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ABSTRACT

Artificial intelligence research is increasingly embedded in contexts where its out-
puts are repurposed for military, security, and large-scale surveillance applica-
tions. In response, multiple research paradigms have emerged to address potential
harms, most prominently AI safety, AI ethics, and a growing body of work framed
as AI for peace. While each paradigm engages with questions of responsibility
and risk, their underlying assumptions about where harm arises and how it should
be addressed differ substantially. In this paper, we argue that peace is systemat-
ically treated as an externality across dominant AI research frameworks. Rather
than being integrated as an upstream design and governance constraint, peace-
oriented concerns are frequently deferred to downstream applications or policy
interventions. Through a comparative analysis of AI safety, AI ethics, and AI
for peace, we show how this structural misalignment limits the ability of peace-
oriented initiatives to influence research trajectories that feed into militarized and
security-driven deployments. We conclude by outlining how repositioning peace
as an infrastructural concern within AI research ecosystems can strengthen harm
prevention and support more durable peace-oriented outcomes.

1 INTRODUCTION

Artificial intelligence research has become deeply intertwined with domains characterized by height-
ened security concerns, strategic competition, and institutional power asymmetries. While some AI
systems are explicitly developed for defense or security purposes, many originate in civilian research
environments before being repurposed within military, intelligence, or large-scale surveillance in-
frastructures. This pattern reflects long-standing relationships between computation, state power,
and security-oriented research agendas Crawford (2021); Winner (1980).

The contemporary scale and generality of AI systems intensify these dynamics. General-purpose
models, datasets, and benchmarks circulate across institutional boundaries, enabling downstream in-
tegration into security and surveillance systems often without the knowledge or consent of upstream
researchers Bowker & Star (2009); Whittaker et al. (2021). These developments have prompted
sustained debate within the AI research community about responsibility, harm, and governance.

In response, several influential research paradigms have taken shape. AI safety has focused on
preventing catastrophic or system-level failures arising from advanced systems Rahwan et al. (2019).
AI ethics has foregrounded normative principles such as fairness, accountability, transparency, and
respect for human rights Jobin et al. (2019); Floridi et al. (2018). More recently, AI for peace
initiatives have sought to orient AI research toward violence prevention, humanitarian assistance,
and conflict mitigation.

Despite this growing attention, peace-oriented concerns often remain marginal within mainstream
AI research. Discussions of peace tend to appear downstream, framed as application choices or
policy considerations rather than as constraints on research design, dissemination, and governance.
This raises a central puzzle for the AI for peace community: why does peace repeatedly appear as
an add-on, even in research ecosystems otherwise saturated with ethical reflection?
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We argue that this marginalization is not primarily the result of indifference or neglect. In-
stead, peace becomes externalized due to a structural misalignment between dominant AI research
paradigms. AI safety, AI ethics, and AI for peace operate at different levels of abstraction, emphasize
different forms of harm, and assume different sites of intervention. As a result, peace is positioned
outside the core research pipeline, limiting its capacity to shape upstream decisions whose conse-
quences unfold in militarized and security-driven contexts Birhane et al. (2023).

2 THREE PARADIGMS AND THEIR ASSUMPTIONS

To understand how peace becomes externalized, it is useful to compare how different AI research
paradigms conceptualize harm, responsibility, and intervention.

2.1 AI SAFETY

AI safety research is primarily concerned with preventing catastrophic or system-level failures aris-
ing from advanced AI systems. Typical risks include misalignment between system objectives and
human intent, loss of control, and emergent behaviors that exceed design expectations Rahwan et al.
(2019). Within this paradigm, harm is framed as a property of system behavior.

Responsibility is therefore located at the level of technical design and control. Interventions empha-
size robustness, interpretability, alignment techniques, and formal evaluation regimes. While these
efforts address important failure modes, they often abstract away from the institutional, geopolitical,
and security contexts in which AI systems are deployed. As a result, questions concerning milita-
rization or surveillance are frequently treated as exogenous to the safety problem itself Floridi et al.
(2018).

2.2 AI ETHICS

AI ethics scholarship has played a central role in articulating normative concerns related to fairness,
accountability, transparency, and human rights Jobin et al. (2019). This paradigm has expanded the
scope of AI governance by highlighting social and structural harms that extend beyond technical
performance.

