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evolution” belongs to that expanding list .R of English words whose multiple mean- 
ings make any precise usage elusive, if not impossible. 
The misuse and abuse of the term “revolution” in ordi- 
nary communication is enough of a problem, but the 
flexibility of the term in scholarly writings makes 
reasonable discourse across disciplinary lines a monu- 
mental task. 

Humanists, social scientists, and natural scientists 
have contributed in various ways to the ambiguity of the 
word. Invite three theologians, let’s say, to discuss “rev- 
olution in the modern world” and witness the use of the 
same grammatical substantive to describe ecclesiastical 
reform, or any given number of societal changes, or the 
violent overthrow of an established political regime. 
Under such circumstances communication is as difficult 
as it is for a trio of recent immigrants engaged in a 
conversation that includes the English word “rose,” 
each having reached the separate conclusion that the 
speaker is referring to a flower, or a color, or an action 
just performed. 

A more precise use of language might be expected 
from the scientific community in either its “soft” or 
“hard” forms. That is not often the case when the 
subject is revolution. Three social scientists called upon 
to discuss “revolution in the modern world” would 
narrow the limits of acceptable usage but would likely 
get bogged down in one of several intramural debates. 
The possibilities for such debates are many: The speak- 
ers might attempt to differentiate revolution from rebel- 
lions, coups d’itat, and other forms of political violence; 
they might explore the etiology of revolution (each 
speaker, perhaps, advocating a political, economic, psy- 
chological, or sociological theory of causation); they 
might present personality profiles of participants in 
revolutionary movements; or they might focus on the 
impact of revolutionary movements by arguing the 
implications of adjectival distinctions such as “political 
revolutions” versus “social revolutions.” The limitations 
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of such debates are obvious when scholars are asked the 
seemingly innocuous question, “Was the American 
Revolution really a revolution?” 

What counts as a revolution? At least one natural 
scientist has tried to answer that question. According to 
Thomas Kuhn, a revolution in science occurs when one 
time-honored theory is replaced by another incompati- 
ble with it. The scientific community can proceed 
normally for a long period of time adhering to one para- 
digm (e.g., the Ptolemaic theory), but the appearance of 
another paradigm with a completely different set of 
constitutive principles brings about a transformation in 
“normal science” that is significant enough to be 
described as a “scientific revolution.” 

Kuhn’s theory about the nature of decisive events in 
the history of science is obviously helpful in explaining 
what happens when a Copernicus, a Newton, or an 
Einstein somes along, but it is insufficient to explain 
what might be called “the indicators” of revolution. The 
concept of “new paradigms” sheds light on one of the 
features of revolutionary change, but it is not especially 
instructive when one is trying to understand the multi- 
ple dynamics at work in the American colonies in 1776, 
in France in 1789, in Russia. in 1917, or in Mexico, 
China, Cuba, Turkey, Egypt, Algeria, Chile, and 
numerous other places during the current century. Do 
all these instances of major political changes within a 
social system count as revolution? 

The question is hardly new. Historians, political 
scientists, sociologists, economists, philosophers, and 
psychologists have debated the question for years. The 
volumes produced in this ongoing debate exhaust every 
conceivable question except the question that underlies 
the entire exchange: What is revolution? Of course the 
question may, like the question of truth, be unanswer- 
able because of its complexity. I t  is certainly possible 
that were an interdisciplinary group of authorities on the 
subject of revolution to be sequestered in a room unti l  
they could agree on what counts as revolution they 
might never see their families again. 

