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Main argument  

One needs to distinguish between universal and temporal phenomena. Since the ‘30s of the 

last century those observing and contemplating on revolutions, uprisings, coups d’états and all 

kinds of violent conflicts have sought to capture these phenomena by concepts that describe 

their unique or distinguishing characteristics. Given their research interests, perspectives and 

specialisms they tend to formulate concepts that only describe empirical regularities of 

specific, historically bounded, temporary and changeable phenomena. They also – often 

erroneously – perceive particular events as unprecedented phenomena that herald the 

beginnings of a ‘new’ era. The so-called ‘new war’ theorists form a typical example. This 

myopic fascination with so-called ‘new’, ‘unique’ developments while neglecting historical 

similarities has bedevilled the field of conflict studies for a long time. Adrian Guelke’s 

observation that “the notion that an age of terrorism began in the late 1960s is one of the most 

common propositions in the literature on terrorism”
3
 is disquieting. According to our 

definition (see Appendix), terrorism has been with us since the dawn of human history, 

whatever the fluctuations in aims and techniques across history. The main problem is that 

many specialists – and many generalists who purport to develop ‘universal’ conflict theories – 

mistakenly regard observed regularities as functional, timeless characteristics that need be 
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incorporated in their main definitions. Thus many seek to include in their concept of 

‘terrorism’ the perpetrators’ intentions like the creation of fear and media attention, and 

objectives like the creation of a free, independent or Islamist state. Yet such motives and goals 

alter over time. Or successor organisations may use terrorism (violence against civilians) for 

entirely different reasons. Thus one is forced to continuously modify one’s de facto empirical 

definition if one wishes to include any new trend within this type of violence: a time-

consuming undertaking. It is preferable to reserve one’s main concepts for the formulation of 

‘ideal-types’ or Gedankenbilde (Weber)
4
 and to regard their real-time, fluctuating 

manifestations as ‘sub-types’ of phenomena and classify them as such. To the latter category 

of ‘empirical concepts’ we can easily add other concepts that represent brand-new versions of 

the same (kind of) phenomena, and drop outdated or virtually concepts (one can alternatively 

present both old and new manifestations of violence). Thus for the main concept terrorism we 

can distinguish between transient, evolving motivations and ideologies as sub-types, and label 

them ‘leftwing terrorism’, ‘rightwing terrorism’, ‘Islamist terrorism’ and so on. The 

‘classical’ attempts to construct ‘universal’ concepts combining ends with means and other 

(potentially) transient characteristics are recipes for recurring disagreement and cumbersome 

upgrading. We thus agree with Raymond D. Duvall and Michael Stohl: 

 

Motives are entirely irrelevant to the concept of political terrorism. Most 

analysts fail to recognize this and, hence, tend to discuss certain motives as 

logical or necessary aspects of terrorism. But they are not. At best, they are 

empirical regularities associated with terrorism. More often, they simply 

confuse analysis.
5
 

 

 

The best approach is not to define terrorists – and other types of violent actors – by what they 

believe or want (ideology) but by what they do (behaviour). More analysts come to share this 

view.
6
 This debate can be fruitful even if interpretivists and relativists are right in saying that 

it involves ‘essentially contested concepts’ (Gallie).
7
 Always strive to separate the universally 

possible method from the temporarily existing objective.  

 

۩ 
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Appendix   Definitions of violence  ©  Caspar ten Dam, 2007 

 
NB: one can adopt or refer to these definitions, though only when one identifies the author and his 

copyright, and the location where the original source can be found. When one uses these definitions in 

any publication, conference or any other setting, the author appreciates it when he is informed of it 

and/or consulted on it in advance. Be advised that this Appendix (with possible modifications) will be 

reproduced in the author’s final PhD dissertation and several forthcoming publications.  

 

 
Generic concepts 

 

Aggression: deliberate infliction of physical or psychological pain, other harm or coercion (force) by 

sentient beings on other sentient beings for whatever end, which may or may not be done through 

physical force, and may or may not be immoral and illegal i.e. entail the violation of essential, 

personal and basic human rights in the broad sense (including humanitarian law).  

 

Violence: deliberate infliction of physical pain, other harm or coercion for whatever end which may or 

may not be lethal, and may or may not entail the violation of essential, personal and basic human 

rights in the broad sense.  

 

Political violence: deliberate infliction of physical pain, other harm or coercion for whatever end in the 

public arena beyond the private sphere (yet possibly with private motives) which may or may not be 

lethal, and may or may not entail violations of human rights and humanitarian law.  

 

Conflict: fundamental disagreement between one or more actors due to opposite aims, interests, needs 

or grievances that for some reason have been unsolvable, irreconcilable or uncompromisable up to that 

point in time through either peaceful or forceful means. 

 

Armed conflict: violent confrontation between one or more armed actors with opposite aims, interests, 

needs or grievances that appear unsolvable, irreconcilable or uncompromisable through non-violent 

means, or that one or more of the opposing actors have been unwilling to resolve or settle through 

peaceful means. 

