘drilled’ into troops (technically known as their operant conditioning), the use of technological means of 
distanciating perpetrator from victim (rifles, aerial strikes etc.), and encouraging group-dynamics within combat 
units that provoke greater compliance with orders to carry out violence.32 Together, such measures have 
worked to make the persistence of ‘professional’ forms of political violence possible over the course of history. 

However, a gap remains. Professionalised forms of violence are those carried out during regular military or 
policing operations that, by and large, remain legitimate under domestic norms of propriety and international 
law. Training the armed forces of a nation state to shoot, bomb, shell, and snipe is expected across the world. 
Likewise, training a police force in anti-riot tactics and anti-terrorist operations is expected across the world. 
However, what of specifically illegitimate forms of violence? What of violent abuses? These extend from 
violences carried out by individuals not authorised by the state to be violent (e.g. street-level brawls among 
intoxicated groups of perpetrators, socio-political riots, etc.) to types of violence used by legitimate forces that 
are not considered acceptable (e.g. police brutality, the targeting of civilians, massacres, etc.). Of course, both 
these types of violence may well be ‘authorised’ from above – by the state or authority of any other kind – in 
certain circumstances but they always remain illegitimate in public discourse and disliked in individual practice. 

The analytical problem posed by the existence of illegitimate forms of violence is then simple: most such 
violences are not trained for. People are not trained to torture, to carry out genocide, to massacre civilians, or to 
commit mass rape.33 But training in the ‘doing’ of violence has been the only way that professional organs of 
violence have recognised as a viable means by which to overcome the fact that committing violence is hard. 
Intensive training is the only way that ‘acceptable’ forms of violence, which is legitimate within the ethical 
norms of militaries and many civilians, can be reliably carried out. Without training, even if substantively 
dehumanized ‘Others’ are being targeted, and forms of moral disengagement have long been in play, most 
individuals find it difficult to carry out even legitimate forms of violence like shooting rifles or dropping bombs. 
The problem, then: How is the ‘hardness’ of violent abuse overcome without training? This, the VIPRE Initiative 
suggests, is a key missing link in expanding our horizons vis-à-vis restraining the emergence of violent abuse. 

Recall the earlier words of one Syrian torturer that, “we did it [torture] as fast as possible, we tried not to look or if 
we had to look we forgot as soon as possible.”34 This torturer was no pacifist. He believed in the fight against the 
armed resistance that began in 2011, supported Bashar Al-Assad, and dismissed offhand the ethical goals of the 
protest movement. He was – in short – morally disengaged from the ‘enemy’ that he faced. But he still found 
torture very hard. He still looked away, even after torturing dozens of bodies. Violence remains hard, whatever 
forms of moral disengagement occur. But it remains possible. And it remains possible, according to the 
research on which the VIPRE Initiative is based, due to a certain micro-practical ‘grammar’ of abuse, which is 
made up of a set of dozens of small practical ‘rules’ for carrying it out. These rules all serve as micro-level 
practices of distanciating the perpetrator from the situation of violent abuse, while ‘hiding’ the irreducible 
humanity of the victim (however meta-discursively ‘Othered’ they may be) from the gaze of the perpetrator.35 
They represent the rules for ‘not looking’ at what one is doing: they represent a grammar that works to allow 
the perpetrator to avoid a conscious recognition of the act they are undertaking: to make abuse unconscious and automatic. 
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In Small Worlds of Violence, Austin lays out in detail a set of 
three core ‘meta-rules’ for doing torture (keep-moving, make-
oblivious, and ‘do-not-kill’), specifically, which are then 
disaggregated into a set of 13 ‘sub-rules’, and 39 intricate 
micro-practical methods for their achievement. These rules 
and methods are the means by which violent abuses like 
torture are ‘achieved’, despite their normal ‘hardness.’ They 
are the enabling practices of violent abuse, carried out 
typically in groups, and which have previously gone unseen 
by most analysts. Interested readers are recommended to 
consult the full text for details on this broad array of micro-
practices for overcoming the hardness of violence.36 Here, 
we will demonstrate their relevance by drawing out only a 
small number of them. Doing so requires we turn, 
however, to visual depictions of torture. For the first time in 
history, technological advances in the miniaturization of 
recording technologies and their integration into devices 
like mobile phones presents us with the opportunity to 
really see violent abuse in action. The VIPRE Initiative thus 
draws on a unique dataset comprised of hundreds of videos 
of torture (as well as further datasets focused on other 
forms of violent abuse). This data provides us with ‘hard’ 
micro-sociological evidence for the grammar of abuse 
described by Austin and its key role in enabling violence.37 

The second of Austin’s three ‘meta-rules’ of torture is termed making-oblivious. This rule describes a set of 
methods by which perpetrators ‘erase’ themselves from the scene of violence. We can see one such method in 
Figure 2. This image depicts Iraqi Special Forces torturing a suspected Daesh militant using the torture 
technique known as the Shabeh or Palestinian Hanging or – more simply – suspension torture.38 Some of the 
most common torture techniques across the world are similar to this technique in their means of ‘objectifying 
contact’ (‘sub-rule’ 2.1, for Austin39) or, put more simply: delegating, as far as is possible, the task of violent 
abuse to material objects rather than human beings. Watching this process in action, one sees how this form of 
objectification allows perpetrators to collectively withdraw from the scene of violence to some degree: to talk 
amongst themselves, to distract themselves, and so to – quite literally in this case – remove themselves from 
contact with the violence occurring. In other instances, rifles, chairs, radios, and similar material objects achieve 
the same.40 In an inversion of this process, Austin also describes another common method of making-oblivious as 
involving depersonalization through delegation to the tortured. Recall the infamous photograph, for instance, of 
a victim at Abu Ghraib standing hooded on a set of boxes, believing he would be electrocuted if he fell. Here, 
human interaction is not required to enforce torture once it has begun: the victim’s limbs and sinews are 
themselves placed in a stressful situation that will cause harm to themselves. While this also clearly serves a 
performative function, it also removes the perpetrator from direct contact with the victim, reducing sensuality. 

