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Abstract
What is the effect of political change on an insurgency's ideology? What causes an
insurgency to perceive who the enemy is? What happens to the ideology when a more
imminent, more terrifying threat arises? And is it possible for an insurgency to change the
perception of who the enemy is or include yet another one? This research advances the
argument that an insurgency would shift the perception of who the enemy is depending on
the perceived threat. The ideology will consequently change as well to legitimize the use of
violence in order to preserve the group’s survival.
The specific case study is the change in Hezbollah’s ideology because of its involvement
in the Syrian civil war. Israel was the main enemy from the year Hezbollah was formally
created in 1985 and continued to be so after the Israeli withdrawal from Southern Lebanon
in 2000. The main aim of Hezbollah now, however, is to help the Syrian regime stay in
power because the alternative constitutes an existential threat. Syria has been one of the
most important players - at times the sole player - in Lebanon. Consequently, whoever
controls Syria would have massive influence in Lebanon so if the Assad regime is toppled
the alternative will not be favorable to Hezbollah’s interest. Hezbollah's leadership believed
their interest dictates military intervention, and consequently ideology took a legitimizing
role through purporting several reasons for intervention in Syria.
I employed a within case study through looking at four time periods of Hezbollah's history,
and obtained data through interviews, a focus group, and secondary sources and
documentation. The results of the research addressed a gap in the literature through
explaining a different dynamic between a patron-state and an insurgency. The norm has
been a varied support by patron-states to insurgencies, but in this instance the roles are
iv

reversed. Moreover, the result explained the changing role of insurgency's ideology. While
most scholars believe ideology has a fixed role, this research proved ideologies evolve
and change. These new phenomena are worthy of academic analysis and may help
construct policy prescriptions that could be applied in the Middle East and other parts of
the world. Furthermore, there has been an exponential rise in the number of insurgences
in several countries that are based on sectarian identities. The finding of the research
presented a different understanding as to the significance of ideology for insurgencies.
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Chapter 1
1. Introduction
From the day it was formally created in 1985, Hezbollah based its ideology on absolute
animosity towards Israel, uprooting the Lebanese political system, and creating an Islamic
theocracy in Lebanon. Although the group evolved tremendously throughout the following
decades, Hezbollah continued to regard Israel as the main enemy, and loyalty to the
concept of the rule of the jurisprudent (wilayat al-faqih) remained at the core of its
ideology. And despite the crisis of legitimacy created after the Israeli withdrawal from
southern Lebanon in 2000, the leadership justified the group’s attacks with the intention of
liberating the disputed Shebaa Farms and freeing Lebanese prisoners held in Israel.
Moreover, Hezbollah's official documents and statements, as in the 1985 Open Letter,
reiterated its absolute enmity towards Israel. Yet, one can sense a gradual change in the
group’s actions and rhetoric and dramatically so after the Syrian revolution began in 2011.
As the Arab Spring buffeted several regimes in the Middle East, the winds of change
reached Syria – one of two Hezbollah patron-states. The peaceful mass-demonstrations
paved the way for civil war that has been raging for more than five years now. The Assad
regime nearly collapsed if it was not for Hezbollah, among other actors. Hezbollah
presented several pretexts for its intervention in Syria such as fighting Sunni extremists –
or takfiris, defending the Syrian Shia, and protecting Shia religious sites; but Hezbollah
was already on the ground before it presented any justifications to preserve its interest.
Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria is about the survival of the group because whoever
controls Syria ultimately has much influence in Lebanon and holds the lifeline for
Hezbollah. In this case not only it is unique that an insurgency is supporting a patron-state
1

survives instead of the other way around, but the effects on the former’s ideology can be
clearly noticed. Furthermore, it is for the first time that Lebanon is having an influence in
Syria not the other way around.
This research explains why an insurgency interferes militarily in a patron-state undergoing
a civil war and how that interference affects its ideology. More specifically, it explains three
potential aspects: first, the military intervention of an insurgency in a patron-state. An
insurgency has an aim and it is supported by a patron-state to achieve that aim. Therefore,
it seems uncanny that an insurgency will take the role of a supporter instead. Second, the
research explains the dominance of interest over ideology concerning the survivability of
an insurgency. It is unclear when an insurgency bases its actions on idealistic or pragmatic
foundations. When the issue at stake is survivability, however, an insurgency will rely on
pragmatism rather than its ideology. Third, the effect of this intervention on the ideology of
the insurgency as it seeks to legitimize its involvement. An insurgency ideology is usually
constructed around a specific goal. As it supports a patron-state instead of trying to
achieve an earlier pronounced aim, an insurgency has to ideologically legitimize its
involvement.

a. Problem Statement
With each insurgency comes an ideology that is relevant to the period in which the
insurgency was created. Ideology serves multiple functions for the insurgency and among
those functions is constructing an enemy. However, there are two questions to be asked:
First, are ideologies static? And second, how is ideology affected if a second, more
threatening enemy arises? The conventional wisdom is that ideologies are fixed but, as will
be demonstrated later, ideologies evolve and are heavily influenced by context. An
insurgency will amend its ideology in order to rally its population for another cause
because ideologies are an important factor for mobilization and justification, and
2

redirecting it is vital when there is a challenge to the survival of the insurgency. For
example, Hezbollah’s rationalization of fighting Israel is rooted in both nationalistic and
Islamist ideology: liberating Lebanese land occupied by Israel in 1982, creating an Islamic
theocracy, and liberating Jerusalem. The leaders of Hezbollah announced on several
occasions that the raison d’être of the group is to fight Israel and they geared most of their
energy for that endeavor. But the context changed enormously after three decades. The
shifting reality of the Middle East put a different challenge on Hezbollah’s doorstep, one
that threatens its own survival. Hezbollah was compelled to intervene as the fall of the
Assad regime was imminent before any ideological justifications. Assad’s Syria is not only
a staunch ally of Hezbollah; his country also serves as a conduit for Iranian support.
Furthermore, Lebanon was tacitly recognized as a Syrian sphere of influence after the Taif
agreement in 1989, adding to an already accumulated influence. For Hezbollah it was
unthinkable to allow the replacement of the regime in Damascus.

b. Research Question and Hypotheses
Research question: Why does an insurgency intervene in a patron-state's civil war and
how does the intervention affect the insurgency's ideology?
-

Do insurgencies maintain the same ideology they initially espoused? Or is this
ideology subject to change depending on the context? Is it possible to change the
perception of who the enemy is? Or at least change the ranking of the enemy
among other enemies?

Hypothesis 1: Contextual changes make the leadership of an insurgency more pragmatic
than ideological.
Ideologies are advocated in the beginning of the life of an insurgency and within a certain
context. But the insurgency goes through a process of more pragmatism and change in
3

ideology as the state's political system becomes more centralized, the occupying forces
withdraw, and a civil war occurs in the patron-state. In other words, the desires and aims
of the leadership are captive to reality and become more practical as the leadership
becomes more aware of reality and the impossibility of achieving the goals they set.
Hypothesis 2: An insurgency will support the regime if there is a civil war in a patron-state.
As states support insurgencies, an informal alliance is created. The support includes, but
not exclusive to, weapons, training, finances, and safe haven. If the political system of the
patron-state collapses then the regime will change, and subsequently will negatively affect
the support for the insurgency. Therefore, when the patron-state is embroiled in a civil war,
the leadership of the insurgency will naturally believe its interest is threatened and will
intervene to prop up the patron-regime.
Hypothesis 3: When the survival of the insurgency is at stake, interest will prevail over
ideology.
In practice, there are moments when there is a clash between ideology and interest for any
insurgency, which espouses an ideology. Throughout the lifespan of an insurgency there
are massive changes in the political environment making it difficult or even impossible to
consistently align interest with ideology. Therefore, the insurgency's interest will dictate a
different priority as the insurgency will fight for its own survival against a second enemy
despite the fact that the ideology points at the first enemy, which the insurgency has been
mobilizing against since its existence.
Hypothesis 4: The military intervention in a civil war occurring in a patron-state will lead to
a change in the ideology of the insurgency.
In order to justify the military intervention, the insurgency will have to change its ideology.
An insurgency, unlike a terrorist organization, draws much support from its population.
4

Thus, it cannot engage in a battle that drains much of its energy without a justification. The
ideology, as a result, will change to substantiate its military intervention in the patron-state
and explain why the insurgency is focusing today on supporting the patron-state instead of
fighting to achieve the initially set goal.

2. Literature Review
There are three subsections in the literature review. First, an overview of major theories of
decision making in order to understand the actions of the leadership of any organization
and the gaps in these theories. Second, how scholars interpreted the role of ideology in
insurgencies. Finally, a review of what scholars said about Hezbollah's ideology.

a. Decision Making Process
The question of decision-making is of crucial interest to researchers in many fields that
include economy, psychology, and sociology, beside political science of course. The
rational choice theory, according to Kathleen Eisenhardt, among others, 1 is one of the
most important which explain human behavior based on a purpose that translates into a
common model of rational action. Thus, actors enter situations with known objectives and
they determine the value of the consequences and develop a set of alternative actions
based on the information they have. Over time, however, this theory has been amended.
Bounded rationality theory recognizes the limits of rational choice theory and at the same
time try to address its shortcomings. According to Daniel Kahneman, the theory maintains
that decision makers intend to be rational, goal-oriented, and adaptive but they are
restricted. The alternatives presented to the decision makers are immensely simplified and
1

Eisenhardt, Kathleen M. "Strategic decision making as improvisation."Strategic decisions. Springer US, 1998.
251-257. Hechter, Michael and Kanazawa, Satoshi. Sociological Rational Choice. Annual Reviews, 1997. Pfaltzgraff,
Robert L. and Dougherty, James E. Contending Theories of International Relations: A Comprehensive Study
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the reason is the lack of ability and time. Hence, the name bounded rationality, which in
essence implies that it would modify the assumptions presented by rational decision theory
by introducing risk and uncertainty. Any rational actor does not have complete information
about any particular situation, and therefore is bound to make imperfect decision because
of this misinformation or the lack of it.2 But these two theories only analyze the final stage
of the decision making process.
Prospect theory, according to its founders, states that there are two phases when choices
are made: the first phase is when the mind is engaged in editing and an initial analysis of
the choices offered takes place, which ends with a simplified version of these prospects.
As Colin Camerer explains, the aim of the editing process is to organize and reformulates
in order to simplify the consequent evaluation and choices and during this phase, it is
proven that people perceive outcomes based on gains and losses (defined relatively to a
neutral reference point) rather than a final state. And the second is when the evaluation
follows. During the second phase the edited prospects are taken into consideration and
the one that yields most benefit is, of course, chosen.3 However, prospect theory, similar
to the previous two theories, does not take into consideration the holistic process and the
different components of decision making.
Unlike the preceding theories which looks at decision makers as unitary actors, the
bureaucratic politics theory looks at a decision making process as a political process within
the unit. Andy Afinotan explains that the decision maker unit is composed of different
2

Kahneman, Daniel. "A perspective on judgment and choice: mapping bounded rationality." American
psychologist 58.9 (2003): 697. And Kahneman, Daniel. "Maps of bounded rationality: Psychology for behavioral
economics." American economic review (2003): 1449-1475.
3

Camerer, Colin F. "Prospect theory in the wild: Evidence from the field." Colin F. Camerer, George Loewenstein,
and Matthew. Rabin, eds., Advances in Behavioral Economics (2004): 148-161.
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branches of the government, for example, with different capabilities, different information
sources, and different conclusions and recommendations. And, as Jerel Rosati adds,
decision making is subject to a process of consistent bargaining strategy or tactics in
which coalition building is the key strategy in order to get the official agreement. But this
theory, along with the theories mentioned above have many gaps in explaining the
decision making process of insurgency particularly the role of ideology in formulating
decisions. 4
Another important theory of the decision-making process, and which have touched upon
the role of ideology, is constructivism. According to Richard Price and Christian Reus-Smit,
constructive theory rejects rationalist, liberal, and neoliberal theories, while emphasizing
the role of identity when analyzing action and structure on different levels of analysis.5
Moreover, Robert Mathews and Charlotte Hua Liu add that constructivism holds that
knowledge is not mechanically acquired, rather constructed and thus creates constraints
on the process because of the environment in which an individual finds himself.6 Thus,
constructivism importance stems from pointing out the limits of our knowledge and the
utility of that acquired knowledge because the theory begins with assuming there is no
independent reality.7

4

Afinotan, L. Andy. "Decision-Making on International Relations: A Theoretical Analysis." Canadian Social Science 10.5
(2014): 249-256. Rosati, Jerel A. "Developing a systematic decision-making framework: Bureaucratic politics in
perspective." World Politics 33.02 (1981): 234-252. Welch, David A. "The organizational process and bureaucratic
politics paradigms: retrospect and prospect." International Security (1992): 112-146.
5

Price, Richard, and Christian Reus-Smit. "Dangerous liaisons? Critical international theory and constructivism."
European Journal of International Relations 4.3 (1998): 259-294.
6

Liu, Charlotte Hua, and Robert Matthews. "Vygotsky's Philosophy: Constructivism and Its Criticisms Examined."
International Education Journal 6.3 (2005): 386-399.
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Staver, John R. "Constructivism: Sound theory for explicating the practice of science and science teaching." Journal of
Research in Science Teaching 35.5 (1998): 501-520. And The Good, The Bad, And The Ugly – The Many Faces Of
Constructivism, Phillips
7

The criticism of the theories above, and thus why they cannot explain the decision making
process of insurgencies, include:
- Many scholars discussed the inability of finding a definition of rational choice theory
especially after the advent of game theory. This limitation is also linked to the theory's
failure to explain nuanced social phenomena such as trust, duty, and the effects of
ideology. Moreover, scientifically speaking rational choice theory is un-falsifiable and
though it has empirical explanation it does not explain the causal process.8
- There are also several problems with bounded rationality as Nicolai Foss, and others
point out, 9 because there is "little agreement on 1) what exactly is the nature of bounded
rationality, 2) how it should be modeled, and 3) its implications for the behavior and
organization of firms." It is also incapable of explaining a long process of actions and
interaction because the focus is on the inability of the leadership in having the information
needed in order to make a rational decision but not the effects of the previous contexts on
the decision making process as this research is trying to explain
- Moreover some of the core assumptions of prospect theory are criticized. According to
the theory, decisions under risk are based on probabilities that are adjusted by applying
decision weights. However, in situations besides gambling where the probabilities are
clear, leaders or individuals in general do not know these probabilities. In addition, goals in

8

Hodgson, Geofrey. "On the limits of rational choice theory." Economic Thought 1.1 (2012): 94-108. Satz, Debra and
Ferejohn, John. Rational Choice and Social Theory. Journal of Philosophy 1994. Kelley Jr, Stanley. The Promise and
Limitations of Rational Choice Theory. A Journal of Politics and Society 1995. And Lehtinen, Aki and Kuorikoski, Jaakko.
The Unrealistic Assumptions of Rational Choice Theory. Philosophy of Social Sciences 2007.
9

Foss, Nicolai. "The Problem With Bounded Rationality: Ruminations on Behavioral Assumptions in the Theory of the
Firm." paper for The Conference in Honor of Nelson and Winter, Aalborg. 2001. March, James G. "Bounded rationality,
ambiguity, and the engineering of choice." The Bell Journal of Economics (1978): 587-608.
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many instances are unclear and they shift over time, and rather than using systematic
analysis leaders could use operational procedures.10
- Fourth, the process of decision-making depends primarily on decision structure i.e. the
top-level involvement. Bureaucratic politics occur more frequently in middle range topics in
which the involvement of the executive is much lower.11 Thus it is possible to infer, as
Desmond Ball has concluded, the bureaucratic politics theory produced little in systematic
empirical knowledge especially outside of the democratic political systems.12
- Finally, critics of constructivism have three main points against the theory: first,
constructivism is regarded as postmodern and anti-positivist.13 Second, some point at
constructivism’s own ability on whether it can buy into mainstream social science without
sacrificing its theoretical distinctiveness. Finally, related to this ambivalence,
constructivism’s failure to advance a substitute research method.14
In addition, according to Ola Svenson, it is gradually becoming clear that decision making
process cannot be fully understood through looking at the final decision that was taken
without taking into account the perceptual, emotional, and cognitive process - that are

10

Nwogugu, Michael. "A further critique of cumulative prospect theory and related approaches." Applied
Mathematics and Computation 179.2 (2006): 451-465.and McDermott, Rose. Prospect Theory in Political Science:
Gains and Losses from the First Decade. Political Psychology 2004
11

Preston, Thomas, and Paul't Hart. "Understanding and evaluating bureaucratic politics: The nexus between political
leaders and advisory systems." Political Psychology (1999): 49-98.
12

Desmond J. Ball (1974) The blind men and the elephant: A critique of bureaucratic politics theory, Australian
Outlook.
13

Hopf, Ted. "The promise of constructivism in international relations theory." International security 23.1 (1998): 171200.

14

Barkin, J. Samuel. "Realist constructivism." International Studies Review 5.3 (2003): 325-342. And Rawls, John.
"Kantian constructivism in moral theory." The journal of philosophy 77.9 (1980): 515-572.
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directly linked to ideology - which ultimately lead to the final decision. Svenson adds "the
theoretical basis for process tracing studies [in decision making] is still evolving, and the
research so far has been focused on a descriptive approach." 15 But what is the literature
saying about the role of ideology within insurgencies?

b. Insurgencies Ideologies
Because of the rational basis of the decision-making theories stated above, many scholars
have categorically dismissed the role of ideology within insurgencies after the end of the
Cold War, presented different explanations, or analyzed ideology's significance as a static
force. Scarcely has any looked at the cognitive evolution of the thinking and thus the
decision making which is an evolving process in case of even the most extreme
ideologues who can learn to amend their initial conclusions; and that is why they cannot
account for the variations in actions of many insurgencies.
Most of the contemporary literature provides three explanations for armed conflict. First,
armed conflicts are explained through grievances - based on Ted Gurr's book Why Men
Rebel? - 16 That is the result of socioeconomic and political factors such as marginalization,
unemployment, and repression. Other scholars explained armed conflicts and provided
policy prescriptions through the same argument. 17 According to Christopher Ford the role

15

Svenson, Ola. "Process descriptions of decision making." Organizational behavior and human performance 23.1
(1979): 86-112.
16

Gurr, Ted Robert, and Claus Leggewie. "Why men rebel." (1970).

17

Guha, Ranajit. "The prose of counter-insurgency." Culture/power/history: A reader in contemporary social
theory (1994): 336-71. and Elbadawi, Ibrahim, and Nicholas Sambanis. 2002. ‘‘How Much War Will We See? Explaining
the Prevalence of Civil War.’’ Journal of Conflict Resolution
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of ideology declined immensely after the end of the Cold War and the ruling regime should
not attempt to co-opt the insurgencies ideology but should address the grievances.18
Second, as James Fearon and David Laitini 19, as well as others explain20, civilians take up
arms because of factors that do not pertain in any way to ideology. Accordingly,
insurgency and civil war are explained because of political instability, terrain, and large
populations and these factors benefit or harm all types of insurgencies from the
Communist to the Islamist types. Their finding also dismisses religious and ethnic diversity
as well as grievances as factors.
Finally, armed conflicts are explained because of greed for power and/or control of natural
resources, public finances, and more. Paul Collier believes that the failure and success
does not depend on the 'causes' in which armed groups espouse, rather their opportunities
to raise revenue. 21 Similarly, Mats Berdel and David Keen argue that an insufficient
amount of literature has been dedicated to the function of the political economy where
conflict is taking place. They believe that "violence and the reluctance to end wars often
reflect a rational analysis of cost and benefit." 22 The role of ideology, in these arguments
is marginal despite its importance in formulating opinions.

18

Ford, Christopher M. Speak no evil: Targeting a population's neutrality to defeat an insurgency. CAVALRY DIV (1ST)
FORT HOOD TX, 2005.
19

Fearon, James D., and David D. Laitin. "Ethnicity, insurgency, and civil war."American political science review 97.01
(2003): 75-90.
20

Walter, Barbara F. 2004. ‘‘Does Conflict Beget Conflict? Explaining Reoccurring Civil War.’’ Journal of Peace Research

21

Collier, Paul. 2000. ‘‘Doing Well out of War: An Economic Perspective.’’ In Greed and Grievance: Economic Agendas
in Civil Wars, edited by Mats Berdal

22

Lynne Rienner Berdal, Mats, and David Keen. 1997. ‘‘Violence and Economic Agendas in Civil Wars: Some Policy
Implications.’’ Millennium Journal of International Studies. And Keen, David. 1998. The Economic Functions of
Violence in Civil War. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press
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Lacking from these theories of understanding insurgencies is ideology, which is an
important component of the mentality of individuals who constitute the leadership. For
example Pushkala Prasad and Anshuman Prasad show that ideology defines peoples'
anxiety about reality, structures their desires, and outline their aspirations. 23 Also, ideology
according to Carl Grafton and Anne Permaloff is action-oriented model of people and
society; and thus most certainly has an effect on policy formulation. 24 And not only do
ideologies provide an interpretation of the environment, it also decreases uncertainty and
the information gap for the decision maker as Alfred Kieser has shown. 25 Indeed, the
decisions of the most bloodthirsty leaders indicate that decisions were not taken only in
regards to situational threats to power, but also to the ideological motivations of the leader
as well.26
Empirical evidence also points to not only to the importance of ideology in the conduct and
the purpose but ideologies malleability as well. For example, the FARC was committed to
an armed campaign against the Colombian state for over 50 years and vied for a MarxistLeninist alternative to the government. 27 Today it is in the process of concluding a peace
agreement with the Colombian government after amending its ideology while keeping

23

Prasad, Pushkala, and Anshuman Prasad. "The ideology of professionalism and work computerization: An
institutionalist study of technological change."Human Relations 47.12 (1994): 1433-1458.
24

Grafton, Carl, and Anne Permaloff. "Public policy for business and the economy Ideological dissensus, change and
consensus." Policy Sciences34.3-4 (2001): 403-434.
25

Kieser, Alfred. "Trust as a change agent for capitalism or as ideology? A commentary." Organization Science 12.2
(2001): 241-246.
26

Grint, Keith. "Problems, problems, problems: The social construction of ‘leadership’." Human relations 58.11 (2005):
1467-1494.
27

See for example http://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-11400950
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some of its initial ideals that are being realized in the agreement. 28 Another example of the
significance of ideology is the Syrian insurgency. Initially the ideology of the insurgents
was secular with the aim of overthrowing the Assad regime. Today the insurgency is
Islamist and the political leadership of the oppositions is negotiating with the regime. 29
Finally, as will be demonstrated later, Hezbollah is another example for which ideology is
very important, but it has been proven to be malleable. In other words, ideology is an
essential factor in understanding insurgencies and its leadership, and it has been taken
into consideration by other scholars albeit with imperfection.
According to Francisco Gutiérrez Sanín and Elisabeth Jean Wood, one can analyze armed
groups adaptation of ideology as an instrumental function in order to organize the group
for a high-risk collective action, and in this scenario ideologies prescribe distinctive
institutions and strategies. Furthermore, at least some of the members of the group are
normatively committed to an ideology. As such, it would not be possible to understand the
group without incorporating the ideological leaning into the analysis. Thus, groups depend
heavily on the emotional commitment of combatants and the resonance with the public
which depends on a historically relevant ideology.30 In other words, while the elite or
leadership interpret and reinterpret ideology they depend on the members of the group for
practicing and buttressing the ideology. But what if the leaders themselves find it
imperative to change some aspects of the ideology?
28

Vulliamy, Ed. "Colombia Peace Deal with FARC is Hailed as New Model for Ending Conflicts"The Guardian
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/26/colombia-farc-peace-santos
29

Hubbard, Ben. "Islamist Rebels Create Dilemma on Syria Policy" The New York Times
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/28/world/middleeast/islamist-rebels-gains-in-syria-create-dilemma-forus.html?_r=0
30

Sanín, Francisco Gutiérrez, and Elisabeth Jean Wood. "Ideology in civil war Instrumental adoption and
beyond." Journal of Peace Research 51.2 (2014): 213-226.
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An important work that touches on the role of ideology in the decision making process of
an insurgency leadership is Revolution within a Revolution by James Scott. The author
notes two elements in insurgencies: first, the insurgency leadership is drawn from the
society's elite, and the followers are composed from the masses. Both are motivated by
the same causes but while the leadership tries applying ideological solutions, the masses
attempt to deal with the injustice immediately. 31 What is missing in the study, however, is
the interaction between the leadership and the masses and how much the leadership is
willing to amend their ideology. Furthermore, the belief in ideology, as Islamist insurgency
is conspicuously showing, is not limited to the leadership but the masses as well which
numerous studies have demonstrated.
In another study Francisco Gutierrez and Antonio Guterrez assert that despite the fact that
religious insurgencies show more tendency towards applying suicidal missions and the
fact they are more geared towards absolutist goals, the leadership shows much
pragmatism and flexibility, and their goals are liable to negotiations.32 Though the authors
do not provide a clear theoretical framework, they touch upon a fundamental factor in
understanding insurgencies; namely, the interplay between ideological endeavors and
pragmatic conduct. The leadership of the insurgency has to be flexible in dealing with the
reality despite believing in an ideology that rejects the status quo.
This conclusion is also reached by Ethan Frisch as he states in his study "it is clear from
the dilemmas discussed above that insurgencies need to be dynamic and malleable
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organizations. They are influenced by a host of contextual factors [....] Ultimately, flexibility
and responsiveness to change in context will determine how they resolve the challenges."
33

This indicates that insurgencies have ideologies but simultaneously they have to adapt

to changing reality. The leadership, thus, have to compromise between these ideals and
the necessities of reality as Hezbollah has done.

c. Hezbollah
Past research is indicative of Hezbollah's earlier ideological changes. Though the debate
centered on Hezbollah either as Pan-Islamist or more nationalistic, the group evolved a
unique ideology and interest which is the reason why Hezbollah is fighting for the Assad
regime today.
Some Hezbollah experts believe the group began to integrate into the Lebanese political
system after the end of the civil war signaling a shift in ideology. According to Robert Rabil,
Hezbollah’s leading cadre conducted a reassessment after the Taif agreement in 1989
regarding the participation in the parliamentary elections. The group formed a committee
constituted of seven members Shura Council and five leading members. They discussed
four main questions: 1) the legitimacy of participating in the political system that is counter
to Hezbollah’s ideology 2) would participation in the political system imply recognition,
compelling the group to defend the system? 3) Do the disadvantages outweigh the
benefits? And 4) will priorities change from fighting Israel to winning elections? The
overwhelming majority voted for parliamentary participation as they believed it was not
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only in the group's interest but a necessity, marking the beginning of infitah or openness
and consequently the “Lebanonization” of the group.34
Rabil buttresses his assertion by recounting several steps Hezbollah took towards being
more nationalistic and thus pragmatic as opposed to Islamist and an idealist. For instance,
Hassan Nasrallah, the Secretary General, indefinitely postponed the creation of an Islamic
state, pending the persuasion of all his compatriots to the viability of Islamic theocracy. As
for sectarianism, the basis of the Lebanese political system, Hezbollah called for the
creation of a National Committee for the Abolishment of Political Sectarianism as the Taif
agreement stipulated. The post - civil war recalibrations imply a reassessment of the
group's ideals and stronger nationalist tendencies. Other experts, however, disputed this
analysis. 35
The sincerity of Hezbollah's actions and its "Lebanonization" were taken with a grain of
salt. Tony Badran believes Hezbollah’s ideology is composed of a totalitarian view
encompassing religion, society, military, and education, and instead of Hezbollah
integrating into the system; Hezbollah wants the system to integrate into its 'resistance'
culture. Therefore, Hezbollah is not only a state within a state or even parallel to it, it is
sometimes above the state as the latter has to coordinate with the former. Therefore, the
idea that Hezbollah was “preparing for life after resistance” as one scholar put it was
baseless and flawed. 36 Although Badran provides an excellent perspective on Hezbollah,
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he stops short of describing the aims of this ideology; this point however was studied by
other scholars.
Lina Khatib believes the day-to-day function of the group is to win more representation,
and the strategy of Hezbollah is to be “a leader in the Islamic world” meaning the ideology
of the group did not change. According to her interpretation, Hezbollah addressed the
Muslim world as a whole in the Open Letter published in 1985 and the 2009 Manifesto,
indicating a very wide scope of the group’s outlook. And despite the group’s public
pronouncements of abandoning the aim of establishing an Islamic state, the leaders of
Hezbollah proudly emphasize their commitment to vilayet al faqih – Ayatollah Khomeini's
concept of the rule of the jurisprudent - which is an unchangeable value for the group. The
apparent “change” in Hezbollah’s outlook regarding the creation of an Islamic state in
Lebanon is for public consumption due to the unattractiveness of that proposal. Therefore,
the rhetoric should be viewed in light of political pragmatism instead of a genuine change
or shift in political aims.37 The study does not explain, however, why Hezbollah is seeking
status on such a large scale when it is a Shia group and adheres to a political concept
rejected by the mainstream Sunnis.
Jacob Hoigilt, on the other hand, points out the inherent contradiction in Hezbollah’s
increased political integration into the Lebanese political system yet the Palestine issue
remains a pillar of its legitimacy. For him this represents an "ideological ambiguity"
because Hezbollah champions the Palestinian cause as a national duty and thus attempts
to push for national unity in support of the Palestinians. However, not all the Lebanese
have a similar view let alone a unified approach when it comes to the Palestinian-Israeli
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conflict. Hoglit also notes the irony of Hezbollah’s popular gatherings commemorating
Palestine while Palestinians themselves are absent. He believes that Hezbollah moved on
from the revolutionary years and has become more politically pragmatic while keeping the
same rhetoric. He also explains Hezbollah's consistent rhetoric about Palestine as an
effort to solve the crises of legitimacy that stemmed from the 2000 Israeli withdrawal. 38
During the formative years Hezbollah’s actions were captive to its ideology; today ideology
is being used to justify interest. Adham Saouli correctly asserts ideologies are malleable
and are consistently subject to change. He believes Hezbollah has already lost its
“ideological purity” as the leaders of the group became political realists. One sign of
change is the disappearance of the word revolution from Hezbollah’s flag and its
replacement with the "Islamic Resistance of Lebanon". Furthermore, the twisting of the
ideology is leading to the indefinite postponement of the group’s goal of liberating
Palestine. Hezbollah, in other words, currently understands its position and surrounding
much better and thus abandoning its zealotry. 39 The Syrian conflict that took place shortly
after Saouli's study was published became yet another indication of the group's
pragmatism. Though Hezbollah's ideology could not possibly justify any military
intervention against Assad's opponents, the group was present on the ground and justified
this presence thereafter.
Marc Devore demonstrates how Iran shaped Hezbollah’s strategic decision-making since
its creation in 1985. He shows how Iran’s firm support allowed Hezbollah to conceptualize
long-term objectives. The estimated $140 million annual subsidy allowed the group to
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prepare for a long war instead of focusing on short-term success, to mobilize many of the
Shia within Lebanon through social benefits, and to mitigate the losses. Iranian military
support allowed for the creation of a professional cadre and the transportation of military
equipment. The presence of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards in Lebanon is undeniable
alongside Hezbollah’s fighters for vetting, training, and organizing the military arm. Finally,
and most importantly, Hezbollah received political legitimacy through the ideals of the
Iranian revolution, as it is part of the resistance camp alongside Iran, Hamas, and Syria. 40
While Devore gives a detailed account of the ideological and military cooperation between
Iran and Hezbollah, there is no analysis of their combined strategy beyond the conflict with
Israel. It is a fact that both have a mutual interest that extends beyond the fight against the
IDF.
Marius Deeb is another scholar that looked into Hezbollah’s ties to Iran and how it became
stronger since the formation of the former. From Hezbollah’s perspective Iran provides the
ideological justification and the financial support for the group. Hezbollah was also the first
attempt at exporting the Islamic revolution, a principle that was initiated by Ayatollah
Khomeini. 41 Although Deeb gives an excellent analysis of this relationship and its history,
he does not try to interpret what that ideological affiliation means, and the possibility of
Hezbollah working towards the objective of aiding fellow Shia in the region or a common
strategy between Hezbollah and Iran. He also does not discuss how the ideological affinity
is translated into mutual strategic goals.
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Both Hezbollah and Iran are playing a prominent role in Syria in order to ensure the
survival of Assad’s regime. In one of the few studies about Hezbollah and its intervention
in neighboring countries Amal Saad-Ghorayeb writes the importance of the Assad regime
for Hezbollah cannot be understood within the context of preserving a logistical supplyline. The end of the regime in Damascus, from Hezbollah’s perspective, would by
implication end the struggle for Palestine as Syria is part of the “resistance axis”. 42 This
explanation, however, does not shed light on Hezbollah's involvement in Yemen, Iraq, and
some might argue Bahrain. Hezbollah’s presence outside of Lebanon increased
dramatically after the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the beginning of the Arab Spring few years
later. The aforementioned countries in which Hezbollah has a footprint do not have any
link to the resistance axis nor threaten the flow of weapons to Hezbollah.
Finally, Daniel Sobelman from the Israeli Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies, demonstrates
another shift in Hezbollah's conduct. Legitimacy within Lebanon, according to Sobelman, is
very important for Hezbollah - unlike the early years when it based its actions on ideology.
The group is very sensitive to public opinion and he quotes the former Israeli Prime
Minister Ehud Barak as saying "You can notice as they [Hezbollah] were fighting against
us in southern Lebanon the fear for legitimacy which is very important for them." Sobelman
adds that Hezbollah would not have survived if it did not act pragmatically and changed
some of its behavior. 43

3. Methodology
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This section will elucidate the methodological approach that will be used, the research
design, the definitions, and how information will be collected.