I t  is against this background ofambiguity in the midst 
of widespread research on revolution that I make the 
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following observation. In the Sixties a great deal of 
confusion pervaded discussions about civil disobedience 
until a few writers cut through the ambiguity by stating 
in fairly simple terms how civil disobedience differed 
from other political acts (such as conscientious objec- 
tion, urban riots) and what particular features character- 
ized civil disobedience (for example, it is an act of 
protest, publicly performed, illegal, and so forth). It is 
now time to do the same sort of analysis of revolution. I 
intend (a) to differentiate revolution from several forms 
of political .change with which it is sometimes confused 
and (b) to propose several features that characterize 
revolutionary change regardless of historical period or 
cultural setting. I hope in the process to bring a measure 
of clarity to an enormously complex subject so that our 
sequestered group can go home earlier. 

olitical reform is not revolution. Frequent- P ly “revolution” is used to denote sudden 
change, radical change, transformation, progress, or 
development. When employed in this manner, revolu- 
tion includes the “industrial revolution,” the “Roose- 
veltian revolution,” the “black revolution,’’ the “wom- 
en’s revolution,’’ and various other types of nonviolent 
reform. 

No matter how sudden or drastic or unprecedented, 
reforming change does not represent a revolution in the 
society in which it occurs. The reasons are fairly obvi- 
ous. Reform movements, unlike revolutionary move- 
ments, are legal and authorized under specific condi- 
tions established by the constitution and/or legitimate 
political authority. Whatever temptation reform move- 
ments may have to go beyond the bounds of legality is 
curbed by the realization that the government has the 
military and judicial means of constraint and punish- 
ment. The ability to employ violent means is generally 
no more than a threat by reform groups and, when occa- 
sionally used, is extrinsic to their basically nonviolent 
strategy. The attempts by reform groups to secure great- 
er political power do not include overthrowing the 
government, and therefore they represent no direct 
threat to the status quo political leadership. Finally, the 
goal of reform groups is not the.attainment of liberty 
through the establishment of a new social order, but 
merely the achievement of more equitable living condi- 
tions by incorporating more people into the system as 
holders of economic and political power. 

Civil disobedience is not revolution. Civil disobedi- 
ence is a type of political activity that is sometimes 
confused with revolution because of its illegality and 
frequent disruptiveness. Civilly disobedient persons 
from Thoreau to Martin Luther King, Jr., to the Berri- 
gan brothers have had their efforts to bring about politi- 
cal change misinterpreted as revolutionary activities 
because of failure to differentiate between these two 
basically different efforts to change a political system. 

At first glance civil disobedience and revolution do 
appear similar. Both are illegal, both disrupt normal 

patterns of social life, both involve moral agents who 
refuse to conform to expected norms, and both are 
intended to bring about political change in a social 
system. At that point, however, the similarities cease. 
While civil disobedience can be used in a prerevolution- 
ary environment to discredit the established political 
process, and while it can be used as a tactic in a revolu- 
tion to discredit the ruling regime, it is more commonly 
an attempt to produce change within a political system 
when institutionalized procedures are considered too 
slow and ineffective. 

Civil disobedience, unlike revolution, does not repre- 
sent a threat to the legal system of a society; rather, civil 
disobedience represents a protest against a specific law 
or governmental policy that the protesting individual or 
group regards as unjust. The form of the civilly disobe- 
dient person’s protest, in sharp contrast to the clandes- 
tine operations of revolutionary movements, is neces- 
sarily public because the moral agent is trying to focus 
public attention on an unjust law or policy in the hope of 
having that law or policy changed. At least partially 
because the. protestor wants to rally public support, the 
act of civil disobedience is generally characterized by 
nonviolence; if violence occurs at all, it is almost always 
directed at property rather than at persons. The after- 
matlf‘of civil disobedience’ further distinguishes it from 
revolutionary activities in that the civilly disobedient 
person usually affirms the general validity of the legal 
system by accepting the sanctions attached to the law 
that has been broken during the protest. 