Alternatively, take now Figure 3, below. This image depicts unknown perpetrators carrying out the falaqa or 
bastinado on a victim, in Syria. The reader will note how the right-hand figure is pointing towards the feet of the 
victim (which are beaten during the falaqa, with a whip), directing the perpetrator in the centre of the frame. 
When watching the whole video, one sees that this instruction is given when the figure in the centre of the 

Figure 2: Objectifying Contact 
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frame moves to talk to the victim lying prone on the floor. The figure on the right immediately objects to this, 
and draws his attention back to the task – torture – at hand. Such group dynamics are common across the 
VIPRE dataset: perpetrators make sure that fellow perpetrators do not pay too great a degree of attention to 
their victims. Taken as a whole, these instructions appear to represent a set of key methods for rendering 
perpetrators as oblivious as is possible to the humanity of their victim: a set of restrictions on looking at, touching 
(with bare hands41), and/or speaking with victims to any degree more than is necessary. The logical conclusion 
to draw from this is that there remains a prominent fear within groups of perpetrators carrying out abusive 
violence that even highly demonized Others retain an essence of humanity that – if recognized – risks the 
collapse of the abuse being perpetrated. Indeed, one can see precisely this process in other videos of torture 
where perpetrators – usually acting alone rather than in groups – come face-to-face with a torture victim, and 
begin speaking, sometimes sympathetically, with their victim. Violence – again – is hard and requires work. 

Taken alone, any of these small methods of practically diminishing the sensual impact of violent abuse might 
seem relatively insignificant, but taking the whole repertoire identified by Austin thus far (3 meta-rules, 13 sub-
rules, and 39- methods), a clear pattern comes into being: violent abuses like torture do not become possible 
solely through a process of moral disengagement that means ‘anything goes’ when an enemy has been radically 
Othered. On the contrary, violent abuse typically seems to be structured by tight sets of ‘grammars’ that are 
collectively worked towards among groups of perpetrators. These grammars of violence complement broader 
meta-discursive moral disengagement, which is not enough alone to enable physical violence, by leading to 
moral evasions: small practices, like those described above, that must be consistently worked towards and 
maintained throughout acts of violent abuse. Once the grammars of these moral evasions are unpacked, as the 
VIPRE Initiative and Austin have done so far for torture, and are now extending to other forms of abuse, the 
Initiative believes their sustained analysis – with the view, of course, to their eventual disruption – can be 
leveraged to open up very novel possibilities for broadening our horizons on the range of possible guarantees 
of non-recurrence and/or means of restraining ‘potential’ perpetrators working in risky environments. 

Figure 3: A perpetrator directs another to ‘stop looking’ (at the victim). 
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Violence is  non-purposeful 

Before moving to exploring the preventive measures envisaged by the VIPRE Initiative, a final step is required 
in order to possess the full conceptual repertoire necessary to appreciate those measures. This step involves 
exploring how violence is often42 ‘non-purposeful’ or ‘non-intentional’ in form: it is, very frequently, not 
‘decided’ or ‘planned’ or ‘ordered’ but simply happens. Although counterintuitive, this claim has growing 
scientific support, as we explore below. The first relevant evidence for this claim can be found, however, in the 
words of torturers themselves. Take the words of one US interrogator who described becoming a torturer only 
through:  

A mechanism of many interlocking parts that pushes the thing forward. It grows like an ink stain and spreads like a 
disease, and along the way its face changes, so you end up in a place totally unlike where you started.43 

A French torturer in colonial Algeria likewise wrote how:  

We let ourselves slip [on se laissait glisser]. And then we became indifferent, the slaps, the insults, the blows we 
inflicted on the prisoners, it didn't affect us anymore. We were caught in a dirty game, everything seemed 
natural.44 

While, in Syria, Hamoud – a torturer fighting with Bashar Al-Assad’s forces against rebel troops, said:  

Nobody wants to do this, even when we are angry... it is just something that happens. But why would you want to 
do it? We were fighting all day and then we find this guy – this takfiri idiot – and now we have to take him to 
a room and ‘see what he knows.’ It’s exhausting. The struggle, the screaming, the shouting, and all for what – 
for nothing, normally, they almost always know nothing. They are just peasants, idiots. And instead of going 
to sleep you have to you know beat them till they speak or whatever. But, yeah, I did it.45  

Torturers frequently echo this basic sentiment. Sometimes it is expressed dismissively, as with Hamoud, who 
performed a certain masculine disregard for the event, and other times with more obvious signs of being 
emotionally and psychologically affected. But in a great number of cases, violent abuse is often described as 
simply ‘happening’ rather than being decided or ordered per se. Take, for a final example, the words of Kenneth 
Bell, a U.S. Army platoon leader operating in Afghanistan in 2008 who did not torture detainees but realised 
how close he came to doing so. Bell describes how “on the ride home after a particularly long mission, we drove 
into an ambush that killed my gunner and left me bloody and shaken. Going on with life was the hardest thing 
I ever did, but the mission demanded it.”46 A few days later, Bell received information from an informant that 
he believes identifies the man responsible for that ambush. He plans a raid on the village where that man is 
thought to be. As they ride towards the village he notes how he “was long used to the mechanics of these sorts 
of operations” and that “everything happened so quickly once we arrived at the village that there was no time to 
stop and consider where I really wanted the mission to end...”47 Finally coming face-to-face with his suspect, he 
details how he began questioning him and:  

Felt the bile of hatred rising... inside of me. I slowly realized what I had wanted to do all along. I was tired of 
playing by the rules. He was in my grasp and with him the facts about the local attacks... My interpreter and I 
could find a way into the home with the suspect, and he could either tell me everything about the networks in 
the area or he could bleed. It was up to him... I needed the truth about what happened more than I needed to 
follow a bunch of rules written for a different kind of war by people who had never been in my position. The 
bold words that I had long ago spoken to my soldiers about the importance of morality in combat were 
forgotten... Just as I turned to my interpreter to suggest that we dip inside the home for a private chat with 
our host, my hatred caught in my throat like a bone. In that pause, I scrambled for the right reason to make a 
decision. Torture. Don’t torture. Where there should have been an answer there was only darkness. It would be 
wrong to say that I made a choice.48 

Choice does not here produce torture. Choice or decision is entirely absent. Torture, often, is non-purposeful. Of 
the three claims underlying the VIPRE Initiative, this will be the most controversial. Legal definitions of 
violent abuses like torture under IHL and international human rights law rely on the presence of intentionality. 
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The VIPRE Initiative, however, departs from a micro-sociological perspective that is concerned only with the 
phenomenological experience of ‘torture in action’ and thus does not take the definition found in, say, the 1984 
Convention Against Torture (CAT) as an a priori starting point. Instead, the Initiative suggests that less 
attention has previously been given to the ‘unconscious’, ‘non-purposeful’, or ‘non-intentional’ form of violent 
abuse due to methodological limitations hampering previous studies, difficulties that we can now overcome. 