a. Within Case Analysis
This research employs qualitative research methodology; it will particularly focus on a
within case study analysis of one insurgency. This type of methodology requires an
intentional selection of a unique case that has great ramifications, which may prove to be
more significant, revealing, and important than the study of random sample of cases.
The reasons for choosing a within case method is simply because there are no
comparable cases. In general, finding a comparable case study is a major problem
confronting comparable case research design because it is almost impossible to identify
two cases that are similar in all respects except for one, in addition to the problem of
"causal complexity" in which there are several sets of conditions that might lead to a
similar outcome. 44 One other possible case in which an insurgency fought against foreign
troops is the Taliban, but the insurgency is very limited in time, the movement is Sunni, the
support and enemies are very different, and the Taliban do not have a clear ideology. And,
most other Islamist violent movements were or are classified as terrorist organization and
do not have the characteristics of an insurgency.
Moreover, Hezbollah, in helping the Assad regime survive, is an outlier - or an unusual case since it is the only Islamist insurgency helping its patron state survive. Thus, the case
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has been chosen for what has been deemed by some as intrinsic significance and
uniqueness, and despite that it does not represent various samples, the chosen time
periods show variations in the variables without showing low variation in the confounding
variables. In addition, while cross-case variation constitutes thorny methodological
problems for "macro social analysis", a single case analysis not only fills this void but also
can do much more than create initial hypotheses. 45 As such, controlled comparison
between several insurgencies that helped their patron state survive is not feasible, and a
within case study is more suitable.

b. Research Design
According to Yin there are five components of research design 1) the case study question
2) its proposition 3) units of analysis 4) the logic linking the data to the proposition, and 5)
the criteria for interpreting the finding. 46 As the first two components were already
mentioned above, I will state the remaining three below.
In order to conduct the research, I will use process tracing. This method, As Alexander
George and Andrew Bennet explain, converts a historical narrative into an analytical
explanation that is based on a clear theory. 47 According to James Mahoney, there are
"two main purposes of process tracing tests: (1) inferring the existence of an unobserved
event or process and (2) inferring causal connection between one specific event or
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inferring the existence of an event." 48 Tunia Falleti adds that beside looking at variations,
process tracing could also investigate and explicate decisions processes that are
translated into conclusions, and not only does process tracing test the hypotheses - unlike
some other methods - but it also helps in generating them. 49 Andrew Bennet believes that
a researcher should look at a deeper level of details in order to observe the implications of
a hypothesized explanation, and should pay a close attention to the sequences and
mechanisms in the hypothesized causal mechanism. 50 Consequently, in process tracing
there is particular attention paid to the causal mechanism, which is understood as the
steps between the initial cause and the outcome, and the identification of these intervening
steps is indispensable. Thus, in essence this method focuses on the unraveling of
situations overtime, and divide the study into different events that constitute a full chain. 51
Therefore, according to David Collier, it is vital to adequately describe an event at one
point in time because process tracing begins with taking good snapshots of a complete
series first and only then observe change and sequence. 52
More pertinent to the case study are key events within the case that allows for tracking the
evolution of the insurgency and its ideology. After each turning point it is possible to
analyze the impact that it had on the thinking of the leadership through the way they
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reacted to the events that unfolded around them. Hezbollah, as the hypothesis would
predict, changed its ideology as a response to the changes in the milieu. It is impossible to
determine what the discussion was between the leaders of Hezbollah after each major
event. However, it is possible to get a sense of the group's perception through its rhetoric
and thus it is possible to infer changes that took place in the thinking of the leadership as
well. For example, that the majority of Hezbollah's leadership agreed to amend the group's
ideology after the end of Lebanon's civil war and to forsake the idea of establishing an
Islamic theocracy based on the group's participation in the 1992 elections. In order to
proceed further, it is necessary to state those events that had a great impact on Hezbollah:
- In 1985 Hezbollah's existence became public after it was created with the help of the
Iranian Revolutionary Guards, as the former declared its adherence to the concept of the
ruling of the jurisprudent that became the hallmark of Iran's political system after the 1979
revolution. Hezbollah also published the Open Letter, outlining its program that indicated
absolute hostility towards Israel, rejection of the Lebanese political system, and the aim to
create an Islamic theocracy in Lebanon. In the research, this is the period of ideological
formations, setting the aims of the group.
- In 1989 the Taif agreement was signed between the warring parties in the Lebanese civil
war. Hezbollah eventually became part of the political system that it rejected through
creating a political party and participating in all elections since then. Comparing this event
to the period preceding it and reveal the first step towards pragmatism. I will look closely at
how the group reacted to the dilemma it faced because its aim was to create an Islamic
theocracy while a secular, confessional system was agreed upon by the Lebanese.
- In 2000 Israel withdrew from southern Lebanon, however, the Shebaa Farms became a
contested area as Israel declared it was part of Syria while Syria and Hezbollah declared it
24

was part of Lebanon. Hezbollah continued its attacks against the IDF under the pretext of
liberating the remaining occupied Lebanese land and freeing Lebanese prisoners held in
Israel. This event tested the second step in the hypothesis in regards to the withdrawal of
occupying forces on the ideology of the insurgency. Hezbollah faced yet another dilemma
through justifying its attacks against Israel and regarding it as an enemy after the latter
withdrew from the occupied Lebanese territories.
- In 2011 Syrians demonstrated against the Assad regime and they were brutally
repressed. Eventually the demonstrations turned into organized violence in order to topple
the Assad regime. Although the beginning of the civil war was mainly between the regime
and secular forces, groups affiliated with Al Qaeda become the strongest Assad opponent.
I looked at the reasons why Hezbollah intervened to prop up the Assad regime and what
are the ideological justifications it presented for its followers.
These are pivotal events for Hezbollah and therefore the study is about the ideology of the
group during these critical turning points: The creation of the group in 1985, the Taif
agreement in 1989, the Israeli withdrawal in 2000, and finally the group's intervention in
the Syrian civil war after 2012.
There are multiple reasons why I divided the study into these four periods. First,
Hezbollah's early years were marked by ideological zeal in dealing with its environment.
The group had a clear Manichean outlook through actively pursuing the creation of a
theocracy in Lebanon and conducting several suicide attacks. After 1989, however,
Hezbollah began to show signs of pragmatism on both the political and military levels
through participating in the political system - which the group rejected earlier - and
significantly improving its military tactics by increasing the lethality and decreasing its
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human cost. The comparison between the first and second periods will assess the first
step of moving from ideology to more pragmatism in the decision making process.
Second, the guerrilla attacks forced Israel to withdraw from most of southern Lebanon in
2000, which was a triumph for Hezbollah but simultaneously a deprivation of much needed
legitimacy to continue the self-pronounced struggle. Remarkably, however, despite the
continuous attacks against Israeli forces, Hezbollah displayed much pragmatism and
appears to have taken yet another step away from its ideology. The attacks were
conducted on posts that were in the Shebaa farms not on the whole border between Israel
and Lebanon, which means the aim was to liberate Lebanese occupied land not to liberate
Palestine. These attacks could also be interpreted as an act to fill in the gap of lost
legitimacy and not to realize an ideological aim.
Finally, as the Syrian regime showed signs of crumbling, Hezbollah appears to have been
compelled to support Assad in 2012. Syria, as mentioned earlier, is a very important player
in the Lebanese arena, and is the lifeline for Hezbollah. As Hezbollah militarily intervened
in neighboring Syria, an ideological transformation took place to justify why the group was
in a different battle instead of fighting Israel, and as a result a new enemy and a new
purpose was in the making. An obvious shift from the main ideology took place as the
rhetoric turned to talks of fighting the Takfiris and fending off the danger to Lebanon as a
whole, protecting the Shia, or protecting the Shia holy sites in Syria.

c. Definitions
There are several attempts at defining insurgency based on, among several factors,
political aims, influence on the population, and tactics. 53 While there are valid points with
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many of the definitions, there is partial imprecision making them untenable. Following is
the definition that is used in this research:
An insurgency is a protracted political-military activity directed
toward completely or partially controlling the resources of a country
through the use of irregular military forces and political
organizations. Insurgent activity - including guerilla warfare,
terrorism, and political mobilization, for example, propaganda,
recruitment, front and covert party organization, and international
activity - is designed to weaken government control and legitimacy
while increasing insurgent control and legitimacy. The common
denominator of most insurgent groups is their desire to control a
particular area. This objective differentiates insurgent groups from
purely terrorist organizations, whose objectives do not include the
creation of an alternative government capable of controlling a given
area or country 54

As for ideology, there are some agreed upon characteristics that could be used in scientific
studies. 55 And the definition that will be used:
Ideology is best understood, we suggest, as a set of more or less systematic
ideas that identify a constituency, the challenges the group confronts, the
objectives to pursue on behalf of that group, and a (perhaps vague) program
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of action. Moreover, some ideologies prescribe strategies and institutions for
the realization of those objectives. Thus all armed groups engaged in political
violence – including ethnic separatist groups – do so on the basis of an
ideology, which is a set of ideas that include preferences (possibly including
means toward realizing those preferences) and beliefs. 56

d. Endogeneity
It is vital to establish that a variation in the political context and specifically a military
intervention by the insurgency caused ideological change before we can ascertain a
causal relationship. Moreover, endogeneity constitute a constant problem in the world of
social sciences that appears mostly in the omitted variable bias and simultaneity. A
randomized research design reduces or even eliminates the both mentioned problems and
paves the way for the researcher to make valid causal inferences. In addition, if
endogeneity is not addressed properly in non-experimental design it would threaten the
validity of the study.
The hypothesized causal relationship of this research is that the military intervention by an
insurgency in a patron state will cause a change in the ideology of the insurgency when
there is an existential threat. And the tools provided by the qualitative methodology
employed in order to address the problem of endogeneity. Process tracing, for example, in
within case studies allow the researcher to separate and map out the sequence of events,
establish sequence of causal inference, and place the explanatory variables and outcome
in their accurate place. This research will demonstrate that in the chosen case the
independent variable preceded the dependent variable by measuring the military
intervention of the insurgency prior to change of the ideology of the group, and will seek to
prove that an ideological change did indeed take place.
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e. Data Collection
There are three ways in which I obtained information for this research: 1) interviews, 2)
analysis of primary and secondary sources, and 3) a focus group discussion. I interviewed
three categories of interviewees in Lebanon. The first category Hezbollah officials.
Second, pro-Hezbollah analysts that provided another theoretical interpretation of the
group. Third, I interviewed anti-Hezbollah analysts who provided a different interpretation
of Hezbollah's actions and rhetoric.
Second, I obtained information by conducting a primary and secondary research analysis.
Hezbollah has published many documents since the Open Letter that marked its birth in
1985 that sheds light on the ideology of the group. In addition, the secondary sources will
include newspapers close to Hezbollah such as Al Akhbar, and Al Safir as well as books
and studies published about the group in both Arabic and English. Finally, I convened a
panel of Hezbollah experts with varying perspectives to discuss the topic. This research
method tested the conclusion of the study and indicated the strong and weak points of the
research.

4. Conclusion
The evolution of ideology for insurgencies has not yet been addressed by scholars nor has
a case in which an insurgency supports a patron-state been analyzed. Ideologies are
tremendously significant for insurgencies, and have a dynamic role that is consistently
evolving that is affected significantly by context. If we give in to the argument that ideology
remains constant then we subsequently believe that the beliefs of individuals and
organizations do not change throughout their lifespan, which is certainly not the case, at
least with Hezbollah. Furthermore, the weakening of the state structure in the Middle East
created a vacuum that is being filled by non-state actors that base their legitimacy on
29

ideology and identity. It is unprecedented that a state that has continuously supported nonstate actors is depending today on one of those groups it has nurtured. But not only does
Assad depend on Hezbollah to stay in power, Hezbollah sees a threat to its own survival
emanating from the possible demise of the Assad regime. This mutual interest superseded
ideological rhetoric.

Chapter 2
1. On the Outskirts of an Empire
It is not poverty per se which determines whether one is oppressed, but
deprivation and exploitation. It is only when poverty is the result of state of
discrimination, negligence and abuse that it becomes synonymous with
oppression. 57

The Shia whom lived in the areas that were incorporated into Great Lebanon has a long
history of oppression and marginalization. The Sunni Orthodoxy, who was at the helm of
power during successive empires, treated the Shia as heretics and Iranian agents. The
abysmal conditions and treatment of the Shia continued after Lebanon was mandated to
the French after WWI (1923-1946) and the independence of Lebanon. The Shia were
marginalized in the new entity until Musa Al Sadr whose efforts constitute the foundation of
Hezbollah formed a pure Shii identity.
From a theoretical perspective insurgencies come to life in a vacuum left by the state as
well as the fragmentation of identities, and they take advantage of the societies
resentment and discontent. An individual becomes much easier to mobilize in such chaotic
and dreadful environment as he wishes to improve reality. As such, the insurgency's
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ideology plays a prominent role in advocating a mirage of a better life after an armed
triumph.

a. The Pariah Brother
The history of Lebanon's Shia, some argue, is as long as Shiasim itself beginning shortly
after the battles of succession in the early days of Islam in the seventh century. Some
argue Al 'Amillah is a tribe from Yemen that settled south Lebanon during the early days of
Islam hence the name Mount 'Amil where many of Lebanon's Shia live. 58 There is also a
possibility that they migrated to the area after the dispute between the third Khalifah
Othman and some of the rebel figures Abu Thar Al Ghafari in the mid 7th century. 59 By the
time the Crusades began, according to some accounts, most of Lebanon population was
Shia 60 (as well as some parts of Palestine) but they were massacred by the Crusades. 61
As the Fatimid Shia rule (969-1174) rose and reached the Levant there was already a
strong Shia presence; Mount 'Amil later on in the fourteen and fifteen centuries became a
center for Shia theology. 62
Similar to other minorities, the Shia gradually pushed to the periphery of Damascus and
Baghdad - respectively the centers of the Umayyad and Abbasid empires - and into the
mountains where it was difficult to chase and persecute them. The Shia history starting
with the Mamluk era (1250-1517) underwent a long period of persecution. Ibn Tayymiyah,
the radical Sunni theologian who is the main source for many radical Islamist groups
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today, issued a fatwa at the time decreeing the Shia non-Muslim (the Arabic verb takfir in
which the word takfiri comes from). 63 But even on the outskirts in the countries such as
Lebanon the Shia were pushed away as they lost both land and authority to the expanding
Maronites, Sunnis, and Druz and "[f]rom the twelfth century onwards [...] the Shi'as of
Lebanon were reduced to the status of dissenters, at first from the Christianity of the
Crusader kingdoms and then, for long centuries, from the surrounding orthodoxy
dominated by the Sunnis.” 64 They became concentrated in two areas in Lebanon
thereafter.
Jabal 'Amil - or Mount 'Amil - in the south and the Bekaa to the east of Lebanon became
the final home for the Shia but each community developed differently (keeping in mind that
the Bekaa became the focus of Shia migration as historically Shia villages such as
Kisrwan and Jbail were completely destroyed). 65 The livelihood of the Bekaa population
was very different from that of Mount 'Amil due to the topography of the two regions. The
former is the driest part of Lebanon and it was only suitable to semi-nomadic society, living
under a code of honor similar to the semi-nomads of the deserts of the Syrian interior. On
the other hand, in south Lebanon the Shia created a settled society based on agriculture,
which became dominated by few property owners who maintained strong power over the
cultivators. 66 It was less effortful for the southerners to maintain strong ties to northern
Palestine and the Shia of the Bekaa to Syria rather than to establish the same links with
Beirut.
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And mostly because of geographical reasons, historically Lebanon's Shia had stronger ties
to the outside of Lebanon rather than its core. It was easier for the population of Mount
'Amil to establish stronger contact with the cities in northern Palestine rather than cities
such as Beirut and Tripoli. The same could be said of the Shia in the Bekaa, who had a
stronger attachment to Syria because they viewed themselves as an extension to these
lands and had no minimal contact to the big cities in Lebanon. 67 The Shia also maintained
strong ties to fellow Shia in the region through the ulama (clerics) of Mount 'Amil. The
ulama not only balanced the power of the landowning families in some instances, but they
also maintained strong ties with other Shia communities in Iraq and elsewhere. And when
Iran's Safavids decided to change the official state religion from Sunni to Shia in the 16th
century, they imported scores of ulama from Mount 'Amil in order to preach the new belief
to their Sunni subjects. The connection to the larger Shia community was always
maintained despite the ebb and flow; actually they suffered because of these ties and their
belief for centuries to come under the Ottoman Empire who was Sunni.
Perhaps the Shia benefited the least and were harmed the most in Lebanon during the
Ottoman period (1516-1918). Although the persecution of the Shia by the Ottomans was
not continues, at different points of time - especially during the conflict between the
Ottoman and the Safavids - persecution of the Shia increased because their loyalty to
Istanbul was questioned. 68 And despite the brutality witnessed by the Shia during the
Ottoman centuries, the latter is mostly remembered for the rule of Ahmed Pasha Al Jazzar
(1776-1804) as oppression and discrimination were unmatched. When he arrived he
burned many libraries of religious scholars and forced Shia enlistment to the army which
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led to the emptying of the south of its young men.69 As a matter of fact Ahmed Pasha Al
Jazzar was called Al Jazzar (the butcher in Arabic) because he slaughtered the Shia
mercilessly.70 Yet the Ottoman's were not the only Sunnis that persecuted the Shia, they
were also targeted and massacred during Ibrahim Muhammed Ali Pasha's campaign in
1831 against the Ottoman's.71 In other words, the Shia were weak, abhorred, and became
a soft target; and naturally there were ripple effect on the Shia's political and economic
conditions.
The political management of the Ottoman regions was based on sects and religions and
as the empire started to falter the fortunes of minorities rose except Shia's which remained
abject. The fellow Sunnis in Lebanon were accorded favorable status by the Ottoman's as
the inter-sectarian political system in the central part of Mount Lebanon from 1585 was
established. As time wore on and the empire started to wane they faced pressure from the
French, the Russians, and the British to treat religiously different subjects differently. 72
Gradually the Ottomans were willing to recognize semi-autonomy for the Maronite
Christians and the Druze who dominated the population of central Mount Lebanon; 73
however, they were unwilling to do the same for the Shia and treated them as Muslim
citizens but of a second rank.74 The grave mistreatment of the Shia in Lebanon prompted
many to convert to Christianity in order to avoid paying taxes to the authorities. Big families
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such as Al Hashim, Al Mathlum, Al Haidar were originally Shia. 75 Thus it doesn't come as
a surprise that:
Few of the standard works of politics in Lebanon have made more than a
passing reference to the country's Shi'i community. Indeed, for many authors,
the Shi'is were no more than a curious artifact of the early succession
struggle in Islam, impoverished, underdeveloped socially, and
underrepresented politically. Lebanon's Shi'is hardly seemed to merit serious
attention. A mid-nineteenth-century traveler, David Urquhart, described the
Shi'is as a listless, subservient people reveling in squalor, a description that
many found apt even a century later.76

The Ottoman defeat in WWI was followed by the debacle of their empire; ruling for
centuries meant tremendous impact of the Ottoman legacy on Lebanon that outlasted their
presence because many of the socioeconomic characteristics persisted. The confessional
system inherited from the Ottomans took root and was intact afterwards.77 As the spoils of
war were divided between the British and the French, Lebanon as well as Syria were
mandated to the latter but not before a short upheaval.
The post-Ottoman period in the Middle East was marked by much uncertainty as the
visions of empires and the aspirations of peoples clashed. While most of the population in
the Middle East envisioned themselves as part of a large Arab state, the British and the
French had already decided on how to carve the spoils of war in 1916 by signing the
Sykes-Picot agreement. Few years later in 1920, French General Henri Gouraud who
presided over the creation of the Syrian and Lebanese Mandates, announced the creation
of greater Lebanon. The Shia opposed the separation of Lebanon from Syria and some of
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their scholars wanted the creation of greater Syria instead. The same year The Wadi
Hujjair Conference was organized by the religious scholar Abdul Hussein Sharaf Al Din
(1873-1960) who called for resistance against the French and called for a united Arab
country.* The resistance against the French did bear any fruit, and the hopes of an
independent Syrian state headed by Al Sharif Hussein's son Faisal were quashed as the
French mandated both Syria and Lebanon. As it became obvious that the cause was
hopeless, the French along with their Maronite clients easily co-opted the landowners of
Mount 'Amil and the key clans of the Bekaa,
They gave them honorary positions in the state administration, good salaries,
and access to Beirut's commercial riches. In return, these community leaders
dealt with any opposition movement that might arise inside their own villages
and clans. They were generally able to deliver on their part of the bargain
because they still retained a near-total control over their community's internal
affairs. 78

As the Ottoman's favored their fellow Sunnis in Lebanon, so did the French favor their
fellow Christians. Europe had a long and strong connection to the Lebanese Christians
that stretches centuries even before the rise of the Ottoman Empire. The Maronites
supported the first Crusade (1095-1099) 79 and as centuries wore on they only
consolidated this relationship with the "dear mother" i.e. France. 80 As a result, the political
engineering of the Lebanese state was very favorable to the Maronites and the 1932
census was the foundation for this partiality. The Shia who lived in predominantly Christian
areas such as Jubayl, Akkar, and Kisirwan were counted as Christians. What skewed the
census even more was the Shii sense of vulnerability, fear, and they tried to take
* During the French mandate there was a joke going around indicative of Shia opposition to French oppression saying
that there is a tax on air because there were taxes on the size of the window, Interview with Fadlallah
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advantage of the fact that the Christians did not pay taxes. 81 The practice of taqiyya
(expedient dissimulation) contributed to the decreasing number of the Shia because they
declared themselves as Christian instead of Shia.82 Eventually the Christians took the
presidency, the Sunnis the prime ministry, and the Shia the speaker of the parliament. The
Sunnis and the Maronites became the two wings of political power,83 while the Shia
continued to be the least powerful by far. A ticking bomb was in the making that would
explode few decades thereafter.*

b. The Birth Defects of a State
Theoretically speaking, the marginalization of a certain segment of the society would
certainly create discontent and alienation, which would in turn allow for an insurgency that
would propose a change to the status quo, and describe its own interpretation of history
that is in essence self-serving. The continuous marginalization of the Shia in Lebanon from
the Ottoman period onwards created a fertile ground for revolutionary ideologies.
The Shia remained an impoverished horde under the weight of a confessional state and
the rule of feudal lords and tribe leaders. Al Mithaq Al Watani (or the National Pact)
became the ground for the Lebanon's political system after the end of the French mandate
in 1943 setting the stage for the sectarian distribution based on the 1932 census in the
government’s bureaucracy that included the parliament, the civil service, and the
government. The postponed effect was the delegitimizing of the state as the Shia did not
81
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have their fair share of power 84 and revolutionary ideologies that opposed the
confessional principles gradually became more popular; but for the Shia population the
discrimination by fellow Shia overshadowed state discrimination. The feudal lords in the
South and the tribal leaders in the east became the mediators between the people and the
government and they were not the leaders of their constituency but second rate figures
that did not yield real power that was in the hands of the Sunnis and the Maronites. 85
There are numerous stories that illustrate how the Shia top brass viewed and treated their
constituency. For instance:
On his deathbed, the storytellers say, Ahmad Bey told his son that he was
going to do very well for he was bequeathing him a million mules.” Such was
Ahmad Bey’s view of his Shia followers. The numbers, like all Lebanese
numbers, were inflated for it was a more modest realm. But the sentiment of
the old Bey was shared by his son. The old man was just more natural about
it.86

Another striking example is when a feudal lord from the Ass'ad family was asked to build a
school in the area; he simply replied "Why do you want a school? Why do you think I am
teaching my son Kamil? It is for your sake." 87And the result was, as a note drafted in 1943
about the 300 villages in southern Lebanon “Not a single hospital in the entire district, but
a health office exists in Sidon, Tyre and Nabatiyya [...] It is also deprived of irrigation
schemes and the bulk of the people drink stagnant water.” 88
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And following rampant illiteracy poverty, and outright discrimination of the Shia in Lebanon
became normal as events only increased the plight of the community. Lacking skills, the
Shia farmers migrated en masse during the winter to Lebanon's big cities and worked as
shoe cleaners, gum sellers, and lifters in the port. 89 The creation of Israel in 1948 only
increased the number of Shia migrants to the big cities and their plight as the border was
closed with the main Palestinian cities and the Palestinians migrated to Lebanon.
Matawlah was the derogatory term by which the Shia came to be known:
Etymologically the origins of the word Matwlah or Metoualis were obscure.
But the origins were not so important. It was the weight of the word and its
history that made it a label of defeat and humiliation. Travelers had spoken of
the persecuted Matawlah. Sunnis of the city had derided the dirty Matawlah.
Even sophisticated, upwardly mobile young men of the Shia community had
mocked their elders, the hopeless Matawlah. The Matawlah were the sweeper,
the porter, the pregnant woman with two or three children tugging on her
dress. There was a Matawlah form of speech, a particular intonation that gave
the Shia away. 90

According to Dr. Fadlallah, on the other hand, the word Matawlah has a long history and it
was written in an Ottoman census to describe the Shia, as the Sunnis were described as
the Muslims. The word stands for Mutt Muwallian (die loyal i.e. die loyal to the house of the
prophet) because of the persecution and pressure Shia faced, and later it was changed to
Matawleh. 91
The dangers of the imbalance did not go unnoticed, however, and serious attempts were
made to amend it. Fouad Shehab, Lebanon's president 1958-1964, asked the French
government for help in improvising a socioeconomic and administrative reform plan. After
three years of intensive research, the findings were published in a report that had many
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important recommendations. According to Louis Lebret, the head of IRFED who conducted
the study stated the South, the Bekaa, and the North were primitive, and these areas had
no electricity, no running water, and no hospitalization. He strongly urged balanced
development especially in Shia areas because they were entirely disenfranchised. The
Shia, he added, were not only underrepresented politically, but they were also
economically destitute. He also warned that the discrepancy between the backward
periphery and the flourishing center makes the socio-economic structure highly vulnerable
in the face of crises. Lebret also ominously predicted a civil war in Lebanon within 10-15
years if this incongruity was not addressed. 92 But in retrospect it seems that the die was
cast as revolutionary ideas swept the country.
As the Shii zu'ama were oppressive to their people and sidekicks of other sects, a purely
Shia vision and identity did not materialize. The National Pact began to erode because of
the different visions between the Sunnis and the Maronites. There were different ideas
rooted in history as for "the Maronites [...] Lebanon was a Christian nation set apart from
the Muslims, of the cities and plains, a nation with roots in an independent mountain, with
its own monasteries and monks and traditions. As for the Sunnis of the coastal cities, they
were the inheritors of the culture of the Ottoman empire of the preceding four centuries." 93
The Shia were listless spectators between the two since they were not politically
mobilized. 94 As slum dwellers of what became known as the "belt of misery," the Shia
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exposure to the affluence of big cities inspired a sense of awe, resentment, and a sense of
self-identification as ‘the proletariat of Lebanon’. 95 Despite the unavailability of data
it is clear that by any reasonable measure the Shi'is fared poorly whether their
statues might be measured relative to other Lebanese sects or in absolute
terms. They earned less, had a lower standard of literacy, lived in the poorest
regions (Jabal 'amil region of South Lebanon, the northern Bekaa Valley, and
the Beirut suburbs), toiled more often than not as unskilled wage earners or
farmers, and paid most dearly in blood for the enduring violence that has
plagued Lebanon for more than a decade. Well into the 1960s, the Shi'is were
underrepresented in bureaucracy appointments and the officer corps, as well
as in business and commerce. For instance, in 1962 only two of seventy
senior civil service positions were held by Shi'is. Even in 1984, only one in
twelve Lebanese embassies were headed by Shi'i diplomats. 96

The promise of radical change, naturally, was very alluring to the Shia as they began to
dissent against old style politics. The extreme deprivation of the Shia, whether in the
miserable rural areas or in the ghettos of Beirut, created a collective consciousness that
took different shapes and forms with the politicization of the community. 97 When Arab
nationalism swept the region many Shia, particularly the urbanites, were vulnerable to the
ideals and visions, which these parties preached. 98
The Shia began to express themselves politically as pan-Arabists when the Nasserite
fervor was at its peak. 99 They, as their coreligionists in Iraq, were attracted by the secular
parties that promised to change the miserable conditions in which they lived. Pan-Arab
parties such as the Nasserite became popular after the Egyptian revolution in 1952.
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In fact, Gamal Abdul Nassir was tremendously popular among the Lebanese Shia and his
pictures decorated many Shii living rooms. 100 When Egypt and Syria united for a short
period (1958-1961) Shia's used to drive to Damascus to listen to Abdul Nassir's speeches.
101After

the Arab defeat in 1967, however, the Shia turned to leftist parties that were

particularly attractive since they "de-emphasized, even condemned the tribal, religious or
ethnic bases that often defined the terms of discrimination. [...] Although support for
secular parties has dwindled, significant numbers of politicized Shi'a continue to express a
preference for them." 102 For the most part the Shia tended to join secular "leftist
organizations like the Lebanese Communist Party and the Syrian Social National Party
(SSNP), both founded by Christians, to express discontent about their situation (a small
minority also joined the National Liberal Party that was mainly constituted by Christians
and headed by former president Camille Chamoun).
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eventually encouraged many Shiites to immigrate to Africa or move to Beirut." 104 It was not
until the 1970s that this radicalization was channeled to Afwaj Al Muqwamal Al Lubnanyeh
(AMAL), a purely Shia group that was created by Imam Musa Al Sadr.105

2. History Walking on Two Legs
The notion that men rebel to set themselves free is illusion. More to the
point, they rebel to create more tolerable relations with authority, to submit
to newer men, to different men. 106
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The Shia misery was ameliorated by Imam Musa Al Sadr who was able to transform the
Lebanese Shia from being submissive, and hopeless to giving them a sense of optimism,
unity, and community-centered view. He rallied the Shia around the sect-identity not the
sect-religion; in other words, the Shia viewed themselves as a community first regardless
if the individual practiced the precepts of the sect. Also, with the help of social
developments, he transformed the power politics within the Shii house by exposing the
narrow-minded and self-serving landlords and the archaic subservient clergy. Finally,
despite Al Sadr's passion for Palestine he did not have much faith in the Palestinian
leadership and, again, his actions reveal that at heart the only consideration for him was
the interest of the Shia community.

a. The Radical Change
It is with no doubt the history of the Lebanese Shia changed extraordinarily when Musa
Al Sadr arrived in 1959. Born in 1928 in the Iranian theological center of Qum to a family
with branches in Iraq, Iran, and Lebanon, 107 Al Sadr's father was the high religious
authority Ayatollah Sadr Al Din Al Sadr.108 He started pursuing a secular career by
studying political science in Tehran University. But upon the urging of his father, who
saw the destruction of religious institutions by Reza Shah (the father of the last Shah), he
moved back to Qum to study theology. A year later in 1953 he moved to Najaf, Iraq another Shii theological center - and studied under Ayatollah Muhsin Al Hakim who
yielded tremendous influence among Lebanon's Shia.109 Al Sadr was called upon to fulfill
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the clerical vacuum created after the death of Abdul Hussein Sharaf Al Din in Lebanon who, as mentioned earlier, revolted against the French.110
Al Sadr's appeal and acuteness was very alluring to the Shia in a time when television
started to invade the homes of the masses; he was a leader without a cause to a cause
without a leader. With a great deal of charisma, an open mind, and much astuteness, Al
Sadr understood the abysmal conditions of the Shia and perceived a realistic vision that
put the Shia on par with other sects. He captivated the Shia hearts and minds and made
some believe that occasionally “history walks on two legs. And in the case of Sayyid
Musa ... history walked on two legs." 111 But before he walked the path of reforming
Lebanon he had to clash with the inherent Shii political forces.
On the path towards mobilization, Imam Musa faced the twin pillars of opposition to his
project: the zu'ama and the ulama i.e. the landlords and the clergy. He saw the
deprivation of the Shia and decided to reform Shia's relationship with the government.
And because there were Maronite, Druz and Sunni political parties, he created a Shia
political party in order to centralize the Shii political decisions. 112 But the power structure
was intertwined between the aforementioned two pillars and as
the new young leader tried to take the group of Shi'i ulama beyond the
judicial role they had traditionally played in the Lebanese Shi'i community
into the leadership of a broad-based campaign against social injustice. In
advocating this, he quickly aroused the ire of the established feudal
families of neighboring Jabal 'Amil, who considered he was trying to
loosen their total domination of community representation.113
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Therefore it became apparent that in order to change the social reality of the Shia he had
to challenge the large landlords, and soon enough he attracted many powerful
adversaries, most notably Kamel al-As‘ad, the speaker of the parliament. The clerics
also had their own objections since they opposed the mixture of religion and politics and
believed his preaching to be unorthodox. 114 Even those who believed the Shia should
have a fair share in government, such as Muhammed Hussein Fadlallah, disagreed with
Musa Al Sadr on the question of how to improve the lot of the Shia. The latter believed
that the Shia should pay attention to the services and the material improvement, while
Fadllallah wanted to improve the religious conscious.115 Another point of contention
between Al Sadr and the revolutionary Islamists is his belief that Lebanon was the final
home for all of its inhabitants, which was remarkable at the time since Islamist groups did
not believe in the nation-state rather believed in a borderless umma.116 While Islamists in
general had a strong sense of an all encompassing Islamic identity without any sectarian
notions,117 Musa Al Sadr not only was instrumental in awakening the Shia conscious but
also accepted Lebanon as a final home for the Lebanese Shia (keeping in mind that his
distinguished religious movement was a new and unique way to counter the pan-Arab
tendencies of the Shia at the time).118 Imam Musa got the upper hand over time
however; the ancien regime proved its inability to meet the needs of its clients. Moreover,
Al Sadr was able to transcended the differences that beset the community and gave the
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Shia political identity a revolutionary dimension and was able to connect the different
pockets of the Shia which was easy
For a man of Iran, [because] Lebanon is a country of modest size indeed.
While the Lebanese might speak of "distant" Lebanese towns as if they
were foreign countries, Al Sadr was unimpressed by the miniscule
distances that separated the South from the Bekaa Valley and Beirut.
Despite the sometimes palpable sociological differences between the slum
dweller of Beirut, the peasant of the South, and the clansmen of the Bekaa,
he succeeded in reminding his followers their deprivation was not to be
fatalistically accepted, for so long they could speak out through their
religion they could overcome their conditions. 119