Rebellion is not revolution. When Louis XVI re- 
sponded to the fall of the Bastille by saying, “Mais, c’est 
une rivolte!? he was corrected: “Non. sire, ce n’est pas 
une rivolte, c’est une Avolution. This historical ex- 
change indicates the ‘substantial difference between 
these two forms of political violence.* That difference is 
most evident at the level of ideology. Rebellion is a 
restomfive form of political violence; the rebels want to 
return to a former level of relative justice by eliminating 
the local or national governmental officials and/or 
governmental policies that have betrayed the provisions 
of the constitution and/or the will of the governed. 
Revolution is an innovative form of political violence, 
since the revolutionary &lite wants to establish a new 
sociopolitical order of an unprecedented pattern. If 
rebellion is ad act of “social surgery” motivated by the 
belief that the political order has been betrayed by 
certain members or policies of the ruling Clite, revolu- 
tion is an act of “social homicide” motivated by the 
belief that the present political system has to be 
destroyed before a new form of government can be 
established. 

Whereas rebellion attempts to restore that which has 
been lost or betrayed by the ruling Clite, revolution seeks 
to bring into power a new ruling Clite. Whereas rebellion 
sometimes involves “blind violence” (Hannah Arendt) 

*In why Men Rebel Ted Robert Gurr defines political 
violence as “all collective attacks.within a political community 
against the political- regime, its actors ... or its policies.” 
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in attempting to preserve a traditional order, revolution 
involves “purposive political violence” (Chalmers John- 
son) in attempting to found a new state. Whereas rebel 
leaders justify their cause with claims of traditional 
legitimacy, the revolutionary elite justifies its cause with 
claims of future possibilities.* 

Coups d ’ h r  are nor revolutions. Different features 
are attributed to revolutions and coups d’itat by many 
analysts of political violence, although the distinctions 
between these forms of political violence (as well as 
rebellion) cannot be absolute, since they serve only as 
helpful tools for understanding complex political move- 
ments. For example, coups sponsored by foreign govern- 
ments or succeeded in by military juntas cannot general- 
ly be described as revolutionary events. Those coups, 
however, that constitute one stage of a broader attack 
against the state may indeed be revolutionary in inten- 
tion and consequence. 

Revolution can be distinguished from a coup d’etat in 
several respects. A coup differs from a revolution in the 
number of persons directly involved; it does not depend 
upon a mass following. Sometimes referred to as a “pal- 
ace revolution,” a coup is an elitist exercise in substitut- 
ing one ruling group for another. The transfer of politi- 
cal power may be from a civilian government to a group 
of army generals or from one military junta to another. 
In any case the general public usually knows little about 
the attempted coup until the struggle has ended-and 
often displays indifference toward the outcome. 

Revolutions and coups d’etat differ according to the 
scope of attack envisioned by their planners and the 

amount of change sought as a result of the attack. 
Whereas a revolution may be conceived by its planners 
as an “authority” war launched against a regime or a 
“structural” war directed aga’inst the foundations of a 
social system, a coup d’etat is a “personnel” war whose 
limited aim is the replacement of governmental leaders 
(James Rosenau). The plans of a revolutionary elite may 
include the inauguration of a new social order, but the 
leaders of a coup intend only to inaugurate a new ruling 
group. 

The strategy and tactics of a coup also distinguish it 
from a revolution because thesmall number of conspira- 
tors eliminates any assumption that the general public 
will automatically obey the new government’s orders 
after the insurrection. To overcome the possibility of a 
general strike or another attempted coup, the conspira- 
tors often attempt to gain positions of respect in order to 
add an element of legitimacy to their cause. The princi- 
pal tactic employed in a coup is the sudden seizure of the 
system’s political Clite, followed by their exile or death. 
The success of this tactic and of the coup itself rides on 
the likelihood that the armed forces and the general 
public will “welcome, or at least tolerate and therefore 
obey, the new occupants of the statutes of authority” 
(Johnson, 1966). 