When studying the perpetrators of violent abuse, attention has normally been focused on their 
‘autobiographical Self.’ Within studies of human consciousness, the autobiographical Self is 
conceptualized as “the narrated self, which is created, recognised and confirmed through social performances” 
and which appears “in the stories we tell about ourselves to ourselves and to others.”49 It is from these stories that most 
analyses of perpetrators commence. Broadly speaking, these narratives create explanations for violent abuse 
that outline self-justifying motivations for violence. Often, analysts have connected these self-justifications to 
moral disengagement and the dehumanization of victimized populations. Again, while there is surely truth in 
this, it does not follow that dehumanization is a sufficient cause for abuse. As we saw above, micro-sociological 
evidence of violence demonstrates that people are unwilling to be violent against even highly dehumanized 
populations. While dehumanization may make demonized groups vulnerable, it alone is insufficient to lead 
directly to abuse. Beyond dehumanization, one finds ‘strategic’ explanations for torture also being enunciated 
by the autobiographical selves of perpetrators. These strategic explanations are typically interrogational and 
draw on tropes like that of the ‘ticking time bomb’ as justifications for torturing in the name of a ‘greater 
good.’50 These micro-level strategic explanations (I tortured him in order to get information) are echoes of 
macro-level state or military policy (we torture only in order to get information). They are based on 
abstractions away from the site of individual abuse itself: the actual situation of violence is bracketed. Most 
commonly, ‘autobiographical’ explanations for action like these are given by wider society or individual 
perpetrators when they are asked ‘why’ they did something and are given time to reflect on this and build a self-
reassuring narrative. But when pressed, or not given time to reflect, the equally common answer is, as we saw 
above: I don’t know. I don’t know why precisely torture happened at moment X, Y, or Z: it simply happened. The 
puzzlement of perpetrators at their own actions must be explored, therefore, beyond the autobiographical Self.  

Today, both neuroscientists and philosophers are coming to the firm conclusion that the autobiographical Self 
is only one part of a broader set of “inter-communicating layers” that make up human consciousness and – 
therein – how practices are carried out with greater or lesser levels of ‘deliberation’ (i.e. ‘decision’).51 The 
autobiographical self is the last level of human consciousness and many of its explanations for what the body 
actually does in practice are made post-hoc. They are self-justifications for action rather than being reliable 
indicators of the actual causes of violent abuse or other social practices. Typically, by the time – for example – 
a criminal reaches a courtroom, they have established a more-or-less plausible and more-or-less consistent 
narrative that will, if not justify, then at least mitigate their actions. But their statements immediately following a 
crime or violent incident are usually far more confused: they are non-linear, fragmentary, and often without 
clear justification.52 An analogy can be drawn here with police shootings in the United States, which will help 
‘de-dramatize’ our claims a little. In one recent police shooting, an African American man named Charles 
Kinsey was non-fatally shot by police while assisting an autistic man who whom police incorrectly feared was 
holding a gun and had surrounded. Kinsey recounts how:  

I thought it was a mosquito bite, and when it hit me I had my hands in the air, and I'm thinking, ‘I just got 
shot!’ I'm saying, ‘Sir, why did you shoot me?’ and his words to me were, ‘I don’t know.’53 

The policeman who shot Kinsey is reported as also having been asked by another office “why did you shoot 
this guy” to which the shooter replied again “I don’t know.”54 However, police later claimed that the officer shot 
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because the autistic man was not obeying commands and that the officer had fired in order to “save Kinsey’s 
life.”55 This later explanation is that of the autobiographical self: it creates a justificatory narrative. And that 
narrative is not necessarily (though it may be) deliberately imagined with malfeasance but is, rather, a cognitive 
necessity for any individual to understand their actions in and on the world and to provide a coherent narrative 
of Self. To remain with the answer ‘I don’t know’ is to potentially dramatically undermine a person’s sense of 
self. Nonetheless, the theory of consciousness we are outlining here echoes, in some ways, the basic idea of 
psychoanalysis that many of our actions are dictated by an ‘unconscious’ element that we are rarely cognitively 
aware of.56 The very point of ‘therapy’ or ‘analysis’ is – indeed – to introduce an awareness of this unconscious 
into our autobiographical self and allow it to be productively molded into part of our self-identity. Today, this 
perspective has support from neuroscience and, indeed, we sometimes act before thinking or act without knowing 
why.57 Sometimes ‘I don’t know’ is the correct answer to a question. The answer is correct because the 
autobiographical level of consciousness – which manifests our self-identity – is often not the source of action. 
Instead, it is another of those “inter-communicating” layers of consciousness which prompts action. 
Specifically, these more basic layers of consciousness often prompt human action through what are called 
‘somatic markers.’ As Erik Ringmar explains:  

A somatic marker attaches an affective value to an event, a person or a situation, telling us not what the 
event, person or situation mean in general but what they mean to us. Once provided by an affective marker, 
the green marzipan coating on a creamy bun can suddenly recreate the memory of a visit to a fashionable café 
as a child in the last century. Our bodies rely on such madeleine effects for the ‘anticipation of situations, previewing 
of possible outcomes, navigation of the possible future, and invention of management solutions.’58 

A somatic marker is a ‘cue’ for action. But these cues operate without conscious deliberation. They result in 
non-deliberative action. They are thoughtless, resulting in actions without decisions. The Self simply does not know what is 
happening when these cues (somatic markers) are activated. A simple example:  

Consider the proverbial case of a theater in which a fire suddenly breaks out. In this state of emergency there is 
no time to think but luckily we do not have to. Instead of interpreting the situation we react to the mood of panic 
which quickly spreads throughout the building. We begin by acting, as it were, and only later will we become consciously 
aware of what we are doing.59 

The examples of torturers ‘slipping’ towards violence cited earlier are, we want to suggest, evoked through 
similar cues, similar non-conscious or – rather – pre-conscious forms of action, that see violence ‘emerge’ non-
purposefully at particular times and places. And this, we argue, is key to understanding how violent abuse often 
begins. Several questions emerge from this claim, however. The first and most problematic is the difficulties it 
poses to legal understandings of abuse occurring in politicalized settings, which usually focuse on these acts as 
‘intentional’ and ‘purposeful’ in form. For some, speaking of abuse as often non-purposeful will risk occluding 
individual or collective responsibility for its emergence. While this is a real concern, it is notable that 
practitioners working in the fields of urban safety – for example – agree that dangers such as road deaths 
caused by drunk drivers, for instance, can be understood as ‘non-purposeful’ (e.g. the driver did not intend to 
kill) but this does not alter their legal responsibility for driving while being intoxicated. Instead, this claim 
simply makes the picture more complicated and – potentially (see below) – allows for new understandings of 
preventing political violence. However, the question that remains for us to answer now is where ‘cues’ for 
violence come from and in which situations they are activated to produce violent abuse in certain situations. 

