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ABSTRACT

The transformations resulting from globalization, the expansion of transnational communications, and the increasing
interdependence among societies have fundamentally altered the traditional state-centered structure of international law. In this
context, non-state actors, including non-governmental organizations, multinational corporations, armed groups, civil society
networks, and other transnational actors, have gradually become influential participants in international legal and political
processes. This study, adopting a descriptive-analytical approach, examines the role of non-state actors in challenging the
existing rules of international law and addresses the question of how these actors have influenced norm-making, implementation
of international rules, international monitoring mechanisms, and the transformation of traditional concepts of international law.
The findings indicate that although non-state actors do not possess full international legal personality comparable to states, they
have nevertheless influenced the traditional structure of international law through participation in norm-creation processes,
shaping global public opinion, monitoring human rights implementation, producing soft law, and contributing to global
governance. Furthermore, the emergence of armed non-state actors and transnational networks has created new challenges
concerning international responsibility, attribution of conduct, international security, and the principle of state sovereignty. The
study concludes that contemporary international law is gradually moving from a purely state-centered order toward a multi-actor
system in which non-state actors increasingly participate in shaping and transforming international legal rules.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
International law has traditionally been

constructed around the centrality of the
sovereign state, with states regarded as the
principal subjects, lawmakers, duty-bearers,
and enforcement agents of the international
legal order. However, the increasing
complexity of global governance, the
expansion of transnational relations, and the
growing inability of states to manage cross-
border crises alone have gradually weakened
the exclusivist state-centered model. In this
context, non-state actors have emerged as
influential participants in the formation,
interpretation, implementation, and even
contestation of international legal rules. These
actors include non-governmental
organizations, multinational corporations,
armed groups, civil society networks,
professional associations, and transnational
advocacy movements. Although they do not
enjoy the same full legal personality as states,
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their practical influence has become
undeniable. The theoretical foundation of this
transformation can  be  traced to
transnationalism, which emphasizes that
world politics is not limited to interstate
relations but is also shaped by interactions
among private, social, economic, and
institutional actors across borders (Keohane &
Nye, 1973). Accordingly, the rise of non-state
actors reflects a deeper structural change in
international law, where authority, norm
creation, and accountability are increasingly
distributed across multiple centers rather than
monopolized by states (Nowrot, 2004).

The article examines how non-state actors
challenge the existing rules of international
law by disturbing the traditional boundaries
between subjects and objects of international
law. In classical doctrine, states possess full
international legal personality, while other
entities are recognized only to the extent that
states or international institutions allow them



to participate. Nevertheless, contemporary
practice shows that non-state actors may
shape legal outcomes even without full formal
recognition. Their role in international human
rights, humanitarian law, environmental
governance, global security, and international
institutional processes has created a gap
between formal doctrine and legal reality.
Scholars have therefore argued that the status
of non-state actors cannot be reduced to a
simple denial of legal personality, because
some of them enjoy limited, functional, or
issue-specific capacities within international
law (Zamani, 2014). This ambiguity is
especially visible where non-state actors are
addressed by international instruments,
participate in international organizations,
provide expert reports, influence treaty-
making processes, or become bearers of
obligations wunder human rights and
humanitarian norms (Clapham, 2006). Thus,
the article argues that the contemporary legal
order is moving toward a pluralized model of
international legal participation.

A major dimension of this transformation
concerns the participation of non-state actors
in  international norm-making. @ Non-
governmental organizations have historically
played an important role in placing new issues
on the global agenda, framing legal problems,
mobilizing public opinion, and pressuring
states to adopt new international standards
(Charnovitz, 1997). Their contribution has been
especially significant in environmental
protection, where technical knowledge,
advocacy networks, and global campaigns
have influenced treaty negotiations and
institutional decision-making (Corell & Betsill,
2001). Environmental activism demonstrates
that world politics is not confined to formal
diplomatic channels, because civic actors can
generate normative pressure and create
expectations of responsible conduct beyond
the state (Wapner, 1995). Similarly, in the field
of human rights, non-governmental

organizations have contributed to monitoring
violations, documenting abuses, supporting
victims, and shaping international awareness
(Farrior, 1998). These practices show that non-
state actors are not merely external observers
of international law; rather, they participate in
the social and political processes through
which legal norms are produced, stabilized,
and legitimized.

The influence of non-state actors is also
evident in implementation, monitoring, and
accountability mechanisms. International law
has long suffered from weak enforcement
structures, especially where powerful states
resist accountability or where violations occur
within domestic jurisdictions. Non-state
actors help reduce this enforcement gap by
collecting information, publishing reports,
submitting communications to international
bodies, assisting victims, and generating
reputational costs for violators. In this sense,
they operate as informal enforcement agents,
even when they lack formal coercive authority.
The role of human rights NGOs, civil society
institutions, and specialized advocacy groups
confirms that international legal compliance
often depends on networks of social pressure
and public scrutiny, not only on formal
sanctions (Qasemi, 2013). At the same time,
the participation of non-state actors in
international organizations, including
consultative mechanisms and institutional
reporting systems, has expanded the
procedural openness of global governance
(Mousazadeh, 2015). However, this role also
raises concerns regarding legitimacy,
representation, independence, and
accountability, particularly when non-state
actors are financially dependent, politically
biased, or disconnected from the communities
they claim to represent (Saeidi, 2010).

The article further emphasizes that non-state
actors challenge international law not only
through constructive participation but also
through disruptive conduct. Armed non-state
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actors, terrorist groups, private military
entities, and transnational criminal networks
create serious difficulties for the rules
governing sovereignty, responsibility,
attribution, use of force, and international
security. The traditional law of state
responsibility is based on attribution of
conduct to states, yet many harmful acts today
are committed by entities that are not formally
state organs. This creates complex questions
about whether their conduct can be attributed
to a state through effective control, overall
control, direction, support, or other forms of
connection (Mohan, 2008). The problem of
attribution reveals the limits of existing
responsibility rules, especially when victims
seek accountability for conduct that is neither
purely private nor clearly state-directed
(Santiago, 2002). In addition, debates over
self-defense  against non-state  actors
demonstrate that the Charter-based regime on
the use of force is under pressure from
contemporary security threats (Hakimi, 2015).
These developments show that non-state
actors do not merely participate in
international law; they expose doctrinal
weaknesses in its foundational categories.

In conclusion, the role of non-state actors in
challenging the existing rules of international
law should be understood as part of a broader
transition from a strictly state-centered legal
order to a more complex, multi-actor, and
functionally differentiated system. States
remain the primary subjects of international
law, but they no longer monopolize legal
influence, normative authority, or regulatory
capacity. Non-state actors have become
indispensable in agenda-setting, norm
development, monitoring, advocacy,
implementation, and accountability, while
also creating serious legal challenges in areas
such as attribution, responsibility, security,
legitimacy, and governance. The future of
international law therefore depends on
developing a balanced framework that

recognizes the practical influence of non-state
actors without granting them unrestricted or
undifferentiated legal status. Such a
framework must distinguish between different
categories of actors, identify their specific
functions, clarify their rights and obligations,
and create mechanisms for transparency and
accountability. International law can no longer
ignore non-state actors, but it must regulate
their role carefully so that their participation
strengthens rather than undermines the
coherence, legitimacy, and effectiveness of the
international legal order.
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