*In On Revolurion Hannah Arendt compares rebellion and 
revolution in  terms of liberation and freedom. She declares 
that “the end of rebellion is liberation, while the end of revolu- 
tion is the foundation of freedom.” This brief statement 
presupposes a basic distinction in her political philosophy, 
namely, the distinction between “liberation” from particularly 
oppressive governmental measures and the “foundation of 
freedom” that is the “central id& of revolution.” 
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he terminological confusion and the con- T ceptual ambiguity of much of the litera- 
ture on revolution can be alleviated not only by distin- 
guishing revolution from other forms of political change 
and/or political violence but also by sorting out the 
identifiable features of revolution. In focusing on the 
characteristic features of revolution, I am aware that 
numerous variables in revolutions make crosscultural 
comparisons of revolutionary movements difficult. For 
example, the leaders, participants, and goals of revolu- 
tionary movements, the responses of status quo regimes, 
and the involvement of other nation-states in intrasys- 
temic conflicts differ from one revolution to another. I 
am convinced, nevertheless, that certain features are 
common to revolutions, and that attempts to analyze 
revolutionary change will be enhanced if there can be 
some agreement as to what these characteristic features 
are. I propose the following list of features as the first 
step in working out that agreement. 

The firsf feature of revolutionary movements is the 
use of violence to produce change in a social system. 
Whatever else may be said about revolution, an “irre- 
ducible element of any revolution is the resort to, or 
acceptance, of violence” (Johnson, 1966). Political 
change through violent means “is the single defining 
characteristic of revolution most often cited in the liter- 
ature” (Kramnick). The employment of violent means 
as a last-resort political strategy is a characteristic 
feature of revolution because nonviolent direct action 
(for example, civil disobedience) has not produced the 
desired political change, the ruling Clite is unwilling to 
relinquish power voluntarily, and the participants in 
revolution necessarily operate outside the normal chan- 
nels of law. 

Revolutionary violence involves coercive actions 
against property or persons, the intention of which is to 
bring about the spoliation or destruction of the property 
and/or the physical injury or death of the persons. 
Terrorism, political assassinations, bombings, acts of 
sabotage, murder, torture-these are the violent activi- 
ties frequently directed against an established govern- 
ment and its supporters. Revolutionary violence, howev- 
er, has  another dimension, for it involves actions that 
disorient the behavior of persons-potential followers as 
well as people loyal to the government-by placing them 
in an atmosphere of continuing anxiety and despair as a 
result of the disorder around them. The discontinuity 
of broken homes and invalidated symbols, the absence 
of security and stable relationships, theoverturning of tra- 
ditional habits of obedience, the unpredictability 
of terrorist acts, the fear of an unprogrammed future- 
these are the ingredients of a violent campaign to under- 
mine a government by graphically illustrating its inabili- 
ty to provide the minimal order and stability necessary 
for human commun-ity. The varying degrees in which 
these two dimensions of violence appear in revolutionary 
change depends upon several factors: for instance, the 
loyalty of the armed forces, and the other types of 
violence (criminal violence and the official violence of 
the government) normally present in the social system. 

Because of the predominant role played by violence in 
revolutionary change, advocates of “nonviolent revolu- 

tion” are mistaken in theory because they overestimate 
the changes that can be realized ih a social system 
through nonviolent resistance and underestimate the 
tendency of the politically powerful to retain their power 
unless and until it is wrested from them. Can anyone 
seriously maintain that the changes produced through 
nonviolent resistance in India and the United States 
constitute revolutions, or that these changes were not to 
some degree permitted by the British and -American 
governments, or that Gandhi and King would not havc 
been immediately imprisoned or killed under totalitari- 
an regimes? Proponents of “nonviolent revolution” are 
also mistaken in historical fact.’ For example, Soviet 
Marxists who refer to the 1948 coup d’6tat in Czecho- 
slovakia as the’9outstanding model of “peaceful transi- 
tion” to communism conveniently forget that Soviet 
army units were stationed at the borders of the country, 
that Communists controlled the police, and that the 
police sent detachments .of armed workers into the 
streets of Prague to hasten the formation of a Commu- 
nist government (Robert C. Tucker). 
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A second feature of revolution is the illegality of all 
recourses to violence outside the rules of conflict set up 
by society. Revolutionary change is never legal, even 
though it is sometimes legitimate. Revolution, unlike 
reformism, is an attempt to bring about change in a 
social system by operating outside the boundaries of a 
legal system judged to be invalid because of its inherent 
injustice or at least ineffective because of its intermina- 
ble delays. Time, established legal procedures, normal 
methods of political decisionmaking, and the traditional 
habits of obedience are all short-circuited when political 
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change is sought through collective acts that have no 
legal precedent in a social system. 

