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The Herstoric Origin of NNST

NNST emerged from the small informal and
transformative group, shown in Figure 1, gathering at the
2025 FiLiA International Conference, in Brighton, UK. It
followed the panellists’ who participated in the panel
entitled, Non-State Torture: Advocacy, Activism, &
Healing. This panel was organized by Linda MacDonald
and Jeanne Sarson, Persons Against Non-State Torture,
whose groundbreaking work began in 1993. They focused
on developing their grassroots science centered on
supporting women recover and heal from non-State torture
victimizations inflicted during their childhood and or in
adulthood. Their research also identified the modus
operandi of the perpetrators of non-State torture crimes.
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Fig. 1: The small group transformative gathering
Photo by Catalina Hurtado Montesinos, NNST group member
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Having a day to digest the previous days’ panel on non-State torture, this small group gathering settled down

to decide, “What Next?” What emerged was feminist mobilization, collaboration, collective resistance, and
honouring women’s truth-telling of surviving non-State torture crimes that led to the suggestion of

volunteering to develop the NNST.
Definition of Non-State Torture

Non-State torture (NST) is committed intentionally by non-State
actors, in public or private, in relationships, perpetrated within
families, in human trafficking, in prostitution, in pornographic
exploitation, by violent individuals, groups, and gangs, dismissed
as socio-cultural, traditional, or religious acts or norms, and can be
committed during migration, displacement, and in humanitarian
and civil unrest, for example.

This definition comes from years of praxis, of participatory
research, of women’s healing storytelling and collaboration.
Evolving literature has also been breaking down the global human
rights discrimination that has failed to uphold the United Nations
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which declares that no
one, including women and girls, must be subjected to torture
regardless of who the torturers are. And that women and girls have

Acts of ‘classic’ non-State torture include:

e Electric shocking

e Beaten, burned, cut, whipped, kicked

e Immobilization tortures, tied, hung, caged

e Water tortures in tub, sink, lake

e Suffocation and choking tortures

o Sexualized tortures by individuals, groups,
networks, with weapons, objects, or animals

e Chemical torture: polydrugging

e Deprivations: nourishment, sleep

e Exposure: to heat/cold, light/darkness

o Psychological tortures: dehumanization,
degradation, humiliation, animalization

e Forced nakedness

o Witnessing torture: others, pets, animals

e Powerlessness: captivity

o Ritualism torture tactics

Fig. 2: Acts of ‘classic’ non-State torture




a legal and human right to equality before the law, to equal protection of the law, and to be treated without
any discrimination before the law (Articles 5, 6, and 7).

Acts of NST involve behaviours or acts intentionally committed by non-State torturers to cause severe
physical or mental torture, pain, and suffering as listed in Figure 2. The term ‘classic’ is used because these
acts of non-State torture mimic the acts committed by State torturers, such as government officials, including
police and military. Torture perpetrated by non-State or State actors is intentional, never accidental. They
choose the women and girls they target to torture.

Non-State Torture Victimizations: Addressing Human and Legal Rights Discrimination

Patriarchal evolution of the human and legal rights of women and girls not to be subjected to torture as
dictated in the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights have been discriminatorily disregarded
when perpetrated by non-State actors. For instance, most countries with domestic law on torture indicate that
women or girls cannot legally claim they suffered torture victimizations if the torturer was a non-State actor.
This human and legal discrimination evolved because human rights instruments such as the United Nations
1984 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment of Punishment says that
State involvement is necessary to justify criminalizing a crime of torture. Consequently, the massive global
non-State torture victimizations committed against women and girls have resulted in their legal inability to
seek legal justice for the non-State torture crimes they survived. It also means that knowledgeable NST legal
practices have not evolved to offer them truth-telling informed support and reparation-seeking justice. This
makes the principles and practices of the person/victim-centered approach non-applicable to addressing their
victimizations. And recovery and healing non-State torture victimization—traumatization informed care has
not been initiated, which is required for their victimization to be understood in a court of law. So, the
following NNST goals aim to address these widespread socio-cultural and systemic human and legal rights
discriminations.

NNST Goals:

1. Creating a feminist, person/victim-centered space for non-State torture victimization-traumatization
informed healing and gaining political recognition.

2. Supporting feminist lawyers and advocates so domestic, national, and international law and courts
begin to name non-State torture as a torture crime per se;

3. Building a Feminist Legal Resource Center on non-State torture, bringing together legal materials,
research, and women’s and girls’ non-State torture victimization informed knowledge.

4. Creating a documentary project on non-State torture and the evolution of the NNST, and

5. For 2026, it involves organising a one-day in-person transformative gathering in Lisbon, Portugal,
including a feminist art exhibition!