However, AI ethics often locates responsibility at the level of individual researchers, organizations,
or voluntary principles. Ethical review processes and guidelines raise awareness but frequently lack
enforcement power once systems enter complex institutional environments Metcalf et al. (2019). In
security-sensitive contexts, ethical commitments may be subordinated to organizational or strategic
priorities, limiting their practical influence on peace-related outcomes.

2.3 AI FOR PEACE

AI for peace initiatives explicitly aim to prevent violence, support humanitarian efforts, or contribute
to conflict mitigation. This work often emphasizes positive applications, such as early warning
systems, humanitarian logistics, or post-crisis recovery.

Yet AI for peace is frequently positioned as an application domain rather than a structural constraint
on research production. Peace-oriented projects may coexist alongside research pipelines that also
enable military or surveillance deployments. As a result, AI for peace initiatives often lack leverage
over upstream research decisions, constraining their ability to reshape the conditions under which
harm arises Crawford (2021).

3 PEACE AS A STRUCTURAL EXTERNALITY

Taken together, these paradigms reveal a recurring pattern: peace is treated as an externality. AI
safety prioritizes technical failure modes, AI ethics emphasizes principles and awareness, and AI
for peace focuses on downstream applications. None of these paradigms, in isolation, fully address
how AI research infrastructures channel capabilities into security and military contexts.

2



108
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122
123
124
125
126
127
128
129
130
131
132
133
134
135
136
137
138
139
140
141
142
143
144
145
146
147
148
149
150
151
152
153
154
155
156
157
158
159
160
161

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2025

Table 1: Comparison of dominant AI research paradigms and their treatment of harm, responsibility,
and intervention

PARADIGM PRIMARY HARM FRAMING SITE OF RESPONSIBILITY TYPICAL INTERVENTION MODE

AI Safety System-level failure, mis-
alignment, loss of control

Technical design and model
behavior

Alignment methods, robust-
ness, evaluation benchmarks

AI Ethics Normative violations, social
and rights-based harms

Individual researchers and
organizations

Ethical principles, review pro-
cesses, impact assessments

AI for Peace Violence, instability, humani-
tarian harm

Downstream applications
and policy contexts

Peace-oriented applications,
mitigation and response

When peace is framed as an outcome rather than a design constraint, responsibility for preventing
harm is deferred. Researchers may recognize ethical risks while lacking institutional mechanisms to
intervene. Peace-oriented initiatives may demonstrate localized benefits without altering the broader
research ecosystems that enable conflict-related uses Bowker & Star (2009); Suchman (2007).

Table 1 illustrates how peace is systematically displaced across paradigms. While each framework
addresses genuine forms of harm, they locate responsibility at different points in the research lifecy-
cle, leaving upstream research infrastructures largely unexamined.

4 GOVERNANCE, NEUTRALITY, AND STRUCTURAL LIMITS

The persistence of peace as an externality is further reinforced by dominant norms of neutrality
within scientific research cultures. Neutrality is often framed as a professional virtue, allowing re-
searchers to develop general-purpose tools while remaining agnostic about downstream use. How-
ever, scholarship in science and technology studies has long shown that claims of neutrality fre-
quently align with existing power structures Winner (1980); Latour (2005).

In AI research, neutrality often enables research outputs to remain compatible with security-driven
deployment environments while diffusing responsibility for harm. Ethical and peace-oriented com-
mitments are articulated without corresponding authority to contest use Metcalf et al. (2019); Whit-
taker et al. (2021). This dynamic helps explain why peace is rarely framed as a failure condition
within research evaluation, whereas safety and ethics violations are.

Reframing peace as an infrastructural concern requires challenging neutrality not as an epistemic
ideal, but as an institutional positioning. Decisions about openness, scalability, and dissemination
are normative choices that shape whose interests are ultimately served Benjamin (2019).

5 PEACE AS AN UPSTREAM DESIGN AND GOVERNANCE CONSTRAINT

Treating peace as an infrastructural concern requires a shift in how responsibility is conceptual-
ized across the AI research lifecycle. Rather than viewing peace as an aspirational outcome or an
application-specific objective, this perspective positions peace as a constraint that operates upstream,
shaping decisions about what kinds of research are pursued, how results are disseminated, and under
what conditions reuse is considered legitimate.

