
Classification of Explosives 

Explosives are classified based on their chemical composition, sensitivity, and intended use. 

Understanding the classification of explosives is crucial for their safe handling, storage, and 

transportation. The classification systems vary across countries, but the following is a general overview 

of the common classifications of explosives: 

I. Primary Classification: 

1. Low Explosives: Low explosives, also known as deflagrating explosives, burn rather than detonate. 

They have a slower rate of reaction and produce a subsonic shockwave. Examples include black powder, 

pyrotechnics, and some propellants. 

2. High Explosives: High explosives, also called detonating explosives, undergo rapid and violent 

decomposition known as detonation. They produce a supersonic shockwave and release a significant 

amount of energy. Examples include dynamite, TNT, RDX, PETN, C-4, and nitroglycerin. 

II. Secondary Classification: 

1. Initiation Sensitivity: 

   a. Primary Explosives: These explosives are extremely sensitive and can be easily initiated by heat, 

shock, or friction. They are primarily used as initiators or detonators for other explosives. Examples 

include lead azide, mercury fulminate, and lead styphnate. 

   b. Secondary Explosives: Secondary explosives are less sensitive and require a more substantial 

initiation source to undergo detonation. They are typically used in blasting operations and military 

applications. Examples include TNT, RDX, and PETN. 

2. Sensitivity to Heat: 

   a. Thermal Stable Explosives: These explosives have a higher resistance to heat and can be exposed to 

higher temperatures without detonating. Examples include HMX and TATB. 

   b. Heat-Sensitive Explosives: Heat-sensitive explosives are more susceptible to thermal initiation and 

require careful handling and storage. Examples include nitroglycerin and picric acid. 

3. Sensitivity to Friction and Impact: 

   a. Insensitive Explosives: Insensitive explosives have a lower sensitivity to friction and impact, making 

them more stable and safer to handle. Examples include Composition B and Semtex. 

   b. Sensitive Explosives: Sensitive explosives are more prone to accidental initiation due to friction or 

impact. They require special precautions during handling and transportation. Examples include lead 

azide and mercury fulminate. 



III. Legal Classification: 

Explosives are further classified based on legal requirements and regulations, which may vary across 

jurisdictions. This classification ensures proper licensing, storage, transportation, and usage of 

explosives to maintain safety and security. 

 

It is important to note that this classification system is not exhaustive, and additional categorizations 

exist for specific applications and industries. The classification and handling of explosives should be 

conducted by trained professionals following applicable laws, regulations, and safety guidelines to 

prevent accidents and mitigate risks. 


