
Dr Vinita Priyedarshi 

Assistant Professor 

Head, Dept. of Political Science 

Patna Women’s College 

Email: av0308@gmail.com 

 

          Non-state actor and State terrorism 

 

The objective of this chapter is to acquaint the students with the distinction between non-state 

actor and state actor in the context of terrorism. At times both state and non-state actor uses 

political violence to achieve their stated objectives and yet their actions are not treated 

identically. How state actor and non-state actors are different and how their acts of violence 

are categorised differently is dealt in this chapter with substantive arguments put forward by 

the experts of the discipline.  

Meaning of non-state actor 

Non-state actor can be any actor on the international plane other than a sovereign state. 

Therefore the concept of non-state actor is generally understood as including any entity that is 

not actually a state like armed groups, terrorists, civil society, religious groups or 

corporations. Although the expression non state actors is only rarely used to refer to 

international organizations recent books on non-state actors do include chapters on certain 

international organizations covering United Nations, the World Bank, the IMF, The European 

Union and the WTO (Gianviti 2005:113). Thus one finds that even inter-governmental 

organizations, non-governmental organizations- natural and juridical- can all be classified as 

non-state actors. However, in the specific context of post-conflict peace building the 

expression non state actor is being used in specialized literature to refer to a range of armed 

group that operate beyond state control (Clapham 2009).  

As far as the discipline of international relations is concerned the term non-state actor has 

been defined variously by dominant schools of thought. Idealists often present NGOs as the 

vanguard of an emerging global civil society, challenging the instinctive authoritarianism of 

states and the power of international capital. Realists on other hand see NGOs either as front 

organizations thinly disguising the interests of other particular states or as potential 
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revolutionaries seeking to undermine national solidarity and the stability of the state system 

(Josselin and Wallace 2000). Realists and idealists come together in their ambivalence about 

transnational economic actors-banks and MNCs- as transmitters both of investments and 

influence as bringing both modernization and external intervention.  

It becomes clear from the above paragraph that non-state actors are either treated as 

complementing or undermining the authority of the state by the schools of international 

politics. The reason is not far behind to trace. International relations is state centric and 

clubbing non-state actor within the ambit of state actor will pose a great challenge to the 

notion of state and its sovereign power. Thus, for the sake of convenience as well as 

considering the specificities of the topic under consideration, non-state actors in this chapter 

refers to terrorist groups and armed groups which pose threat to state sovereignty.  

Meaning of state terrorism 

The first question which needs to be clarified here is the reasons for not including NGOs and 

International Organizations from the purview of the definition of non-state actors here and for 

that first one needs to understand what state terrorism means. The term terror from which 

terrorism derives was first used to describe revolutionary counter violence by the French 

state. It has also been noted that the term shares the same Latin root as the term ‘territory’ and 

that the fear (terror) of state violence has a central place in the emergence and dominance of 

the modern state and western political theory (Jackson 2008). The term therefore contains 

within itself the echoes of state violence despite its more recently constructed meaning as a 

description for non-state actions and behaviours. State terrorism is similar to non-state 

terrorism in the sense that it involves politically or religiously inspired acts of violence 

against individuals or groups outside of an armed conflict. The key difference here is that 

agents of the state are carrying out the violence and there is a question as to whether political 

violence used by state can be called terrorism? 

In fact State terrorism has an equally long history, stretching back to at least the French 

revolution, and the Russian terror.  Russian intelligence including in the Soviet era has long 

deployed murder as a tactic against those deemed as threats to the state or to a particular 

leader. The most famous victim of Soviet state terrorism was Leon Trotsky who was killed in 

1940 by a Soviet agent. He in his book ‘The Revolution Betrayed’ published in 1937 wrote 

that under Stalin the Soviet Union had betrayed socialism and became a totalitarian state.  