Across contemporary AI research ecosystems, governance mechanisms tend to focus on compliance,
risk management, or post-hoc accountability. Safety evaluations assess whether systems behave as
intended, ethical reviews examine whether principles are violated, and peace-oriented initiatives
often assess whether deployments mitigate or exacerbate harm. While these mechanisms address
important dimensions of responsibility, they largely presuppose that core research trajectories are
already fixed. As a result, they intervene after epistemic and material commitments have been made,
when the capacity to redirect or refuse harmful pathways is significantly diminished Bowker & Star
(2009); Suchman (2007).

Reframing peace as an upstream constraint challenges this sequencing. It asks whether research
agendas, funding structures, and dissemination norms should be evaluated not only in terms of
technical merit or ethical compliance, but also in terms of their compatibility with non-violent and
non-militarized futures. From this perspective, peace-oriented evaluation does not replace safety
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or ethics; rather, it interrogates the assumptions that allow research outputs to flow seamlessly into
security-driven infrastructures without triggering governance friction Whittaker et al. (2021).

Importantly, this framing avoids reducing peace to individual moral intent. Structural analyses of AI
governance consistently show that responsibility is distributed across infrastructures, institutions,
and incentive regimes Rahwan et al. (2019). Individual researchers may act in good faith while
participating in systems that systematically externalize harm. Peace as an infrastructural constraint
therefore emphasizes collective responsibility and institutional design over individual virtue.

This approach also clarifies why neutrality functions as a stabilizing force within existing research
ecosystems. Claims of neutrality enable research outputs to remain maximally reusable and scal-
able, qualities that are highly valued in academic and industrial settings. However, as science and
technology studies have long demonstrated, infrastructure is never neutral with respect to power or
consequence Winner (1980); Latour (2005). When neutrality is left uninterrogated, it effectively
privileges downstream actors with the greatest capacity to appropriate research outputs, including
military and security institutions.

Positioning peace upstream makes this asymmetry visible. It highlights how decisions about open-
ness, generality, and abstraction are not merely technical choices, but governance decisions that
shape whose interests are ultimately served Crawford (2021); Benjamin (2019). Peace-oriented
governance, on this view, does not require prohibiting research or prescribing specific applications.
Instead, it introduces friction into research pipelines that otherwise treat militarized reuse as an
unremarkable extension of scientific progress.

Finally, understanding peace as a design and governance constraint aligns AI for peace with broader
efforts to move from reactive to anticipatory governance. Rather than responding to harm once sys-
tems are deployed, anticipatory approaches seek to shape the conditions under which harm becomes
more or less likely Floridi et al. (2018). In this sense, AI for peace contributes not only a set of
applications, but a critical perspective on how research infrastructures distribute agency, risk, and
accountability over time.

By embedding peace upstream, AI research communities gain the capacity to ask different questions:
not only whether systems are safe or ethical, but whether the research ecosystems that produce them
systematically foreclose non-violent alternatives. This shift strengthens the analytical and practical
relevance of AI for peace, positioning it as a necessary complement to existing safety and ethics
paradigms rather than a downstream add-on.

6 CONCLUSION

AI for peace initiatives operate within a research landscape already shaped by safety and ethics
frameworks. While these paradigms address important dimensions of harm, their structural mis-
alignment contributes to the persistent marginalization of peace-oriented concerns. Peace becomes
an externality not because it is unvalued, but because it is systematically positioned downstream of
research decisions that determine how AI capabilities are produced, circulated, and ultimately mobi-
lized. This paper has argued that repositioning peace as an infrastructural concern alters the locus of
responsibility within AI research ecosystems. Rather than treating peace as a contingent outcome of
deployment choices, an infrastructural perspective foregrounds how upstream design, governance,
and dissemination decisions preconfigure the range of downstream possibilities. In doing so, it ex-
poses the limits of relying solely on technical safety or normative ethics to address harms that are
structurally enabled.

Crucially, this reframing does not demand the abandonment of existing paradigms. Instead, it re-
veals how AI for peace can function as a necessary complement—one that interrogates neutrality,
challenges the deferral of responsibility, and reorients attention toward the institutional conditions
under which harm prevention becomes possible. By embedding peace upstream, AI research com-
munities gain the capacity not only to mitigate harm after the fact, but to contest the trajectories that
make violent and security-driven deployments appear inevitable. If peace continues to be treated as
an externality, AI research will remain structurally aligned with the very systems it seeks to regulate.
Repositioning peace as infrastructure is therefore not an aspirational add-on, but a prerequisite for
any serious claim that AI research can contribute to durable, non-violent futures.
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