For all of their history the Shia in Lebanon were divided into several regions with several
leaders, and it was the first time that the Shia of Bekaa and the Shia of the South
grouped together. Al Sadr also succeeded in transforming the Shii conscious from the
negative where they cursed their daily life to the positive by believing in the possibility of
progressive change. In addition, Imam Musa created Shii institutions which all of the
other sects had in Lebanon except the Shia.120 Furthermore, part of Al Sadr's importance
is the moderate expression of Shia grievances; he also talked about the MuslimChristian dialogue, and the Palestinian conflict; assembling all of these issues under the
banner of the deprived. In short, Musa Al Sadr constructed a sense of pride and selfworth for the Shia population because they felt they were not important and far from the
center.121 These new developments inspired awe and respect for Musa Al Sadr by the
leaders of other sects, and they believed they could cooperate with him; for their own
endeavors of course.
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The abject poverty of the Shia threatened the political system in Lebanon, and some
Maronites believed they can reorganize the Shia through Musa Al Sadr. Shehab's
reforms - as mentioned earlier - were an attempt to rescue the faltering political system
through investment in education and integration of the Shia, exactly when Musal Al Sadr
came to the scene. The mutual enemy for the Shia religious clerics and the government
was the leftist movements; therefore, there was a common ground between Shehab and
Al Sadr who both believed it to be more prudent to have the Shia regroup similar to other
confessions in Lebanon.122 Imam Musa tried mobilizing the community as a whole by
using the sense of dispossession and founded the Movement of the Deprived in 1974.123
He also worked very hard to balance the leftist ideology with a more Shia centric identity
by tapping into symbols such as the Karbala narrative, and create a homogenous
community of the Shia in Beirut with the Shia in the South and Bekaa.124 Through
establishing a strong link with a large segment of the lower part of the society and cross
sects he was able to fill the vacuum leadership through his unifying charisma. 125 As for
the Maronites, they hoped Al Sadr will play the role of the zu'ama who failed to keep
pace with the rapid developments and wanted the Shia to become similar to the
Maronites albeit poorer.126 As such, Al Sadr bought a ticket for the Shia in the
confessional club. But despite the fact that Imam Musa succeeded in reclaiming some of
the Shia rights, he could not get all of them.
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He met his first demand after building a strong and efficient organization outside of the
control of the state that was called the Islamic Shii Higher Council in 1969 that aimed at
representing the Shia. The political program consisted of seven points:
(1) To organize the affairs of the Shi‘ite community and to improve its
socioeconomic conditions. (2) To implement a holistic vision of Islam with
regard to thought, practice, and jihad. (3) To strive for total unity among
Muslims without any discrimination. (4) Infitah (“opening up”): To
cooperate with all Lebanese sects and communities, and safeguard
national unity. (5) To fulfill patriotic and national duties, and to protect
Lebanon’s independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity. (6) To
combat ignorance, poverty, backwardness, social injustice, and moral
degeneration. (7) To support the Palestinian resistance and to effectively
take part in the liberation of Palestinian “raped” land along with brotherly
Arab countries. 127 [my emphasis]

But the last points became very contentious as differences arouse between the
Palestinian organizations and the Shia. Protecting the south of Lebanon, which is
inhabited mostly by the Shia and bordering Israel, was difficult by the weak central
government. This inability became more apparent as the Palestinian organization took
advantage of the vacuum created on the border and began to mount attacks against
Northern Israel. The Israeli reprisals affected mostly the southern population attitude.
There was a massive shift in opinion from empathy and association in 1948 when the
South of Lebanon was cut off from Palestinian cities and the Palestinian refugees arrived
in Lebanon, to the feeling of animosity and outright clashes between Amal and the PLO
before the latter departed to Tunisia in 1982.

b. The Palestinian Cause
Southern Lebanon has been a battleground between the Palestinian guerrillas and the
Israeli forces for several years. In 1969 the Cairo Agreement was signed between the
PLO and the Lebanese Army giving the fida'yyin the freedom to launch attacks across
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the Lebanese border against Israel. A year later, following the conflict in Jordan between
the PLO and Jordanian army in 1970, thousands of Palestinian fighters arrived in South
Lebanon. 128 It became clear thereafter that the army would not be able to control the
Palestinian forces as Lebanon itself was divided politically on the issue. Throughout this
decade the Palestinians had a strong Arabic and Islamic support, 129 were operating in a
friendly environment, and able to do many operations against the Israelis by crossing the
land and sea. 130 Meanwhile, the Cairo agreement set the stage for a state within a state
which conveniently became known as "Fatah Land" as the militias supplanted the
authorities. Moreover, the existing abject socioeconomic conditions were exacerbated by
the rapidly deteriorating security environment. The fog of the agreement in defining the
roles and the responsibilities of each party resulted in increased tension and outright
confrontation in 1973. Furthermore, the attacks against northern Israel invited Israeli
retaliation against the south and its population paid a heavy price.
The Shia were sympathetic towards the Palestinian cause in the beginning despite the
fact that they became a collateral damage in the conflict and suffered a heavy proportion
of the casualties. 131 The Lebanese Shia did not face much oppression by the Israelis,
yes there were massacres in 1948-49 but afterwards there was a long peaceful period.
Despite that they supported the Palestinians after they arrived in the early 1970s based
on their own principals of Islamic unity. The Palestinians created their own camps and
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were widespread in the south and the Shia joined them. 132 Even more, the Shia saw
much resemblance between their hardship and the plight of the Palestinians, and joined
various fida'i organizations as part of the Palestinian resistance. A significant segment of
the Arab Liberation Front (ALF) and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP) were Shia. There was also much pride and respect gained from being a fida'ai.
133

But beside sympathy and affiliation, some Shia joined the Palestinian organizations

for the salaries that they received. In many instances, they switched between different
groups and whoever paid more got the services of many poor Shia.134
As time wore on the vast majority of the southern Shia changed their perception of the
Palestinian groups as their presence became increasingly burdensome, which naturally
affected their view of the Palestinian cause. Many stories are revealing of the corrupting
effects of Palestinians' power in the south. Palestinian guerilla fighters monopolized the
trade of gas and flour at some point; members carried weapons publically, and were
insensitive to the moral code of the Southerners.135 The Palestinians organizations
added to the deprivation and oppression that the Shia were undergoing. They created
checkpoints and did raids. Some Palestinians even dealt with the Shia as kaffirs even
though they were not religious, 136 so they did not take advantage of the Shia sympathies
towards the Palestinians cause. 137 Some also criticize the way the Palestinian guerilla
fighters conducted their attacks against Israel. They would point the missiles at Israel's
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northern border but rarely did the attacks have much effect, and the southerners paid the
price of Israeli retaliation. As for Immigration, “[B]y 1971, nearly half of the Lebanese
Shi‘a population was found concentrated in the Greater Beirut area”138 because of these
attacks. Another part of the problem was the thinking of Yasser Arafat and what he
thought was his private project that took into consideration drawing attention to the
Palestinian cause without taking into consideration the local sensitivities. 139
The practices of the Palestinian groups in south Lebanon created a chasm within the
Shia community. The narrow interest of the Palestinian groups affected the Lebanese
perception of the Palestinian cause. Some of the Lebanese felt that the interest of the
Palestinian groups prevailed in there dealing with the Lebanese counterparts during the
civil war. The Shia were astounded when in 1978 when the Israelis pursued the
Palestinians inside Lebanon and the latter did not resist and fled. And in 1982, again,
they fled to Biqaa and from there they fled to Syria and to Libya. There were many
questioned asked as the Palestinians had the weapons and the manpower to resist but
they did not. 140 And this was felt not only by Kamal Joumblat (a leader of proPalestinians Lebanese Militia) but by Musa Al Sadr who believed in the Palestinian
cause but did not believe in the sincerity of the Palestinian organizations. Upon the
arrival of the Palestinian militias, he was asked:
What of the militias now beginning to appear in Lebanon [...] and what of the
armed Palestinian presence? He knew the appeal of the Palestinian cause,
he knew his audience too and he fudged his answer. It was imperative, he
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said, for the Palestinian to bear arms and to train. But such things should be
done in coordination with the Lebanese state lest chaos spread.141
Imam Musa also warned the PLO that it was unwise to establish a state within a state in
Lebanon, doing so would alienate the PLO's natural allies: the Shia. In private he wanted
to rid the Shia from the Palestinian hegemony in the south, 142 challenged the sincerity of
the attacks, and believed that they did more harm than good, he believed
The PLO is a factor of anarchy in the South. “The Shi'is are conquering
their inferiority complex with respect to the Palestinian organizations. We
have had enough". In private he challenged the bona fides of the
Palestinians. he argued that they lacked a sense of martyrdom and that
above all else the PLO was a military machine that terrorized the Arab
world, exhorting money and support, and the sympathy of world opinion,
For their part, some PLO officials believed that Musa al-Sadr was a creation
of the Deauxieme Bureau (the Army Second-or intelligence- Bureau)143

There were three reasons that contributed to the divide between Imam Musa and his
Amal militia on one side, and the PLO on the other. The shelling of the Israeli northern
border, which provoked an Israeli retaliation, was the main issue because it exposed the
southern Lebanese. Because of disagreements about the attacks, Al Sadr and the PLO
disagreed about the role of the Lebanese army. Al Sadr believed that it should be
supported and protected but the PLO did not think so because the Lebanese army was
viewed as a hurdle in the fight against Israel and subservient to the Maronites.144
The second factor why relations became tense was the PLO's loss of foot soldiers to
Amal as the latter became more appealing. When the popularity of Amal increased, the
Palestinians believed that this movement is contesting them for manpower. The Shia, on
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the other hand, were undergoing political mobilization with sectarian basis - similar to
their Lebanese peers.145
Finally, as the Islamist and Arabist ideological trends clashed in Iraq after Saddam
Hussein clamped down on the Islamist Shii opposition, there was a spillover effect in
Lebanon. Amal clashed with, among other Pan-Arab movements, the Lebanese Baath
Party; and Al Sadr was pushed closer to Syria. Imam Musa’s gambit was both tactical
and strategic because Syria had its own differences with Iraq at the time and Al Sadr
also understood Syria's importance in the Lebanese arena.146 In order to overcome the
difficulties created for the southerners, Al Sadr chose an indirect path.
Because Lebanon was the weakest link in the Arab-Israeli conflict due to its small size in
terms of geography, resources, and population, Al Sadr proposed a grand Arab strategy
to fight the Israelis.147 He proposed that Lebanon would not fight against Israel alone and
will not be the only theater of war. It will be only a part of a comprehensive strategy in
fighting the Israelis.148 But he was under no illusion that such a strategy would not come
alive. After the war between Syria and Egypt on the one hand and Israel on the other in
1973 ended in stalemate, and after the expelling of the PLO from Jordan, it was obvious
that such a grand strategy - if it ever came to fruition - would only mean passivity.149 The
status quo, however, persisted for couple of years more without major changes until this
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brittle environment resulted a collapse of security in Lebanon and civil war ensued in
1975.
While political parties gave the Shia a sense of political organization, the civil war
contributed tremendously to awaken their consciousness.150 The Shia were the human
fuel of the civil war that started in 1975 as they were the foot soldiers in the civil war, and
they died in disproportionate numbers in comparison to other Lebanese. Some estimate
that half of those killed in the first two years are Shia, and many more were evicted from
east and north of Beirut. "So strong was the tide of Shi'i radicalism in those months that
old-style Shi'i leaders such as Kamil al-As'ad and Kazim al-Khalil had to seek protection
in the Maronite-held enclave throughout the war."151 There was another wave of
migration in 1978 as Israel conducted Operation Litani to stop attacks against its
northern border. Though there were mixed results in terms of stopping the attacks, the
Israeli invasion widened the chasm between the Palestinian militias and the Shia
population and in some cases the Shia cooperated with the Israeli backed Lebanese
militia headed by Saad Haddad. The Shia "increasingly viewed the Palestinians as an
occupying force prone to high-handedness and brutality. Amal militiamen and Palestinian
guerrillas clashed with increasing frequency. For most Amal supporters, the overriding
and immediate concern was security, and their efforts were often centered on forming
local home-guards or militias that, naturally, the PLO viewed with great suspicion." 152
In August 1978, Musa al-Sadr's disappearance in Libya caused the tide of
Shií opinion to swing against the Pan-Arab leftism represented by Libya's
gadfly leader, Muámmar al-Qadhafi. The PLO leaders in Beirut were forced
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to choose between the Shiís and those Lebanese who remained with the
left; and finally, they chose the latter. Then, after the Iran-Iraq War started
in September 1980, PLO leader Yasser Arafat refused to give Iranians the
outright backing they asked for. That further aggravated the tension
between the Shiís and the PLO. From early 1980 onward, the rivalry
between the two sides erupted into frequent armed clashes in West Beirut
and South Lebanon. Many, many Shiís in these areas were fed up with both
the left and the with the PLO. 153

In June 1982, Israel invaded Lebanon again but this time the territories it conquered
encompassed Beirut and the Shia were optimistic as the Palestinians departed. The
Palestinian activities made the population ready for whoever came to rid the people from
this problem. Dawud Dawud, a widely respected leader of Amal whose popularity stems
not only from his role as an early companion and aide to Musa al-Sadr but from his
selflessness and honesty, made it quite clear that Amal would not stop attacking the IDF
or its surrogates in Lebanon; however, he went to lengths to emphasize that he would
not allow attacks upon Israeli territory."154 In other words, there was a differentiation
between fighting for the Palestinian cause and the liberation of Lebanese land. So when
the Israelis occupied the south they were surprised as some of the Shia welcomed their
arrival and threw rice at them as a welcoming sign. The population waited until they were
certain if this occupation was worse than the Palestinians and did not resist the Israeli
presence early on. "People were not sure if they would throw stones or throw sweets at
the Israelis. But because of Israeli practices they chose to resist."155 Soon enough the
Israelis realized they were unwelcome guests.
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The Israelis discovered that the guerilla attacks increased as their stay wore on. In the
beginning, they thought that the attacks were conducted by Palestinian remnants in
Lebanon, but they soon discovered that the Shii population rejected their occupation
especially as the practices of the Israeli soldiers were worse than the practices of the
Palestinian militias. While the resistance against the Israelis was overwhelmingly by
leftist parties and Amal, it was dominated by radical Islamists later on; a group that
worked clandestinely right after the invasion in 1982 which later became known as
Hezbollah.

3. God's Party
As former Israeli Prime minister Ehud Barak stated: "When we entered
Lebanon ... there was no Hezbollah. We were accepted with perfumed rice and
flowers by the Shia in the south. It was our presence there that created
Hezbollah.” 156

There are three factors that led to the emergence of Hezbollah in 1982. First, Amal
became inert after the disappearance of Musa Al Sadr in 1978 and lost legitimacy in the
eyes of many Shia. Second, the Israeli invasion of 1982 which had a tremendous
detrimental effect on the Shia of Lebanon, causing massive migration and radicalization of
the Shia. Finally, the revolution in Iran had a ripple effect in Lebanon as the Shia
population in the latter was susceptible to outside interference similar to other sects. These
three developments led to the creation of Hezbollah, which contested Amal for the Shia
population, advocated the radical Iranian Ideals, and fought Israel for decades to come.

a. The Battle for the Shia
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After the disappearance of Musa Al Sadr in 1978 the leadership of Amal was handed
briefly to Hussein Al Husseini and then to Nabih Berri. The movement became part of the
Lebanese political system and was beset by inertia, corruption, and cronyism; as a matter
of fact Berri continues to be Amal's leader till this very moment. Many Shia believed that
Amal deviated from the teachings of Musa Al Sadr, and the secular leadership did not
have the religious credentials that Imam Musa had. So radicalism began to surface among
the Shia population in Lebanon but Amal's leaders believed in their own invincibility. When
some of the leaders of the movement were warned of the impending danger, they were
dismissive and declared, "they are nothing we are Amal." 157 *
Hezbollah benefitted from the erosion of Amal's legitimacy and the internal conflict that
Amal was undergoing. Many members of Amal were dissatisfied and disappointed with the
policies of the leadership and they either defected or were expelled from the movement.
One of the most prominent defectors was Mustafa Dirani who was head of Amal's security
apparatus that joined Hezbollah's ranks with his followers. Moreover, Hezbollah defined
itself in contrast to Amal as there was much resentment at Amal's non-clerical leadership
that bent to the Lebanese political system. Unlike Amal's politicians who became
constituted mostly of the Shia bourgeoisie at the time "the leaders of Hezbollah—brimming
with revolutionary passion—refused to accommodate a corrupt political system, or so they
said in the 1980s. Most of them had been trained in Najaf, Karbala, and Qum where they
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were ideologically inculcated by Muhammad Baqr al-Sadr, Muhsin al-Hakim, and Ruhollah
al-Musavi Khomeini." 158

b. The Israeli Juggernaut
The Israelis, after being greeted by the Shia upon the 1982 invasion, did not believe the
population would act against them. When the attacks against the IDF began to increase,
the Israeli generals believed they were conducted by Palestinian remnants. Only when
their blunders became obvious to them in 1983 they started to rethink their strategy and
conduct. Many believe an important turning point took place a year after the Israeli
invasion when the Israelis disrupted a religious ceremony. Shia fervor was inflamed after
Israeli forces killed two celebrants of 'Ashura, an important Shia annual ceremony to
commemorate the death of the third Shia imam Hussein. 159 Immediately after the incident
Sheik Shams Al Din, a prominent Shia figure, issued a fatwa calling all Muslims to conduct
a "comprehensive civil opposition" against the Israeli occupation. 160 But the reasons
underlying the Shia discontent were deeper.
The Israeli invasion, its enormity, and brutality caused much damage to the Shia on more
than one level. For example, the damage reached "80 per cent of southern villages, and
the near destruction of seven of them, did much to fuel the Shi’ites wrath, as did the
19,000 deaths and 32,000 casualties inflicted by Israel." 161 This is beside another
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radicalizing outcome that is the mass migration of the Shia that was instigated by the
invasion. Tens of thousands of Southerners migrate to Beirut because of Israel's second
invasion. Furthermore, the Israelis flooded occupied Lebanon's markets with Israeli goods,
destroyed southern produce, and created an economic blockade on the region.
Consequently, the persistence of the Israeli invasion created hatred. 162 Therefore, when
the Israelis met the mayor of Tyre at the time he told them the Palestinians waited a long
time before they did heinous practices, "You guys did not even wait, you started right
away. Therefore, I do not wish you a good stay here." 163

c. Ideological Export
There were modest Iranian attempts at establishing relations with the Shia in Lebanon.
The Shah had contradictory policies towards Lebanon and its Shia. In the
1960s, while the Shah and Ahmed Atabaki, the Iranian ambassador to
Lebanon at the time, were still close allies of Chamoun, the Shah also
provided the Shi'ite community of Lebanon with some financial assistance.
Aid to the Shi'ite community in Lebanon was often given on the request of
Musa Sadr and was channeled through the religious establishment in Qom,
which the Savak (the Iranian security and intelligence agency under the Shah)
monitored closely.

After the success of the Iranian revolution in 1979 against the Shah, Ayatollah Khomeini
raised high the banner of Islamism (more specifically Shiasim), and vied for the export of
the revolution. Many Islamic countries, among them Lebanon, witnessed demonstrations
in support of the revolution in Iran and hailed it as a triumph of Islamism. 164 Specifically for
Lebanon, Khomeini had an ingrained interest in the country and the Palestinian cause.
The new ruler of Iran had a different perspective on the conflict even before the revolution.
Khomeini closed the Israeli embassy and opened a Palestinian one immediately after he
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took over power in; he invited Yasser Arafat to Iran, and made the Palestinian cause one
of his primary priorities.

165
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1978 Israeli invasion, and allowed the donation of religious tax to go to the Palestinian
cause.
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According to some accounts part of the debate in the "Amal-Iranian relations

from 1979 to 1982 was about sending Iranian Revolutionary Guards to south Lebanon to
form a resistance against Israeli invasion and occupation. Such deliberations date back to
1980, only a few months after the success of the revolution, contrary to the commonly held
view that the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in June 1982 and the appointment of Mohtashami
to the post of ambassador to Damascus in that year promoted the idea. In fact, to settle
accounts with Amal, which was siding with the Syrians against Fatah, the new religious
elite suggested this plan in 1980. Furthermore, Iranian officials such as Ayatollah Muntaziri
- one of the leaders of the Iranian revolution, his son Muhemmed Muntaziri (one of the
chiefs of the Revolutionary Guards), and the military officer in the Revolutionary Guards
Muhsin Rafiq Doost. 167 In addition, Lebanese Shia themselves reciprocated the interest.
Shiasim, which was associated with submission, became a movement of rebellion and
pride. The revolution in Iran was also a revolution in Shiasim with theocratic effects that
are still reverberating today. Given the consistent contact between the Shia of Lebanon
and Iran, it was only expected the former would be an immediate consumer to be targeted
with the new product. There were already strong relations established between the
Lebanese clergy and their Iranian counterparts in Iran, 168 and Khomeini was not seen as
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an Iranian symbol but an Islamic one. 169 Therefore, upon the Israeli invasion Al Tufaily
was attending a conference in Iran and it was agreed that a resistance organization must
be formed. The Iranian ambassador in Syria, Ali Muhatashimpur, became the architect and
began to contact Amal dissenters such as Hassan Nasrallah. 170 In the beginning, the late
Syrian president Hafez Al Assad refused the entry of the Revolutionary Guards but was
convinced later after striking a deal with Iran. 171 In addition, 1,500 Revolutionary Guards
(Pasdaran) were dispatched to the Bekaa in order to train fighters and propagate the
ideals of the revolution of which wiping out Israel and liberating Jerusalem was at the core.
The mission was " to literally fight against the Israelis, since the main activities of the
Iranian Pasdaran was providing military training to Lebanon Shi'ite in Ba'albak; rather [...] it
was to "propagate the idea that Israel is defeatable" 172 Some argue that many " Pasdaran
are physically challenged and some clearly too old to fight, provoking astonishment among
observing Syrian soldiers. In Damascus, regular visits to the shrine of Sayyida Zaynab,
communal prayers, and Quran readings dominated daily activities apart from military
preparations." 173 Others, however, dispute this point. 174
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The significant role of the Revolutionary Guards was corroborated by the late Abbas Al
Musawi, the second Secretary General of Hezbollah. Mussawi described the role of the
Revolutionary Guards, “its contributions to the establishment of Hezbollah, and formulation
of the patterns of activity.” 175 He added that the Guards role was not limited to the military
training but they were also involved in giving religious lectures about the Iranian revolution.
According to Mussawi the quick and positive results were very clear after Hezbollah
conducted its first suicide mission shortly after the arrival of the Revolutionary Guards. In
fact, some argue that Ali Akbar Mohtashamipur (the former interior minister), and Mehdi
Karroubi (a prominent figure after the revolution) had the leading role before Hezbollah
was formally created in 1985. The aim was to create a ground for resistance in Lebanon
especially as the Iranian revolutionary fervor was at its peak after the Iranians won in
Khaorramshar against Iraq. 176 Nevertheless, Iranian influence does not mean that Iran
dictates and Hezbollah executes the movement's
own thinkers and commanders created the governing consultative council –
the shura council – and "Members of this council meet periodically to
consider high policy in consultation with Iranian representatives. Little is
known if the deliberations of the council, which meets in secret. It is only
recently that Hezbollah's publications have made an explicit reference to the
council, by identifying certain persons as members. But the council's very
title suggests that, despite the absolute authority accorded to wali al-faqih,
consultation is one of the central values of Hezbollah. This emphasis on
consultation also serves a functional purpose, since most of Iran's emissaries
know little about Lebanon and rely extensively on the judgment of their
Lebanese client, even though those clients profess allegiance to their patron.
177

In addition, on the streets the Iranian effect was felt as it impacted the Shia's daily life.
Signs were posted on the central mosque in Baalbak saying “Death to America,” “Our
Revolution is Islamic first and Iranian second,” and "the headquarters of Martyrdom
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lovers." 178 In a time when a family could survive on $100 a month, the Revolutionary
Guards gave $75 for each woman that put on a chador (a women dress that covers all of
the body except for the face and palms). 179 Finally, by “1984, the Shiite districts of Beirut
and the Bekaa Valley were pretty accurate replicas of Iran. Large pictures of the imam
rohallah Khomeini hung at every junction. Hezbollah fighters strode through the streets
with ribbons around their foreheads that bore two legions in Arabic, Allahu Akbar (God is
Great) Kaidouna Khomeini (our leader is Khomeini.)" 180 The success of the Iranian
endeavor was also visible as Hezbollah grew in number very quickly,
According to Israeli information, by the mid 1980’s Hezbollah was estimated
to have mobilized some 7,000 partisans there. Many unemployed youths who
were galvanized by faith to join Hezbollah also found a means of making a
living in that depressed area by becoming a mujahid, since Iran footed the
monthly salary of each enlistee and provided benefits for him and his family.
181

There was some inimical side effect of this cooperation, however, that haunts Hezbollah
since its birth. The group has always been looked at suspiciously because of its close
relationship with Iran. Some would go as far as declare Hezbollah as an Iranian tool
without any autonomy. But what is the story of Hezbollah?

d. Genesis
Hezbollah is the product of many groups and was the result of, as explained above, a
gathering storm. 1982 was the birth year of Hezbollah and there were many elements that
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led to its creation. 182 Some were part of Fatah such as Imad Mughnyeh and Mustafa Badr
Al-Din – but not seniors in Fatah's Group 17 simply because they were too young for these
positions in 1976-77. Others were in the Lebanese branch of the Dawa party such as Naim
Qassim (current deputy secretary), Subhi Al-Tufaily, and Muhammed Ra'ad (member of
the parliament for Hezbollah) that grew in the religious schools of Najaf. Finally, the group
attracted some elements from Amal such as Ibrahim Amin Al-Sayeed (who was Amal's
representative in Tehran) Hussein Al-Musawi, and Hassan Nasrallah. 183 In short, there
were various Islamist movements with different tendencies as the religiosity of the Shia
was steadily increasing, partly because of the failure of Amal and Palestinian groups in
achieving any results, and partially because of an ideological vacuum within the
community. 184
This is in line with the official Hezbollah narrative. According to Muhammed Affif, the head
of Hezbollah's media relations and the former media advisor of general secretary Hassan
Nasrallah, before 1982 there were many Islamic currents in Lebanon specifically within the
Shia community such as Islamic Amal, the United Islamic Students, Dawa Party and other
independent parties. When the Israelis invaded Lebanon and specifically the Shia areas
the unifying factor became the Israeli invasion, and the main aim of Hezbollah when it was
created in 1982 was resisting Israel. The reason why these groups united, the reason why
they trained in Syria, the reason why they sought the edict from Ayatollah Khomeini was to
resist the Israelis. In 1985 the creation of Hezbollah was announced with political goals
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resisting the Israelis, spearhead of the Islamic revolution in Iran, and creating a balanced
government. In this sense, Hezbollah is first and foremost a resistance movement. 185
Hezbollah’s old guards enjoyed a remarkable internal cohesion with religious roots. AlTufaily as well as Muhammed Yazbek (a cofounder and the current head of Hezbollah’s
religious council) in addition to Nasrallah and Abbas Al-Mussawi studied in Najaf, Iraq
under Ayatollah Muhammed Baqir Al-Sadr that was called ‘Iraq’s Khomeini’ and who was
executed by Saddam’s henchmen. The entire above-mentioned cadre believed in
Khomeini's rule in creating a large Islamic state focusing on the fight against Israel. As Al
Tufaily recalls "We wanted to create an independent organization without being reflected
on Lebanon. We wanted this organization fully based on Sharia without being affected in
any way by national sentiment." 186 Thus the first majlis al-shura (consultative council) was
mainly constituted by clerics such as Ibrahim Amin Al-Sayyed, Nasrallah, Al Tufeili,
Qassim, Musawi, Abu Salim Yaghi and some dozen others; some have retained their
seats till today.

187

The group began to coalesce shortly after the 1982, and it was only

convenient that Al-Tufaily and Sheik Raghb Harb (who was killed by the Israelis in 1984)
were in Damascus in a transit to Tehran and that is when things had a snowbell effect. 188
As to why Hezbollah was created when Amal existed, Ali Fayyath, a member of the
Lebanese parliament for Hezbollah said that "Hezbollah was created because Amal was
part of the political system at the time when Hezbollah, according to its political thought,
emphasized fighting Israel and was looking at structural solutions to the political problems
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in Lebanon. Hezbollah was a resistance and revolutionary movement while Amal was a
Lebanese political movement that was interested in resistance. In other words, Amal was a
reformist movement at the time." 189

Early Activity
Upon the Israeli invasion the resistance began with Amal, the Lebanese Communist Party
and the Syrian National Party - these were the major parties and the communist party
alone lost more than 200 while fighting the Israeli army. 190 Hezbollah's first operation was
on November 11, 1982, when Ahmed Qassir detonated himself in the Israeli headquarters
in Tyre, Southern Lebanon but the group remained secretive till 1985. The operation
resulted in the death of 76 military officers and wounding 20 others. 191 Israel's Prime
Minister at the time, Menachem Begin, declared three-day mourning because it was the
worst catastrophe since Israel's creation in 1948. While Hezbollah did not claim
responsibility for the attack at the time, it annually celebrates the eleventh of each
November as the "Martyrdom Day" in Ahmed Qassir's honor. 192 This attack was one of
twelve suicide missions mounted by the group's members which are a third of the suicide
attacks, and other groups such as Amal and various other secular and nationalist groups
conducted the remaining suicide attacks. 193 Locally, Hezbollah gained fame when in 1985
Amal and some Palestinian factions clashed with each other in Iklib Al Tuffah, and
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Hezbollah separated the two controlled areas. 194 Few years later there were many pitched
battles between Amal and Hezbollah clashed with each other in 1988. Amal succeeded in
driving Hezbollah out of most of southern Lebanon, but Hezbollah had the upper hand in
Beiruts southern suburbs and Amal was only saved by a Syrian intervention. In addition,
Hezbollah launched another offensive against Amal in the south which ended in an
agreement, brokered by Iran, which allowed for a limited return of Hezbollah to the south.
195

Some believe that the visions of the two trends diverged on several issues and outright

clashes took place between Hezbollah and Amal in 1987. The former General Secretary of
Hezbollah, Subhi Al Tufeili, claimed in 1989 that war broke out because of differences on
the Palestinian issue as Hezbollah sought the liberation of Palestine in contrast to Amal
who adapted a passive policy. Second, Hezbollah wanted to replace the confessional
political system in Lebanon; Amal, on the other hand, supported terminating the
confessional system in rhetoric while it cooperated with the government to formulate
agreements. Finally, the disagreement was also about the stance on Israel since
Hezbollah took an uncompromising position while Amal believed it possible that Israel
would withdraw from south Lebanon through diplomatic means. 196 Other analysts believe
that the clash between the Shii brothers is seen as a proxy battle for influence between
Iran and Syria. While Amal was more pro-Arab and was very close to Hafez Al Assad, and
Hezbollah was part of the Iranian revolution so in reality the competition was between Iran
and Syria for more influence. 197 Today it is not in the interest of both groups to talk about
this period because it would affect the cohesion of the Shia house. Nevertheless, each has
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their own view as to what happened. Amal believed that the Iranians wanted to forcibly
make Hezbollah a player in the Lebanese arena. Hezbollah, on the other hand, says that
they were fighting the Israelis while the Syrians wanted the subservience of us as they did
with all other parties and they used Amal. 198 Now back to the fight against Israel.
While Hezbollah conducted other suicide missions, many of its other attacks were less
successful. Though Hezbollah never claimed the attack against the US embassy in Beirut,
it has always been held responsible. Many theories surfaced about the matter one of them
is the "the attack on the US embassy in Beirut, for example, occurred after the Soviet
Union gave Syria information that top CIA officials would be meeting there on April 23,
1983." 199 And the attack is linked to the notorious Imad Mughniyeh who is described by
the CIA
as "highly intelligent "and having "very close relations with Iran." David
Barkai, an Israeli military officer in charge of assessing Mughniyah for many
years, describe him as "one of the most creative and brilliant minds [he had]
ever come across." Robert Baer, a former CIA officer, reported that
Mughniyah "enters by one door, exit by another, changes his car daily, never
makes appointments on telephone, never predictable." The Israeli diplomat
and scholar Itamar Rabinovich alludes to his skill by noting that Israel did not
even learn of his importance to the organization until the 1990s. More bluntly
a leading Israeli official described him as "a very capable son of a bitch," For
Hezbollah, as for most successful terrorist groups, competence is valued over
ideology. Mughniyah was undoubtedly a true believer, but in a phone
conversation that Israel recorded, Sheikh Naim Qassem reportedly noted,
"He's no great saint when it comes to religion." 200

On April 1983, Hezbollah conducted its second "martyrdom operations" when Ali
Safiyyddine detonated a car into an Israeli convoy killing six soldiers and wounding four.
On October of the same year 29 Israeli soldiers were killed when a Hezbollah member

198

Interview with Fadlallah

199

Byman, Daniel. A high price: the triumphs and failures of Israeli counterterrorism. Oxford University Press, 2011.