Cues (or somatic markers) for violent abuse emerge through 1) situations, 2) materials, and 3) knowledges.60 
Let’s start with situations and begin by considering the individuals most likely to carry out torture in 
contemporary society. A majority of these individuals – guards, soldiers, interrogators, etc. – are already 
engaged in forms of legitimate violence that sees them placed into stressful ‘situations’ at regular intervals. A 
situation can be considered as a particular context or setting in which an individual comes to be related with 
new objects, environments, and people.61 Because situations are constantly in flux, it has long been known that 
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being placed in certain situations can prompt unexpected behaviour. The classic example here is the Stanford 
Prison Experiment, in which ‘ordinary’ university students were placed in a mock prisoner-guard scenario and 
where the guards, very quickly, began acting cruelly towards prisoners.62 Particular situational dynamics within 
settings may thus encourage violent abuse. Such dynamics might include a lack of hierarchical oversight 
(command structure), a lack of communicative capacity between violence workers and a population (e.g. 
nobody speaks the same language), an intensity of emotion (anger, desire for vengeance etc.), and so on. These 
factors can overcome normal ‘ethics’ training in the law and against violent abuses and lead to such abuses even 
when it has not been ordered. However, situations alone are not enough to explain how someone ‘becomes’ a 
perpetrator of abuse without explaining how these situational cues are converted into ‘appropriate’ scripts for 
action (i.e. violent abuse) The question becomes how people know a particular grammar of violence once they 
are placed into a particular situation. It is here that we must turn to discussing materials and knowledges. 

Austin has shown how the presence of particular material objects in a situation can encourage or discourage 
torture.63 To understand this point, consider small arms. Opponents of gun control in the United States claim 
that ‘guns don’t kill people, people kill people.’ By contrast, advocates of gun control argue that the simple presence 
of the gun increases the likelihood of violence in certain situations. This so-called ‘weapons effect’ can be 
applied to violent abuse more broadly.64 Austin draws on several examples here, but the most compelling is 
that of electrical torture. The spread of portable objects like the TASER stun gun or cattle prods resulted in 
electrical torture becoming one of the most common forms of torture across the world.65 These objects 
‘encourage’ violence in two ways. First, they make torture ‘easier’ by reducing its infliction to the press of a 
button. This form of torture is not fatiguing and does not require the perpetrator to touch the victim. Second, 
the device intrinsically provides a script for action to be followed when a particular situational cue makes 
torture more possible. Because the device is intended – in legitimate settings – to produce harm, it already 
provides a script of ‘how-to-torture’ that is readily available to violence workers. Another example provided by 
Austin is that of the chair.66 Chairs are commonly used in torture across the world. In Syria they are referred to 
as the German Chair, in Brazil as the Dragon Chair, and in Iran as the Apollo Chair.67 Most commonly, chairs are 
used in order to construct specific ‘stress positions’ whereby the victim will be placed in a chair in a particular 
way that hurts their back, spine, or other part of their body. The presence of a chair in an interrogation 
situation can be said to encourage torture, Austin says, because – like the TASER – it makes torture easier by 
aiding the construction of stress positions that do not require intervention from the torturer or contact with the 
victim’s body. When it comes to the chair, however, which is an everyday object, it is not immediately clear per 
se where the ‘script’ for its use in this manner comes from. While a situation may ‘cue’ torture (act as a somatic 
marker), and the chair may provide a material ‘direction’ or ‘capacity’ for action, a more precise ‘script’ for 
action is still required to make torture possible. It is for this reason that Austin’s model for the becoming of a 
perpetrator has its third element: what he refers to either as ‘inscriptions’ or, more simply, ‘knowledges.’ 

Scripts for violence emerge, Austin notes, from ‘culture.’68 The famous images of Abu Ghraib, for example, 
include naked detainees placed in the intrinsically violent American football positions that many perpetrators 
had learned from playing the sport and/or forms of violence found in ‘frat party’ hazing rituals.69 Likewise, 
amongst the most common forms of torture across the Middle East is the falaqa (bastinado), which involves foot 
whipping. This form of torture is simply an intensified version of corporeal punishment commonly used 
against children in the region.70 Experiencing this form of punishment first hand creates a peripheral script for 
action that can be employed when ‘cued’ to do so by situational dynamics. Consider another description given 
by Austin drawing on a story told by a Lebanese fighter of his actions during the civil war:  
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We had barely started shaving. We were children in love with war. We copied the style of shooting in films 
like Gun Smoke, and Rin Tin Tin films, and Westerns. We thought people would get back up again. We 
didn’t understand that we’d really killed them.71 

In this example it is cinematic scripts for violence that individuals draw upon when placed in particular 
situations and, indeed, others have reported the same phenomenon in conflicts across the world.72 Beyond 
cinema, Austin notes how similar scripts are derived from texts including training manuals describing 
techniques that are prohibited, fictional novels, scientific articles, and personal memoires of violence workers, as 
well as from television and paintings, alongside what he terms ‘cultural’ knowledges including – yes – children’s 
games, sporting activities, initiation rites, and beyond.73 These sources of knowledge are all mundane and banal. 
They are sources of knowledge of ‘how-to’ torture that are possessed by each and every one of us. But when 
placed into a situation that provides a ‘cue’ for violence, alongside material objects that encourage and provide 
capacities for its enaction, these knowledges come to be instantiated in the real world, often thoughtlessly and 
automatically. It is, then, this dynamic between situations, materials, and knowledges that leads many 
individuals to committing violent abuse: without necessary intention, purpose, or decision point. 

A fuller description of this process of the non-purposeful emergence of violent abuse is provided by Austin 
elsewhere.74 Here, we have described it briefly in order simply to highlight the intuition of the VIPRE Initiative 
that guarantees of non-recurrence are overlooking a significant cause of recurrence: the non-intentional and/or 
non-decided emergence of violent abuses in the security sector. The Initiative takes the view, indeed, that in just 
the same way nobody decides to cause a traffic accident, so most people do not decide to carry out violent abuse. 
The focus of most studies of violent abuse on such ‘decisions’ is related to taking perpetrators rather too 
closely ‘at their word’ and so being seduced by 1) a need for subordinates to blame superiors by claiming they 
were simply ‘following orders’, when these orders are rarely ever as clear cut as is claimed 2) a need for 
superiors to present an overly ‘controlled’, ‘structured’, and/or ‘hierarchical’ narrative of the security sector that 
over-estimates their control of what occurs ‘on the ground’, and/or 3) a need for individuals to self-justify their 
behaviour by drawing on gendered, racial, and political discourses justifying and rationalising their actions as 
occurring within a logical framework of action where they ‘decided’ to become a perpetrator for one or another 
‘good’ reason. And, so, while violent abuse is certainly sometimes decided or ordered, what if it is more often not? 
What would it mean to take perpetrators at their word that they very often simply ‘slip’ or ‘fall’ into abuse: that 
violent abuse is something that just happens. 

