
POLITICAL VIOLENCE AND THE INDIVIDUAL

• Explanation centers on the individual person who carries out violence 

→ focus on personal motivations

• Two major paths:

– Psychological factors which draw individuals to violence

• Function of personal experiences? Broader societal conditions?

• Tends to analyze violence as an act of desperation, an attempt to restore meaning to 

their lives (regardless of whether the violence itself is successful in achieving its goals)

– Rejection of psychological analysis, emphasis on violence as a rational act

• Not driven by despair, but by strategy

• Expression of deviance, but a rationally chosen form of expression of a political goal

https://www.npr.org/2018/03/21/595706345/he-s-not-a-psychopath-says-friend-of-austin-bombings-suspect




COMPARING EXPLANATIONS 
OF VIOLENCE

• Question of free will → to what extent are PEOPLE the primary actors in political violence?

• Institutional explanations = deterministic

• Individual = purely focused on people’s choices

• Ideas = INFLUENCED by institutions, but acted upon by individuals

Less free will More free will

Institutional Ideation Individual



COMPARING EXPLANATIONS OF 
VIOLENCE
• Universal vs. particularistic explanations?

– Is violence caused by specific conditions (combinations of institutions in 

this place at this particular time)? 

– Or are there psychological attributes at play that are common to all 

humans that drive political violence?

• Frequently, these explanations work in concert, not in 

competition

– Institutional explanations provide context for violence

– Ideation provides conceptual justification of political violence

– Individual explanations provide personal motivations for violent acts



F O R M S  O F  
P O L I T I C A L  
V I O L E N C E
I T  I S N ’ T  A L L  T H E  S A M E .



GOALS AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE

• Political violence can be used WITHIN the state to seek political 

goals (not attempting to remove the government or regime)

– Can seek state action on a particular issue → “Do the thing.”

– Can seek to STOP state action on a particular issue → “Don’t do the 

thing.”

• Can be used to seek broader change → end of government? 

Widespread change to institutions.

• Can be used to seek systemic change → end of regime, possibly 

state?

– Can be domestic or international



REVOLUTION AND 
POLITICAL VIOLENCE
• Demand for domestic, systemic change can lead to 

REVOLUTION

“Revolution can be defined as the public seizure of the state in order 

to overturn the existing government and regime.” (145)

• Revolutions have:

– Some degree of public participation (NOT a coup d’etat)

– Working to gain control of the state (NOT limited to locality)

– Fundamentally remake institutions

• Not ALL revolutions are violent, although violence is hard to avoid



WHAT CAUSES REVOLUTION?
• Lots of different theories, have changed over time

– Early PoliSci tended not to systematically look at causes of revolutions, and 

just described them

• Behavior revolution (1960-1970s)→ tends to focus on 

individual motivations for revolutions

– Relative deprivation model → revolutions as a result of gap between 

actual conditions and public expectations

• Focus on institutional analysis, particularly societal institutions 

(1980s)