200

Byman. A high price

68

blew himself up in an UNRWA building. But failure was part of the conduct as well. For
example, two suicide missions got blown prematurely in 1983 as well while they were on
their way to Tyre. 201 Furthermore, many of the operations that Hezbollah did in between
resulted the loss of many members and with modest outcomes. 202 They were also inspired
by the human waves tactic used by the Iranians in the war against Iraq so they would get
30-40 guys with headbands saying Allahu Akbar (God is Great) charging at heavily fortified
compound and the Israelis or the SLA (South Lebanese Army) would just mow them down.
203

But what is the ideological tenets in which allowed for the suicide missions which

Hezbollah rested on?
'The Phantoms in the Mind'
Without any doubt, the 1980s were a very turbulent time for Lebanon, which produced
radical ideas unrelated to reality. The country was beset by a protracted civil war with no
end in sight, a second invasion by a powerful neighbor, and a revolution in the vicinity that
supported Shia demands in the region. Each warring party had demands that were
impossible to meet as stalemate continued, and each group was also a representative of a
patron state that had its own objectives in Lebanon. To mention but one example, there
were calls for dividing a country that is less than half of the size of Massachusetts by the
Maronites, and the Druz wanted their separate entity. 204 It is during this period, and
specifically in 1985, that Hezbollah produced its first manifesto.
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Hezbollah remained in the shadows for few years (1982-1985) until it announced its
existence with the publishing of the Open Letter. This letter expressed clearly the
ideological objectives of the group that can be summarized into the following: the complete
adherence to wilayat al faqih (the rule of the jurisprudent), the overthrow of the Lebanese
government and the establishment of an Islamic state, and the complete destruction of
Israel.
Wali Faqih
Khomeinis's concept of wilayat al faqih, which was published as a book, is composed out
of speeches that Khomeini gave in Najaf, Iraq in early 1970. The book is fundamentally
about the justification of the rule of the jurisprudent. That justification rests on two main
bases: the first is religious text, which is divided into verses from the Quran, and sayings
by the prophet and the 12 Shia imams. The second is the historic stories of the interaction
of the prophet and the imams concerning politics and religion. 205
In the introduction Khomeini talks about the “imperialist penetration of the Muslim
countries” in order to extirpate Islam through a plan that was devised three centuries ago.
By extirpating Islam he means to drain the religion from its vitality since it was an obstacle
to Western power and further material gain.
In the second chapter he argues for the “Necessity of Islamic Government”. In the
beginning Khomeini states that God not only revealed a body of law, he had also laid down
a particular form of government together with executive and administrative institutions. He
also states that the prophet headed “the executive and the administrative institutions of
Muslim society” implicitly saying that this form of combined temporal and religious authority
is continuous.
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In chapter three, titled “The Form of Islamic Government,” he describes the nature of the
would-be established government. It is not absolutist or monarchist rather it is
constitutional. Constitutional is not similar to Western constitutionalism in which the laws
are approved by the majority, but in constraining the ruler by preordained Islamic laws.
The final chapter is entitled “Program of the Establishment of an Islamic Government.” The
task he lays is the propagation of the cause by teaching the people and instructing them in
religion along with exposing further the plundering and corruption of the regime. The
young, therefore, are central to his approach because “The students are opposed to
tyranny; they are opposed to the puppet regimes imperialism imposes; they are opposed
to thievery and the plundering of public wealth; they are opposed to this consumption of
what is forbidden and this deceitful propaganda.” 206
In short, though there have been attempts at politicizing Shiasim by Ayatollah Ali Al Karaki
in the 16th century and Ayatollah Muhammed Hussein Naini (1860-1936), Khomeini was
the only Shia cleric that applied his own theory of establishing an Islamic state during the
great occultation of the 12th Shia Imam (who disappeared in the ninth century.) Therefore,
the Iranian revolution is not simply a mass demonstration that toppled a tyrant; it is a set of
ideals that influenced Shii thought and Shia groups in the region among them Lebanon's
Shia.
This concept became the basis of the Iranian political system after the revolution, which in
turn called for an export of the revolution, yet none of the armed groups Iran supported
had immediate and continuous success as Hezbollah did. Iran's revolution inspired
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Hezbollah who avowed its complete adherence to Khomeini and his concept. The Open
Letter unequivocally states that:
We, the son’s of Hizbullah’s umma, whose vanguard God has given victory in
Iran and which has established the nucleus of the world’s central Islamic
state, abide by the orders of a single wise and just command represented by
the guardianship of the jurisprudent (waliyy al-faqih), currently embodied in
the supreme Ayatullah Ruhallah al-Musawi al-Khumayni […] Therefore, what
befalls the Muslims in Afghanistan, Iraq, the Philippines, or elsewhere befalls
the body of our Islamic nation of which we are an indivisible part and we
move to confront it out of a “religious duty” (wajib shar‘i) primarily and in
light of a general political visualization decided by the leader waliyy al-faqih.
207

This new relationship made Hezbollah relationship with Iran blurry for analysts. Is
Hezbollah a client of Iran, a partner, or a mixture of the two? Suffice it to say in this chapter
there is a difference between Hezbollah's relationship to al wali al faqih i.e. Khomeini and
later Khaminai, and Hezbollah's relationship with the Iranian state. Regardless, mutual
statements between the two indicated a solid relationship or at least a solid basis for it. For
example, the speaker of the Iranian parliament in the 1980s, Hashemi Rafsanjani, said
that the road to Jerusalem passes through Karbala (in Iraq) and Lebanon. 208 But as we
shall see later, there were many roads but none actually led to the holy city. It was obvious
that this goal is unattainable, and the same could be said about creating an Islamic state
as we shall see later.

The Utopian State
Hezbollah's leadership, well aware of their own community's history of being oppressed
and marginalized, believed the ad hoc Lebanese political system is favoring the Maronites
and unreformable. The mission was to liberate Lebanon from the confessional political
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system that is based on man-made laws and end once and for all the domination of the
Maronites. Moreover, Hezbollah contended that abiding by 'situational laws' was prohibited
from a religious and political view. Abiding by man-made laws and rejecting Sharia law are
two goals by colonial powers that seek to distort the image of Islam. 209 This approach and
interpretation of reality, i.e. overthrowing the political system and creating an Islamic state
based on Sharia law, was clearly stated in the first manifesto and statements by
Hezbollah's maintained during the formative years. But before looking at the Open Letter it
is important to keep in mind that Hezbollah at the time was betting on a prolonged fight
between the Soviet Union and the US and believed that this fight will not end and linked it
to its resistance position. In addition, Hezbollah was certain that the Iran-Iraq war would
end realizing the slogans that were chanted by Iran that the road to Jerusalem goes
through Karbala. Therefore, it believed that Jerusalem would be liberated with the coming
Iranian army. Finally, Hezbollah's leadership believed the state would not be created in
Lebanon because there were many formulas that were proposed but rejected by
Hezbollah and it was thinking that it was a resistance group that was not bound by a
political system or boundaries. 210
The text of the Open Letter plainly presents a radical and violent group with a rigid and
uncompromising political outlook. Any reform was impossible because it would
Only profit, ultimately, the present system. All such opposition, which operates
within the framework of the conservation and safeguarding of the present
constitution without demanding changes at the level of the very foundation of
the regime, is hence, an opposition of pure formality, which cannot satisfy the
interests of the oppressed masses. Likewise, any opposition, which confronts
the present regime but within the limits fixed by it, is an illusory opposition,
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which renders a great service to the Jumayyel [the Lebanese president at the
time] system. Moreover, we cannot be concerned by any proposition of political
reform, which accepts the rotten [Lebanese political] system actually in effect.
We could not care less about the creation of this or that governmental coalition
or about the participation of this or that political personality in some ministerial
post, which is but a part of this unjust regime. 211

Such a sentiment was reflected in the statements made by Hezbollah's senior cadre. AlTufaily, for example, said: “We [Hezbollah] consider the regime of Amin Jumayyel as one
created by the Western imperialism to destroy the personality of Muslims in this country
and to Westernize it. And we will not allow that”. 212 In 1988 this sentiment was reiterated
by Ibrahim Amin Al Sayeed on the ninth anniversary of the Iranian revolution saying that
"the Muslim populace in Lebanon does not accept to become part of the (political) project
of others (Lebanese state) heeding to the president of the Maronite regime rather others
should find a place for themselves in the project of Islam." 213
By rejecting the current political system, Hezbollah introduced a new way of governance.
The leadership of Hezbollah such as Hasan Nasrallah, Husayn Al-Musawi, and Shaykh
Subhi Al-Tufayli emphasized the importance of the unity of Muslims on a global level under
one Islamic state. They also stressed an Islamic doctrine of which the unification of the
Muslim umma was at the core. They also believed that seeking the unity of all Muslims is a
legitimate duty incumbent upon them and other Muslims as well. And the calls for unity
that transcends nationalism especially with Iran.
Hezbollah, without any doubt, was greatly inspired by the Iranian revolution and therefore
the ideals that stemmed from the revolution became the road map for action. The banner
of a holistic Islam, which Iran lifted, was oblivious to the Sunni-Shia divide, and Hezbollah
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echoed Iranian rhetoric and insisted that the Muslim world follow in the footsteps of Iran.
Therefore, the top brass of Hezbollah regarded themselves as part of the Iranian
revolution and they called themselves the Islamic Revolution in Lebanon that meant they
are a part of a whole. The centrality of Iran meant, according to Hezbollah, it is a duty of
each member to defend Iran because it is the pure Islamic state that is the country that
has wilayat al faqih as a political system.214 They called on
all the Arab and Muslim populace in order to declare to them that the
experience of the Muslims in Islamic Iran, does not leave a pretext to anyone,
because it has proven beyond the shadow of a doubt, that bear chests that
are driven by a faithful volition, with the great aid of God, was able to break all
the iron [power] of the tyrannical regimes… That is why, we call upon these
populace to unify their ranks, plan their objectives, mobilize to break the
chains that engulf its volition, and to over through the despotic collaborating
governments [with the ‘enemy’] 215

Obliterating Little Satan
In the same political declaration, Hezbollah also affirmed its uncompromising and
continuous struggle against Israel till its obliteration, and based its political, intellectual,
and military to fighting the Israelis. Hezbollah believed in the illegitimacy of Israel's
existence and raised the banner of liberating Jerusalem. The Open Letter is very clear in
calling for wiping out Israel from the face of earth in order to establish a Palestinian state
along the pre-1948 borders; and thereafter Israel was called a “Rapist Entity” “Cancerous
Gland” “Rapist Zionists”, the view is that
the Zionist entity is aggressive from its inception, and built on lands wrested
from their owners, at the expense of the rights of the Muslim people. Therefore
our struggle will end only when this entity is obliterated. We recognize no treaty
with it, no cease-fire, and no peace agreements, whether separate or
consolidated. We vigorously condemn all plans for negotiation with Israel, and
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regard all negotiators as enemies, for the reason that such negotiation is
nothing but the recognition of the legitimacy of the Zionist occupation of
Palestine. Therefore we oppose and reject the Camp David Agreements, the
proposals of King Fahd, the Fez and Reagan plan, Brezhnev’s and the FrenchEgyptian proposals, and all other programs that include the recognition (even
the implied recognition) of the Zionist entity.216

Even the anti-Western sentiment partially stemmed from American and European support
for Israel. The Open Letter adds:
We declare openly and loudly that we are an umma which fears God only and
is by no means ready to tolerate injustice, aggression and humiliation.
America, its Atlantic Pact allies [NATO], and the Zionist entity in the holy land
of Palestine [Israel], attacked us and continue to do so without respite. Their
aim is to make us eat dust continually. This is why we are, more and more, in
a state of permanent alert in order to repel aggression and defend our
religion, our existence, our dignity. They invaded our country, destroyed our
villages, slit the throats of our children, violated our sanctuaries and
appointed masters over our people who committed the worst massacres
against our umma. They do not cease to give support to these allies of Israel,
and do not enable us to decide our future according to our own wishes.217

This ideology, enshrined in the Open Letter, was reflected in the statements and conduct
of the group within Lebanon.

e. Acting on Convictions
In terms of rhetoric, Hezbollah was clear as to the ideological goals that were summed
above. Lebanon is to become an integral part of the umma as Ibrahim al Amin, the
spokesperson of the group at the time, said in 1987 "we do not say that we are part of Iran,
we are Iran in Lebanon, and Lebanon in Iran." 218 Iran represented the centrality of the
cause, a core that would stretch and encompass a great entity. In another occasion he
added:
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"We in Lebanon do not consider ourselves as separate from the
revolution in Iran, especially on the question of Jerusalem. We
consider ourselves, and pray to God that it will become part of the
army which the Imam wishes to create in order to liberate Jerusalem.
We obey his orders because we do not believe in geography but in
change. 219

As for indoctrination, Hezbollah aimed at taking an advantage of the dismal
socioeconomic conditions that beset Lebanon. Nasrallah believed in 1986 that Hezbollah
must "pay much effort to buttress Jihadi work. In a time when there is a million hungry
Lebanese our mission is not to give them bread but to find Jihadi solutions in order for the
umma to grasp a sword and illuminate it in the face of the political leaders." 220 He also
believed that Lebanon should be an Islamic state part of Iran. 221 And in a 1986 speech
Nasrallah also said that "We do not believe in a country [which is] called Lebanon because
10425 square kilometers [size of Lebanon] are an outcome of a map drawn by the
arrogant. Instead, we believe in the big Islamic homeland." 222 Regarding Israel,
Hezbollah's views and goals did not change. According to Nasrallah at the time "We must
drive Israel from our country, not to stop the battle when we reach the border, but to
continue the battle to Jerusalem." 223 While former General Secretary Al-Mussawi stated in
1985 "Israel is the Middle East cancer ... and in the future we will work on eradicating it."
He also said in 1986 that "Our goal is not to defeat Antoin Lahd's militia [South Lebanon
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Army] on the border ... our motto is to work on eradicating Israel." 224 Some of other
statements include:
As al-Tufayli [who] said, "Palestine will be liberated by arms not
negotiations." Husayn al-Musawi has said the same "Israel will disappear
through battle sooner or later." It is a "cancer that must be cut out of this
nation's body" and a "germ that must not be given a truce." Otherwise, we will
have given it a chance to destroy us." Abbas al-Mussawi also terms Israel
"the cancer of the Middle East … In the future we will wipe out any trace of
Israel in Palestine," he said. "Our actions will continue till we enter the very
heart of Palestine, for our goal is not the liquidation of [South Lebanese Army
Commander] Antoine Lahd in the border zone. Our slogan is the liquidation of
Israel" 225

Even the current allies were not spared during Hezbollah's revolutionary period as they
were associated with Israel. In a statement by Ibrahim Amin Al Sayyed in 1989 he said:
Aoun is a tool of the arrogant and a symbol of Maronism. He holds a project, which had
fallen when Israel was still [in Lebanon]. Both the proposal and the project of Michel Aoun
are the proposal of the May 17 Accord and the project of the Israeli invasion." 226
All of these goals were championed under the banner of Islamism and therefore Hezbollah
expressed itself as al Muqawamah al Islamysah (the Islamic Resistance) 227 and in terms
of practice Hezbollah tried to create an Islamic society that resembled the Islamic Republic
of Iran. Hezbollah "argued for the necessity of establishing an Islamic order, stressing that
social change must begin from the top by changing the political system and annihilating
the ruling elite through a top-down revolutionary process." 228 As Hezbollah's fighters took
control of Eastern Beirut in 1984 they imposed Islamic law in the area. The sale of alcohol
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was forbidden, they closed all of the stores that sold alcohol and destroyed the ones that
did not abide by this rule, and they monitored restaurants and hotels for the sale of
alcohol. Hezbollah's fighters roamed Beirut with ribbons around their heads saying "God is
Great" and in Beirut's most famous street, Al Hambra, they put pictures of Khomeini with
captions that read "We all are Khomeini's." 229 Furthermore, the flag that was embraced by
Hezbollah in the beginning was the Iranian flag that was considered as "Islam's" flag not
the Lebanese one, which was burnt by Hezbollah's demonstrators. Even Hezbollah's
volunteers used to put the Iranian flag on the left part of their chest, the picture of
Khomeini on the right, and the dead were wrapped in Iranian flag. Even some of the
religious sermons were played in Farsi. 230
Given all of these statements and practices which reflected Hezbollah's ideological goals,
it was inconceivable for the group to reconcile itself to a political system that was
inherently unjust and built on sectarian basis. As a result, Hezbollah did not seek to reform
the system because it was too rotten rather to replace it with a new one. In this sense
Hezbollah, as per Giovanni Sartori, is a revolutionary party that tried to change the system
from "outside the system." 231 By the end of the 1980, however, many important
developments took place that affected Hezbollah and its conduct. The Iran-Iraq ended with
a stalemate and the dreams of turning Iraq into an Islamic republic vanquished. In addition,
there was a thaw in the Arab-Israeli conflict, the PLO began negotiating with the Israelis,
Jordan signed a peace accord later, and Syria participated in the Madrid peace conference
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in 1991. But most importantly, the civil war in Lebanon ended with the Taif agreement. The
chaotic 1980s were over and Hezbollah faced a new reality.

4. Conclusion
Process tracing, according to Alexander George and Andrew Bennet, converts a historical
narrative to an analytical explanation that is based on clear theory. The narrative of to
understand the approach of Hezbollah one must understand the collective Shia Arab
interpretation of history which is based on the sense of marginalization and oppression.
Regardless of the true historical events, the Shia believe they have been targeted since
the early days of Islam by the Sunni majority who considered them as heretics and
committed many atrocities against them. Not only that but the Shia have been excluded
from power by both force and choice. The Shia have always been shunned away from
politics; some might argue and justly so, that the Shia themselves refused to take part in
politics because of their core theological belief that any government is illegitimate if it was
not led by the Mehdi - the twelfth Shia Imam who disappeared and would return to restore
justice. Yet, beyond political participation, the Shia were persecuted and suffered the most
from defective governance. For Shia Arabs the domination of Sunni Ottomans was
particularly brutal and inimical not only for excluding them from power but also for
systematically targeting them, placing the Shia at the bottom of society.
The fall of the Ottoman Empire ignited many ideologies attempting to prevail over each
other and reform the new emerging countries. As a reaction to Ottomanism (which rested
on Islamism) pan-Arabism was at its peak but failed as did other secular parties by the
1970s ironically leaving the Islamists as the only legitimate representative of the people
only few decades after the fall of the Khilafat. But Islamism itself was intrinsically divided
not only between wide arrays of ideologies with different endeavors but between mainly
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two different sects. As an oppositional force, this divide was not so visible but as political
developments increasingly exposed the brittle states in the Middle East, first divide and
then the clash became inevitable.
Moreover, the story of the Shia identity and ideology is identical in similar respects to other
identities and ideologies in the Middle East. The dichotomy between those that who view
themselves as part of a transnational identity and those who believe they are part of the
new nation-state created after WWI is clear and present. For the Shia that dichotomy took
shape first in the movement for being part of Syria instead of Lebanon after the French
mandate, and continued with pan-Arabism and communism. It was only with the Iranian
revolution that it became part of a Shia project for the whole region. Nationalist Shiasim,
on the other hand, manifested itself grotesquely by self-serving elite of both landowners
and clerics. Though Musa Al Sadr opposed both, nevertheless, he called Lebanon a final
home for the Shia and during his final days opposed the transitional Shia tendency that
tried to connect with the sea of Sunnis. It would have been very interesting to see how Al
Sadr reacted to the Iranian revolution. His demise regenerated the incongruity between the
ever transnational and national tendencies within Shiasim.
Based on the above facts one can draw many inferences from the Shia's history in
Lebanon up until the 1990s. The targeting of a segment of a society on identity basis
results in an imbalance within a state if not addressed properly in time of peace will turn
into an armed protest when the central government is weakened. The massive
transformation the Shia underwent because of migration and mass-communication opened
their eyes to the unjust treatment of the state towards their sect. The social conditions of
the Shia were by far much worse than the rest of the Lebanese before and after
independence. And even today there is a masked discrimination as governmental jobs are
distributed based on a specific hierarchy where the Maroniets are on the top and the rest
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are divided thereafter. 232 As a result, the Shia sense of historical discrimination and
isolation is not only part of their narrative but also has its mark on every move they make.
Therefore, they constituted the body of leftist revolutionary and pan-Arab trans-national
parties, which is indicative of the non-sectarian tendency of the Shia at the time. To play
by the Lebanese political rules - i.g. acting by sect rather than national interest - required
the efforts of the charismatic Sadr.
The significance of Musa Al-Sadr lies in his proper understanding of the Lebanese state's
limits, creating a cohesive Shia community, and peacefully channeling Shia grievances.
He succeeded largely in time of peace and continued the same path after three years of
civil war. No wonder why he is claimed as a champion of Shiaism by most of the Lebanese
Shia and his pictures adorn the streets where both Amal and Hezbollah dominate. But the
structure which Imam Musa created did not evolve as desired because of the civil war
upheavals and the invasion. The rationalist tone of the secular Amal leadership that
succeeded Al Sadr combined with their corruption, and lack of clericalism put them on the
margins because of brewing radical rage due to invasion, and extremism of other groups.
The ground was fertile for an uncompromising stance in the face of all these dangers as
rationality receded. It is in this environment that Hezbollah was created, nurtured, and set
its first ideological ideals. Moreover, Amal's stance could not withstand the revolutionary
winds buffeting from Iran. Especially as political moderates are always a minority in times
of chaos and fear, and are trumpeted by the loud voices of radicalism. As aptly observed
by David Killcullen in the Accidental Guerilla, the legitimate demands of the people can be
hijacked by the radicalism of alien ideologies
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In this sense Musa Al Sadr unknowingly prepared the ground for Hezbollah by building the
identity and institutions for the Shia. Thus, it becomes clear that Hezbollah's ideology is
based on legitimate grievances for questionable endeavors. There is no question about
the Palestinian tragedy, the illegality of the Israeli occupation, and the discriminating
domination of the Maronites in Lebanon. Yet how to address these crises vary greatly and
this is where change in an ideology can happen as groups move from a radical stance to
more realistic solutions or even an indefinite postponement. Therefore, it is important to
differentiate between the causes, which led to the rise of extremism, and the ideals
espoused. Hezbollah's ideology, specifically its belief in creating an Islamic state, is as
alien to the Shia of Lebanon as the ideologies that the Shia believed in during the 1950s
and the 1960s. As mentioned above, the Shia - scholars and adherents - reject the idea of
an Islamic state before the appearance of the Mehdi, and they were actually fed up with
the Palestinian cause because of the practices of the fedayyen and the persistence of war.
The creation of an Islamic state as a 'solution' gains ground not because it is a viable
solution – there is no precedent of a modern Islamic Shii state based on vilayat al faghih–
but because of the failure of governance by the current regimes.
When analyzing the Shia communities in the Arabian Peninsula the Arab identity is taken
for granted while highlighting the sectarian identity shared with Persian Iran, also
neglecting the theological differences arose after the Iranian revolution. Shia Arabs view
themselves as the true representatives of Shiasm and tremendous national pride in their
race as opposed to Persian sense of identity and aloofness from religion. And despite the
clerical connections, there remain several theological differences between various Shia
clerics those who believe in the rule of the clerics and those who represent the long Shii
traditional of opposing interference in politics. Taken these two factors into consideration it
becomes obvious that the relationship between Iranians and Shia Arabs on both the state
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and social level is not as constantly purported. The stronger connection between
Lebanon's Shia and Iran since the revolution is the result of a mutual threat be that the
exclusivist Lebanese state, Israel, or even Sunni extremism that appeared later. Without
this common threat, the relationship is nearly meaningless. Therefore, Hezbollah is not
merely a resistance force against occupation; Hezbollah in the eyes of many Shia is a
source of Shia pride, Shia defense, Shia force for justice, and Shia identity despite the fact
that the group itself tries to portray itself as transcending sectarian identity to something
more holistic be that the national, pan-Arab, or Islamist identities.
In the chaotic climate during the civil war Hezbollah was able to manage many of the
contradictions existing in its ideology but theoretically conflicting proposition had to be
change afterwards. Hezbollah was able to portray the Iranian influence on the group and
attempts at control the Arab Shia community in general as a noble act for Islamic aims. It
also portrayed the Iranian political system as a positive development for an Islamic revival
that should be replicated in other Muslim majority countries among them Lebanon. Finally,
Hezbollah aimed at mustering all energies to obliterate Israel by all Arabs and Muslims
and by all means. The merit of Hezbollah's zeal is undisputable in believing such ideals in
the beginning of the road, but does the leadership of Hezbollah wholeheartedly believe
today they can liberate Jerusalem, rid Lebanon from Maronite domination, and establish
an Islamic state? Certainly not as will be shown in the next chapters.
Regarding the methodology this period represents a birth and thus the radical ideological
formation of the insurgency. The revolutionary ideas advocated in the beginning called for
sweeping change of the political system and the completely different political body
enshrined in the ideals of the insurgency. In 1985 Hezbollah's existence became public
after it was created with the help of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, as the former
declared its adherence to the concept of the ruling of the jurisprudence that became the
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hallmark of Iran's political system after the 1979 revolution. The group refused any
negotiations with the government, refused the existence of the state because it believed in
the umma not in the nation-state, and vied to mirror the revolutionary political system in
Iran. Hezbollah also published the Open Letter, outlining its program that indicated
absolute hostility towards Israel, rejection of the Lebanese political system, and the aim to
create an Islamic theocracy in Lebanon. In the research, this would be the period of
ideological formations, setting the aims of the group.
In addition, any compromise would be associated with treason because ideological purity
is very important to maintain the cohesiveness of the groups and to mobilize the
population. Part of social contempt against the political elite stems from continuous
compromise for narrow interest, making it imperative for the opposition to counter that
behavior with extreme ideology and discipline in the face of corrupt governments. This is
also clear in Hezbollah's conduct and view of, for example, Nabih Berri's compromise with
the Maronite government. Hezbollah not only rejected the deal struck but also charged
Berri with treason, and directly after the end of the civil war Hezbollah rejected the political
settlement because it only emended the political system and did not revolutionize it .
In this chapter, the first link of the insurgencies' ideological evolution has been established.
The coming chapters will compare this period in future epochs to demonstrate the variation
in the ideology. As mentioned above, this is in line to Yin's approach in which the case
study and its proposition will be linked through more data, which will allow for
interpretation.

Chapter 3
In the post-Taif agreement Hezbollah faced a different reality that was diametrically
opposed to the period in which it was formed. The civil war ended with a military
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stalemate, only slightly changing the political system without any revolutionary change to
the core of it. Stability was the new hallmark of the environment in Lebanon after 15 years
of vicious fratricide. The Cold War had ended as well, and the United States emerged as
the undisputed super power. Hezbollah, as other states and armed, groups failed to
anticipate this political earthquake, but he grave geopolitical and cultural ramifications
would be felt by Hezbollah in the next few decades. Furthermore, the Iraq-Iran war ended
in 1988 with stalemate and with it ended Hezbollah's aspirations of a direct connection
Iran. It was a bitter pill to swallow to see Iran agreeing finally to a ceasefire with the Iraqi
Baathist regime without liberating the holy sites and exporting by force the Iranian
revolution. Finally, Hezbollah had to contend with an imminent Syria in Lebanon. The
regional and international powers agreed on having Syria as the ultimate power manager
within Lebanon, reconciling the different political players in the country.
In the face of it Hezbollah's ideological goals, reflected in action and rhetoric, was
uncompromising and considered any hesitancy and questioning of the creation of an
Islamic state in Lebanon, participation in a secular political system, and the annihilation of
Israel as treason. These are the principles in which the group advocated and it seemed
implausible to change its approach especially given that Hezbollah is a revolutionary not a
reformist group. But as the group considered the new development it became obvious
there were only two stark choices: either accept the changes that took place or clash
headlong with an predictable losing outcome. As a result, beginning in the 1990s, a new
Hezbollah was emerging with a compromising attitude. In regards to the creation of a
theocratic state Hezbollah found theocratic solutions, and rebranded itself. Because
Hezbollah understood that the Lebanese mosaic made it impossible for the group to
establish an Islamist political system that was accepted by only a segment of its own sect;
the Shia themselves rejected the creation of an Islamic state simply because not all of the
86

Shia believed that Hezbollah represented them. So how a Sunni, let alone a Christian
could, be convinced of an Islamic state mirroring that of Iran in their country? Moreover,
the end of the civil war heralded a new era with new Lebanese aspirations. The society
was exhausted after 15 years of bloodshed and destruction, and was looking for peace,
stability, and prosperity; all of that amidst a regional tacit agreement on altering the political
system but not creating a new one. The Muslims got a better share of governance with the
Christians through the alteration of power, and revolutionary change was out of the
window. The only remaining revolutionary goal for Hezbollah, in which a large segment of
the Lebanese population and the regional powers agree on was fighting Israel. Therefore,
Hezbollah became a resistance movement focusing on fighting the Israeli occupation in
south Lebanon. And what that occupation ended it was indicative of another change.

1. Fundamentalist Metamorphosis
They have entered the heaven of power and their mentality was affected. 233

After the Taif agreement in 1989 Hezbollah's environment changed drastically on two
fronts: the political environment changed from complete chaos to a centralized government
that was shared by all of the Lebanese confessions, and second Hezbollah contended with
the Syrian supremacy in Lebanon. Hezbollah faced a stark choice between staying out of
the political system and oppose a unanimity supporting a new beginning, or be part of a
political system and cash in its resistance to the Israeli occupation. Hezbollah decided to
participate in the 1992 parliamentary elections contrary to earlier pronouncements about
anathematizing any involvement in the secular and partisan government. As for the
second change, Hezbollah accepted the role of being a Syrian tool. Hafez Al Assad
allowed Hezbollah's resistance to remain simmering without reaching a boiling point in
order to pressure the Israelis to sit down on the negotiations table. The cold-calculator in
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Damascus knew that the only card he had in his pocket was Hezbollah after the demise of
the Soviet Union so he made sure to take the utmost advantage of it. During this period
Hezbollah faced a paradox: its success against the Israelis was beneficial in mustering
support in Lebanon and the Arab world and increasing the group's importance in the
Syrian mind. One the other hand, the pressure did indeed put the Israelis on the
negotiations table, which in turn made the possibility of an Israeli-Syrian agreement
imminent, dooming the survival of Hezbollah. Yet Hezbollah was able to navigate through
these dangerous waters and reaped the fruits of its success and the failure of the
negotiations.
As the theory would predict, an insurgency would enter a pragmatic mode after the
surrounding environment changes. As we saw in the previous chapter, an insurgency
flourishes in a chaotic milieu and presents a radical alternative to reality. Yet, as chaos
recedes so does the insurgency's ideological rhetoric. Revolutionary change is easier said
than implemented, and as a result the insurgency will tone down its radicalism and
becomes more pragmatic as it enters the political sphere.

a. The New Aeon
In 1989 Saudi Arabia gathered the remaining members of the 1972 Lebanese parliament
in the Taif. They signed an agreement that effectively ended the civil war and provided the
basis for the return of political normalcy in Lebanon. The National Reconciliation Accord more known as the Taif agreement - had many points about the post-war settlement. It
reasserted the Lebanese authority in southern Lebanon that was occupied by Israel,
redesigned the political powers within the political system in order to accommodate the
Muslim majority, and set the stage for a special relationship between Lebanon and Syria.
The agreement also stated that it was a national priority to end political sectarianism;
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however, the agreement did not provide a timeframe for doing so. 234 Moreover, all militias
were to disband except for Hezbollah because it was considered as a resistance force
against the Israelis.
Initially Hezbollah rejected the Taif accord on the basis that it is a flawed reform that barely
changed the National Pact signed in 1943 that contributed to the Shia marginalization. In
an official statement Hezbollah criticized the agreement saying the "conspiracy of Taif has
betrayal dimensions which go beyond the repressing of the Muslims of Lebanon and
disregarding the rights of its downtrodden. The conspiracy itself extended to support the
Israeli presence in Lebanon and the region, strangle the Islamic resistance in Lebanon and
slaughter the blessed Islamic Intifada in occupied Palestine." 235 And in a study published
by the group called The Document of the Taif: A Study of its Content stated "First: the
maintenance of the confessional nature of the political system, and the maintenance of the
essence of the confessional formula, which rules the system. Second: the preservation of
the excellent position of the Maronite sect, and balancing the reforms which affected its
position; It was noticed how the sect itself restored what was lost from another places" 236
While the official Hezbollah newspaper at the time, Al 'Ahd, criticized the superficiality of
the accord and its supposed political reform. It also emphasized that the agreement was
"anti-national and maintain[ed] the Maronite system and reinforc[ed] the [Israeli]
occupation, while the Islamic resistance confirms its steadfastness." 237 Furthermore, the
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group did not denounce the Taif agreement only because it was viewed as an imperfect
and unjust but because Hezbollah also thought that it was an implementation of an
American project. Hezbollah's reaction should be understood as the group's
mastery of political violence served as an essential ingredient in its rapid and
calibrated transformation from a small rag-tag revolutionary militia into a
major military and social actor during the chaos of the civil war, it gradually
became a handicap to the movement as the Lebanese environment moved
towards peace with the conclusion and the impending implementation of the
Taif accord. The Taif accord, in itself, effectively undermined the vacuum in
which Hizballah had operated. 238 [My Italics]