 
T h e G lo bality  o f  th e  D isease  o f  V io len c e 

The best analogy to the understanding of violent abuse taken up by the VIPRE Initiative is to disease. Very 
simply, disease is a public health problem. However, medicine came quite late to the idea that disease ‘spreads’ 
through the public by way of something outside the human body. Germ theory, as it became known, only 
arrived proper with the ‘work’ of Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch, followed swiftly by the discovery of 
viruses.75 The discovery transformed medicine. It also transformed politics. As Coleen Bell has described, 
metaphors of medical intervention have long become prominent as justifications for war and violence across 
the world.76 Surgical strikes, the ‘cleansing’ of neighbourhoods, and the viruses of ‘terrorism’ or communism. 
These metaphors all take disease as something ‘held’ by a particular entity: as a property. One either has disease 
or one doesn’t and – hence – one can diagnose what is ‘wrong’ with particular entities by correlating what they 
‘have’ with what is ‘wrong’ with them. At that stage of thinking, medicine was arguably at a similar point to the 
study of forms of political violence is now. One either has or does not have the capacity to be violent. One 
either has or does not have a disease. Medicine, however, has long since moved beyond this image of disease as 
the possession (a ‘property’) of an individual. The doctrine of preventive medicine was developed precisely with 
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the concern that the same question was always being asked about those afflicted with a disease of one kind or 
another: “Has this patient got it?” With the answer being yes or no. The problem with this, as Geoffrey Rose 
described it is:  

No such separation [between ‘having’ or ‘not having’ a disease] really exists... Disease comes in all sizes, and 
we should move away from asking ‘Has this person got it?’ towards ‘How much of it do they have?’ Recognition 
of the continuous distribution which unites the whole population, sick and healthy, is a first and necessary step 
towards rational prevention.77  

He notes how a selection bias affected medicine whereby the ‘sick’ were collected together in hospitals and 
clinics, far away from the ‘healthy’, and “thus creating an illusion of a creative separation of disease from 
normality.”78 Much as the ‘sick’ places of the world, afflicted with violence, terror, and torture, are grouped 
together as ‘over-there.’ This insight has led to some of the most successful medical interventions in human 
history targeting public health problems like alcoholism, lung cancer caused by smoking or air pollution, road 
traffic accidents, sexually transmitted diseases, the use of firearms, and far beyond. As Rose notes, earlier 
strategies of medicine “could be compared with an attempt to control icebergs by sending warships to shoot 
off their visible portions, or with famine relief which feeds the hungry but does not tackle the causes of 
famine.”79 Arguably, many current efforts to focus on preventing violent abuse through vetting, institutional 
reform, and sanctions are similarly focused on only the “visible portions” of violent abuse, as opposed to its 
deeper roots in culture and history. Indeed, the non-purposeful or unconscious emergence of violences like 
torture through scripts derived from fiction, cinema, and beyond suggests quite strongly that – when placed in 
particular situations – we all risk slipping into violent abuse. We all possess a little of these disease of violence. 
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Consequences for Guarantees of Non-Recurrence 
 

 

Let us now move to discussing the consequences of the three facts of abusive violence described above for 
guarantees of non-recurrence. Consider again the case of a traffic accident. Nobody likes to be in such an 
accident, nor do they easily involve themselves in them (they do what they can to avoid it), and nobody decides to 
be in an accident. But accidents ‘happen.’ Without purpose. Without intention. It is for this reason that non-
causally focused preventive measures like crash barriers are so important. Sometimes bad things simply happen. 
The three facts of political violence that we have sketched above suggest we urgently need to build a similar 
array of preventive measures vis-à-vis political violence. The germination of abuse is – to some degree – random 
in its contours, much as traffic accidents. While this will be less true in states or organizations that have a 
protracted history of violent abuse, the example of Syria cited regularly above demonstrates that this is true even 
in these contexts. While ‘specialists’ in violent abuse may exist in various contexts (the CIA, the Syrian mukhabarat, 
etc.), a great deal – perhaps even the great majority – of violent abuse seems to emerge through this chaotic 
and random process. And so if violent abuse sometimes simply ‘happens’ then to fail to construct specific 
barriers or firewalls to those ‘happenings’ is to risk remaining within a world society plagued by phenomena 
like torture, the targeting of civilians, genocide, extrajudicial executions etc., even where everyone agrees they 
should be stopped and is educated in the ethical, political, and social reasons behind this belief. 

The VIPRE Initiative begins its search for firewalls to the emergence of abusive violence by seeking to identify 
entry points into what Tim Ingold has described as the taskscape of violent practices.80 This concept is drawn in 
analogy to that of landscape and affirms that:  

One of the outstanding features of human technical practices lies in their embeddedness in the current of 
sociality... just as the landscape is an array of related features... the taskscape is an array of related activities. 
And as with the landscape it is qualitative and heterogeneous.81 

Ingold introduces this concept to counter the view that “tasks are suspended in a vacuum” and argues that we 
must not separate “the domains of technical and social activity.”82 Within VIPRE, we consider the full range of 
‘standard’ actions carried out by military, militant, policing, or intelligence agencies within the context of such a 
‘taskscape’ that contains many possible cues (somatic markers) for abusive violence but which is entirely non-
deterministic in whether or not these cues will lead to the ‘happening’ of violent abuse. The notion serves as a 
holistic means of combining the situations, materials, and knowledges that form the core of Austin’s broader 
theory of the non-purposeful emergence of violent abuse.83 The concept of the taskscape is thus a means of 
connecting human motivation with a whole landscape of other supporting elements that ‘cue’ violent abuse. 

The Initiative is focused on analyzing the taskscapes of violence, in detail, in order to locate elements within 
them that might be altered, or elements that could be added to them, to reduce the risk of abuse emerging. 
Thinking in these terms brings us to Figure 4. Figure 4 depicts Austin’s more technical model of the trajectories 
by which an individual ‘becomes’ a torturer, specifically, but the Initiative will expand this to other forms of 
violent abuse. In this model the taskscape of any military or intelligence practitioner at risk of carrying out 
violent abuse is depicted in the right hand two quadrants of the schematic. These two quadrants effectively 
double, as compared to the classical model outlined in Figure 1, the social spaces that must be of both scientific 
and public policy concern, as well as direct intervention. But in doing so, notice how they also double the 
effective length of the ‘flow of time’ between a person transitioning from becoming a ‘non-torturer’ to a 
‘torturer’. This doubling of time provides the possibility of constructing a set of potential preventive measures 
against violent abuse (the question marks in the top right hand quadrant) whose present day absence is one of 
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the principal reasons for the continued (re)emergence 
of torture and other violent abuses across borders. 
These question marks, we suggest, are the points at 
which a kind of ‘road traffic safety scheme’ for political 
violence must be built. It is thus that rather than 
describing the distinction between prior causes of 
violence (ideology, pathology, etc.) and the moment of 
becoming a torturer as a ‘decision point’, Figure 4 
describes it as a transition point. This transition point 
marks the start of a practical sequence of acts that in 
the majority of cases do not begin with the decision ‘I 
will abuse this body.’ Instead, the taskscape of the 
emergence of violent abuses like torture may begin 
with an innocuous task – manning a checkpoint, for 
example – or using a legitimate form of violence – 
interrogating a prisoner, for example. The presence of 
particular situational dynamics, peripheral knowledges 
and/or certain material objects may then sometimes 
inadvertently ‘cue’ violence into action. 

