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SESSION 2:1 · WHAT IS CIVIL WAR?
Defining Civil War and Testing Its Boundaries
Reading-group worksheet



School of Social, Political and International Studies  ·  Universidad del Rosario
Mathew H. Charles, PhD
	Purpose: Construct a defensible definition of civil war, identify how researchers turn definitions into coding rules, and test the definition against violence that blurs civil war and organised crime.



How the activity works
STAGE 1  Complete only the section for your group’s assigned reading.
STAGE 2  Present your group’s definition and criteria to the class.
STAGE 3  Build a shared class definition.
STAGE 4  Test and revise it using Ramsbotham et al.’s typology.
Reading groups
	GROUP
	READING
	PRIMARY TASK

	1
	Kalyvas, “Civil Wars”
	Develop a conceptual definition.

	2
	Sambanis, “What Is a Civil War?”
	Develop operational inclusion rules.

	3
	Kalyvas, “‘New’ and ‘Old’ Civil Wars”
	Identify complications and hybrid cases.



Group details
Group number, names and spokesperson
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READING GROUP 1
Kalyvas: a conceptual definition



Reading: Stathis N. Kalyvas, “Civil Wars,” in The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Politics, pp. 416–434.
	Your task: Explain what civil war is as a type of organised political violence. Focus on the boundaries of the concept, not casualty-counting rules.



Q1  How does Kalyvas define civil war? Express the central idea in your own words.
 
 
Q2  What makes the conflict civil—that is, internal to a political community?
 
Q3  What makes it a war rather than a riot, protest or isolated terrorist attack?
 
Q4  What kinds of organised parties must be involved?
 
Q5  How is civil war distinguished from interstate war, genocide and ordinary criminal violence?
 
Q6  Which borderline case would be hardest to classify using this definition, and why?
 
 
Group 1 deliverable
Write a two-sentence definition, followed by three essential criteria and one form of violence it excludes.
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READING GROUP 2
Sambanis: an operational definition



Reading: Nicholas Sambanis, “What Is a Civil War? Conceptual and Empirical Complexities of an Operational Definition,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 48(6), pp. 814–858.
	Your task: Turn the concept of civil war into a checklist that researchers could apply consistently when constructing a dataset.



Q1  Why does Sambanis argue that there is no simple, universally accepted operational definition?
 
 
Q2  What evidence is required about the actors, their organisation and the state’s involvement?
 
Q3  Why do casualty thresholds matter, and what can they exclude?
 
Q4  How should researchers decide when a war begins and ends?
 
Q5  How should pauses in fighting or renewed violence be coded?
 
Q6  How could different coding rules change findings about the causes or frequency of civil war?
 
 
Group 2 deliverable
Create five inclusion rules beginning: “We would code a case as civil war if…”
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READING GROUP 3
Kalyvas: challenging the “new wars” thesis



Reading: Stathis N. Kalyvas, “‘New’ and ‘Old’ Civil Wars: A Valid Distinction?”, World Politics 54(1), pp. 99–118.
	Your task: This reading does not offer a conventional definition. Use it to identify what definitions may wrongly assume about motives, criminality and violence against civilians.



Q1  What supposedly distinguishes contemporary “new wars” from older civil wars?
 
Q2  Why does Kalyvas question whether these differences are genuinely new?
 
Q3  Does looting, trafficking or private enrichment make an armed conflict non-political? Explain.
 
 
Q4  Can armed organisations pursue political and criminal objectives simultaneously?
 
Q5  Does extreme violence against civilians distinguish “new” wars from older wars?
 
Q6  What warning should we add to any definition used to classify hybrid conflicts?
 
 
Group 3 deliverable
Write two sentences explaining how a definition can recognise hybrid political-economic motives without classifying every criminal organisation as a civil-war party.
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WHOLE-CLASS SYNTHESIS
Build a shared definition



As each group reports, record its contribution. Please note that each reading addresses a different part of the problem.
	GROUP
	PROPOSED DEFINITION
	KEY CRITERIA
	EXCLUDED OR AMBIGUOUS

	1
	


	


	



	2
	


	


	



	3
	


	


	





Our provisional class definition
Civil war is…
Combine the conceptual elements, the observable criteria and the complications identified by the groups.
	





Evidence required
To classify a case as civil war, we would need evidence of…
	




Remaining disagreement
Which element of the definition is still contested?
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BOUNDARY LENS
The missing category? 



Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall propose a provisional typology of non-interstate conflicts. Their third category challenges definitions that assume every armed organisation seeks ideological revolution or secession.
	Short extract: Factional conflict centres on “the competing interests or power-struggles of political or criminal factions” (Ramsbotham et al., 2005, p. 30).



	CONFLICT TYPE
	CENTRAL OBJECTIVE
	ILLUSTRATIVE QUESTION

	Revolution–ideology
	Change the political system or nature of government.
	What political order does the movement seek?

	Identity–secession
	Seek autonomy, separation or communal control.
	Which community or territory claims self-rule?

	Factional-economic
	Control power, territory or resources to advance particular interests.
	Who benefits from controlling the state, territory or illicit economy?



Q1  Does our provisional definition accommodate factional economic conflict? Why or why not?
 
Q2  Must an armed organisation want to overthrow or transform the government?
 
Q3  Could competition for territory and illicit markets constitute civil war? Under what conditions?
 
Q4  Does economic motivation make violence criminal rather than political?
 
Q5  Does organised criminal violence constitute  a factional economic armed conflict?
 
Revision
Write one change you would now make to the class definition.
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APPLICATION
Boundary test · Classify the case



	Hypothetical case: Two armed groups compete for illegal markets and strategic territory. They recruit fighters, govern communities, collect payments, displace residents and repeatedly confront state forces. Neither seeks to overthrow the national government.



Choose the strongest classification
	SELECT
	CLASSIFICATION

	☐
	Organised crime

	☐
	Political violence

	☐
	Factional-economic conflict

	☐
	Non-international armed conflict

	☐
	Civil war



1 · Our classification
State your choice and define what the label means.
	



2 · Evidence supporting it
Identify at least three facts from the case.
	



3 · Missing evidence
What additional information could change your classification?
	



4 · Strongest alternative
What is the most plausible competing classification, and why did you reject it?
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CONCLUSION
What can—and cannot—we conclude?



What we can conclude
What does the available evidence allow us to say confidently about the hypothetical case?
	





What we cannot yet conclude
Which claim would go beyond the available evidence?
	





Exit statement
Complete: “A conflict should be classified as a civil war when…”
	




	Key lesson: Definitions are not decorative labels. They determine which cases enter our analysis, which comparisons appear valid and which forms of violence become visible.
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