Yet Hezbollah did not have a choice but to be part of the political system and it was forced
to move from a revolutionary position to 'constitutional opposition' in which the group
assents to the fundamentals of the political system instead of categorically rejecting its
entire basis. 239 Hezbollah became aware of the extraordinary political changes and
became very aware of the importance of the sectarian public opinion as a system of
reciprocal relations between the group and the sect became deeper and improved as
Hezbollah became more and more institutionalized. 240 Therefore, a "new era in
Hezbollah's life began after the Taif agreement that was reflected on its political rhetoric
regarding the state, its institutions, and the local political powers. This rhetoric changed
from what it was before the Taif." 241
In 1992 Hezbollah decided that it will be part of a political system that it rejected since its
birth. Hezbollah "decided to participate in the elections in response to a rational analysis
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and prudent, shrewd evaluation of the changing factors in general and particularly in the
movement’s arena of operation." 242 There were different factors that contributed to
Hezbollah's decision. There was a new reality being shaped in Lebanon and Hezbollah did
not have a choice but to be part of it or excluding itself from it. The sentiment within the
Shia community, within the broader Lebanese society, shifted greatly after the end of the
civil war. People looked more for security and prosperity and were exhausted because of
the 15-year war. And as Hezbollah changed its view of the political system it also changed
its rhetoric.
The participation of the group in the first election after the civil war marked a new era in
Hezbollah's history and a shift from a pure revolutionary Pan-Islamic period to a different
group that was more pragmatic and outwardly Lebanese. Instead of portraying itself as an
Islamist group "[i]n a complete reversal of the party’s earlier refusal to identify itself as a
Lebanese party, Hizbu’llah now depicts itself as a party which represents all Lebanese." 243
Even in terms of competition with Amal, for example, Hezbollah portrayed itself as more
Islamic but after the elections it became more Lebanese as opposed to Amal which was
exclusively Shia. 244 In terms of political alliances, Hezbollah was ready to make any
political alliances necessary. Hezbollah's pragmatic policies began as soon as it
participated in the 1992 elections when it allied itself with Nadir Sukkar: a former enemy
only few years before then. As Naim Qassim once stated "elections are numbers and
alliances and we try to attract any votes and ally with whoever benefits us." 245 And when
asked a year after the elections whether his party is willing to have its candidates on the
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lists of the Lebanese Forces (an extremist Maronite party), Hezbollah's MP Muhammed
Fneish said "Hezbollah has no problem dealing with any Lebanese group or current
whatever their convictions might be. We have only one sensitivity and that is relationship
with Israel." 246
And despite the fact that there were statements by Hezbollah's officials alluding that
Hezbollah did not abandon its aim of creating an Islamic state, many dismissed such
rhetoric. For example, Al Amin, the faction chairman in parliament, explained “Hezbollah’s
entry to parliament does not symbolize a change in the organization’s plan, working
towards the establishment of an Islamic republic in Lebanon”. According to him “Hezbollah
will work inside the organization [meaning parliament] for radical change in the current
clannish and unjust regime, which carried out crimes against the people.” 247 But after 14
years and counting it is hard to believe in the sincerity of this possibility. As one
commentator put it "as we speak the political factions in Lebanon have not agreed on
electing a new president for over two years in 2016, it is simple impossible Hezbollah
would work within the government for such a transformation" 248 Furthermore, Hezbollah
became sensitive to public perception and the expression of its constituency who
categorically dismissed any attempt at creating an Islamic state. 249 Based on its actions
Hezbollah gradually tried to change its image inside and outside Lebanon.
As Hezbollah’s candidates won 12 of the 128 seats in parliament in 1992 and nine in 1996,
it became the largest single party bloc in the legislative chamber both times and tried to
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portray itself as a responsible actor. 250 Though Hezbollah did not participate in the
government it would name some people that had a similar view of the party because the
group did not want to be responsible for the incapability and the failure of the government
(Hezbollah would participate in the government later however). In terms of rhetoric
Hezbollah began to change its tone by selling its objectives in more patriotic terms and
branding itself as a national resistance movement which some have called ‘gradualist
pragmatism’. 251

b. Charm Offensive

Hezbollah's participation in elections and openness after the Taif agreement was dubbed
Lebanonization or infitah towards the Lebanese state and society. One of the main factors
that led to this process and thus the endorsement of democracy by Hezbollah is the logic
of survival. Some argue that members of the group realized that the revolutionary activity
is not only rejected by the mainstream of the Lebanese society but also unlikely to
succeed. 252 Therefore, the group became more open and tried expanding its popular
base, and attempted to present a new image to the world in general and the Lebanese
public in specific. An important development in this direction was also the development of
the media department in order to familiarize the audience with the group's program and
military operations. 253 In addition, Hezbollah had a grassroots approach in a 'get to know
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us' meetings by which several individuals were invited by the group's officials to chat about
political, economic, and social issues. The insurgency began showing appreciation for
legitimacy.
The primary concern for Hezbollah became political legitimacy and broader popular base.
Hezbollah, as a result needed to puff up its nationalistic credentials in order to appeal for a
base that is beyond the Shia. Hezbollah "maintained its populist approach while making
clear that it continued to support the creation of an Islamic state in Lebanon; however, the
group’s leadership was now keen to stress that this objective was not a practical option in
the immediate future given Lebanon’s confessional and sectarian make-up." 254 It also
used comprehensive political discourse in order to legitimize its resistance on the
Lebanese level and to a lesser extent on the international level and to convince them of
the logic of its military aim of liberating the south. Unlike the Palestinian groups that
operated against Israel, Hezbollah paid very close attention- continues to do so - to the
people's contentment. They do not bother the people at all and if they cause indirect
damage, they would immediately compensate the damaged. 255 However, legitimizing the
resistance was not the only goal of this charm offensive. According to some analysts,
Hezbollah participated in 1992 for protecting its political rear, although it trusts Nabih Berry
to play this role but being in parliament was additional security. Hezbollah's role in the
Lebanese government is to observe and only when its security is at stake it starts
maneuver. 256 Others believe that Hezbollah mainly confined its objective with resisting
Israeli occupation and therefore wanted to outlive its utility in case of an Israeli withdrawal.
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By thinking of this possibility Hezbollah wanted to secure a political role once the
occupation was over. 257
That said, because of the statements made by Hezbollah's leadership as well as the
groups propaganda that accompanied the election campaigns it was apparent that public
opinion became an important factor. The broadening of the constituency brought with it
policies to sustain support for the group because the
the new Shi'i middle class does not yearn to live in an Islamic Republic, least
of all the Islamic Republic of Lebanon [...] There have been periodic hints from
leading Hezbollah officials, including Nasrallah and Deputy Secretary-General
Na'im Qassem, that the 1985 Open Letter is obsolete and no longer an
authoritative guide to the party’s positions. 258

The Lebanese heterogeneity, which range ideologically from leftist and right movements to
strictly sectarian parties, is reflected in Hezbollah's lists that put forth in the elections is
also indicative of the group's attempt at reaching out to the Lebanese public at large.
Therefore, it is safe to say that Hezbollah's participation in the elections is a sign that it has
matured on the practical level and began to learn the ways of politics and pragmatism after
it became a social force responsible for its constituency and would pay the price if its
constituency was not satisfied with Hezbollah's performance. 259
c. Refashioning Islamism
In addition, Hezbollah's leaders understood that there has to be changes made to their
organization's outlook if the struggle against Israel to be supported. Nasrallah and Amin Al
Sayyed, for example,
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saw that under the prevailing conditions ideological rigidity would deny their
armed struggle the national legitimacy necessary to win it strong and
continuous Lebanese support. The ‘moderates’ were therefore willing to look
for ways around the ideological impasse that would allow pursuit of jihad
without totally compromising other Islamic imperatives. Various conceptions
of the concept of jihad itself, and interpretations as to when coexistence with
non-Muslim state might have to occur, offered a theological rationale for
accommodation. 260

Therefore, none of Hezbollah's parliamentary and municipal elections program in the years
1992, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2004, 2005, and 2010 including the 2009 manifesto refers to the
creation of an Islamic state in Lebanon. And when the group's officials are asked about
this endeavor they simply reply that the establishment of an Islamic theocracy would only
be the result of the freedom and the will of the vast majority of Muslims and non-Muslims.
As a result it is evident that
Hezbollah’s metamorphosis could be attributed to changing historical and
social circumstances and, more importantly, to the results of interactions with
other political actors. Thus, the objective, sociological, and political reality of
Lebanon compelled this originally Islamist movement onto the post-Islamist
path, even though such post-Islamism remains inconsistent, selective, and
pragmatic. 261

It is also obvious that the dream of an Islamic state was crushed by the Lebanese variety
and therefore Hezbollah changed their approach. 262 Moreover, pragmatism got far from
the revolutionary ideals and was subsumed by interest because the Islamists have the
power of legitimizing their actions and that power shifts depending on the interest. 263 But
despite Hezbollah's pragmatism in dealing with various issues, it's adherence to wilayat al
faqih is still questionably ideological.

d. Relationship Restructuring
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The change of Hezbollah's ideology regarding an Islamic theocracy necessitated a change
of Hezbollah's interpretation of the wilayat al faqih in order for the group to maintain a
foothold in Lebanon's multi-confessional political system. Pan-Islamism was Khomeini's
central pillar in teaching and exporting the revolution. Yet as Hezbollah faced the dilemma
of ideological inconsistency it received a stamp of legitimacy for participating in the
elections. While early on Hezbollah was avers to nationalism and did not believe in the
nation-state, in the 1990s it began to introduce a new concept. Hezbollah began to declare
that there is no contradiction between Islam and nationalism. In fact, Islam is reinforcing
nationalism because the defense of the homeland is a wajib shari i.e. a religious duty.
Thus the party began to believe that Islamism serves nationalism or as stated by Naim
Qassim "had I not been a committed Muslim I would not have had this perception of
nationalism." 264 As such, the resistance itself is a duty, a goal, and a national cause that is
waged by all Lebanese and Arabs concerned. In other words, Hezbollah is not an Islamic
resistance only but nationalist i.e. Arab and Lebanese. And in order to substantiate its new
approach, Hezbollah established the Lebanese Brigades of Resistance to the Israeli
Occupation in 1997 that included other Lebanese sects fighting next to the Islamic
Resistance forces. 265 That is why some concluded that the understanding of wilayat al
faqih as a concept has changed since these days especially recognition of national
differences was recognized and the concept is looser today. 266 According to Hezbollah's
deputy in the Lebanese parliament Hezbollah believes in wilayat al faqih as a religious
concept in order to seek religious justification. He also stressed, "our relationship with the
wali al faqih is not the same as our relationship with the state [of Iran]. Our relationship
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with the wali al faqih is from a religious standpoint, which also takes into consideration the
Lebanese uniqueness. That we live in a country that has its own interest and Hezbollah
and wilayat al faqih will not cross that. Our Lebanese identity is at the core of our political
vision. wilayat al faqih is about the interests of the believers and nothing counter to them."
267

Some scholars also believe that wilayat al faqih does not mean complete adherence to

al wali al faqih; "Khaminai does not say do and they do; Nasrallah is a partner and the
relationship is more spiritual rather than political. Hezbollah's adherence to the wali al faqih
does not mean subjugation nor blind following" because there has to be an agreement by
the follower in the relationship. 268
The dispute between Hezbollah's senior cadres regarding the religious permission of being
part of the political system was solved by the wali al faqih. Khomeini was much older and
had formulated his political views. By contrast, Khaminai, who took over power in 1989,
was much younger and ruled for a much more extended period. 269 Khamenei gave the
stamp of approval to Hezbollah in participating in elections. The fatwa, issued in 1992,
supported Hezbollah's decision and provided a bridge between the religious
commandments and the political reality. In this instance, it is important to recall that
Khomeini had instructed Khamenei, who was a deputy Minister of Defense, in the 1980s to
be Hezbollah's 'godfather' and to take full responsibility of the group. Moreover, Khamenei
appointed Sheik Muhammed Yazbik, who is in Hezbollah's politburo, as his deputy in
Lebanon. At later stages "Hezbollah contrasted its belief in wilayat al faqih with the belief
of the Catholics in the supremacy of the pope. In other words, the religious belief did not
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hide the belief in the nation state." 270 It could be argued that the end of the Iraq-Iran war
had also an effect Hezbollah's idealism. Khomeini's decision
to accept U.N. resolution 598 had a demoralizing effect on Hezbollah, which
had viewed an Iranian victory as an essential condition for Hezbollah's
progress. But an article in Hezbollah's monthly journal, explaining Khomeini's
decision, put forward two arguments to justify it. One suggested that while
the cease-fire signaled a military setback, martyrdom in the path of God had
constituted a spiritual victor. The other purposed that the cease-fire was no
more than an attempt to buy time and regroup, in accord with the precedents
set by the Prophet Muhammad in the first wars of Islam. 271

The end of the Iran Iraq war not only shattered the dream of an Iranian victory that would
lead to the liberation of Karbala and Jerusalem afterwards but heralded a change of
leadership in Iran, as mentioned above, and thus a different approach.
The existence of Hezbollah dictated such changes because it had to operate in an
environment that demanded much more flexibility of which its previous rigid ideology
meant dysfunctionality. Hezbollah acknowledged the difficulty in implementing the
provisions of the Open Letter in more than one instance such as Nasrallah's declaration in
1994 that “The Open Letter conveyed general precepts and general guidelines of our
identity… for some time ago, we have reviewed the Open Letter and I do not consider that
there are major alterations that have occurred to our overall doctrines and orientations
although we should account for the changes and eventualities that took place in the
previous years.” 272 Four years later Hezbollah declared that the Open Letter is not the
primary authority reference for the group in a clear sign that the group has shifted more to
pragmatism away from idealism.
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Hezbollah view on the Islamic state can also be explained by the unpopularity of a
theocratic state and its inimical effects on the continuity of fighting Israel. According to a
study published in 1992 only 13% of the Shia supported the creation of an Islamic state in
Lebanon. 273 As a result Hezbollah's argument turned into the purpose of creating an
Islamic state not the creation per se. Hezbollah's leadership began to argue that justice is
the aim of an Islamic state and since imposing it against the will of the population without
unanimity is unjust then the creation of an Islamic state must wait for the agreement of all
the Lebanese. And to preclude this goal there has to be a period in which religious, moral
and political infrastructure. Only then - after all of the Lebanese with different religions,
sects that probably vary even more within the Shia themselves - an Islamic state could be
created. According to one of my interviewees "there is a fragile sectarian balance in
Lebanon and if one sect does not want a change in the electoral law then there will be no
change. Imagine if we are talking about an Islamic state and a Shii one as well. The lesson
that can be drawn is that no sect can force another to do anything." 274 Some also add the
resignation of Subhi Al Tufaily, the first secretary general of Hezbollah, as another reason
why the group joined the parliament because he was the spear of revolutionary fervor. 275
But despite the fact that there have been changes in Hezbollah's interpretation of wilayat al
faqih some look suspiciously at Hezbollah's relations to Iran. The fact that the only
legitimate government exists in Iran, according to Hezbollah and the interconnectedness
between the Islamic revolution and the Iranian Islamic state makes spectators assume
Hezbollah's complete loyalty to Iran. But the relationship is blurry because it is hard to
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distinguish between the concept of wilayat al faqih and the Islamic revolution on the one
hand and the Iranian state on the other.
Hezbollah is fully aware of the delegitimizing ties to wilayat al faqih and Iran. The Islamic
republic played a cardinal role in the establishment of the group and continues to support
the group by various means. Nevertheless, Hezbollah sought to overturn the popular
perception that it is an Iranian tool devoid of any sense of nationalism. The group has
emphasized on more than one occasion that it has primarily a nationalist duty separate
from Iranian national interest. Hezbollah's leaders reminded their Lebanese peers that it is
occupied Lebanese land they are trying to liberate not Iranian regardless if Iran and Syria
might benefit from the process. And despite the fact that the Iranians played a central role
in creating Hezbollah, the group is constituted by Lebanese who try to harmonize their
religious identity with a nationalist one similar to other sects and religions within Lebanon.
In addition to advertizing its campaign against the Israeli occupation, some believe
Hezbollah's relations with Iran does not go through the Iranian government. The direct
support is from al wali al faqih and the revolutionary guards. In the beginning "Hezbollah
was much more as a follower because during the formative years they were in their 20s
and when you are in your 20s you are more about enthusiasm than decision making. Now
the leadership of Hezbollah is in its 50s." 276 Hezbollah also needed the experience of the
Revolutionary Guards and their training. That changed in later phases. Hezbollah became
the initiator and did not include the Revolutionary Guards in decision making of the
attacks. Politically as it became part of the system and participated in the elections and
coalition creation, it started to know what Iran did not know. Iran became dependent on
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Hezbollah to formulate its Lebanon policies. 277 And just as the world was trying to unmask
this radical force, Hezbollah had to face radical forces as well.

e. Radical Twins
In the 1990s Hezbollah faced two radical forces with two different approaches. The first
was within and it was the first Secretary General of the group. Subhi Al Tufaily was
vehemently opposed to participation in the Lebanese government and eventually
splintered from Hezbollah in the mid-1990s. Second, the group had to contend with the
rise of Sunni radicals in Lebanon, who regarded the Shia as heretics and were as
revolutionary as Hezbollah in 1980s if not more. Hezbollah was able however, to sign
agreements with the Salafis and the relationship was cordial in the 1990s up until the
invasion of Iraq in 2003.
Sheikh Subhi Al Tufayil is a cleric by profession who spent nine years in Najaf, Iraq and is
one of the founders of Hezbollah. He was also the spokesperson of Hezbollah and first
secretary of the group. Some attribute the reason behind his election as the first secretary
to his close links with both Syria and Iran. It turned out he was an appropriate choice
during Hezbollah's radical period because he inspired many Shia to join the newly formed
Party of God. Tufaily was
very close to Ali Akbar Mohtashemi, the leader of Iran’s ultra-orthodox
faction, Tufeili performed task brilliantly by quoting Ayatollah Khomeini’s
exhortations and referring to Iran’s Islamic Republic as a model that, if
adopted, could replace Lebanon’s corrupt and worn out regime. The
opportunity to belong to a universal movement, one that transcended the
narrow limitations of Lebanon and their poor existence, probably fired the
imaginations of young recruits and produced the zeal that has become so
characteristic of Hezbollah’s fighters. 278
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However, he was replaced by Abbas Al Mussawi, who briefly became the Secretary
General of Hezbollah till he was assassinated by Israel in 1992 and replaced by Hassan
Nasrallah that have been the Secretary General of Hezbollah since 1992.
Upon facing the dilemma of participating in the elections or not, Hezbollah's extremists
were led by Al Tufaily which could not accept this change of view in regards to
overthrowing the regime. 279 He was uncompromising and inflexible in his position in
regards to establishing peaceful linkages with non-Islamic secular, and pluralist authorities.
Al Tufaily's main argument against the participation is linked to the fight against Israel. He
believed that any political accommodation with the state would mean jihad against Israel one of the central pillars of Hezbollah's founding - would be subject to political
consideration. Therefore, Al Tufayili wanted a clear Islamic position without any
deviation.280
Despite the divergence of opinions, however, Al-Tufaily's relationship with Hezbollah
remained friendly and he was a member of the group until a full break happened few years
later. In 1997 the former Secretary General launched the Revolution of the Hungry in his
hometown Baalbak in the Bekaa valley and declared a civil disobedience campaign to
protest the despicable socioeconomic conditions in opposition to Hezbollah's approach. A
year later clashes ensued between members of Hezbollah and Al-Tufaily's followers and
Al-Tufaily was formally dismissed by Hezbollah.
Al-Tufaily's disagreement with Hezbollah and eventual failure of his movement is indicative
of two main points. First, the departure of a radial wing is a typical phenomenon in many
social movements and second, the failure of his movement is yet another indication of the
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changes in the attitude of the Shia in Lebanon. Despite the several misgivings that the
Shia had and continue to have they rather work within the system instead of trying to
overthrow it. 281 A factor that Al-Tufaily himself realized and acted upon when he
participated in election later on. From Hezbollah's standpoint Al-Tufaily represented only
one radical element they could not contain from within. From without they had to deal with
the rise of another radical trend: the Salafis.
Despite the grave theological differences and the history of animosity between the Shia
and the Sunni Islamists the relationship between the two have been cordial and
cooperative at the early stages of the Islamist zenith. During the 1950s and 1960s both
were regarded as part of one trend in competing with the communists, opposing the
secular Arab regimes, and vying for liberating Palestine. 282 This was Hezbollah's
ideological inheritance from both Khomeini and Fadlallah; actually, Hezbollah learned from
the experience of the Muslim Brotherhood, was affected by its ideas, and its rhetoric was
Islamist not sectarian in the formative years. 283
Early on Hezbollah regarded the Sunni-Shia divide as part of imperialist plot in order to
sow discord between Muslims. 284 And instead of dwelling on insolvable theological
differences, the group asserted that jurisprudential characteristics should be respected and
both the Sunnis and the Shia should focus on uniting the umma and the populace of both
sects in fighting Israel and resisting US meddling in the region. This approach was
prevalent in the 1990s as each worked in their arena without a direct conflict of interest or
serious clash. The Sunni Islamist groups were confined within the Lebanese society and
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some part of the Palestinian camps. Hezbollah, on the other hand, had maintained its fight
against the Israelis and enjoyed tremendous popularity among the Sunnis for being a
champion of the Palestinian cause. Some go as far as to claim that Hezbollah cooperated
with Al Qaeda, according to the 9/11 Commission Report Hezbollah allowed Al-Qaeda
activists to train in their camps that were involved in terrorist attacks against the American
embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in September 1998. 285 The language of
excommunication and takfir did not have much sway between the Sunni and the Shia
Islamists in general until the next decade.
Events in Iraq, yet again, had a tremendous impact on Lebanon and the Sunni-Shia
relations in general. After the 2003 invasion of Iraq Sunni extremists took advantage of the
vacuum created and marked the beginning of a new era to fight the US. From a purely
Islamist perspective "in his speech in March 2003, which was circulated on audiocassette,
Osama bin Laden mentioned Hizballah, or in his words the Lebanese Resistance, in a
positive light as the group that in October 1983 compelled U.S. Marines to withdraw from
Lebanon. The withdrawal followed a suicide attack on the U.S. Marines Barracks in Beirut,
which resulted in the death of 241 Americans." 286 But this attempt at focusing on a mutual
enemy was short-lived as Shia-Sunni violence was ignited. One of the most important
events in the beginning of the Sunni-Shia discord was with the bombing of one of the
Shia's holiest shrines. In 2006, though Sunni extremists among them Al Qaeada did not
claim responsibility for the bombing, Al Askari shrine was severely damaged provoking a
Sunni-Shii civil war in Iraq. Hezbollah condemned the attacks and released a statement
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stating these "terrorists do not distinguish between human beings so they kill the Muslim,
the Christian, the Sunni, the Shia, the Arab, and the non-Arab." 287 Two years later
Hezbollah tried to avoid sectarian strife in Lebanon given the
growing sectarian tensions in the region, this again appears to be an
extraordinary move by the party. Lebanon has seen an increase in support for
the Salafists among its Sunni population and especially among Palestinian in
the refugee camps. The summer of 2007 had seen a bloody battle in the
Palestinian refugee camp of Nahr al Barid near Tripoli between the Lebanese
army and the militant group Fatal al Islam which was aligned with Al Qaeda,
as well as a series of bombings in Beirut. Hezbollah clearly wanted to find a
way of reaching out to Salafists who could have represented a threat. 288

But the agreement between the Salafis and Hezbollah faced many obstacles. The Salafis,
according to many, were pressured by Saad Al Harriri - the former Prime Minister of
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and from other Salafis as well. Any agreement would have
benefited Hezbollah tremendously because if the conservative Sunnis could come to an
agreement with Hezbollah then certainly the moderate ones could as well. 289 By extension
of the Salafis Hezbollah also avoided any clash with the Saudis; as mentioned by one of
those I interviewed "Even in my interviews in al Manar [Hezbollah TV] they would ask me
not to talk badly about Saudi Arabia until relations reached a breaking point with Saudi
Arabia after it began its campaign in Yemen years later." 290

2. The Trio
In 2006 Nasrallah stated "Hezbollah did not benefit from Syria on the local
level (having ministers in the government, members of the parliament,
construction projects, and money ... etc) on the contrary, it had problems with
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Syria. But that did not affect the strategic relationship because it is vital in the
fight with Israel" 291

The rosy picture that Hezbollah's officials and sympathizers try to paint of the relationship
with Syria does not give an accurate description of reality. There have been several violent
clashes between Hezbollah and Syria, the latter have mostly supported Amal within
Lebanon, they have a different strategic outlook, and there have been a mutual
exploitation ever since Syria became part of the Lebanese reality.
Syria intervened in Lebanon a year after the outbreak of the civil war. Upon the request of
the Lebanese President at the time, Sulayman Frangieh, Syrian forces entered Lebanon in
1976; siding with the Maronites against the leftists and Palestinians. Syria's political
interest dictated having more influence in the country in order to balance Israel and at the
same time to check the activities of Islamist groups. 292 Despite the heavy criticism Syria
received in repelling the Palestinians and siding with the Maronites, it was agreed during
the Arab League summit in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia that Syria would be allowed to keep
40,000 troops in Lebanon. In the late 1970s, as we saw earlier, Amal became very close to
Syria.
The only consistent Lebanese party, which maintained good relations with Syria, was
Amal. Al Sadr understood the importance of Syria in Lebanon especially as they both had
the same common objective in checking the power of the PLO
For its part, Syria, in the early 1980s, had a very different future in mind. It saw
in Amal a mechanism for checking Palestinian power in Lebanon, especially if
Arafat should seek his own route to peace, deserting Syria. By 1980 and 1981
young Amalists were going off to train in Syria and coming back wearing new,
Syria-style uniforms and sporting military-style radios. As tensions between
Amal and the Palestinians worsened in 1981 and 1982, many expected a war—
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but not with Israel. Some leading Amal ﬁgures even argued that they were in
an objective alliance with Israel against Palestinian guerrillas. 293

Meanwhile Syria established good relations with Iran after the revolution in order to
encircle Iraq at the time and this cooperation was reflected in Lebanon. Saddam Hussein,
which represented the right wing of the Baathist Party, was a threat for both the Syrians
and the Iranians therefore alliance between the two was a given. Moreover, Syria allowed
the Revolutionary Guards to help create Hezbollah in Lebanon. Hafez Al Assad did not
mind having an additional player especially a zealous one that had the aim of destroying
Israel that proved to be very useful in the fight against Israel. Yet the existence of
Hezbollah was paradoxical for Syria as it was suspicious of the existence of an Iranian
radical arm in Lebanon in a time when it vied for maintaining a balance between the
different domestic players. 294 Added to that the problem of the Sunni Islamist in Syria
In the beginning Al Assad was very stiff against Hezbollah because he understood well the
dangerous of Islamist groups to his rule. 295 The Syrian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood
challenged the Assad regime for many years until they decided to rebel in 1982. The
rebellion in Hama was brutally quelled by the regime and despite the total destruction of
the Brotherhood; the rebellion increased the regime's paranoia of Islamist groups. 296
Therefore, Al Assad was very skeptic of any Islamist movement regardless if it was Shia or
Sunni. So he did not accept the growth of Hezbollah without any contribution to achieving
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his aims. 297 And just as he showed his brutality to the Sunni Islamists so he did with
Hezbollah.
Al Assad wanted to enforce Syrian preeminence in Lebanon through dealing brutally with
any opposition to his authority whether by friends or foes. Syria was dealing with
Hezbollah as it dealt with other Lebanese political parties through giving them orders on
what to do and what not to do and concurrently Hezbollah was going through the
revolutionary zeal and refused to take these orders. 298 In the meanwhile, Fathullah
barracks were under the control of Hezbollah in 1987 and they refused to hand them over
to Syrian forces. The Syrian's did not have any qualms in taking the base by force and
killing 23 Hezbollah fighters in the process. Immediately afterwards Syrian forces encircled
the Dhahiyah district in Beirut - a Hezbollah stronghold - as a precaution. 299 The incident
was dubbed the "Busta Massacre" by Hezbollah but it did not prod the group to retaliate;
soon enough Iranian mediation soothed matters between Syria and Hezbollah. There are
some claims that Hezbollah did retaliate because the group realized the power of
deterrence and knew that it had to respond somehow. 300 Nevertheless, the incident made
it clear that Syria's interests were not to be challenge and its wrath to be avoided.
The Fathullah incident, among several others, is revealing of Al Assad's political realism in
dealing with the various political parties in Lebanon. Hezbollah naturally became
suspicious of Al Assad role in Lebanon after the Taif because it came to fruition as part of
a new reality that Hezbollah rejected and in the backdrop of Syria's support for "Amal
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during its bloody confrontations with Hizbollah in 1987-1989. Furthermore, Hizbollah at first
opposed the Accord because it failed to radically transform Lebanon’s unequal sectarian
political system and, in its view, reinstated the “hegemonic” role of the Maronite
community. Finally, the party at this stage was still fully committed to the idea of
establishing an Islamic republic in Lebanon." 301 Syria's policy clearly shows that it had no
interest in seeing any political party too powerful to challenge Syria's interest in the
country; therefore, it wanted to tame Hezbollah because they did not want a group that
was out of its control that displayed any margin of independence that would not act
counter to Syria's interest and polices. 302 As for Hezbollah it woke up after the Taif
agreement to find that the Syrians had complete control over Lebanon. Hezbollah drew the
correct conclusions from this new reality and reciprocated the Syrian pragmatism with
patience because it had no other alternative but to maintain good relations. As Al Assad
became powerful enough he began to focus on another objective.

a. Fighting Goliath
A mere look at the geography of Syria, Lebanon, and Israel reveal Syrian vulnerability to
the Israeli presence in Lebanon. Damascus' western flank was exposed to the Israelis and
Syria became encircled on two fronts. On the political level Syria linked Lebanon's peace
track with that of Syria to gain more leverage. So when the Lebanese government
attempted to break that linkage in 1983 because of efforts by US Secretary of State
George Shultz to broker peace between Lebanon and Israel, Syria did not allow the deal to
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go through. 303 It became clear from then on for the Lebanese officials that an IsraeliLebanese peace accord was subject to the results of the Israeli-Syrian negotiations.
Syria's weak geopolitical position deteriorated further when Al Assad regime lost its greatpower ally. The Soviet Union began to falter in front of Al Assad eyes and it was obvious
that Syria will not receive the support needed in order to maintain its position. After Egypt
signed a peace treaty with Israel in Camp David, Syria lost any possibility in facing Israel
conventionally and was left to face Israel on its own. Therefore, when Israel invaded
southern Lebanon in 1982 Syria had no choice but refrain from confrontation. Syria's weak
position grew only weaker with
the demise of the Soviet Union, which for years had been Syria’s primary
military supplier. In 1995 Syria’s Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Hikmat
Shiaby, declared, “Israel is the strongest state in the region. The Israeli air
force is able to reach Damascus in four minutes. Israel has everything:
nuclear weapons and conventional weapons.... Israel has got everything,
including America. 304

When Hafez visited the Soviet Union in 1990 and met Gorbachev he noticed that the
Soviets were not willing to give more military assistance to Syria. He said in an interview
after his visit "we have to create a balance with the Zionists through resistance, spiritual
martyrdom, and fidaii operations" He also said in a meeting with the Baath party that "there
is no path in front of us to face Israeli expansion except the Islamic resistance in Lebanon."
305

So the solution to some of his problems lay in Southern Lebanon.
Syrian president Hafez al-Assad sought to recover the Golan Heights lost to
Israel in 1967 and to obtain a peace agreement that acknowledged Syria’s
pivotal role in the region. Hafiz had few avenues for exerting pressure, and he

303

Beinin, Joel. "Money, media, and policy consensus." Middle East Research 23 (1993).

304

Almog, Doron. "Cumulative deterrence and the war on terrorism." Parameters34.4 (2004): 4-19.