Our goal, then, is to ‘fill in’ the question marks in the 
right-hand quadrant of Figure 4 with a series of 
preventive measures. Given we depart from the view 
that violence is both disliked and is hard, the Initiative 
seeks to leverage these facts as preventive measures 
that should ‘naturally’ push back against the possibility 
of transitioning into a perpetrator. In particular, we 
conceptualize these preventive measures as working to 
leverage morality, rationality, and materiality. 

Leveraging Morality 

The growing social scientific and practitioner 
consensus that there exists near-universal support for 
the moral, ethical, and legal principles that prohibit 
violent abuse is the most promising starting point for 
gaining leverage over the non-purposeful emergence of 
violent abuse. This can only be the case, however, if we 
recognize the second fact of violence – that it is hard – 
and that the ‘grammars’ of violence laid out above are 
currently working to ‘block’ human morality from 
intervening in the emergence of violent abuse. The 
challenge is to produce concrete preventive measures 
that overcome these grammars of abusive violence and 
so return potential perpetrators back to their moral 
resistance to abuse. Achieving this requires preventive 
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measures also, however, leverage rationality. 

Leveraging Rationality 

Cognitive neuroscience, as well as much social theory and philosophy, certainly suggests that many of our 
actions are non-purposeful and undecided when they begin.84 These findings undermine to some degree, our 
innate attachment to notions of human free will. However, both neuroscientists and philosophers note that 
rationality, decision-making, and morality tend to come only at moments of pause where reflexivity becomes 
possible. These moments of thought about what we are doing occur when we stop: when we have the chance to 
breathe, think, and avoid being caught up in a particular situation. While free will may, thus, be more limited 
than we thought in terms of starting actions, a certain ‘free-won’t’ recaptures much of the content of free will: once 
a chain of actions has been set in motion, we are always free to stop. The challenge is to create preventive 
measures that give potential perpetrators they ability to ‘stop and think’ rationally about the taskscape emerging 
around them and the multiple courses of action it presents and – in so doing – to leverage their morality. 

Leveraging Materiality 

As we saw above, many violent taskscapes present cues for violent abuse due to material factors: dirty and 
impoverished prisons, remote battle grounds with little oversight, weapons freely available, etc. These kinds of 
material objects all provide negative cues for action. However, we can also imagine material objects – we will see 
below – that are designed to be inserted into particular situations with the goal of acting as positive cues for 
rational and moral thought within the taskscapes of (legitimate) violence workers. Such ‘moral objects’85 would 
serve much like seatbelt warning indicators in cars: they would seek to leverage our intrinsic attachment to the 
material world for the ethical good by ‘nudging’ or ‘prompting’ individuals to stop and think about their acts. 

 

T h ree L everage Points  and  C reating C h oice  

The three leverage points we have identified above have the potential to work to reduce the possibility of 
violent abuse in a deliberately positive fashion. Rather than focusing on negative restrictions or sanctions as the 
means of preventing abuse (though these will remain absolutely critical), the VIPRE Initiative’s 
conceptualization is focused on creating choice by leveraging elements that can bring human consciousness and 
conscience into greater play within the taskscape of violence workers. Our conceptualization of guarantees of 
non-recurrence rests on leveraging the ‘good’ of human capacity through enhancing the possibility of morality, 
rationality, and political choice. In this, we can identify two core principles of the approach as follows: 

1.  Peop le  and/or  humani ty  are  no t  (ne c e s sar i l y ,  a lways)  the  prob l em,  but  are  (a lmost  a lways)  
one  so lu t ion that  can be  l ev eraged .  
 
One of the current assumptions of many preventive approaches to violent abuse is that the 
universal distaste humans feel for violent abuse cannot typically be leveraged for the ethico-political 
good when moral disengagement is caused by macro-level processes of Othering, the dynamics of 
war settings, and/or related phenomena. The VIPRE Initiative demonstrates that this assumption 
relates to our relative ignorance over the specific micro-practical ‘grammars’ of violent abuse that 
allow it to be used despite human aversion to it. In showing that macro-level processes of moral 
disengagement are not enough to overcome this distaste for violence and identifying the micro-level 
practices or rules that do allow for violent abuse, the Initiative locates one untapped solution to 
violent abuse in disrupting these grammars and leveraging human morality or rationality. 
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2.  Prevent ion i s  no t  s imply  about  the  absence  o f  nega t iv e s  but  about  des ign ing  taskscapes  that  
prov ide  pos i t i v e  capac i t i e s  to  do  ‘what  i s  r i gh t ’ .  
 
Current approaches to prevention rely too heavily on negative injunctions: on disseminating sets of 
(legal) rules that must be adhered to, and which usually take the form ‘Do not do X’. While such 
negative injunctions are vitally important, prevention would move forward if it created positive 
capacities for humans to enact their more or less universal moral principles (see, also, below: Ability-
response: A different kind of ethics). Again, prevention must create choice rather than only restricting it. In 
this: the language of regulating, containing, controlling, and constraining risk must be complemented by a language of 
empowerment and positive ethical choice. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 22 

 

Speculative Examples of VIPRE in Action 
 

 

The VIPRE Initiative is founded on converting the three facts of violence it focuses on – its dislike, its 
hardness, and its often-unintentional nature – into guarantees of non-recurrence by leveraging humanity, 
rationality, and materiality. In order to achieve this, the project participants will spend the next half-decade 
scientifically studying the practical sequences of action that lead to the emergence of violent abuse by way of 
textual, visual, and interview data. Only after this analysis has been completed will the Initiative be able to make 
stronger claims as to the precise mechanisms by which non-recurrence might be reinforced. Nonetheless, we 
are able to speculate – at this stage and based on prior experiences of preventive strategies in other contexts – 
what such mechanisms may look like. These speculations will give the reader a stronger idea of the direction in 
which the VIPRE Initiative seeks to move and what its changes to prevention strategies might look like in 
practice. Implementing any of these strategies would require the following conditions be met: 

1) A ‘rea l ’  w i l l ingness  o f  s e cur i ty  prac t i t i oners  to  ha l t  v io l en t  abuse .  
Implementing any successful preventive strategy requires the support of the relevant authorities. 
There is good reason to believe that this can be achieved vis-à-vis Euro-American states whose 
forces continue to be engaged in many activities that risk violent abuse and show commitment to 
IHL and international human rights law. Likewise, there exist many other states engaged in 
security sector reform processes whose forces frequently employ violent abuse but do not appear 
to do so on the basis of any sustained political strategy. The focus of the Initiative here is on 
states including Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine but many states within Latin America and Africa 
are also relevant. States that employ violent abuse as part of a wider political strategy are unlikely 
to be encompassed within the goals of the Initiative, except as part of a longer-term strategy of 
SSR. 