Martin Miller says that states can engage in terroristic violence though he keeps inter-state 

conflict and genocide in a different category. In his view when a state uses political violence 

against its own people to essentially suppress an uprising, either small group, an insurgency 

or a small non-state actor, it is engaging in terroristic activity because it is using power, fear 

and violence for political ends. Miller argues that why should we consider actions by a small, 

powerless non-state actors to be terrorism and actions by the powerful state not to be 

terrorism. Walter Laqueur accepts that states have killed many more people and caused far 

more material and social destruction than terrorism from below but then argues that this is 

simply not the terrorism he wishes to examine. The extensive use of official terror by Britain, 

France, Germany, Portugal, the US and other colonial powers as form of governance and 

social control in numerous countries throughout the colonial period, the terror bombings of 

the civilian during the second world war, IUS and Western support and sanctuary for a range 

of right wing insurgent groups during the cold war (Jackson 2008). States have killed, 

tortured and intimidated hundred of millions of people over the past century in places like 

Colombia, Haiti, Algeria, Zimbabwe, Myanmar, Uzbekistan, Chechnya, Tibet, North Korea, 

Indonesia, the Philippines, Sudan and elsewhere.  

Difference between state and non-state actor in their use of political violence 

Yet on finds that there are differences of opinion among the scholars to treat political 

violence used by states under the category of terrorism. Richardson, for example, rightly 

argues that non-state actors are fundamentally different from the state actors and the way they 

use political violence is also different. When states use political violence they have to be 

mindful of how other states would react to it, how it will affect their trade. Non-state actors 

on the other hand do not have these obligations. States further have to comply with the 

international law which the non-state actors do not have to. 

 

                          State actor                   Non-state actors 

States have a fixed and demarcated territory Non-state actors do not possess a territory. 

Even if they occupy a given portion of land 

through force it is referred to as 

‘occupied/liberated’ zones and not their 

territory 



States have legitimacy to govern over a given 

territory. 

Non-state actors rule over an occupied 

territory lacks legitimacy 

States have relation with other states Non-state actors do not have relation with 

other states. Even when they get other states 

support it is most of the time clandestine in 

nature and is not formalised. 

States have a currency, engage in trade and 

have borders. 

Non-state actors lack these.  

 

These differences are the reasons why lawyers and governments want to exclude non state 

actors from the state centric regime of international relations in general and 

international/human rights law in particular. First with regard to armed groups (terrorists in 

some context) it is argued that suggesting that such groups have human rights obligations 

under international law lends them a state like status which renders them somehow 

‘legitimacy’ (Clapham 2009). States in fact are even wary of allowing international 

organizations assuming state like features by taking on international obligations such as those 

relating to human rights because doing so would deprive the state of many rights which 

exclusively belong to them that is, being the only ‘sovereign entity’ on this earth.  

Clubbing non-state actors with the state actors, with regard to their use of political violence’ 

presents multiple challenges. It gives rise to misunderstanding and tension as corporations 

find themselves belonging to the same category as rebel groups and even the United Nations 

finds itself bracketed with paramilitaries (Clapham 2009). Thus there is a fear that engaging 

with the non-state actors will give the group legitimacy and dilute the power of the state.  

State sponsored terrorism 

Here it is also significant to be reminded that terrorist groups depend on significant state 

support to survive and active sponsorship includes a range of positive and permissive forms 

of assistance which comes under the category of state sponsored terrorism. Gur Martin talks 

about the sponsorship of terrorism in the form of ‘ideological support, financial support, 

military support, operational support, initiating terrorist attacks or direct involvement in 

terrorist attacks (Martin 2003). Similarly Daniel Byman argues that for many terrorist groups, 

a state’s tolerance of or passivity towards their activities is often as important to their 

successes as any deliberate assistance they receive and that at times the greatest contribution 



a state can make to a terrorists cause is by not policing a border, turning a blind eye to their 

fund raising or even tolerating their efforts to build their organization, conduct operations and 

survive (Byman 2005).  

 

Conclusion:  

Thus one can safely conclude that the whole debate concerning the use of violence by state 

and non-state actor revolves around the issue of legitimacy. In other words the basic 

distinction between state and non-state actor is that states have legitimacy to use violence 

which in itself delegitimises all forms of non-state violence. Here it becomes imperative to 

deal with the work of Jackson who has tried to destabilize the dominant understanding of 

terrorism solely as an activity of non-state actors and reveals how states including even the 

western democratic states currently involved in a fight against ‘war on terror’ regularly 

employs the tactic of terrorism themselves (Jackson 2008). The distorted focus on non-state 

terrorism functions to reify state perspectives and priorities and reinforce a state centric, 

problem solving paradigm of politics in which terrorism is believed to be an identifiable 

social or individual problem in need of solving by the state. Yet one also needs to be mindful 

of the fact that including state’s use of violence under the category of use of violence by the 

non-state actor will create more problems in understanding terrorism rather than solving it.  
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