305

Massoud Assadallahi, Al Isslamyoon
111

quickly grasped the value of relying on Hizbullah as an armed group to
improve Damascus’s negotiating position vis-a-vis Israel. 306

In order to put himself in a stronger position vis-a-vis Israel Al Assad believed Hezbollah
can be very useful. He needed a guerilla force that needled the Israelis in south Lebanon
so he had no problem with Hezbollah keeping the weapons after the Taif agreement but
he wanted to keep Hezbollah measured. So the weapons steadily flowed to Hezbollah
from Iran through Damascus airport and being driven to the South via the Bekaa valley.
Assad was making sure that none of the weapons would have any type of weapons that
could destabilize the situation in South Lebanon such as advanced anti-aircraft missiles
and long-range rockets that could hit Haifa. 307 Al Assad was able to keep a simmering
bubbling conflict in South Lebanon and he was able to maintain political power in Lebanon
through the 30,000 troops scattered around Lebanon that stayed from the Taif agreement
until 2005. 308 So after the end of the civil war Syria became the imminent power in
Lebanon and its objectives were clear: to maintain its supreme role in Lebanon, and to
pressure the Israelis into the negotiations table through Hezbollah's attacks in South
Lebanon.
Lebanon after the end of the civil war became a Syrian vassal with the legitimate umbrella
of the Arab League, France, and the US; and Hezbollah was the only militia that was
allowed to keep its weapons because that gave the opportunity for the Assad regime to
keep the pot simmering and to preserve Iran's interest. 309 In the beginning Hezbollah
supporters resented the Syrian leverage but they were fully aware of the consequences of
not playing by the new rules of the game assigned by Syria. Therefore, Syria's wishes
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were construed as part of a survival mechanism by the group. 310 Moreover, Hezbollah
understood that it needed unique relationship with Syria different from other political
parties but at the same time Hezbollah kept some distance from Syria's policy in Lebanon
because the goal was to use this relationship for the resistance benefit without bearing the
moral burden of Syria's burdensome presence in Lebanon. 311
The intensity of the relationship was ameliorated as Hezbollah proved its worth and the
weapons were steadily coming to the group through Syria. After the end of the Lebanese
civil war Hezbollah monopolized the resistance especially as the Lebanese government
legitimized the resistance despite the objections of some Lebanese parties. In addition,
there was another turning point as well in 1991 that is the agreement between the former
Syrian Foreign Minister Farouk Al Sharaa and Iranian Foreign Minister Vilayati about the
roles of both Amal and Hezbollah that in effect ended the Shia internecine. 312 As a result,
as Syria was involved there was coordination with the intelligence community and the
Lebanese army from the one hand and Hezbollah from the other. 313 Military analysts
noted the huge leap in Hezbollah's operations in contrast to the ones conducted in the
1980s.
The military and political thinking of Hezbollah underwent a tremendous transformation in
the early 1990s. The political thinking within "Party of God in general, and vis-à-vis Israel in
particular, evolved dramatically in the aftermath of Lebanon’s civil war. In 1992, the
accession of Hassan Nasrallah to the position of secretary general following the
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assassination of Abbas Mussawi was the starting point." 314 After the assassination of
Mussawi Hezbollah introduced a new factor into its battle with Israel; the group launched
Katyusha rockets to Israel that ultimately changed the rules of the games. During the 1993
seven day conflict these rockets forced almost a million Israelis to move from northern
Israel, and the Israeli government had to provide large incentives to its citizens to stop its
population from moving away from the north. Eventually both Israel and Hezbollah agreed
to new rules of the game in which would refrain from launching the rockets while Israel
avoided civilian areas. 315 Again, in 1996 the effectiveness of the Katyusha's was displayed
as the Israeli F-16s failed in destroying the launchers during the "Grapes of Wrath."
Hezbollah thus managed to create a balance of deterrence against its far superior enemy.
Nasrallah himself boasted that the rockets fired into Northern Israel had "led to new
formula based on mutual forced displacement, mutual destruction and equal terror." The
Katyusha rocket had become a strategic weapon in the hands of Hezbollah." 316
Hezbollah showed the Syrians that it was concerned with fighting Israel and not
challenging Syria's power in Lebanon. In turn Syria became the backbone of the
resistance in two spikes of conflict between Israel and Hezbollah. As Hezbollah proved
itself a viable movement they got more support from Syria. 317 During the 1993 war
between Hezbollah and Israel, Syria provided diplomatic cover till a ceasefire was reached
only for this relationship to be tested yet again in 1996.
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Syria's relationship with Hezbollah steadily improved as the latter proved to be very
effective in pressuring the Israelis. Throughout the early 1990s Hezbollah's relationship
with Assad the father was channeled through his son Bassil till he died in 1994 and other
Syrian senior figures became the links. 318 And because Syria was the only supply line for
Hezbollah the 747 Boeing cargo planes landed in Damascus consistently between once to
four times a month in the early 1990s carrying lots of weapons and ammos including
Sagars and Katyushas. The Syrians did not try to hide the weapons and the deliveries
were easily detected by European and American diplomats. 319 By 1996 Israel attacked
Hezbollah again in a 16-day campaign which consolidated Hezbollah's position within
Lebanon because all political parties rallied behind it, and improved Hezbollah's
relationship with Syria as the latter proved to be a viable ally. By then Hezbollah acted by
Syria's dictates to the extent that when the former Syrian president Hafez Al Assad met
Clinton in 1994 Hezbollah ceased all of its attacks and did the same as a response to US
pressure before and after the invasion of Iraq. 320
Although Syrian leaders do not have Tehran's close ideological and personal
ties to Hezbollah, Damascus' leverage is actually much greater. Syria serves
as a conduit for Iranian military supplies and often determines the timing,
location, and scope of Hezbollah attacks. Moreover, Syrian intelligence on
Lebanon is superb; unlike the United States and Israel, Damascus knows the
identity and location of Hezbollah's core leadership. [...] Damascus essentially
exercises a veto over Hezbollah's operations, as it has demonstrated by
shutting down strikes against Israel when it has suited the regime's purposes.
321

Yet, not all Syrian senior politicians were happy with Hezbollah.
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Within the Syrian regime there were those that did not like Hezbollah such as Ghazi
Kanaan (the head of Syria's security apparatus in Lebanon), Abul Haleem Khaddam (at
the time the vice president) who both had better relations with Rafiq Harriri, Nabih Berri
and Walid Jumblat but they could not completely ignore Hezbollah. The problem was not
ideological, it was political and strategic. 322 These Syrian figures made sure to show
Hezbollah who the real bosses were through humiliating all of the senior leadership of
Hezbollah on the Syrian checkpoints. Even Hassan Nasrallah was stopped at a checkpoint
and was kept there for hours. 323 During the 1996 war Abdul Halim Khadam upon the
conflict between Israel and Hezbollah in 1996 blamed Hezbollah for what was happened
and said "Who does Nasrallah consider himself to be in order to conduct such a war?
Does he want to be another Abu 'Ammar (Yassir Arafat)? You have to ceasefire"
Hezbollah, through his son Bashar, told Al Assad that any ceasefire will mean Israel will
put its conditions on the resistance. Al Assad asked how long can the resistance survive?
How many days and months? And the answer was: there is no limit. As a result, Al Assad
instructed his officials not to pressure Hezbollah. 324
From then onwards Hezbollah did not miss an opportunity to emphasize the brotherly
relations with Syria that saw a power transition in 2000. In the 1996 election program, for
example, Hezbollah stated that maintaining brotherly Lebanese-Syrian relations as part of
Lebanese Arab identity and heritage. 325 In reality this was a reaction to Syrian pressure
after
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Birri offered Hizballah a joint slate for the elections, which invited (and got)
rejection. Hizballah responded by announcing that it would stand against
Amal and other pro-Hariri candidates in the Mount Lebanon and Beirut
elections, either singly or in alliance with leftist, independent, and Sunni
Islamist groups. The threat this potentially "nationalist" coalition posed to the
Ta'if consensus was bound to irk Damascus. Very soon into the electoral
campaign, the gloves came off. 326

There was also a fear that Hezbollah would perform much better because of its operations
against Israel. Therefore, the strong men surrounding Hafez Al Assad - specifically Ghazi
Kanaan - pressured Hezbollah to drop candidates in Beirut and Mount Lebanon off and the
elections proceeded, as Syria desired. 327 Hezbollah also reemphasized the importance of
Syria in the 2000 parliamentary elections program and described Syria as an element of
strength for Lebanon.328 The power transition in Syria also improved relations between the
group and Syria. There was an instant chemistry between Nasrallah and Bashar Al Assad
who increased cooperation. 329 But Bashar also provided some continuity of his father's
objectives and policies.
The young leader believed, even before his ascendance to power in Damascus, that the
status quo will change in case of a peace accord between Syria and Israel. In Aug 1999
Bashar Al Assad, already groomed to take the leadership of Syria, alluded in one of his
interviews that Hezbollah will forsake its weapons when the Israeli occupation is over. He
said "when the reasons of having a resistance are addressed, I believe that the members
of the resistance will go back to a normal life and will choose different ways to serve their
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country after they achieve the victory they have long been working for" 330 He also wanted
to maintain the same balance his father maintained in Lebanon
Particularly in 2000, the year of Israel’s unilateral withdrawal, Hezbollah might
have won four or ﬁve more seats at the expense of Amal but the saqf alsuri, or
the “Syrian ceiling,” was widely understood to set an upper limit on the
number of Hezbollahi candidates permitted to compete. The ceiling reflected
Syria’s usual balancing act in Lebanese politics, with the result that, in 2000,
an Amal-Hezbollah alliance—the Resistance and Development Bloc—won all
twenty-three available seats in southern Lebanon and more than a quarter of
all seats in parliament. 331

The objective of pressuring Israel in the peace negotiations through Hezbollah was always
in the eyes of the Syrian leadership simply because they did not have any other cards to
play. This created an interesting dynamic throughout the 1990s as to how Syria kept the
pot simmering in Southern Lebanon in order to benefit on the negotiations table with Israel.
But the continuation of military operations against Israel had to contend with another
challenge: attacks against Israel meant instability for a touristy country in which security
was the primary requisite, and also meant a constant quarrel with Lebanon's most affluent
Prime Minister Rafiq Al Hariri.

c. Lebanon's Baron

Born in Sideon to a Sunni family in 1944, Rafiq Hariri studied business at Beirut's Arab
University. He moved to Saudi Arabia in 1965 and started a construction company called
Ciconest in 1969 which drew the Saudi King's attention after constructing a hotel in Taif. 332
He gained a Saudi, in addition to the Lebanese, citizenship in 1978 but never lost touch
with the homeland through implementing a number of philanthropic projects such as
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building educational facilities. 333 Rafiq became also increasingly involved in politics after
his return to Lebanon in the early 1980s and acted as the Saudi envoy in Lebanon amidst
a vacuum in Sunni leadership. He also played an instrumental role in constructing the Taif
agreement.
After the end of the civil war, Rafiq Al Hariri became Lebanon's Prime Minister from 19921998. His main goal was economic rejuvenation and rebuilding of the country after years
of destruction. The main project he began to implement was "Horizon 2000" of which
Solidere, his construction company, was a major part. 334 His task was not easy in making
the country an attractive destination for investment and simultaneously generating a
functional political system, yet despite these difficulties there were some improvements to
Lebanese's economy albeit with a cost. Corruption during Hariri's tenure was rampant and
Hariri faced much criticism for the debt accumulated during his premiership. 335 Prime
Minister Hariri "adopted a sharp economic policy that was based only on benefiting from
the opportunities of the coming peace in the region. For him, peace with Israel held many
opportunities in which neo-Liberal rentier economy will turn Lebanon into a high-ranking
tourist and service-providing country. The finance came from consecutive borrowing from
internal private sector or foreign public or international institutions. Eventually, the peace
was not achieved, but Lebanon piled huge debts on itself." 336 In response, "Hizballah
deputies and their allies became Lebanon's most effective opposition, consistently
assailing Hariri's multibillion dollar "reconstruction" policies as follies that would mire
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Lebanon in foreign debt [...] The popular esteem generated by this mix of radical
egalitarianism and social critique- "politics as morality," as one Hizballah leader put it fed
into Hizballah's ongoing military resistance in the south, as did the disproportionate Israeli
retaliation it drew." 337 In other words, the project of the resistance ran counter to the
project of the government. The cycle of instability in southern Lebanon meant continuous
Hezbollah operations against Israeli forces that invited a retaliation on the south and
exposed the weakness of the Lebanese government in addressing rebuilding of affected
areas and the inability to control Hezbollah, which meant less economic investment in the
country. 338 In the meantime Hezbollah filled the vacuum created by the state as its
activists claimed after the 1996 ferocious "Grapes of Wrath" operation "that they repaired
"5,000 homes in 82 villages," rebuilt roads and other infrastructure, and paid compensation
to 2,300 farmers, all within the space of two months. Neutral observers concede such
statistics are probably accurate. "In south Lebanon, Hizballah is seen primarily as a social
movement, as a defender of the poor," says Lebanese social scientist Paul Salem." This
situation continued until Hariri returned to office in 2000 after the Israeli withdrawal.
The Prime Minster tried to focus again on economic development and took upon himself
the task of reassuring investors. He needed to give a new image of Lebanon as a safe,
secure, and in control of the conflict in the South. He was therefore
prepared to answer difficult questions about why his government had not
firmly re-established security in the South by sending the army there to
maintain order. Many viewed this move as essential so that massive Israeli
retaliations against his country’s infrastructure could be definitely ruled out.
At a press conference, Hariri deliberately played down the possibility of this
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threat by observing: ‘Beirut does not wish to give Israel any provocation at
the frontier, and Lebanon and Syria are in agreement on that issue. 339

But by early 2001 Hariri was greatly alienated. As he was informing French investors that
there was a clear agreement with the Syrians to set a stop to Hezbollah's attacks
Hezbollah's fighters fired anti-tank missiles on an Israeli patrol killing one soldiers and
wounding two in the Sheba Farms. The difficulty became apparent in Hezbollah's
independence in action, which did not include any joint planning with the government. After
arriving in "Damascus to complain that Hezbollah's war was obstructing his efforts to
secure international aid and investment, Hariri was reportedly told by Assad that Hezbollah
would be permitted to continue the attacks until Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon fell from
power."

340

It is clear, however, that Hariri did not want to continue to be part of the

pressure game and wanted to rid Lebanon of Syrian tutelage. Syria, on the other hand,
wanted to maintain the iron grip on Lebanon but in vain.
In 2004 Lebanon, under Syrian pressure, intended to amend the constitution in order to
allow for extending the tenure of Amil Lahud - the pro-Syria Lebanese president. As a
response, the UN Security Council issued resolution 1559 censuring Syria's intervention in
Lebanese political affairs. The resolution also called for the disarmament of all the militias
in Lebanon (in obvious reference to Hezbollah) and it also called for the withdrawal of all
foreign troops from Lebanon i.e. the remaining 14,000 Syrian troops. While the demands
of resolution 1559 were not immediately met, they received instant public support after the
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assassination of Rafiq Hariri in 2005.341 Syria was forced to withdraw its troops from
Lebanon after the Cedar Revolution and Hezbollah was under more pressure to disarm.
Up to that point Syria provided political cover for Hezbollah within Lebanon and it managed
all of the pressure coming from other political parties. 342 Therefore, as a result of Syria’s
withdrawal from Lebanon "Hizballah was forced to move one step closer toward becoming
an ordinary political party, by joining the executive cabinet, ﬁrst in the interim government
of Najib Mikati [2005] and then in government of Foaud Siniora, formed after the 2005
parliamentary elections." 343 The group became more involved in the political system and
far from the main goal that it vied to achieve.

d. The Poisonous Present
Hezbollah's insurgency campaign against the Israelis began to pay as there were several
rounds of negotiations between the Israelis and the Syrians. As Syria tightened its grip in
Lebanon and supported Hezbollah it became also apparent that there will be no Lebanese
track for a peace accord with Israel without a peace agreement between Syria and Israel.
The first attempt was in Madrid in which Syria, among other countries, attended. Hezbollah
reponded quickly to this peace attempt stating that the "the peace which both America and
Israel want is an unfair peace. It is imposed by the arrogant strong [states], and only pays
attention to the interests of Israel and America. It is a surrender and defeat in front of the
plans of Israel." 344 About that period a former Hezbollah MP said that "If Syria and
Lebanon had signed a peace treaty with Israel in the early 1990s Hezbollah would have
341
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abided by the agreement which is natural. Hezbollah is not the government Hezbollah is a
social movement and would not have been obliged to recognize Israel itself. Just like
gambling in Lebanon it was legal but Hezbollah did not approve of it." 345
Yet the failure of the Madrid Conferences led to a second attempt to negotiate a separate
peace between Lebanon and Israel in 1993 and Lebanese Prime Minister Harriri tried to
break the linkage with the Syrian track but "was quickly yanked back in line. Hezbollah,
meanwhile, backed Syria’s contention that the prospect of a separate Lebanese deal with
Israel was the route of weakness and would subordinate Lebanon to Israeli interests." 346
After the Israeli-Palestinian peace accord in 1993 there were signs that a Syrian-Israeli
peace agreement was imminent, and there were even rumors that Yitzhak Rabin, the
former Israeli Prime Minister, sketched a pullout plan out of the Golan Heights which was
in accord to Syria's aim of regaining the territory lost in the 1967 war. 347 For its part Syria
realized that, in order to achieve its objectives in the Syrian- Israeli channel,
meaning an Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights, it must make a
payment in the Lebanese arena. Thus, it accepted decisions, in coordination
with Iran and Lebanon, in regard to Hezbollah’s future. So, for instance, the
newspaper Al-Usbou’ Al-Arabi published that Syrian foreign minister Farouk
al- Sharaa visited Tehran with an idea of solving the issue of Hezbollah,
including neutralizing the movement’s extreme radical fringes and reinforcing
the pragmatic camp. According to the newspaper, Iran, which objected to the
peace process, rejected the suggestion out of hand. A month later (June
1995), the newspaper Al-Shark al-Awsat reported that Syria was interested in
finding a formula to disarm Hezbollah that would appease Iran. 348

But the assassination of Rabin in 1995, the failure of his Labor successor Shimon Perez to
win the elections in 1996, and the rise of Likud Party stalled negotiations. Few years
afterwards there was another serious attempt at reaching a peace deal between Syria and
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Israel. In 2000 the US mediated talks between the two countries Shepherdstown, West
Virginia and a deal loomed yet collapsed at the last minute. 349 From Hezbollah's
perspective the specter of a peace deal between Israel and Syria did not bode well for its
resistance activity.
Hezbollah's leadership planned for the post-settlement environment. The senior cadre was
naturally worried about the future of their movement when the muchpublicized land-for-peace formula assumed the dismantlement of the armed
branch. Yet, they also held belief, born from Hizbullah's political success, that
Hizbullah would genuinely transform itself into a political party if need be.
Ironically, while Hezbollah's military successes in the 1993 and 1996 raised its
value as a Syrian asset in negotiations, they also gradually transformed it into
a more autonomous player and enhanced Lebanese and regional prestige,
creating some confidence that it would survive any Syrian-Israeli peace.350

And despite many statements by the group's officials, a peace accord would have meant
the end of armed conflict in Southern Lebanon. For instance, Nasrallah said on more than
one occasion that any possible agreement does not concern us and Sheikh Mehdi
Shamsaldin issued a fatwa differentiating between the necessities of the regimes and the
choices of the umma. The regimes had necessities but the umma was not bound by these
choices. There were also other statements that differentiated between signing a peace
deal and normalizing relations i.e. the difference between establishing diplomatic relations,
and cooperation on the political, economic and cultural fronts.351 Some go as far as
claiming that Syria was not serious about signing the accord, and it was all for political
maneuvering. 352 But in truth if peace was signed it is obvious that the resistance would
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have ended in Lebanon. 353 Hezbollah's officials, despite their ambiguous rhetoric about
what would happen in such scenarios, in essence believed that
they will be forced to end the armed struggle. The Syrian spokesperson said
that Hezbollah will put away its weapons in case of a political settlement.
Walid Al Muaalim, then Syrians ambassador in the US now Syria's foreign
minister, gave a similar statement in 1999 before Barak took power in Israel
"Hezbollah is considered a nationalist movement for both Syria and Lebanon,
and Hezbollah's leadership understands that any agreement between Syria,
Lebanon, and Israel must be binding for the party as well." 354

Also, the writings of US and Israeli peace negotiators confirm that the Syrians sincerely
wanted to sign a peace deal. 355 Syria went as far as advising Hezbollah and the
Palestinian groups supported by Syria that they have to prepare for disarming after peace
was signed with Israel. There were also reports that Syria was hindering shipments
coming from Iran to Hezbollah through Damascus and that the Iranians chose Beirut's
airport instead to deliver the weapons to Hezbollah which was not done without the
approval of Syria. All of this was meant to send signals to Barak;
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but Hezbollah's luck

was not about to run out.
The collapse of the peace negotiations strengthened Hezbollah because, instead of
signing a peace deal with Syria, Barak chose to unilaterally withdraw from Southern
Lebanon. The occupation of south Lebanon had been very costly for Israel that at the end
"of the war, a total of 200 IDF members had been sent to prison for refusing to serve in
Lebanon. 10-24% of IDF personnel serving in Lebanon experienced psychological
problems, compared to only 3.5-5% during the 1973 war. A leading psychologist
concluded that believing the war would end soon, the IDF and SLA soldiers did not want to
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be the last casualty of the war" 357 Nevertheless, there was much disbelief that Israel will
withdraw and consideration that it was a 'Zionist conspiracy;' but when it became apparent
that Israel was serious Farouq Al Sharaa, the Syrian Foreign Minister at the time, said in
Paris that the Israeli withdrawal is a 'poisonous present.' 358

3. Conclusion
As stated in the methodology section as a variable context, especially the political, is never
permanent usually creating a dilemma for ideologies. The set of goals advocated by any
ideology in chaotic periods are extreme to the extent they cannot be achieved, but
nevertheless they guide and blind the thinking of both the supporters and the leaders
particularly if it is a religious ideology since the mandate comes from a higher power. But
there is one important advantage for religious ideologues with political aspirations. While
there is a rigid religious text the communication with the higher power is lost so the
interpretation of the text falls on the shoulders of the clergy. The clergy in turn can interpret
the text in multiple ways depending, again, on the context. In addition, it is far easier to be
hyperbolic when a group is in the opposition with promises unrestrained by a particular
time framework. This is the case of Hezbollah as it transitioned from the first period to the
second.
The ideological consistency was put to the test as the civil war ended without Hezbollah's
goal of creating an Islamist state being realized. The post-Taif Hezbollah certainly differs
greatly with the pre-agreements period. It was impossible for Hezbollah to maintain the
same ideological goals that it passionately advocated during the formative years. Creating
an Islamic state - and specifically Shia - similar to the Islamic Republic of Iran was only
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possible in the minds of Hezbollah's leaders and some of their core followers in the 1980s.
As reality changed tremendously it became apparent that such a project was doomed to
fail because it did not consider the social makeup of the Lebanese society. The contraction
between ideology and reality gave way more religiously sanctioned pragmatism.
All of the statements made by Hezbollah's officials regarding an Islamic state in Lebanon
inundated by new statements highlighting the openness of the groups to the whole of
Lebanon. Thanks to the religious edict by the new wali al faqih, Khaminai, Hezbollah could
now participate in the secular and sectarian Lebanese political system. So it was natural
for the group to find theological interpretations and recalibration of logic in order to explain
its sudden shift from working towards establishing an Islamic state to participating in a
secular political system they believed it was impossible to reform. Thus, Hezbollah
morphed from a band of zealots with extreme ideals to an insurgency with a political party
and a realistic ideology. While it was unchaining itself from unrealizable ideals Hezbollah
deviated from the fundamentalist road it had began in the 1980s. The shift in Hezbollah's
ideology also meant a change in the umma vs. the nation-state argument. Hezbollah now
is not only a part of the umma as it declared in the beginning but part of the nation-state as
well. That implies that the group takes into consideration national factors into
consideration, thus Lebanon became part of Hezbollah's calculations. This environment is
vital for the group because it is also a pillar of existentialism. But what does the realization
that an Islamic state would not be created and an increased sense of belonging to
Lebanon mean to Hezbollah's relations with Iran.
Hezbollah's relationship with Iran matured as part of the gained experience gained by
both. Although many analysts are convinced that Hezbollah is simply a tool in the hands of
Iran, but if the state of Iran had full control of Hezbollah then why did it have to pay for the
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release of hostages in 1992? 359 Why did the Revolutionary Guards work hand in hand
with Hezbollah operative to avenge the killing of former secretary general Abbas Al
Mussawi in Buenos Aires? And even today, if Hezbollah is mostly concerned with the
Iranian project in the region then why it is more invested in Syria rather than Yemen and
Iraq? Thus, it becomes obvious this conclusion is flawed. And it becomes obvious that
Hezbollah is not simply a lackey of Iran. The relationship is about religious elite outside the
confines of their states who share a similar view in regards to the future of the region but
both bound by the state in which they exist. Tactical change is always permissible, and
strategically change depends on the context. Therefore, Hezbollah's Trotskiets splintered
from the group.
The reactionary forces within the insurgency would certainly reject any moderation and
consider it treason to ideals espoused during the formative years. Factionalism within
Hezbollah, epitomized by Al Tufaily, rejected the group's necessary change and insisted
on lifting the revolutionary banner regardless of the cost. A widespread sentiment in the
1990s is that Hezbollah, despite the admirable task of fighting the Israeli, was a tool in the
hands of both Iran and Syria. The holy weapons became a tool to realize temporal goals
and its use was subject to political calculations. The reactionaries, as idealist as they were,
could not understand that this was the only choice Hezbollah had or it actually ceased to
exist. The group could have suicidals for suicidal missions but could not have suicidal
policies. So the only choice was moderation to deal with the new development surrounding
the group. But Hezbollah's moderation was not enough for the remaining political players
in Lebanon
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The operations against the Israeli forces in Lebanese occupied territory irked the political
elite who saw it not only as a destabilizing factor but increased the popularity of Hezbollah
within Lebanon. Harriri, though from the opposite spectrum of Al Tufaily, resented the
operations because they were a stumbling block to his economic plan of developing
Lebanon - no matter how controversial it was - without comprehending that the operations
against Israel are the raison d'être of Hezbollah. The group simply could not survive
without these attacks not only because this was the last goal it could actually pursue
without any popular controversy let alone to receive regional support for, but it was
necessary for maintaining its popular base especially in south Lebanon. Another
contributing factor for Hezbollah's realism is its dialectic with the Syrian regime.
Lebanon had always been subject to regional influence until it was decided that Syria
would be the gatekeeper. Certainly keeping in mind Syria's strategic interest, Hafez Al
Assad used Lebanon in order to benefit Syria and Hezbollah had no choice but to
acquiesce to Syria's dictates. Without any doubt, and despite the claims of Hezbollah's
supporters, the senior cadre of the group realized that a Syrian-Israeli peace agreement
was very much possible. If Syria was not the only conduit, as will be discussed later,
Hezbollah would not have worried about such a prospect but given Syria's logistical
importance Hezbollah had to prepare for such an eventuality. Again, Hezbollah found
theological outlets to explain not only Syria's negotiations with the Israelis but another
change in Hezbollah's conduct. They differentiated between the choices of the state and
the choices of the umma: states have their interest while the umma was not bound by
these choices. They also differentiated between peace and cooperation, acceptance, and
cultural links. Hezbollah would resist by rejecting normalization. They were well prepared
but peace between Syria and Israel will not happen. Instead, Hezbollah emerged as the
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winner by maintaining its resistance posture after the Israeli withdrawal, but what
happened to the complete destruction of the Zionist entity?
Methodologically speaking, this chapter represented the second point in the theory by
illustrating the first step towards pragmatism. The two purposes advocated by James
Mahoney for the approach of process tracing, the inference of an existing unobserved
event and inferring causal connection, was demonstrated in this chapter. Hezbollah, as
stated above, did not have any choice but to change its ideology because of the
circumstances, which followed the end of the civil war and the reconstitution of the political
system as the theory, advocated in the first chapter. This is also in line with Tunia Falleti's
assertion about the ability of process tracing to look at variations, and investigate and
explicate decisions processes that are translated into conclusions, to test the hypotheses unlike some other methods. In this instance, it is clear what the conclusion of the decisionmakers within Hezbollah was. Not only did the group began to distance itself from the
ideology espoused during the formative years, but it also introduced new inclusive
concepts contrary to its ideology and even joined the political process in a system which
was to be replaced not accommodated according to the group .
Finally, as Andrew Bennet purposes a researcher should look closer at details in order to
scrutinize the implications of a hypothesized explanation, and should pay a close attention
to the sequences and steps, which is essential. Thus, in essence this method focuses on
the unraveling of situations over time, and divides the study into different events that
constitute a full chain. Moreover, according to David Collier, it is vital to adequately
describe an event at one point in time because process tracing begins with taking good
snapshots of a complete series first and only then observe change and sequence. This
second snapshot in the dissertation demonstrates Hezbollah's ideological shift in different
ways. As mentioned earlier Hezbollah joined the political process, which it rejected in its
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manifesto in 1985, but the groups had to contend with the dichotomy between being a
pragmatic nationalist movement or an idealist revolutionary group; an argument, which
surfaced as Israel, withdrew from southern Lebanon. The guerrilla attacks forced Israel to
withdraw from most of southern Lebanon in 2000, which was a triumph for Hezbollah but
simultaneously a deprivation of much needed legitimacy to continue the self-pronounced
struggle. Remarkably, however, despite the continuous attacks against Israeli forces,
Hezbollah displayed much pragmatism and appears to have taken yet another step away
from its ideology. The attacks were conducted on posts that were in the Shebaa farms not
on the whole border between Israel and Lebanon, which means the aim was to liberate
Lebanese occupied land not to liberate Palestine. These attacks could also be interpreted
as an act to fill in the gap of lost legitimacy and not to realize an ideological aim.

Chapter 4
This Lebanese refined model we present to the people of Palestine. In order to
liberate your lands you do not need tanks or strategic balance or missiles or
airplanes or artillery. On the similar path of the bygone martyrs that shook the
usurping Zionist entity and terrified it you also can recover your lands. [...]
The choice and model are in front of you 360 Hassan Nasrallh in his first
speech after the withdrawal in 2000

Starting with the year 2000 a new era began for Hezbollah. After absorbing the initial
shock, the leadership realized the seriousness of the Israeli withdrawal from southern
Lebanon in accordance with UN resolution 425. Naturally, Hezbollah celebrated the
withdrawal as a victory of the resistance's struggle against the Israeli occupation for nearly
two decades. The significance of this triumph lies in the fact that for the first time in the
Arab-Israeli conflict Israel was forced to withdraw. The reverberations of the victory were
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immense but it posed several questions than answers most significantly about Hezbollah's
weapons.
As we saw earlier the Taif agreement legitimized Hezbollah's armament on the ground that
it was fighting Israeli occupation. After the withdrawal in 2000, many argued, such pretext
does not exist anymore. Thus, Hezbollah underwent tremendous pressure in order to
disarm just as other militias from other sects had disarmed earlier. Hezbollah's leadership
out rightly refused such a proposition because of the continued Israeli threat and more
importantly because of remaining Lebanese occupied land: the Sheba Farms.
Hezbollah stated clearly that it will respect the demarcated blue line by the United Nations
but also believed that the Israeli withdrawal was incomplete. The group argued that the
Sheba Farms were still occupied by Israel and the resistance will continue until all of the
Lebanese land is liberated. The merit of this argument was disputed because it was
argued that the Sheba Farms were indeed not Lebanese as many Lebanese politicians
argued along with the UN. But regardless of who actually owned the Sheba Farms, it was
a good justification for Hezbollah to continue its armament and continue its struggle
against Israel. But where did that leave the Palestine question?
Hezbollah's view of the Arab-Israeli struggle changed over the years. The group began
with the ideological aim of an everlasting struggle till all of historic Palestine was liberated.
Though the animosity against Israel continued to exist, Hezbollah did not continue the
armed struggle after the Israeli withdrawal in 2000. To the contrary, the Israeli-Lebanese
border witnessed some of the quietest periods after the withdrawal, especially after the
2006 war.
Between 2000 and 2006 Hezbollah conducted 'reminder operations' against Israel in the
Sheba Farms. These operations were less frequent and less deadly from the 1982-2000
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operations and they served as a legitimizer for the Hezbollah's possession of weapons,
and as an attempt to liberate Lebanese lands and free Lebanese prisoners. During this
period as well Hezbollah maintained a defensive posture vis-a-vis Israel and did not
conduct any attacks against Israeli forces outside of the Sheba Farms; a clear indication
that Hezbollah was not willing to initiate a campaign in order to liberate Palestine. In 2006,
a miscalculation happened by both Israel and Hezbollah that had several tactical and
strategic implications. After the 33-day conflict in 2006 the border never was as quiet and
Hezbollah focused more on the local scene.
In 2009 Hezbollah issued a manifesto in order to outline its new political vision. The
significance of the manifesto lies in its timing which occurred after several developments
that are mentioned above. While some scholars believed Hezbollah's central tenants did
not change in the new document, there is noticeable change upon closer examination. In
the 2009 manifesto Hezbollah abandoned the idea of an Islamic theocracy, expressed its
acceptance of the Lebanese political system, respected the state institutions - most
notably the army, and separated the Palestinian and the Lebanese struggles against
Israel.