 
2) Financ ia l  and s t ruc tura l  suppor t  fo r  the i r  implementa t ion . 

As the reader will see, many of the speculative examples outlined below will be costly, in part 
because they would involve the investment of substantial material resources. Relatively speaking, 
focusing on preventive measures that utilize negative prohibitions founded on legal or normative 
principles are less costly in this respect. As a result, significant advocacy and proof-of-concept will 
be required to ‘make real’ the firewalls envisaged by VIPRE and significant external support is 
likely to be required for their implementation in less wealthy nation states. 

 
3) These  measures  f i t  w i th  the  opera t iona l  r equir ements  o f  the  s e cur i t y  s e c tor .  

Because the focus of the Initiative is on altering the taskscapes of military, policing, or security 
sectors, great care will be required in ensuring these alterations do not conflict with the 
operational requirements of the security sector. In order to achieve this, the participants of the 
Initiative are working closely with military practitioners – in particular – who have expressed a 
close interest in the objectives of the Initiative. 

 
With these in mind, we now present four possible avenues – with concrete examples – to be explored as the 
project proceeds, and in close collaboration with the key scientific and practitioner partners of the Initiative. 

Modifying Material Objects 
Much of the possibility of political violence rests on the presence of everyday material objects. In the simplest 
terms: an infantryman cannot shoot someone without a gun. In more relevant terms, the ‘ordinary’ torturer 
engaged in its ‘ordered’ use86, relies on certain objects to make her task easier: 1) objects that reduce the 
‘sensuality’ of violence (its psycho-social hardness), 2) objects that give torture an ordered ‘production-line’ 
structure at the local level, and 3) objects that ‘prompt’, ‘suggest’, or ‘cue’ abuses like torture. Prior evidence for 
the particular importance of the materiality of the social settings in which abuses occur can be found, indeed, in 
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domestic police settings in Europe or the United States where the introduction of one-way mirrors and 
cameras, the bolting of tables to the floor, and related efforts, substantially reduced instances of police abuse. 

The challenge in more politically ‘charged’ settings where most violations of IHL occur, as well as in domestic 
settings of impoverishment, is to find ways to ensure a less conducive material environment to abuse in 
situations of contextual flux. Based on Austin’s Small Worlds of Violence, the VIPRE Initiative begins with one 
concrete possibility of this in mind: introducing portable material objects that increase the ‘visibility’ of the 
humanity of potential victims to potential perpetrators. As we have said, it is now well established that IHL, 
human rights law, and the broader ‘moral’ principles underlying these bodies of law, are “universal” in 
character.87 Intense study of torture in action reveals that this remains true even for highly ideologically 
dehumanized adversaries. It is not simple demonization and partisan commitment that overcomes this 
universal ‘psychic-fixity’ against harming helpless bodies. Instead, such factors work in combination with a set of 
micro-practical activities that render perpetrators oblivious to the flesh and blood humanity of victims. We saw 
this, above, when discussing how perpetrators deliberately ‘nudge’ others not to look, touch, or speak to victims. 

Materially speaking, blindfolds, hoods, and other similar devices make gaze-to-gaze contact with perpetrators 
impossible, and so increase the possibility of violent abuse. For reasons of operational secrecy, however, 
security forces tend to view such objects as vital: they don’t want prisoners seeing where they are going 
perhaps, yes, as a way of inducing fear but also and far more pragmatically: to avoid the potential enemy from 
gaining information. Within the context of the VIPRE Initiative, a technological solution proposes itself. One-
way mirrors are a mainstay of police interrogations as portrayed in Hollywood films. Such technologies can also 
be compressed into objects the size of goggles by way of one-way vision ‘films’ and similar techniques: you’ve 
probably seen these used on the glass windows of buses or trains where advertisements can be seen from the 
outside but the windows remain transparent from the inside. Here, one could easily imagine a device that 
makes the captive unaware of her location or surroundings while providing captors with a completely 
unobstructed view of the face and eyes of the captive. The eyes of the potential victim would remain clear. 

Taking into account the conceptualization of violent abuse held up by the VIPRE Initiative, and its focus on 
the importance of making perpetrators less ‘aware’ of the pain of their victims, the importance of such an 
innovation will be clear. A one-way blindfold would restore the gaze-to-gaze nature of social relations, which as 
philosophers have put it, is “the beginning of all society.”88 This would disrupt parts of the grammar of abuse, 
described above, that relies on hiding the humanity of the victim. The result would be a distinct re-
intensification of the sensuality of violent abuse, which – we suggest – is likely to stop many individuals, even 
just for a few seconds, in a way that activates their rational and moral capacity to think through the actions they 
may risk within this taskscape. The result will be to force a conscious choice upon potential perpetrators: they will 
be forced to choose and so take responsibility for whether or not they wish to become a perpetrator or not. 

Body Cameras and Black Boxes 

In domestic police force operations, the use of body cameras has been proven very successful in reducing 
instances of excessive police violence. The same success could be replicated within military and interrogation 
units with two important changes. First, these devices would have to be engineered as ‘black boxes’ that could 
not be turned off by soldiers at will. This would pose certain technological (as well as ethical) challenges, but is 
not inconceivable. These cameras could, moreover, be integrated into helmets or other items of clothing such 
that they provide a 24/7 image of what is occurring. And should their gaze be obscured at any time, suspicion 
will naturally emerge. Second, access to these devices would – to some degree – have to remain the absolute 
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preserve of the organizations employing them. That is, just as it would be unlikely to expect fellow soldiers to 
necessarily report on violations from colleagues, we should not expect military or intelligence agencies to wish 
to use this video material to prosecute their own soldiers. While, ideally, adherence to IHL would support this, 
the pragmatics of military operations mean that – at the very least – video material of their activities would 
need to be restricted in terms of access. If we do believe that many military organizations have a sincere desire 
to reduce violent abuse, then it is likely that they would use this restricted access to enforce normative 
discipline within their forces in a more effective way than is currently possible. This would have, moreover, a 
significant affect upon soldiers operating ‘in the field’ who risk slipping into abuse within particular taskscapes. 
The awareness of an ‘all seeing eye’ keeping tabs on their operations would create constant reflexive moment 
of awareness of the normative expectations of IHL and international human rights law. It would, again, force 
them to make a conscious choice as to whether or not they really wish to become a perpetrator or not. Body 
cameras created in this way, then – as institutional rather than judicial devices of accountability – might in the 
future be conceived of as acting as ‘black boxes’ carried around situations of potential abuse, recording, and  - 
most importantly – prompting the consistent reflexive, rational, and moral attention of those they monitor. 