Given this characteristic of revolutionary change, the 
possibility of an “electoral revolution” is highly unlike- 
ly. In his typology of Communist revolutions, Cyril 
Black points out that a Communist party has never been 
voted into office in a national election. The leading 
candidate put forth as an “electoral revolution”- 
Allende’s short-lived reign in Chile-hardly classifies as 
a revolution when one realizes that his election could 
have been nullified by the senate had they thought he in- 
tended to suspend the constitution after gaining power. 

Third, revolution is also characterized by an attempt 
to restructure the political order. While the illegal 
violence employed in revolutions often produces funda- 
mental changes in all aspects of societal life, revolution 
is primarily political in  nature: It “invariably involves 
the political system, although it is not always restricted 
to political change” (Carl Leiden and Karl M. Schmitt). 
The extent to which collective violence is politicized is 
evident from a consideration of the motives of partici- 
pants in revolutionary movements and the people (dicta- 
tors, presidents) and symbols (government buildings) 
that are the targets of the revolutionaries. 

Regardless of other ramifications it may have in the 
social system, revolutionary change invariably brings 
about, first, a reconstruction of the political order 
through a forcible relocation of political power and, 
second, a reordering of political authority. Revolution 
involves a forcible relocation of political power because 
power is the centrgl ingredient of political life. Holders 
of political power have the ability to achieve their objec- 
tives to a far greater degree than the general citizenty. 
That is, they have the ability to shape their destinies by 
exercising control over the people and most of the events 
that affect their lives. They make the important deci- 
sions, establish priorities, and set up the political 
machinery necessary to carry out those decisions and 
priorities. 

Revolution also involves a reordering of political 
authority because authority is the central ingredient in 
the arrangement of social roles. Holders of political 
authority make laws, persuade the general public 
regarding specific policy decisions, and manipulate pub- 
lic opinion through a skillful use of the media. As a 
result political leaders have the ability to elicit consent, 
obedience, and respect from the general population. 

Taken together, the relocation of political power and 
the reordering of political authority provide legitimate 
grounds for a victorious revolutionary ilite to initiate 
new governmental policies and experiment with new 
political institutions. The result, as most clearly seen in 
Maoist China, is a restructuring of the political order in 
an unprecedented fashion. 

The attempt to restructure the power and authority 
arrangements of a political system is indicative of/ourrh 
mark of revolution, namely, that is is purposive in ainr. 
The illegal violence directed against the status quo 
regime is “purposive political violence.” The partici- 
pants in  a revolutionary movement intend to move 
toward an unprecedented future by establishing a new, 
more just social order. They intend to put a “new para- 

digm” into operation. Whereas those engaged in a coup 
d’Ctat use violence only to substitute one ruling group 
for another, revolutionaries use violent means to initiate 
a new beginning in the distribution and control of politi- 
cal power. Whereas those engaged in a rebellion employ 
violence to preserve a traditional pattern of society, 
revolutionaries use violent means to realize “some intel- 
lectual construct, some vision, of how they want to 
recast society and install authority within it” (Johnson, 
1966). According to Hannah Arendt, only where 
“change occurs in the sense of a new beginning, where 
violence is used to constitute an-altogether new form of 
government, to bring about the formation of a new body 
politic, where the liberation from oppression aims at 
least at the constitution of freedom can we speak of 
revolution.” 