 

Armed actor: any group, party, organisation or entity that for whatever reason carries lethal weaponry 

for violent use or the threat of violent use. 

 

Armed non-state actor: any private, non-governmental, illegal or unsanctioned group, organisation or 

entity beyond the control and sphere of the state that carries for whatever reason lethal weaponry for 

violent use or the threat of violent use. 

 

Armed state actor: any public, governmental, legal or state-sanctioned group, organisation or entity 

belonging directly or indirectly to the state that carries for whatever reason lethal weaponry for violent 

use or the threat of violent use, ranging from the police and the military to semi-legitimate and 

illegitimate groups like pro-government militia’s and paramilitaries. 

 

 

Main types of violent conflict 

 

War: armed conflict with one or more opposing parties fighting in such a way as to achieve complete 

victory over or utter defeat of the enemy, as evident from the type and scale of fighting methods, 

tactics and strategies employed. 

 

Interstate or external armed conflict: violent confrontation between the armed forces of two or more 

states or governments that represent them, due to irreconcilable aims, interests, needs or grievances. 
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Intrastate, internal, or domestic armed conflict: violent confrontation due to irreconcilable aims, 

interests, needs or grievances between one or more armed non-state actors and the state, or  among 

either state actors in ‘civil conflicts’ or non-state actors in for instance ‘absent states’ and ‘failed 

states’. 

 

Civil conflict: intrastate, internal, or domestic conflict in which the main opposing parties represent 

and control populations, infrastructures and other assets sufficient and large enough to fulfil state(-

like) functions, signifying a conflict between state, semi-state, ‘partial-state’ or ‘counter-state’ actors 

regarding their ruling capabilities. 

 

Civil war: civil conflict in which one or more opposing parties capable of state(-like) functions fight in 

such a way as to achieve complete victory over or utter defeat of their enemies, as evident from the 

fighting methods employed. 

   

Rebellion or insurgency: armed conflict by one or more non-state, semi-state or alternative-state actors 

against any entrenched and generally recognized ruler, elite, authority, government, regime or state, 

for whatever personal reasons (grievance, grudge, greed etc.), particular goal or general ideology. 

 

Revolt or uprising: spontaneous rebellion by individuals or groups of people with little or no planning, 

instigation or involvement of political parties or other entities (at least not in the initial or early 

phases), frequently but not necessarily arising from riots and other disturbances. 

 

Insurrection: planned rebellion by individuals or groups of people belonging to political parties or 

other entities, frequently but not necessarily arising from revolts, riots and other outbursts of violence.  

 

Coup d’état: focused insurrection that attempts to immediately grab and gain control over the reigns of 

power of the state, frequently but not necessarily characterized by small-scale and speedy operations to 

capture government buildings and other vital objects.  

 

 

Main forms of actual or potential violence 

 

Conventional conflict: violent confrontation between state and/or non-state forces whereby at least one 

side or party attempts to gain physical, visible and stable control of (the enemy’s) territory and fixed 

objects, as evident from the fighting methods employed, such as – usually but not necessarily – 

heavily armed forces on or across battlefields. 

 

Unconventional conflict: violent confrontation whereby one or more of the parties do not seek or need 

to hold (the enemy’s) territory or fixed objects, as is evident from fighting methods such as sabotage, 

diversion, interference of communications, and so on. 

 

Guerrilla: particular type of unconventional conflict, based on flexible, irregular fighting with hit-and-

run tactics ranging from sabotage to ambush without the need to hold on to territory or fixed objects, 

frequently but not necessarily carried out by lightly armed individuals or small units.   

 

Terrorism: lethal violence without warning of the act for whatever purpose against (groups of) 

unarmed and thereby defenceless civilians, unarmed off-duty soldiers, policemen and other 

defenceless noncombatants. 

 

Liquidation, or ‘terrorist assassination’: lethal violence without warning for whatever purpose against 

selected individuals who in principle are unarmed and unprotected, typically ordinary civilians who 

cannot defend themselves, afford bodyguards or other security personnel. 

 

Assassination: lethal violence without warning for whatever purpose against selected individuals 
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ranging from leading politicians and military to other (leading) members of a community, who in 

principle are able to defend themselves or are protected by bodyguards or other personnel. 

 

Criminality: any violent or non-violent act or activity prohibited and punishable by law, directed for 

whatever reason – frequently yet not necessarily out of greed – against persons and properties that 

result in moneys and valuables being taken or earned. 

 

Gangsterism: violent criminality, i.e. any violent act or activity for illegally and illicitly taking, 

collecting or earning moneys, goods and properties, out of greed or other purpose. 

 

Banditry: specific type of gangsterism that resorts to robbery, plunder, kidnapping etc. for whatever 

reason by using rebel-like or guerrilla-type tactics, usually though not necessarily in mountainous or 

other inhospitable areas as those are suited for such tactics. 

 

Brigandry: banditry in the context of rebellion, i.e. a situation in which rebels act like or operate as 

bandits, resorting to pillage, ransom and other violently criminal acts through guerrilla(-like) tactics. 
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