1. The First Arab Victory
The Israeli withdrawal from Southern Lebanon was dismissed as a plot, or a maneuver by
Hezbollah's leadership because the Israelis never forcibly retreated; the Party of God had
underestimated the effectiveness of its own campaign against the IDF. From the other side
of the border, however, the continuous death toll of Israeli soldiers posed a question by the
Israeli society about the futility of the occupation, creating an unbearable pressure on
Ehud Barak's government. 361 Israeli preparations were already underway for complete
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withdrawal from southern Lebanon directly after the failed peace talks with Syria. The
Israeli Prime minister
instructed the officers to continue with the plans for withdrawal from
Lebanon. According to one of the officers involved, 'He was very clear, knife
sharp, the chances of getting out with an agreement were weak - and the IDF
must prepare to move out under blood, fire, and columns of smoke."IDF chief
of staff Shaol Mofaz, head of northern command Gabi Ashkinazi, and
intelligence officers again warned him against withdrawal without agreement,
but the prime minister replied that the withdrawal would create " an invisible
wall of illegitimacy' that would prevent further Hezbollah attacks on Israel.
Without the support of the Lebanese nation and without the understanding of
the international community, he claimed, Hezbollah would be unable to
continue with its attacks. Barak predicted that Israeli's withdrawal from
southern Lebanon would remove the main validation for the continued
presence (since 1975) of the Syrian army in Lebanon and begin the
countdown to Syria's withdrawal. 362

Hezbollah's leadership began to believe withdrawal was indeed imminent after seeing in
their own eyes the military repositioning, leaks to the media, and the abandonment of
forward positions. By May 24, 2000 the last remnants of the Israeli army rolled out of
Lebanon ending the 22-year occupation. Israel's "security zone" was no more and
celebrations overwhelmed Lebanon. The South Lebanon Army (SLN) also abandoned all
of its positions and military equipments, and all of the heavy weapons were blown up by
the Israeli air force. The vacuum created was quickly filled by Hezbollah's fighters and the
Lebanese army as dictated by Syria. 363 Hezbollah's fighters, seeping through the liberated
areas, showed much discipline and restraint by avoiding any revenge killing and regaining
control of southern Lebanon without much violence. 364 Instead of retaliatory attacks
against those who collaborated against the group, the liberation in 2000 did not result in
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any punitive acts against those who cooperated with Israel. Instead of persecuting them,
Hezbollah arrested and handed them to the Lebanese state. 365 Hezbollah celebrated the
first Arab victory in the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict, and were careful to point out that
successive UN resolutions failed in compelling Israel to withdraw from internationally
recognized borders and Israel withdrew only because of Hezbollah's resistance. 366
According to Afiff Hezbollah knew from the beginning that triumphing against Israel will not
change anything and knew that this will not be beneficial within Lebanon because of the
nature of the political system. Because Hezbollah knew that all of the political groups
agree on the sectarian political system that was created which gave each and every sect
within Lebanon a specific proportion that you cannot exceed. For example, in regards to
the number of ministries allocated for each group if the group is allocated six then
regardless if you are weak or strong the political systems allocates to you six and
regardless of who represent you. The same goes for the public jobs they are divided
between Muslims and Christians and the Shia gets only a specific part of the Muslim
proportion. So military victory would not translate to political capital. 367
The ripple effects of the Israeli withdrawal were so enormous it created a new reality. The
Lebanese political players wondered what is next? In other words, "Hizbullah was at a
crossroads. The Lebanese resistance organization had to struggle with a problem that
other terrorist groups would have envied: what to do when you have won. Looking back at
Hizbullah's founding, two key goals had been met." 368 Domestically other Lebanese
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political players feared Hezbollah will keep its weapons and politically translate its military
victory. Furthermore, they equated the Israeli occupation with that of the Syrian presence
in Lebanon and immediately called for the withdrawal of Syrian troops as well. In other
words, Hezbollah's mission of liberating occupied Lebanese land was accomplished and,
therefore, Hezbollah does not have the legitimacy of keeping its weapons as stipulated in
the Taif agreement.

a. Resistance Demobilization
After the Israelis withdrew from Lebanon, there were continuous calls for the disarmament
of Hezbollah. The highest Christian authority, Mar Sfair said "nobody will accept Hezbollah
being armed because all have to be equal under the law. If one party is armed and another
is not then there is no equality. And we have informed Hezbollah of our opinion." 369
Another call for the disarmament came from the Druz leader Walid Jumblat who believed
that Lebanon should not be the battleground for the Syrian-Israeli conflict and that
Hezbollah should disarm as other militias did after the Taif agreement. 370 Moreover, the
Sunnis also called for the disarmament of Hezbollah and believed this is a problem that
needs to be solved. 371 On the social level there was much criticism leveled at Hezbollah.
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Gebran Tueni, a journalist killed in 2005, wondered why Hezbollah has not disarmed and
shed light on the question of war and peace that was not in the hands of the Lebanese
state but in Hezbollah's hands. 372 But perhaps the most important call for the disarmament
came from the UN after United Nations Security Council Resolution 1559 called for "all
foreign forces to leave Lebanon and the disarmament of militias" and also "called for
greater respect by external powers for Lebanese sovereignty." 373
But these calls were far from heeded. The Syrians backed its ally in Lebanon and no
matter how loud the demands for disarming Hezbollah were the group kept its weapons.
374

Meanwhile Hezbollah completely rejected any calls for disarmament and the "group has

been completely open about its intentions to prevent the government from discussing the
resistance. In fact, Hezbollah's parliamentary leader, Mohammed Raad, warned that a
political crisis would explode if the government insisted on focusing on Hezbollah's
weapons." 375 Hezbollah also linked the issue of disarmament with the Israeli aggression.
In an interview with Al Arabiya TV channel in 2005 Nasrallah said that the existence of the
resistance is to repel the Israeli aggression and only when the possibility of the aggression
recedes and the Sheba Farms are liberated the resistance role will be concluded. 376 On
another instance he said "the continuous Israeli threats oblige Lebanon to endorse a
defensive strategy that couples between popular resistance that participates in defending
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the country and an army that preserves the security of the country and safeguards its
stability in complementary process that has proved in previous phase to be successful" 377
According to Hezbollah disarmament means rejecting the existence of Hezbollah in
principle because the weapons are used against Israel and since they are allies of the
Americans and indirectly with Israel so that bothers them. 378 The truth of the matter is
Hezbollah cannot exist without the Islamic resistance because Hezbollah's raison d'etre
became existence per se not the military activity against Israel
A former Hizballah activist put it this way: “Resistance is like a one-wheel[ed]
bike that Hizballah is riding. If it stops pedaling, it falls.” Yet, the muqawama
refers not only to guerrilla operations, but also to a culture of resistance
based on social mobilization and an associated political and social discourse
that transcends religion, territoriality, and nationalism, although it is rooted in
all three. Therefore, Hizballah has no tangible ultimate objective such as
advancing Shi‘ite demands, reforming Lebanon’s governance system, or
liberating Israeli-occupied Arab territories. 379

The disarmament is also linked to other issues. As stated by Hisham Jaber when he was
asked if he agreed on disarming Hezbollah by president Michel Sulayman in 2014 he said
yes and no. Yes until a strong Lebanese army was built in order to deter Israel. The
Lebanese army is not allowed to have defensive weapons when Israel - as it claims - can
destroy most of the targets it wants in 48 hours. Thus, we are with the weapons if Israel
decides to attack Lebanon. We are against the weapons if Hezbollah used the weapons
for a first strike against Israel - and all of the Lebanese oppose such a move because they
refuse to be the tip of the spear. To conduct a first strike is a dangerous decision and
should be forbidden. And he told the president if there were no weapons there would be an
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Israeli checkpoint around the corner. 380 In addition, Hezbollah's arms are linked to the
position of the Shia as well. According to Timur Goksel
I have some friends in the South that they lived through this, I tell them isn't it
time that you disarm Hezbollah, one guy said look before Hezbollah had those
guns when I went to the government because of my name and because I came
from Tyre they knew I was a Shia and they treated me like dirt. Then Hezbollah
came and I walk into the same f*** office the director gets up and makes me
sit on his chair and you think I will let Hezbollah disarm? Their mind did not
change but it is because Hezbollah has guns. Most Shia in Lebanon would not
let Hezbollah disarm because it means power. 381

This point is confirmed by the media spokesperson of Hezbollah. He says that the reason
behind the Shia support for Hezbollah is for two reasons: first is that Hezbollah defends
them against Israel and deters Israel and the second reason is that he gave them an
influential role in the political life. The Shia feel strong. This was a byproduct because
Hezbollah aimed at resisting and paid dearly in fighting Israel and their triumph created
deterrence and gave the Shia a sense of pride since they were the ones that liberated the
south and were the only force that forced Israel to withdraw from an occupied Arab land.
382

Hezbollah also argued, with the help of the Syrians, that some Lebanese territories are

still occupied. The disputed Sheba Farms became the focus of the group but also as a
think tank once ominously observed "in the absence of a comprehensive peace deal
between Syria and Israel, southern Lebanon will remain both an instrument of and a
possible trigger for broader regional disputes. Concrete, practical steps are urgently
needed to minimize the risk of a dangerous conflagration." 383 But of that more will come
later.
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b. A Disguise of Legitimacy
The Israeli withdrawal was a two-edged sword: Hezbollah was lauded for the brave
resistance and its ability to force Israel to withdraw by force, but at the same time the
group was deprived of legitimacy to continue the military operations and scrambled for
maintaining its arms. The Syrians also faced the possibility of losing an important tool to be
used against Israel. For how would Syria pressure Israel if there were no Israeli soldiers
dying in Lebanon? And how will Damascus pressure Israel to accept peace? Hezbollah
faced the same dilemma, how can it legitimize the possession of weapons if there was no
occupation?

384

The future of resistance was in doubt until Hezbollah was given a new

lease of life when the Lebanese government declared in 2000 that the Israeli withdrawal
was incomplete. There was fear of the absence of any reason for possessing the weapons
as Barak announced the Israeli withdrawal. But Israel gave Hezbollah a reason by keeping
the Sheba Farms. For a while, Hezbollah's leaders did not even appear on TV because
they had nothing to do, there was a vacuum as the south was liberated. 385 Under Syrian
pressure, the Lebanese government decided that the Sheba Farms were still under
occupation giving Hezbollah a reason to continue the resistance.
The Farms, constituting 2% of the area of Lebanon and lies in the Syria-Israel-Lebanon
border, were occupied by Israel in the 1967 war not in the 1978 invasion. 386 Not even
senior Lebanese politicians allied with Hezbollah knew of the existence of the Sheba
Farms. Nabih Berri, the speaker of the Lebanese parliament and Syria's ally in Lebanon,
met the UN representative and was unable to explain the location of the area under
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discussion. 387 Salim Al Huss, the former Lebanese Prime Minister and an ally of
Hezbollah, admitted that the Sheba Farms were never Lebanese. 388 In addition, Walid
Jumblat, the leader of the anti-Hezbollah Progressive Socialist Party, held the opinion that
the Farms are actually Syrian and stated that Hezbollah was looking for a reason to
continue the resistance. 389 The UN had its own reasons to doubt the Farms were
Lebanese.
The United Nations issued resolution 425 demanding the complete and unconditional
withdrawal of Israel from Southern Lebanon. The Israelis did not withdraw from the Sheba
Farms because they believed them to be part of the Syrian Golan Heights. So from May to
June 2000 the UN and Lebanon were engaged in a laborious effort to verify if the Israeli
withdrawal was complete; 390 the rest of the Lebanese-Israeli border was labeled the "Blue
Line." Several indications pointed to Lebanese ownership of the Sheba Farms; however, in
the 1960s Syria's security agents were deployed in the area in order to prevent crossborder smuggling. Therefore, there was a Syrian military presence, not Lebanese, when
Israel captured the area in the 1967 war. 391 In 1978
after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and when Resolution 425 and 426 were
enacted, the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) was created to
cover another part of the border area. In order not to overlap with UNDORF,
Shebaa was excluded from UNIFIL’s area. Here it must be remembered that in
2000, the UN was not actually setting the international borderline between
Israel and Lebanon but was tracing a ‘blue line’ between the two countries
using maps as references to establish the line of Israeli withdrawal. The ‘blue
387
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line’ excluded Shebaa as being a separate case. It had come under UN
jurisdiction when Syrian troops were fighting Israel and the agreement to
disengage was between those two states at the time, so, regardless of
whether it was Lebanese land or not, it was decided that it would have to fall
under Resolution 242. This resolution required Israeli occupied land to be
returned to Syria, rather than to Lebanon. The Israeli-annexed Golan Heights
falls under that resolution as well. 392

After the UN studied over 80 maps introduced by Damascus, Moscow, Paris, and London
to ascertain who owned the Sheba Farms, all the maps indicated that the Sheba Farms
belong to Syria 393 and ultimately the UN rejected the Lebanese demand and backed
Israel's position. Hezbollah, for its part, announced in 2001 that it was not concerned
whether the Sheba Farms fell under UN Resolution 242 or 425. For Hezbollah this was an
occupied Lebanese territory and it reminded its listeners it was the resistance who forced
Israel to withdraw in 2000 not the international community, and therefore it will also work
on liberating what remains to be liberated. Nasrallah also declared in 2002 that Hezbollah
will respect the blue line. 394 So the rules of the game were set and they were summarized
as the following: Hezbollah's recognized the blue line (meaning most of the borders
between Lebanon and Israel) with the Sheba Farms outside of that recognition, and an
eye for eye logic. 395
Despite Hezbollah's declaration that it reserved the right to attack in other border areas,
raising some reservations on what it perceived other disputed areas with Israel; Hezbollah
confined its attacks to the Sheba Farms since 2000. The first clashes began in early
October of 2000 in which three Israeli soldiers were killed, and a month later another
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attack resulted in a dead Israeli soldier. Though Israel did not retaliate it gave some
signals that it will tolerate attacks only at Sheba Farms and "the incidents seemed to
suggest that, as one UNIFIL official put it, “the new rules of the game designated the
unpopulated Shab’a Farms as a firing area to let off steam”. It appeared that armed
operations would be tolerated if confined there." 396 Hezbollah also maintained the ability of
attacking outside these areas but only as deterrence for any massive Israeli attack. As a
matter of fact
It is worth mentioning that when Palestinian organizations in south Lebanon
attempted to act independently in a way that would be perceived as an
infringement on the “rules of the game,” Hizballah disrupted their activities.
Hizballah would not allow Palestinian organizations to draw it into a wider
conﬂict with Israel at a time not of its own choice. Hence, it presented a
paradigm whereby the Palestinians wage their resistance against Israel from
"inside” (albeit with Hizballah support), whereas Hizballah is the sole"
Lebanese resistance.” In practice, Hizballah was acting on its assessment
that actions that went beyond the rules that it had imposed after the
withdrawal may trigger a stronger Israeli reaction. 397

Hezbollah became very pragmatic in dealing with Israel after the withdrawal. They
attacked military personnel and the Israelis retaliated mildly, and from 2000 to 2006 it was
careful not to attack civilians because that would trigger a massive Israeli response. 398 In
comparing the attacks before the Israeli withdrawal to the period before "the resulting
skirmishes between Israeli and Hizbollah units pale in comparison with the intensity of the
conflict prior to May 2000. Between May 2000 and September 2002, limited exchanges
have occurred on average every six to eight weeks, killing thirteen combatants and nine
civilians" 399 On average there were one or two operation a year. 400 This change in
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strategy was acknowledged by Deputy Secretary General Naim Qasim through stating that
the aim is to have a capability to defend in retaliation against Israeli aggression and “As
long as Israel remains aggressive in the region, we must fear this aggression. These arms
will then remain to confront and defend against aggression.” 401
Therefore, after 2000 Hezbollah maintained a deterrence stance and its military
performance changed from action to reaction because of the new operational reality and
local politics. 402 Israel, for its part, upheld its end of the agreement.403 Its goal was to
prevent Hezbollah from launching rocket attacks on Israeli population centers in the north.
Israel treated Hezbollah as a rational political actor; its prime minister, Ehud Barak stated
that "through their behavior, when they fought against us in South Lebanon, you could see
the obsession with legitimacy that controlled each and every move and therefore I
understand that legitimacy is more important than it is perceived." 404
Legitimacy is so important for Hezbollah that even if the issue of the Sheba Farms was
resolved there will be other issues to rise in order to justify maintaining its arms.
Hezbollah's leadership expressed on more than one occasion that the issue of the Farms
is but one unresolved matter with Israel such as the seven villages within Israel's territory
by Kibbutz Manara, the Israeli violation of the Lebanese airspace, and the release of
Lebanese prisoners. As such Ali Ammar, a member of the Lebanese Parliament for
Hezbollah, admitted in 2006 that "the resistance will continue because it does not end with
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the Sheba Farms ... nor when the prisoners return but when the violation of Lebanese
sovereignty is impossible by Israel even by a paper plane" 405 In other words, Hezbollah
preventively looked for legitimizing factors.
The death of former Prime Minister Hariri in 2005 had tremendous changed on the
Lebanese scene. Though the identity of the assassins remains anonymous, most fingers
point at the Syrian regime in killing Hariri in cahoots with Hezbollah. As the gulf between
Hariri's priorities widened with the priorities of the Syrian regime, and the Lebanese prime
minister attempted to play a more independent role he became a burden too heavy to
carry. The first reaction was daily anti-Syrian demonstrations to evict all of the Syrian
soldiers from Lebanon and rid the country from the influence of Damascus. In reaction
Hezbollah organized demonstrations in support of the Syrian presence, though the group
had a hard time to assemble a comparatively populous demonstration due to the
unpopularity of the Syrian regime in Lebanon. 406 The eventual Syrian withdrawal meant
that Hezbollah had to protect its political rear through more involvement in government;
once again the context compelled Hezbollah to change some of its principles.
Before Syria withdrew from Lebanon Hezbollah refrained being part of the government and
the task of domestic politics were firmly in Damascus' hands. And although "Hezbollah did
not accept many Syrian deeds, it turned a blind eye to their behavior in favor of its
strategic interests with Syria against Israel. [...] In addition, the conduct of the Syrian army
and intelligences was out of keeping even with Hezbollah's people" 407 The issue of
participating in the government was discussed by Hezbollah's leaders, which certainly
would have been beneficial for the group given the Israeli withdrawal at the time. However,
405

Blanford, The Shii Genie gets out

406

Interview with Fadlallah

407

Fadlallah. Hezbollah Discourse
145

the group eventually decided against participating given the fact that all of the important
decisions in Syria's hands. Therefore, the Syrian withdrawal came as a surprising new
development for the group that it had to contend with. Hezbollah feared the new
government, without Syrian influence, would target the group with Western backing and
anti-Hezbollah regimes such as Saudi Arabic. Participation in the government for
Hezbollah, thus, came as a necessary reaction to new development rather than a true
desire to take over the Lebanese government. The group's suspicions were buttressed by
the Lebanese's government "reliance on external support further delegitimizes the
government in the eyes of Hizbollah. Hizbollah leaders also blame Prime Minister Siniora
for a number of misdeeds [...] being too close to the West, and acting like “the head of a
faction rather than the head of a government for all Lebanese,” according to Hizbollah MP,
Hassan Fadlallah."408 But Hezbollah's involvement in the government and military posture
was rightly questioned since it indicated another deviation from earlier pronounced ideals.
In 2003, the former head of Hezbollah, Al Tufaily, denounced Hezbollah and asked where
the resistance is? Lahd (the head of the SLA) is gone and it has been replaced by
Hezbollah as they fire a bullet every few months. He also accused Hezbollah of
recognizing the Zionist Entity and thwarting any activity against Israel he also said "I call
upon my brothers in Hezbollah to revolt and to refuse the orders given to them to be only
as border guards." 409

d. The Lost Cause
The importance accorded to Palestine in Hezbollah's rhetoric was continuous during the
speeches of the group's officials, and the rallies it held. Concerning the negotiations for
408
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peace with Israel Hezbollah added that “No one has the right to give up one pebble of
sand of Palestine’s land; no one has the right to relinquish one letter of the name of
Palestine”.410 Hezbollah also affirmed that it rejected any negotiations, and normalization
of relations with Israel based on the 1967 border because that would give legitimacy to
Israel's rape of the land. Until today Hezbollah invokes
Palestine’s liberation as a duty incumbent upon all Muslims. Hizbullah’s
commitment to Palestine was, and continues to be, publicly communicated
through visual outputs and spectacles, including posters and elaborate
annual Jerusalem Day parades, as well as by invoking the liberation of
Palestine as the main aim of Hizbullah’s existence. Hizbullah’s posters feature
frequent references to Palestine, especially the al-Aqsa mosque, the image of
which often forms the background for martyr posters commemorating the
group’s suicide bombers in southern Lebanon with the slogan ‘Jerusalem, we
are coming’, signifying that Hizbullah’s ultimate aim is the liberation of
Palestine. 411

The Israeli withdrawal was also an incentive for another intifada by the Palestinians who
believed that the success of Hezbollah against Israel can be emulated in the Palestinian
territories. Hezbollah in turn saw it as a duty to support the Palestinians by all means and
tried, for example, to send some of its members through Jordan for this endeavor. Yet,
over time Hezbollah decreased its expectations due to the difficulties in carrying out this
task. 412
Instead of an armed struggle Hezbollah calls on a general referendum that includes all of
the indigenous population within the territories. In other words, Hezbollah does not actively
seek the obliteration of Israel. Hezbollah officials explicitly stated that they will not conduct
military operation in order to liberate Palestine. For example, from Nasrallah's perspective
"We are not unrealistic. We do not pretend that our military capabilities and the numbers of
410
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our mujahidin would be enough to regain Jerusalem. . . . We do, however, believe that the
resistance has to finish the job it started." 413 In another instance he stated "Today we are
not tying the destiny of Lebanon with Gaza, we are not tying the domestic Lebanese
conditions with the domestic conditions of Palestine, we are not tying the destiny of
Lebanon with the destiny of Iraq" 414 Similarly, Muahmmed Fnaysh stated that Hezbollah
would have resorted to violence in a similar vein as Hamas indicate that violence is viewed
as a nationalist right not an Islamist duty. 415 This assertion is more explicit by other party
officials. For example
Qasim’s declaration that ‘we will not be substitutes for others in liberation. In
liberation, only the owners of a land can constitute its basis. This assertion
echoes Nasru’llah’s affirmation that Hizbu’llah cannot be alternative to
another peoples’ [liberation] movement. We can be an element of support or
assistance but it must carry the banner, I cannot carry it in its place.416

Hezbollah, therefore, uses the same strategy that Musa Al Sadr used before in making
unity a prerequisite for the liberation of Palestine but instead of relying on Arabs Hezbollah
calls on the amassing of the necessary resources of the umma which will not take ‘a day
or two, a month or two, or a year or two’, but in ‘eras’. Presumably, the party envisages it
will take this long for the Islamic umma to amass the necessary resources and capabilities
required for establishing ‘the Jerusalem army’ to liberate Palestine. So in order to balance
the erstwhile rhetoric with current needs "Islamic expressions that were not compatible
with the national line were refined, dimmed, and made vague. The message of Liberating
Jerusalem, one of the goals of the movement, took another form. The responsibility of
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liberating Jerusalem was turned over to the Palestinians, and the movement positioned
itself in the status of assisting the Palestinians to achieve his goal." 417 This is also evident
in some of the statements by the group's officials; for example, Naim Qassim, the Deputy
Secretary General of Hezbollah stated in a 2016 interview that Hezbollah maintains a
defensive strategy and there is a balance of deterrence with Israel. When asked how
Palestine will be liberated, he replied "when we pronounce the liberation of Palestine as
our goal that means the liberation of all of the land but that does not mean we will liberate
all of the land by our hands because there is resistance inside Palestine that we cooperate
with, help, and who the rightful owner is"418
The change of Hezbollah's rhetoric is understandable and is in accord with the group's
pragmatism. The leaders of Hezbollah realized that there is no uniformity in continuing the
fight against Israel after it withdrew from Lebanon because any operation that is done by
Hezbollah will mean a vicious retaliation by Israel that would destroy the industrial and
economic infrastructure of Lebanon, and not only would shrink its popular base but give
credibility of the oppositional accusations against Hezbollah.419 Hezbollah today is more
rational in terms of liberating Palestine because it realizes it is a small party with minimal
resources so it has a more pragmatic approach. The liberation of Palestine nobody - in
Hezbollah - is talking about. The officials state that they are with the Palestinian
resistance, with Gaza, with the prisoners etc. but all of that is talk, it is theoretical.
Palestine, at least from a military point of view, nobody is talking about. Hezbollah is barely
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being able to deter Israel a task that requires consistent effort and preparation because it
is not easy. Therefore, the liberation of Palestine is theoretical and ideological and is not
practical. Deterrence is the current posture. Even the talk about occupying the Galill is
more psychological rather a sophisticated operation to 'liberate' this area. 420
Therefore, it supports the Palestinian groups instead as it trains and provides camps for
these groups because they have the main task of liberating their land. Hezbollah, in the
case of Palestine, gave all it can give but there is sense of appreciation especially by
Hamas as both groups diverged on Syria. The Shia milieu complains of this topic as well
towards the Palestinian groups because of their un-appreciation especially Hamas and
they pose the question why do they react this way? And why do we deal with Hamas when
they do not appreciate what we are doing for them? The Palestinians in Gaza and
Ramallah both trampled on Hassan Nasrallah's pictures. The correspondents of Al Manar
suffer a lot as well. The Palestinians in Gaza and Ramallah both trampled on Hassan
Nasrallah's pictures. The correspondents of Al Manar suffer a lot as well. 421 As some have
quoted a Hezbollah commander as saying, "We don’t consider ourselves as allies with
Palestinians [anymore],” Samir [commander with Hezbollah] states firmly" 422
The facts relating to Hezbollah's attacks on Israel after 2000 are also indicative of the
actions and aims of the group. The period between the Israeli withdrawal and 2006 was
very peaceful in comparison of previous periods, a fact that was not lost on the Israeli
officials, and the few clashes that occurred were confined to the Sheba Farms.423 There
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was only one Israeli civilian killed by Hezbollah during these six years and five more by
Palestinian operatives. There were also 17 Israeli soldiers killed and some of the attacks
were retaliation for Israeli attacks on Lebanon. These numbers are very modest in
comparison to the average of twenty-five soldiers who died on an annual basis during
Israel's occupation of the South. 424 It is also a marked contrast to the predictions of many
experts who believed that the struggle will continue after the Israeli withdrawal because
the vacuum left would create chaos. Contrary to these predictions Hezbollah played a
radically different role.
Hezbollah in reality prevented attacks by Palestinian groups against Israel. For instance,
when the intifada intensified in 2002 there were attempts by some Palestinian factions
from the refugee campus to mount attacks across the Lebanese-Israeli border. After
several Katyusha rockets were fired the Lebanese authorities announced that it will take
stern measures to stop such attacks. Hezbollah denied any involvement in the attacks and
sided with the government.425
Furthermore, Hezbollah did not conduct any attacks inside of Israel; in fact its attitude is
very enigmatic because it has never been involved in any attempt to cross the border. The
statements by Hezbollah's officials, such as Nasrallah, reflected clearly that the group will
not open Southern Lebanon against Israel despite the group's support for the Palestinian
cause.426 They also made it clear many times that it cannot be more royal than the king
and that they rather have the Palestinians take the lead and we will support them when we

424

Norton, Hezbollah a Short History

425

Harik, Judith Palmer. Hezbollah

426

Alagha, Joseph Elie. Hizbullah's documents: from the 1985 open letter to the 2009 manifesto. Amsterdam
University Press, 2011.
151

can if we can.427 Suddenly the animosity against Israel was open to different
interpretations as Nasrallah stated "to say that I oppose Israel is one thing and how to
translate that opposition is another."428 So in the fight against Israel
Nasrallah and others have made it a point to emphasize that despite Hizballah's
rejection of Israel's legitimacy, the organization will choose its actions
pragmatically, not dogmatically. It was in this vein that, despite expressions of
solidarity with the Palestinians, Hizballah's leaders have pointedly emphasized
that the liberation of Palestinians, is up to them. As elections approached in
Augusts 2000, Hizballah politicians focused less on Israel or regional issues
and more on Lebanon's corruption-ridden political system. Such attitudes
aren't confined to the leadership, but also reflects the outlook of Hizballah's
rank and file and especially the population of the south [...] A Trotskyite project
of permanent revolution does not sit well with this constituency, and Hizballah
leadership is nothing if not sensitive to its support base.429

And the priorities as well as the aspirations of the support base has changed significantly
over the years. Hezbollah has to contend with the fact there is a new Shia middle class
that is more educated and has a stronger sense of Lebanese identity. That change is also
reflected within Hezbollah's cadre as well as there is a generational struggle within the
group. The reason why this chasm has not been address more properly is due to the
continuous crises Hezbollah has been facing. 430 No event lucidly illustrates Hezbollah's
new thinking and strategy of dealing with Israel than the 2006 war.

2. Corresponding Miscalculation
Now you ask me if this was 11 July and there was a 1% chance that the
kidnapping would lead to a war like the one that has taken place, would you

427

Interview Nicholas Blanford

428

Massoud Assadallahi, Al Isslamyoon

429

Norton, Augustus. Hizbullah and the Israel withdrawal from Southern Lebanon. Journal of Palestine Studies 2000

430

Interview with Fadlallah

152

go ahead with the kidnapping? I would say no, definitely not, for
humanitarian, moral, social, security, military and political reasons431

The 2006 proved to be a turning point in the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah. Prior to
the war Hezbollah had successfully conducted several military operations in order to
maintain legitimacy, release some of the prisoners held in Israeli prisons, and keep the
conflict simmering while preparing for a larger defensive confrontation. Meanwhile, the IDF
remained ill prepared for the guerrilla tactics of Hezbollah let alone keep pace with the
increased professionalism of Hezbollah's fighters. The IDF also faced major budget cuts
and was led by those who emphasized air power on the military campaign. Though
Hezbollah was able to drag the IDF in the South again and win on the operation and
tactical levels, politically and strategically the group was not victorious. Hezbollah, and
admittedly so by its leaders, would not have kidnapped the Israeli soldiers if it had
anticipated the repercussions, and the group lost much leeway to continue its guerrilla
attacks against Israel.
The 1990s intensity, that was the hallmark of the conflict between Hezbollah and Israel,
decreased greatly after the Israeli withdrawal. The Shaba Farms, along with the Lebanese
prisoners in Israeli prisons, were pretexts for Hezbollah to resume its activity along the
border but the Blue Line was respected and the operations were less periodic. Hezbollah
conducted these 'reminder operations' to maintain legitimacy and saw itself as a deterrent
force. The logic went as the following: even if Israel withdrew from Sheba Farms there is
no peace agreement, so Hezbollah cannot disarm as long as there was a possibility of an
Israeli aggression. This stance allowed Hezbollah some flexibility because Lebanon's
sovereignty was violated by Israel multiple times even before the creation of Hezbollah,
431
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and though the argument was divisive, it was also popular as long as Hezbollah was a
defensive not an offensive force. In other words, Hezbollah, despite the periodic attacks,
maintained a reactive strategy vis-a-vis Israel.432
Hezbollah, however, never ceased to prepare for the next battle. The group began to get
some qualitative weaponry after the death of Hafez Al Assad reflecting more Syrian
independence on Hezbollah.433 The group also prepared internally through building
defensive network of bunkers, tunnels, and ambush positions to attack any incoming
invading force. Through the Iranian the "North Koreans helping to build the underground
system were apparently secreted into Lebanon using the guise of "domestic workers "for
Iranian diplomats. The North Koreans were assisted by Iranian engineers in constructing
far-reaching tunnel and bunker system that meandered for 25 kilometers." 434 These
bunkers were spread all over south Lebanon that covered nearly two square kilometers
with 40 meters below surface and some associated with rocket launchers nearly
impossible to detect by the Israelis. 435 They also received state of the art anti-tank
missiles that could defeat Israeli armor and continued to study the topography of the
South, which favored the defender over the invader. Above all they needed to refine their
thinking. The group believed
The key to defeating Israel required Hezbollah to modify its doctrine. By the
early summer of 2006, Hezbollah had transformed its original 13 principles of
warfare (a doctrine that had worked brilliantly during the course of the Israeli
432
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occupation of Lebanon) into a new and unique design. As Hezbollah’s
Secretary-General Nasrallah would later point out, “The resistance withstood
the attack and fought back. It did not wage a guerrilla war either . . . it was not a
regular army but was not a guerrilla in the traditional sense either. It was
something in between. This is the new model.” 436

So when the unexpected happened Hezbollah was much more prepared than its
adversary.
Hezbollah viewed the new Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert as well as Defense Minister
Amir Peretz to be weak. Intelligence that was collected in January 2006 indicated
Nasrallah perceived the newcomers as lacking military experience in comparison with
Prime Ministers Ariel Sharon and Ehud Barak, and he believed that any Israeli response
would be small-scale, and local.437 Simultaneously, Hezbollah collected massive
grassroots intelligence along the border. They would send kids to the border with their
books in their hands and all they do is record what they see; one truck went towards that
direction and another went another way. They studied Israel in the minutest way possible,
the army units and their tactics, and they translated everything from the Israeli media and
studied the material.438 Hezbollah has also acquired new technologies between 2000 and
2006. In 2004, Hezbollah used, for the first time, an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) which was an updated version of the Iranian Mohajer (UAV) - catching the Israelis by
surprise. The UAV remained in Israeli airspace for twenty minutes and returned to
Lebanon without being intercepted by the Israelis. Mirsad was sent on a second mission
few months afterwards with similar success; the third time, however, the mission failed
436
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during the 2006 war. 439 Based on all of the above assessments the Shura Council
decided to conduct an operation. Nasrallah anticipated a usual Israeli reaction to other
operations in terms of bombing few Hezbollah sites and refuse to negotiate, “Usually the
Israeli first says no then yes. In a week or a year Israel will finally invite us to negotiate.”
440The

person responsible for the months of planning, and who commanded all of the

military operations throughout the 1990s, was Imad Mughnyeh. Years later Nasrallah
revealed that it was Hajj Imad who was responsible for commanding the jihadi work,
"though it cannot be said that during the July War, it was this or that person who was in
charge specifically. We do not give all the credit to one person, because the July War was
the collective work of the Resistance and within the overall national framework. But Hajj
Imad played an essential and central role in the first victory [the Israeli withdrawal in 2000]
and the second victory [2006 war.]" 441
On the 12th of July 2006 Hezbollah's fighters targeted an Israeli reserve unit on its last day
in an area where the communication was weak and where the Israelis were paralyzed.
The operation, on a tactical level, is considered brilliant but the Israeli reaction was very
different from what was anticipated.

a. Israel's New Leadership
Lt. General Dan Halutz was the first IAF officer ever appointed Chief of the IDF General
Staff in 2005. He inherited an IDF that suffered from a protracted and immeasurably
unpopular conflict in Southern Lebanon. The morale and performance of the IDF was at its
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lowest after the withdrawal as it incurred casualties and lacked vigor because of small
fighting in the occupied territories. The IDF's "indecisiveness and moral disintegration
[were] picked up by the enemy. [And this] perception continued to hunt the IDF throughout
the second Lebanon war."442 Halutz also inherited an IDF that was
stretched to the limit by budgetary cuts to the ground forces and the continuing
demands placed on them by the Palestinian uprising. To make matters worse,
soldiers with perishable combat skills, such as tank crewmen, patrolled the
West Bank and Gaza Strip, in some cases, going years without training on their
armored vehicles. A distraught reserve armored battalion commander
condemned the three IDF chiefs of staff before Halutz “for having neglected the
land forces in favor of the air force, for sacrificing ground mobility on the altar
of high-tech wizardry, and for squandering tank specialists in the nooks and
crannies of the intifada.”443