The purposive nature of revolutionary movements is 
clearly evident in the destruction/reconstruction dichot- 
omy that characterizes their operations (Leiden and 
Schmitt). In  addition to overthrowing the established 
government, a revolution is purposive in that it brings 
into power persons who intend to recast the political 
order in  a novel manner. I n  addition to attacking the 
grave injustices in the social system, a revolution is 
purposive in that its participants intend to create condi- 
tions in which justice, freedom, and human well-being 
(as conceived by the revolutionary Clite) can be realized 
as never before. 

HMMM. .. D 
The purposive political violence directed against the 

status quo regime is planned by a revolutionary ilite. 
Revolutions (as first emphasized by Lenin) do not occur 
without the deliberate calculations of a conspiratorial 
group. Revolutions, in contrast to rebellions and urban 
riots, are characterized by planning, organization, and a 
sense of direction toward a .future goal. Even when 
underlying causes for widespread dissatisfaction with 
existing conditions are coupled with dramatic events 
(for example, defeat in war) that suspend thc inhibitions 
citizens normally have about attacking their govern- 
ment, revolutionary movements still require leaders who 
are prepared to seize the opportune circumstances by 
intensifying the level of general dissatisfaction, organiz- 
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ing resistance to the government, and directing the 
oppressed toward the achievement of a more just social 
order. The planning that goes into revolutionary change 
is epitomized by modern guerrilla movements. Because 
guerrillas operate from a position of military weakness, 
their chances of success directly depend upon their abil- 
ity to devise a strategy that wears down a superior foe. 

Guerrilla movements also illustrate the widespread 
popular participation that characterizes revolutions. 
Whatever form the participation may take-from chil- 
dren who steal weapons from the army to the guerrillas 
who fire those weapons at the army-revolutions do not 
occur apart from the cooperation of many people. While 
conspiratorial coups often take place with little advance 
knowledge on the part of the general public, revolution- 
ary movements depend upon broad-based opposition to 
the established tegime. Rather than being Clitist trans- 
fers of power, revolutions are made by Clites leading 
masses (Johnson, 1964). Without the participation of 
the masses, a revolutionary elite is only an insignificant 
group of insurgent “fish” without a demographic “sea” 
in which to operate (Mao). 

Afinal feature of revolution is the rapidity of the 
change that takes place in a social system torn apart by 
collective acts of political violence. The suddenness of 
revolutionary change is clearly evident in revolutions 
(for example, Russia, Cuba) of short duration; it is less 
evident in revolutions (China) that take place over a 
relatively long period of time. Yet even in revolutions 
spanning a number of years, the changes produced are 
marked by the abruptness by which the future breaks 
into the present and overturns traditional arrangements 
of political power and authority. Political assassinations, 

bombings, and acts of sabotage are only the most obvi- 
ous indicators of the convulsive changes that take place 
in a social system during a revolution. 

hese characteristic features provide the. T ingredients for a definition of revolution. 
Revolution is a form of political violence that is purpo- 
sive in aim, is characterized by illegality, mass partici- 
pation, and rapidity of change, and is directed primari- 
ly at a society’s established political regime while also 
eflecting changes in the economic, legal, and social 
institutions of that society. 

The length of this definition is necessary to make 
several summary comments about revolutions. Revolu- 
tions use violence to redress what is viewed as an unjust 
status quo and to combat the official violence present in 
societal life. Revolutions, unlike rebellions, involve a 
purposive use of violence intended to initiate a new 
sociopolitical order. Revolutions, unlike reform move- 
ments, are unauthorized by law. Revolutions, unlike 
coups d’ktat, involve a substantial number in the general 
population. Revolutions, unlike the “industrial revolu- 
tion,” employ violent means to produce sudden and 
convulsive changes in a social system. Revolutions, 
unlike various societal changes frequently described as 
“social revolutions,” have as their primary task a forc- 
ible relocation of political power and a reordering of 
political authority. 

Who knows, perhaps minimal agreement over these 
characteristic features of revolution will permit a group 
of American historians to answer the question, “What 
counts as a revolution?” Was the American Revolution 
really one of them? 


