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Abstract

In contemporary international relations, non-state actors (NSAs) have emerged as influential participants
in conflict zones, fundamentally reshaping the dynamics of war, peace, and humanitarian governance.
While some non-state actors contribute constructively through peacebuilding, mediation, and
humanitarian assistance, others perpetuate violence, destabilize states, and undermine international order.
This article examines the dual impact of non-state actors in conflict zones through theoretical, legal, and
empirical lenses. It analyses the challenges faced by positive non-state actors, the evolving role of states
in enabling or constraining these actors, and the limitations of existing international legal frameworks.
Through selected case studies, the article highlights the necessity of a nuanced international approach that
mitigates the harms caused by violent non-state actors while strengthening the capacity and accountability
of constructive ones.

1. Introduction

The traditional state-centric model of international relations has undergone a profound transformation in
recent decades. Sovereign states are no longer the sole or even primary actors shaping conflict and
cooperation. Instead, a diverse range of non-state actors—ranging from humanitarian organizations and
religious groups to terrorist networks and transnational criminal organizations—now exert significant
influence, particularly within conflict zones. The rise of intra-state conflicts, weak governance structures,
and globalization has further amplified the prominence of these actors.

Non-state actors occupy an inherently paradoxical position in conflict environments. On the one hand,
they alleviate human suffering, facilitate dialogue, and contribute to the evolution of international norms.
On the other, they challenge state sovereignty, employ violence, and obstruct peace and state-building
processes. This article explores this duality by examining the nature of non-state actors, the theoretical
frameworks explaining their behaviour, and their varied impacts on conflict dynamics.

Understanding Non-State Actors

Non-state actors constitute a broad superordinate category encompassing all entities that operate outside
formal state structures. This includes non-governmental organizations (NGOs), international
organizations, religious groups, multinational corporations, armed rebel groups, terrorist organizations,
militias, and private military companies. Despite their diversity, non-state actors share key characteristics:
they operate independently of direct state control, lack a formal monopoly over violence, and often
function outside established political and legal processes.
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For analytical clarity, non-state actors can be divided into two broad categories. **Positive nonstate
actors** include humanitarian organizations, peace mediators, community-based groups, and advocacy
organizations that promote stability, human rights, and conflict resolution. **Negative or violent non-state
actors**, by contrast, include terrorist groups, insurgents, militias, warlords, and criminal networks that
rely on coercion and violence to achieve their objectives. While this distinction is useful, it is not absolute,
as some actors evolve over time or operate with mixed motivations.

Theoretical Perspectives on Non-State Actors

International relations theory offers multiple lenses through which to understand the role of nonstate
actors. Gramscian and critical theories emphasize the relationship between power, hegemony, and civil
society, viewing non-state actors as either reinforcing existing power structures or acting as agents of
transformative change. From this perspective, some non-state actors work within prevailing systems, while
others challenge dominant political and economic orders.

Constructivist theory highlights the importance of norms, identities, and shared ideas. It views non-state
actors as norm entrepreneurs capable of shaping international behaviour by influencing perceptions of
legitimacy, morality, and responsibility. NGOs advocating for human rights or humanitarian law exemplify
this role.

In contrast, realist approaches regard non-state armed actors primarily as threats to state security,
emphasizing strategies of suppression or elimination. Institutionalist approaches focus on integrating such
actors into political processes to alter their incentives, while constructivist engagement strategies seek to
transform their norms and identities. Together, these perspectives underscore the complexity of non-state
actor engagement in conflict settings.

Positive Contributions in Conflict Zones

Positive non-state actors play indispensable roles in conflict resolution and humanitarian response. NGOs
and community organizations often possess local knowledge, trust, and flexibility that enable them to
operate where states cannot. In peacebuilding, non-state mediators have facilitated dialogue between
hostile parties, particularly in contexts where official diplomacy has stalled. The Community of
Sant’Egidio’s mediation in Mozambique, which helped end a sixteen-year civil war, exemplifies the
unique potential of non-state diplomacy.

Humanitarian organizations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross and Médecins Sans
Frontieres deliver life-saving assistance in highly volatile environments. Guided by principles of neutrality
and impartiality, they provide medical care, food, and shelter across frontlines. Beyond immediate relief,
non-state actors also influence international law and norms by advocating for human rights, civilian
protection, and accountability, contributing to treaties and global policy frameworks.

Negative Impacts and Destabilization
Despite these contributions, violent non-state actors remain among the primary drivers of contemporary
conflict. By challenging the state’s monopoly on violence, these groups undermine sovereignty and
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governance. Terrorist organizations, insurgent movements, and militias frequently perpetrate grave human
rights abuses, including mass killings, sexual violence, and the recruitment of child soldiers.

Violent non-state actors also disrupt peace and state-building processes. Their continued presence can
reignite violence, fragment political authority, and entrench war economies. Moreover, states themselves
may exacerbate these dynamics by sponsoring non-state actors as proxies in irregular warfare. The use of
maritime militias by China or deniable armed groups by Russia illustrates how states exploit non-state
actors to pursue strategic objectives while avoiding direct accountability.

Constraints on Positive Non-State Actors

Despite their importance, positive non-state actors face significant structural and operational challenges.
Restricted access, security risks, and deliberate obstruction by states or armed groups limit their ability to
reach affected populations. Funding constraints undermine the sustainability and scale of humanitarian
operations, while coordination difficulties among multiple actors reduce efficiency.

Additionally, accountability gaps pose serious concerns. Instances of misconduct by humanitarian
personnel, such as those reported in post-earthquake Haiti, reveal weaknesses in oversight mechanisms.
Unlike states, most non-state actors operate outside robust systems of international legal responsibility,
limiting remedies for abuse and eroding public trust. Their lack of enforcement power further constrains
their capacity to protect civilians in highly militarized contexts.

The Role of States and International Law

States remain central actors in shaping the non-state landscape. State weakness often creates the conditions
for non-state actors to emerge, while state policies determine whether humanitarian actors are facilitated
or obstructed. At the international level, legal frameworks have gradually adapted to acknowledge non-
state actors, particularly under international humanitarian law. However, rules governing non-international
armed conflicts remain underdeveloped, and enforcement mechanisms for non-state actors are limited.

2. Conclusion

Non-state actors are now integral to the realities of conflict and peace in the international system. Their
dual impact—simultaneously constructive and destructive—demands nuanced analysis and policy
responses. While positive non-state actors are essential for humanitarian protection and conflict
transformation, their effectiveness is constrained by security risks, funding limitations, and accountability
gaps. Violent non-state actors, often entangled with state interests, continue to destabilize regions and
challenge international norms. Strengthening international legal frameworks, improving accountability
mechanisms, and fostering principled engagement with non-state actors are crucial steps toward mitigating
harm and enhancing their positive potential in conflict zones.
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