Adjusting Unit Structural Homogeneity 
A third possibility would involve restructuring the human element of the taskscapes that sometimes cue violent 
abuse into action. It is will known that violent abuse often occurs due to group dynamics. Within the account 
put forward here, these dynamics are particularly important due to the way groups of perpetrators reinforce a 
certain grammar of abuse by, for example, often insisting that fellow perpetrators do not look at their victims 
too closely. Indeed, in some ways, it is the fact that perpetrators ‘blur’ together – begin mirroring each other, 
becoming one – that moments of self-reflexivity become difficult. One often cannot think for oneself and so 
leverage rationality or morality within such a context. However, again, such dynamics are key to military 
operations where units are indeed supposed to act as ‘one’ for operational efficacy. This is only true vis-à-vis 
the specific activities they are trained to legitimately carried out, however. Because of this, it would be possible to 
propose adjusting the homogeneity of military units in particular ways that maintain operational efficacy for 
legitimate activities but disrupt it for illegitimate activities. For example, one might propose the importance of 
creating a new rotating position within military units that could ensure there is always at least one individual 
within a team of soldiers who is – somehow – an ‘outsider’. The present use of Military Police for this purpose 
is ineffectual as they are too outside, in a certain sense: their activities are pre-defined as enforcing military 
norms and so they will always risk being left ‘in the dark’ by ordinary troops. Instead, what if we imagined a 
‘collective’ position within the armed forces whereby soldiers from a particular unit would be obliged to spend 
– say – two days a month with another unit. Within that unit they would carry out their normal role, precisely, 
continuing their usual duties with temporary colleagues. These individuals would likely have a greater awareness 
of the risks of a group of soldiers ‘slipping’ into violence, due to their outsider status, and therefore have the 
capacity to reinforce norms simply by their very presence. Absolutely critical to the success of this, however, 
would be the rotation of as large a number of people as possible through this role. If near enough everyone is 
involved in this rotational strategy then individuals would be far less likely to be ostracised by group dynamics. 
If everyone is eventually rotated in this way, the practice would become normal, but potentially very effective at 
prevention. To some degree, these rotating troops would act as internal monitors of IHL and human rights 
compliance. Perhaps they would – of course – be unlikely to report violations if they nonetheless occurred. 
However, the point here is simply that their mere presence could alter the taskscape of particular situations in 
ways that would reduce the overall incidence rate of abusive violence. 
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Ability-Response:  A different kind of ethics  
 

 

The speculative examples of how the VIPRE Initiative’s approach to prevention and constructing guarantees 
of non-recurrence might work in action offered above are simply starting points. The goal of the Initiative is to 
design a multitude of such possible interventions into the taskscapes of relevant practitioners and, in so doing, 
to build up a toolbox of relevant ‘firewalls’ allowing for the leveraging of human morality and rationality in 
practice. Others are already being imagined by the project participants: virtual reality training, modified military 
equipment (handcuffs, restrains, etc.), ‘flat-pack’ detention facilities for the holding of detainees captured in the 
field of kinetic military operations, and so on. Some of these suggestions are likely to meet resistance from 
relevant practitioners, while others will be rather easier to integrate into their everyday activities. The ambition 
of the Initiative is not to implement each and every one of its suggestions, given these restrictions, but to build 
up a weight of scientific evidence suggesting their importance to preventing violent abuse and to identify the 
most important practical firewalls to be promoted to relevant organizations, with the assistance of its partners. 

The final dilemma in implementing the goals of the VIPRE Initiative rests, however, less with relevant 
practitioners in the military, intelligence, and policing fields. Instead, it is practitioners and social scientists like 
myself or those reading this document who will be more troubled by some of the implications of the Initiative. 
In particular, the notion that violent abuse is frequently non-purposeful in its emergence stands against many 
of the ethical, normative, and legal foundations of traditional prevention policies. The dilemma is simple: how 
do we hold people responsible for their actions, if all this is true? From the view of the participants of VIPRE, 
although its claims are uncomfortable, one can see a way through this dilemma by introducing a different kind 
of ethics, which Austin terms abilityresponse.89 This ethics postulates that if we wish to ‘judge’ (and perhaps 
human society must do so) then any moment of judgment, which goes hand in hand with the attribution of 
responsibility, must be complemented with an account of the abilityresponse of those we are judging. It must 
account for the level of ‘ability’ that any acting subject had to appropriately ‘respond’ to a situational stimuli or 
cue in accordance with their present-day normative and legal responsibilities. Where that ability is ‘high’ so 
levels of responsibility are equally high, and where that ability is ‘low’ so levels of responsibility are equally low: 

Level of Abilityresponse = Level of Responsibility 

Of course, this neat equation simply re-expresses the legal principle of diminished responsibility. Such 
diminished responsibilities are most commonly attributed to cognitive impairments or situations of extreme 
incapacity or threat (e.g. in incidents of domestic violence) that are seen to have, indeed, reduced people’s 
capacity to choose. Introducing the notion of abilityresponse is important because it politicizes and generalizes 
this notion across a population that is not afflicted by a physical incapacity. It suggests that we must also 
recognize, sometimes, the diminished responsibility of torturers, those who commit genocide, and those who 
target civilians. Less dramatically, an ethics of abilityresponse simply suspends our capacity for judgment until we 
have measured the capacity of an individual situated in a particular taskscape to be fully morally and cognitively 
(rationally) autonomous in her actions. That is; we cannot judge until we know how able a person was to 
respond to their situation and actually ‘choose’ what happened in the end. If we find – once we look and watch 
closely – that many people simply did not ‘choose’ to be abusive, then the responsibility to act falls upon us as 
practitioners and scholars studying these phenomena. We are compelled to assist in producing the practical 
firewalls suggested by the VIPRE Initiative. And this is doubly so because, indeed, once these firewalls are in 
place and they have increased the abilityresponse of relevant practitioners, then they can – indeed – be held 
responsible: if we work to make choice for soldiers, police officers, intelligence officials, and so on then their 
capacity to say ‘it just happened’ is radically reduced. That is the ethics of the VIPRE Initiative, going forward.  
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