And upon the 2006 the IDF had to contend with government's political strategic calculation.
The Israeli government had already devised a plan to react to Hezbollah's attacks on the
Northern border. These plans were shared with the US government and constituted a map
of action if Hezbollah decided to conduct an attack.444 According to a US official "the
Israelis told us it would be a cheap war with many benefits,” asking rhetorically “Why
oppose it? We’ll be able to hunt down and bomb missiles, tunnels, and bunkers from the
air. It would be a demo for Iran.”445 In other words, Hezbollah maintained a low-intensity
conflict through periodic attacks and confined these attacks in the Sheba Farms; it was
Israel who saw an opportunity to settle the scores and to set a stop to these attacks. This
was in light of a conviction by top Israeli politicians who believed in Israeli's eroding
deterrence credibility after the Scud attacks by Saddam in 1991 and the Israeli withdrawal
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in 2000 that meant that Israel would show less restrain in the face of Hezbollah attacks. 446
The Israeli leadership immediately declared that the attack was the "action of a sovereign
state and held the whole of Lebanon responsible and warned that it will bear the
consequences.447 Also, at the outset of the conflict Halutz threatened that Israel would
"turn Lebanon’s clock back 20 years” if the kidnapped soldiers were not returned.448
Therefore, Israel chose to react differently to Hezbollah's provocation and fought an
"optional war." It chose to "unilaterally escalate from a minor Hezbollah attack on July 12,
which abducted two IDF soldiers during a patrol in the northern border area near Lebanon,
into a major 33-day campaign that eventually led the IAF to fly some 15,500 sorties and
attack roughly 7,000 targets."449 But the war, similar to any war, did not go exactly as
planned.
The Israeli decision makers did not provide realistic and accomplishable goals for the war.
Politicians talked about changing the face of the Middle East and completely destroying
Hezbollah, yet the military command understood the limits of their military. There were
several identified objectives for Israel: First, to restore the credibility of the Israeli
deterrence, which was affected after the withdrawal in 2000 and the 2005 war in Gaza.
Second, force the Lebanese state to be accountable for actions coming from its territories.
Third, damage or cripple Hezbollah. Finally, bring the two soldiers that were captured by
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Hezbollah.450 But even those objectives were farfetched because there was a reliance on
the air-attacks, and when the ground forces moved into Lebanon its deficiencies became
apparent.
The Israeli leadership fell under the temptation of over-relying on airpower. There was a
trend in relying on the air-campaign because it was particularly beneficial for political
leaderships that were sensitive to public opinions. In conducting a military campaign
airpower proved highly destructive of enemy forces and simultaneously meant less hometroops casualties.451 But the reliance on airpower also meant a fixation on technology
which blurred the thinking of the military leadership.452 So Israel began with a destruction
of Lebanon's infrastructure in order to pressure its government and skew its public opinion
against Hezbollah. According to one map "Israeli forces bombed some 70 bridges and 94
roads, including Syrian resupply routes into Lebanon from Damascus, roads across the
northern border area from Syria into the Bekaa Valley, and roads in northern Lebanon
going from Syria to the Lebanese coast and north through the mountains."453 Moreover,
the Israelis acted with the assumption that the use of such high level of force will leave the
Lebanese government so afraid of the prospect of war in the future and to divide the
Lebanese society. Israel believed that
by targeting Lebanon’s infrastructure, including highways, fuel depots, and
even the civilian runways at the main Beirut airport, it could persuade
Lebanon’s large Christian and Sunni populations to turn against Hezbollah,
according to the former senior intelligence official. The airport, highways, and
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bridges, among other things, have been hit in the bombing campaign. The
Israeli Air Force had flown almost nine thousand missions.454

At the same time Israel failed in stopping Hezbollah's missile strikes. While Halutz believed
in the beginning of the 33 day war that "short range rockets are not a decisive weapon,"
Hezbollah's Katyushas exposed Israel's northern population who were ill-prepared to
withstand a large missile attack, and the missiles were very difficult to detect because the
Israeli intelligence did not gather information on them.455 As a consequence over "one
million Israelis lived in bomb shelters and about 300,000 temporarily left their homes and
sought refuge in the south."456 The Israeli leadership followed with putting troops on the
ground.
The fierce resistance and meticulous preparations of Hezbollah stunned military
observers; after years of counterinsurgency operations against the Palestinians "the IDF
appeared remarkably inept to conduct a successful conventional ground campaign against
Hezbollah."457 Hezbollah's fighters have prepared diligently for this fight and proved to be a
match for the IDF, during the fight "Hezbollah demonstrated its military strength,
ambushing Israeli armored forces and maintaining a rocket barrage in the face of Israeli air
strikes and ground incursion. As one Israeli officer noted, “[Hezbollah’s forces] are a miniIsraeli army. They can do everything as well as we can.”458 And while some analysts
believed that Hezbollah's actions were based on the instructions of its patrons "no serving
Israeli official, intelligence officer, or other military officer felt that the Hezbollah acted
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under the direction or command of Iran or Syria." To the contrary "Israelis felt Nasrallah
had initiated the attack on the Israeli patrol that took two prisoners on his own and that Iran
and Syria were forced to support him once Israel massively escalated."459 As the short war
was concluded it was clear that Hezbollah won on the tactical level but lost on the strategic
level.

b. The Result Sheet
The war of 2006 between Hezbollah and Israel ended with the adoption of UN Security
Council Resolution 1701. During the war there were between 177 and 199 Israeli soldiers
and 41 civilians killed, and the estimated damage to the Israeli economy was five billion
shekels (nearly three hundred million dollars);

460

no official numbers on how many

Hezbollah fighters were killed but the Lebanese civilian toll was 900 to 1,110. The war
resulted in an erosion of the Lebanese state's capacity and legitimacy through exposing its
inability and weakness. The Fouad Saniora government did not have the estimated 3.6
billion needed for reconstruction, but Hezbollah with the help of Iran did.461 Not only was
Hezbollah more than happy to fill the vacuum left by the state but it also declared victory
because it withstood Israel's assault and did not release the kidnapped soldiers. "The war
of narratives" meant glory for the group, which would mean a better standing in the Arab
world and more recruitment.462 In spite of the initial condemnations of Hezbollah's
aggression and irresponsible gambit that triggered a destructive Israeli response, the
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opinions of Arab public and rulers changed as the war continued. The intensity of the
Israeli reaction linked with Hezbollah's defiance in the face of the IDF changed the mindset
of people in the region. 463 In this sense Hezbollah's interpretation of the war prevailed,
and as Nasrallah "stated that “Tears don’t protect anyone,” an explicit reference to Siniora,
who wept several times in official speeches during the July war. [...] “a divine, historic and
strategic victory.” Since then, the expression of “divine victory” became the authoritative
expression to depict the conflict in all Hezbollah’s official literature."464 Hezbollah projected
itself as "a selfless movement touched by God and blessed by a religious fervor and
determination to resist the enemy, the infidel, and ultimately achieve a “divine victory,” no
matter the cost in life and treasure.465 But the strategic impact was not so favorable to the
Party of God.
The conclusion of the war meant an immediate and a long-term cessation of hostilities.
Ever since the arrival of the Palestinian fida'ayeen in the 1960s the Northern Israeli border
was marked by turbulence. There were rockets fired, ambushes set, hostages were taken,
and many military operations were conducted.466 And while it is true "that the [Israeli]
offensive did not go nearly as well as it should have, and that it brought to light numerous
deficiencies in the Israeli military. However, it is also true that Hezbollah, judging by its
leader’s repeated statements, was shocked by the violence of Israel’s reaction."467
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Hezbolllah had gravely misjudged the Israeli reaction through believing that the kidnapping
of Israeli soldiers will lead to a limited Israeli bombardment and ultimately swapping
prisoners. Hezbollah, according to some, should have given a counter-order as it was
obvious that Israel retaliated massively against the kidnapping of Gilad Shalit in Gaza.468
And although Nasrallah won
the war of the narratives,” it also unleashed a process that may well result in
the loss of much of the freedom of maneuver it enjoyed prior to the July 12
attack. This was reflected already midway during the fighting in the sevenpoint plan proposed by Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, which the Lebanese
government – a coalition government in which Hezbollah holds at least two
government ministries – adopted. A key clause in the plan stipulates the
Government of Lebanon’s intention to assert its sovereignty and establish its
monopoly of force in southern Lebanon. This signaled a reversal of the policy
adopted since Israel’s withdrawal from the area in May 2000, under which
responsibility for southern Lebanon was ceded to Hezbollah.469

This same clause was also affirmed in the UNSC Resolution 1701 which made it clear that
Lebanon's sovereignty means only the state has the right to bear arms.470
In addition, it became obvious after the end of the war that Hezbollah's leadership was
aghast at the level of destruction. Nasrallah, in an interview on August 27, 2006 made it
clear that "If any of us had a 1 percent doubt that Israel was going to reply in this savage
manner, we wouldn't have captured those soldiers"471 The 2006, thus, led to a long term
cessation of hostilities affecting not only Hezbollah but its allies as well.
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Hezbollah's loss of the pre-war status meant that the group does not have the same
flexibility on the operational and tactical levels. The existence of 20,000 to 25,000 foreign
and Lebanese troops makes it very difficult for Hezbollah to conduct attacks and this is
beside the public reaction that was mostly against the war because of its humanitarian and
material costs. Furthermore, the inability for maneuver was not a welcome development in
Damascus because it meant reduced capability at pressuring Israel.472 No wonder that
ever since
the war of 2006, and despite Hezbollah's self-declared "victory" there has
been a significant fall in the tensions present on the border between Lebanon
and Israel. This is not to say that there is no potential for violence or that
violent incidents have not been recorded but that warfare level in the 1990s
and even in the early 2000s seems to be a thing of the past; instead it appears
that a period of cold peace is underway.473

Furthermore, one of the best indicators of the weakening of Hezbollah's position happened
in 2008. The assassination of Imad Mughnyeh, who evaded exposure through going by
the name of Al Hajj Radwan, did not result any retaliation by the group. To the contrary,
the border between Lebanon and Israel remained quiet and there were no attacks against
Israeli targets in other countries.474
After the 1996 war, the unsigned rules of engagement between Hezbollah and Israel
prevailed until 2006. The rupture of the rules of engagement is the result of Israeli failure to
create a deterrence posture against Hezbollah after the 2000 withdrawal through allowing
the group to conduct operation without retaliation. Ironically, the 2006, though meant a
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change in the rules of conflict, further institutionalized the tactical maneuvering between
two. Both Israel and Hezbollah seek to enhance their deterrence capability while trying to
avoid a massive confrontation because both sides understood that a next fight would be
devastating and that each could not entirely eliminate the threat of retaliation in a first
wave.
After the 2006 war Israel took several steps to enhance its deterrence posture. One of
these steps is the building of a new corps called the Depth Corps a unit that specializes in
conducting clandestine operations in enemy territory. 475 Another development is the
building of a new missile defense system that could stop Hezbollah's missiles from
reaching Israeli territory. 476 These new missile defense systems, which include Arrow III,
Iron Dome, and Magic Wand aim at convincing Hezbollah that it will not realize its military
objectives through firing missiles. Moreover, the new posture also enhances the old tools
to deter Hezbollah such as gathering intelligence, cutting-edge technology, and massive
destruction targeting support network, weapons systems, and infrastructure. 477 This last
point was developed into what is called the Dahya Concept by the Israeli military. While
Israel's northern commander, Gadi Eisenkot said in a 2008 interview that in any future war
with Hezbollah Israel will use disproportionate force to cause great damage. He likened
any Israeli action or reaction in a new conflict to what happened to the Dahya quarter in
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Beirut during the 2006 war, stating that Israel will retaliate against any village in which it is
fired upon which will not be considered as civilian villages but military bases. 478
The Dahya concept reflects a new Israeli perception of Hezbollah. Some believe that the
new Israeli thinking puts Hezbollah in a similar framework of Arab regimes it fought for
decades through deterring the Lebanese group by pledging a full-scale attack on
Lebanese soil; meaning Israel is not treating Hezbollah as a non-state actor. 479 In
addition,
These elements support the idea that Hezbollah is not a fanatical and nearsuicidal militia, but a rational actor likely to engage in deterrence. This is why
some Israeli experts argue that the war of 2006 was the consequence of the
IDF's failure to deter the Lebanese organization rather than the impossibility
of deterrence. Indeed, according to the Winograd Commission, the period
following the IDF's withdrawal of Lebanon in 2000 was characterized as “the
era of containment.” This narrative is popular among the IDF officers, and
points out the seemingly lack of Israeli firmness vis-à-vis Hezbollah prior to
the 2006 war. 480

Hezbollah, for its part, had the new Israeli in mind while formulating its own deterrence
strategy. When asked about the Dahya concept, Hassan Nasrallah said the Israelis are
mistaken if they can target Hezbollah and expect a minimal retaliation. He also vowed if
Israel destroyed a building in Dahya then a building in Tel Aviv will be destroyed, if the
Hariri airport is targeted then Ben Gorion's airport will be targeted, and if the electricity
stations are targeted in Lebanon then the Israeli electricity stations will be targeted. 481 In
another statement Nasrallah said Hezbollah have the ability to target the Israeli nuclear
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reactor Dimona in the southern Negev Desert. 482 Certainly, the only means by which
Hezbollah can deter Israel is missiles and the group has been assiduous in stockpiling this
type of weapon with different ranges. There is a unanimous agreement that Hezbollah has
missiles today with much more range than it had in 2006 to the extent that the party
leaders, as stated above, claim they can target any area in Israel. 483 This capability could
be translated not only in targeting military facilities or nuclear reactors but also urban
centers which could have such grave that is much worse than the suicide attacks Israel
witnessed in the past. According to Hezbollah's member of the Lebanese parliament there
is a deterrence equation between the resistance and the Israeli enemy that was rooted
even more after 2006 which prevents it from violating our country or conducting a large
operation. It [Israel] realizes that if it commits any of these acts the price will be very high
and will think many times before. What protects Lebanon is the balance and deterrence of
the resistance and nothing else not the international law or the abilities of the Lebanese
state. 484

3. Evolution in Revolutionary Ideas
We do not want power nor do we want competition with anybody for positions
in the government because our movement is based on resistance against
Israel .... for us the protection of the Islamic resistance is the true goal485

Hezbollah made it clear ever since the Taif agreement, which legitimized its possession of
weapons in order to fight Israel, those guns will not be used inside Lebanon. Accordingly,
any local disagreement will be solved politically without any violent measures yet
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Hezbollah acted to the contrary after a sever crises in 2008. The government decided to
shutdown Hezbollah's telecommunication network and remove Beirut's security chief Wafic
Shkeir who has strong ties to Hezbollah. Hezbollah considered these two moves as a
declaration of war against the group486and on May 8 of the same year

Hezbollah supporters took over the Sunni suburbs of West Beirut. Alongside
the occupation of West Beirut, Hezbollah men took over the West Beirut
offices of the Al-Mustaqbal party led by Said al-Din al-Hariri and shut down its
television and radio stations in addition to setting fire to the building housing
the party's newspaper, Al-Mustaqbal, which belongs to the media empire run
by the Hariri family. In addition, Hezbollah, in a show of force, surrounded the
residencies of Hariri and Walid Jumblatt, the leader of the Druze
community.487

However, Hezbollah was very careful and cautious in clarifying that it aimed at maintaining
the Lebanese political system despite its brazen attacks. The group's fighters did not
appear in uniform as an organized force and they avoided any attacks against government
buildings or clashing with the Lebanese army.488 In fact, Hezbollah evacuated the positions
it took over after two days, allowing the Lebanese army to take over. Needless to say the
incident further divided the society as some Lebanese "noted that while Hezbollah had
refrained from firing a single bullet at Israel since the end of the 2006 war, it had turned its
weapons on Lebanese in West Beirut, an event more in the interest of the Iranian
government than that of the Lebanese people, regardless of sectarian preference or
political outlook."489 Moreover, the incident also revealed that Hezbollah had a stake in
maintaining the structure of the Lebanese political system though it was ready to act in a
radical way to maintain its survival. The 2008 takeover also indicates that Hezbollah was
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willing to move away from pronounced rhetoric in order to fend off any perceived
existential threat. Hezbollah defends its action on the basis that it exists in a security-bare
environment and that it had already issued warnings to the government not to tamper with
an existential issue. According to Hezbollah's head of media relations Hezbollah have
never used weapons within Lebanon except on May 7, 2008 as Hezbollah used its
strength and it was very limited and only for few hours but no doubt the usage had great
ramifications. Hezbollah was forced to use strength and it was not our choice within
Lebanon. The government convened on the fifth and agreed on a decision against the
group about the private communication network that we use to fight the Israelis and for our
own security. Hassan Nasrallah warned them against such an action because this network
was used only against Israel but they were not deterred.490

a. The Manifesto
Long before the official announcement of the 2009 manifesto Hezbollah's officials
confirmed that the group was on the cusp of releasing a new political document. Nai'am
Qassim announced 2002 a year after the six conclave the group's intention of releasing a
modified version of the 1985 Open Letter. He added that the new version will reflect
Hezbollah's development over the years and to pronounce the group's vision, however, the
upcoming document will does not mean a complete change in doctrinal issues. Also in an
interview with the Daily Star that "Qasim argued, 'Much has happened and much has
changed between 1985 and now… Our basic principles remain the same because they
are the heart of our movement, but many other positions have changed due to evolving
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circumstances developing around us'.491 It would take the group 7 years to announce the
new political document.
In 2009 Nasrallah declared the new political manifesto of the group during a press
conference. In the prelude of the document Hezbollah describes its evolution from a
liberating force to a position of defense and deterrence, and evolution in playing a pivotal
political role. And from there it moves to the remaining three parts.
The first is entitled Hegemony and Mobilization that the group's international outlook is
outlined. It starts with the end of WWI and the beginning of US quest for "centralized world
domination."492 It gives recognizes the substantial developments and scientific
achievements in technology, economy, and military levels. However, the documents
denounce the "economic agenda that blatantly perceived the world as an open market to
be governed solely under US-made rules." The quest for opening markets and the
continuation of Western hegemony turned into a "form of military globalization" in which
the Middle East became a battleground. Therefore, the document calls for a wider and
global view in order to interpret local events.493
The second section is entitled Lebanon in which it discusses various aspects that vary
from the role of the resistance and the views on the political system to Lebanon's relations
to the Arab and Muslim worlds. This section starts with a statement about the sacrifices
the group committed to the homeland in order to "safeguard it as dignified and sovereign.
[Thus] we want Lebanon to be the homeland to all Lebanese; equally a homeland that
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embraces them all and that takes pride in all of their accomplishments." Then it moves to
enumerate Israeli aggression since 1948 against Lebanon such as the Houla massacre in
1949, the attack on Beirut's Airport in 1968, and the invasions in 1978 and 1982.
Afterwards it proposes a "permanent defense formula that is based on matrimony between
a popular resistance which contributes to such national defense in the event of an Israeli
invasion, and a national army that protects the country and secures its stability." This
strategy is desperately needed in order to protect Lebanon from any Israeli danger.494
The Lebanon section also discusses the political system, the Palestinians refugees in
Lebanon, and Lebanon's relations with fellow Arab countries. The document criticizes
political sectarianism in the homeland and describes it as the root "cause behind the
Lebanese political system's troubles, a situation that continuously hindered the system's
reform, development, and modernization." It is also a stumbling block against the
establishment, not of a theocracy, but it is a rigged obstacle on the path towards true
democracy where the elected majority rules and the elected minority represent the
opposition."As for the Palestinian refugees, the manifesto depicts the Palestinians' plight
and recommends awarding the Palestinians "social and civil rights as befits their human
conditions and as would preserve their identity and cause."Yet it also recommends
upholding "the Palestinian right of return and refusal of their permanent settlement in
Lebanon."Finally, this section stresses Lebanon's identity and focuses on the significant
role that Syria has played in helping Lebanon in times of need and its support for the
resistance. Syria's important role "came through its support of regional resistance
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movements amidst their most difficult of circumstances and through seeking coordinating
Arab efforts towards securing the interests of the region and confronting its challenges."495
The final section is titled Palestine and the Settlement Negotiations. The manifesto
explains that the "struggle is by no means based on religious confrontation, or racial and
ethnic partisanship, although the owners of the Zionist-colonialist plan have never shied
away from employing religion and the religious mind-set to achieve their goals and
objectives." Rather the struggle is a "duty of self-defense against occupation, aggression,
and the hegemonic Israeli oppression." As for the liberation of all of Palestine it is a
"historical responsibility of the umma (Muslim nation) and its people to repudiate this entity
whatever the pressure and challenges, and the drive forward for the liberation of all
usurped land and the restoration of all pillaged rights irrespective of how long this takes
and how great the sacrifice."496
The manifesto also declared Hezbollah's full support for the Palestinians and Hezbollah's
refusal for any negotiations with Israel. This section states Hezbollah "affirm our
permanent support of the Palestinian people and Palestinian cause with historical,
geographical and political principles." It also states that negotiations including the Wadi
'Araba Accords, the Oslo agreement, and the Camp David Accords are rejected by
Hezbollah as part of its whole rejection of any settlement with Israel. This reception stems
from the fact that the "settlement option is founded on legitimizing the Zionist entity's
existence and relinquishment of seized Palestine land, an Arab and Islamic land."497
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b. Ideological Change?
The manifesto generated much discussion within Lebanon and outside of it. Some
analysts believed that the manifesto is a clear sign that Hezbollah has indeed moderated
over the course of its lifespan at least through more integration into the political system.
While others countered that the new political document did not indicate any radical change
in the group's ideology and strategy.498
Some believe that change too place in Hezbollah's ideology albeit the change is tactical
more than it is strategic. And these changes happened because of the political context,
changes on the security level, and changes in the domestic environment. 499 However, in
comparison to the 1985 Open Letter and the statements made by Hezbollah's officials
during the formative years, it is evident that Hezbollah has changed massively. First,
Hezbollah has changed its views about the Lebanese state and the Lebanese institutions.
In the 1980s Hezbollah regarded the Lebanese government illegitimate and believed
Lebanon to be part of the umma with Iran at the center. Today, the group constantly
iterates that Lebanon is a finite national home with special characteristics. As Nasrallah
stated after announcing the 2009 manifesto:
We have been clear that we consider Lebanon our country. On the debate
about whether Lebanon is a finite country or not, I would like to say that this
country is a blessing in light of its variety and geography and the many great
historic accomplishments it has made. As for having to announce it as a finite
homeland, His Eminence Sayyed Musa al-Sadr was very clear on the subject,
and he used to speak on behalf of this entire path, when he considered
Lebanon as a finite homeland.500
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This approach is also confirmed by Hezbollah Member of Parliament Ali Fayyath who said
Hezbollah believes that this country of needs to be governed and that the governance of it
should be with the agreement of all groups living in it. Lebanon is our final home and our
believe in wilayat al faqih does not contradict our responsibility towards Lebanon and the
social contract that regulates the relationship between the different groups. 501
In addition, Hezbollah now seeks the cooperation of the Lebanese army instead of viewing
it as a hostile force. The group believes that the army and the resistance can play
supplementary roles. While the army's weakness in fighting the occupation can be filled by
the resistance, the army can protect the rear of the resistance. This argument, as we shall
see later, is also argued after Hezbollah intervened in Syria.
Second, as quoted above, the document is arguing for a plural democracy instead of an
Islamic theocracy. This is not to say Hezbollah's is now a liberal democratic party rather
the group sees more benefit out of a democratic system. The Shia constitutes a majority
within Lebanon and thus free and fair elections in a truly democratic Lebanon would mostly
be beneficial for the Shia and by extension Hezbollah. The groups can obviously also
politically benefit from the charity works it has done over the years that benefitted not only
the Shia but all of the segments of the Lebanese society.502
Finally, although some might argue that the view of Israel remains unalterable in Hezbollah
ideology since its creation, some change is also noticeable. As we have seen earlier
Hezbollah defined its struggle with Israel in religious terms and vied to exterminate the
'Zionist entity' the 2009 manifesto has somewhat different aims. Hezbollah did not allude to
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the complete destruction of Israel nor did it announce its eternal military struggle against
Israel. Though it is true that the group does not believe in any settlement with Israel but the
struggle against Israel is defined in nationalist terms not religious ones. The document
reflects Hezbollah's actions since 2000 in maintaining a defensive posture. The fight
against Israel is a nationalist duty in order to defend the homeland: “Israel represents an
eternal threat to Lebanon. The role of the resistance is a national necessity as long as
Israeli threats and ambitions to seize our lands and water continue.” [My emphasis] This is
also evident through the clear separation of the Palestinian and the Lebanese struggles.
Hezbollah helps the Palestinians in their struggle; it does not work for the liberation of
Palestine.503 In addition it is noteworthy that the responsibility of liberating Palestine, as
stated in the 2009 document, is not only Hezbollah's rather it is the responsibility of both
the Muslim and Arab worlds.504
In short, Hezbollah the differences between 1985 Open Letter and the 2009 are many and
clear. In 1985 Hezbollah was a small, revolutionary, and jihadi group that completely
rejected the political system with an aim of establishing an Islamic state and obliterating
Israel.505 After more than two decades and massive changes, Hezbollah introduced a new
vision based on experience through the 2009 manifesto. Accordingly, "the ideological dose
is gone and what little remains is only cosmetics."506 Therefore, any comparison between
Hezbollah's discourse between 1983-85 on the one hand and 2009 and listened to the
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group's rhetoric today one can discern a transformation towards pragmatism in the dealing
and culture of the group. 507

4. Conclusion
This chapter, from a methodological point of view, represents another step away in which
the group took from its earlier pronounced ideals in 1985. If a core ideological goal can be
amended why other goals can't be amended as well? As reality becomes clearer and
clearer the early ideological goals recede and become more and more abstract. The
revolutionary past becomes a pride and a burden on the group because it demonstrates
the ideological purity but it also reveals the naivety and extremism of the group. Clinging to
these ideals is not only inimical because opponents might take advantage of it but it could
also be destructive because the group might expend much energy on an unachievable
goal.
By the year 2000 Hezbollah has been completely transformed from the revolutionary
ideals it espoused to the ideals advocated by Musa Al Sadr. In essence, Hezbollah
returned to the ideas of Al Sadr in terms of social harmony, reforms, Muslim-Christian
relations, protecting the army, and the Lebanese-Palestinian relations. It is unsurprising
that Hezbollah reached the same conclusions because these ideas constitute the interest
of the Shia in Lebanon. In confessional Lebanon, Hezbollah, and before it Al Sadr, were
shaped by the political culture of the country instead of changing it. Both had no choice but
to rely on the Shia base and thus advocate its interest. Even on the regional level it was
becoming increasingly obvious that Islamism is splitting between Shiasm and Sunnism,
which meant more sectarian entrenchment. It was demonstrated above how Hezbollah
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changed its approach before 2000, and after the liberation even its approach to Palestine
changed as well.
As the statements and actions of Hezbollah demonstrate, the liberation of Palestine and
the obliteration of Israel became less pronounced as an aim and certainly the groups did
not seek to achieve it through action. There are several reasons, which made it clear for
Hezbollah's leadership that liberating Jerusalem is an unattainable goal. The Lebanese
society, and specifically the Shia, vehemently objects to transnational ideological goals. A
conflict with Israel is only acceptable from their perspective if it was for a national cause.
Therefore, any offensive strategy will mean Hezbollah will lose its popular base a thing
unthinkable for any insurgency that seeks survival as Mao has preached. This fact is not
lost on some scholars who believe that much "of the energy behind Hezbollah's resistance
to the Israelis in the South derived from the occupation of Lebanese territory, not some
ideological crusade against Israel itself’ or ‘some permanent cultural characteristic."508 And
although some might counter argue that Hezbollah's stance has not changed
On the rhetorical front Hezbollah remained consistent; action wise however,
this rhetoric is open to much interpretation because of the group's limits and
its attacks that are limited to Sheba farms not along all of the borders with
Israel. In addition, the increased pragmatism of the groups has shown that it
is willing to compromise and negotiate with Israel and the 1993 understanding
and the 1996 understandings are clear indications of just that which both
indicated that Hezbollah will not attack beyond the occupied Lebanese
territories. Therefore Hezbollah's fight against Israel can be a described as a
Lebanese-Israeli struggle not Arab or Islamic struggle - or could even be
described as a border fight as well.509
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Actually, some argue that the war between Hezbollah and Israel effectively ended in 1996
agreement; the four years before the Israeli withdrawal were bought by Syria and Iran to
maintain the lifeline for the resistance.510
The contradiction between interest of the nation-state (in this case Lebanon) and the
transnational identity (Islamism) surfaced as time passed by. The change of Hezbollah's
self-perception as part of the nation-state as well as the umma has affected its perception
of the struggle with Israel. The group's early ideology clearly called for a perpetual war for
the liberation of all of historic Palestine, yet this goal became more rhetorical and less
practical as time passed by. To solve this dilemma Hezbollah called for a collective
strategy by Muslim and Arab countries (as Musa Al Sadr advocated) and in absence of
such a plan Hezbollah maintained a defensive posture to deter Israel. Thus, the fight
against Israel is a national-duty before it is a religious duty in which the latter does not
contract the former. The change of Hezbollah's discourse and thought regarding Palestine
can be noticed simply with how its leaders address the matter. The struggle for Palestine
is defined as "us" helping "them" and no longer as a duty of the collective umma, which
have been divided into different nations and states. The attacks on Sheba Farms provide a
clear indication on Hezbollah's approach.
Hezbollah continued on the path towards pragmatic practices after the Israeli withdrawal.
This began with the finding a legitimate cause in order to maintain the arms of the group.
The Sheba Farms, as well as the exchange of the prisoners, became an ultimate reason
for Hezbollah in order to maintain the struggle against Israel. And it did not need to expend
much effort in order to make that the policy of the Lebanese state because of the Syrian
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pressure. Hezbollah's attacks are very indicative in this regard. They were much less
frequent, deadly, and they were confined to the disputed border never in the blue line. The
fact that Syria and Hezbollah found the Sheba Farm excuse means there desperation to
maintain the border a flashpoint or the game would be over.
They did not attack anywhere beside Sheba Farms and recognized the blue line which
means and even as the officials stated they do not want to liberate Palestine through
armed struggle. In other words, Hezbollah's attacks can be seen as the conduct of a
nationalist movement (not religious) that seeks to liberate the remaining occupied land albeit less vigorous and pressing. Israel's only sin after the 2000 withdrawal was not being
clear enough that any operation would invite massive retaliation, Sheba Farms provided a
getaway for all parties concerned to maneuver in several directions.
The operations between 2000 and 2006 by Hezbollah against Israel served as a
legitimized for Hezbollah's possession of the weapons and as a pretext for any possible
Israeli strike against the group. Hezbollah realized that its power as an insurgency group
can be victorious only through maintaining a defensive strategy. If Hezbollah continued its
attacks on any non-Lebanese areas it would have lost any popular backing and have
invited massive Israeli retaliation. Moreover, Hezbollah weapons are as much about
protecting its front as it is about protecting its rear. The group's rivals would have used the
outcome of such a scenario against Hezbollah that would have delegitimized the group in
the eyes of the Lebanese. From Israel's point of view the attacks were insignificant
throughout the six year period after the withdrawal. If any of these attacks called for a
massive retaliation then Israel certainly would not have hesitated, but Israel chose to
refrain from such a move. Thus the 2006 war is the consequence of Barak's choice not to
make it clear for Hezbollah that any attack will only invite massive retaliation against
Lebanon. The "invisible wall of legitimacy" was not built on sound ground. The successor
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Israeli government also chose to walk on the path delineated by the former government.
Ariel Sharon, far from being a political dove, also ignored these attacks and did not
retaliate against Hezbollah. It is only under the weak and militarily inexperienced
leadership of Ehud Olmert that Israel saw an opportunity to destroy Hezbollah in what it
seemed an opportune regional and international context.
The abandonment of the theocratic project, the deterrence posture, and the separation of
the Lebanese and the Palestinian resistance against Israel are all enshrined in the 2009
manifesto. The early-pronounced ideological aims were simply unattainable and the
pursuant of these goals would mean the demise of Hezbollah. An Islamic political system
is rejected by most Lebanese, a perpetual fight against Israel means the alienation of the
society, and therefore the task of liberating Palestine subtly handed over to the
Palestinians and the umma. Change is admitted by the leadership of Hezbollah as
"Secretary General Nasrallah admitted: 'We have no problem or any complex about
describing what happened – be it development or transformation. This is natural. People
develop. Indeed, the entire world has changed in the past twenty-four years.”511 This is not
to say that Hezbollah does not view Israel with animosity but the continuous pursuit of its
destruction has ceased. The failure to obliterate Israel has always transformed those failed
to believe that Israel will collapse because of internal dynamics.
Hezbollah's ideological changes are in line with the methodology stated in chapter one: an
insurgency's pragmatism would increase due to environmental changes as is further
buttressed in this chapter. As for the method of process tracing this represents another link
down the line of ideological change. Chapter 4 also infers the existence of an unobserved
event or process as well as inferring causal connection between one specific event and
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another. First, Hezbollah marked its early years were by ideological outlook in dealing with
its surroundings. The group had a clear outlook in actively pursuing the creation of a
theocracy in Lebanon and conducting several suicide attacks in pursuit of this goal. After
1989, however, Hezbollah began to show signs of pragmatism on both the political and
military levels through participating in the political system - which the group rejected earlier
- and significantly improving its military tactics by increasing the lethality and decreasing its
human cost. The comparison between the first and second periods assessed the first step
of moving from ideology to more pragmatism in the decision making process. This chapter
demonstrated that Hezbollah moved further away from ideology and closer to pragmatism.
The pivotal events for Hezbollah in chapter 4 are two critical points to be logically linking
the data to the proposition with the criteria for interpreting the finding that have already
been mentioned are the Israeli withdrawal in 2000, the 2009 manifesto. The guerrilla
attacks forced Israel to withdraw from most of southern Lebanon in 2000 in what was
regarded as the first Arab victory, which was a victory for Hezbollah but simultaneously
deprived the group of much needed legitimacy to continue the self-pronounced struggle.
However, Hezbollah acted very pragmatically, and appears to have taken yet another step
away from its ideology, despite the continuous attacks against Israeli forces. The attacks
conducted were on posts in the Shebaa farms not overall the border between Israel and
Lebanon, which means the aim was to liberate Lebanese occupied land not to liberate
Palestine. These attacks also filled in the gap of lost legitimacy and not conducted to
realize an ideological aim.
Another pivotal event for the process tracing is the 2009 manifesto issued by Hezbollah.
The group not only argued, yet again, for a plural democracy but also changed its rhetoric
and views towards Israel. Hezbollah's reason behind putting its weight behind a plural
democracy is the Shia population, which constitutes a majority within Lebanon, and thus
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free and fair elections in a truly democratic Lebanon would mostly be beneficial for the
Shia and by extension to Hezbollah. As for Israel, Hezbollah earlier defined its struggle
with Israel in religious terms and vied to exterminate the 'Zionist entity.' On the other hand,
the 2009 manifesto stated different aims or at least did not affirm the desire for the
complete destruction of Israel nor did it announce its eternal military struggle against
Israel. Though it is true that the group does not believe in any settlement with Israel but the
struggle against Israel is defined in nationalist terms not religious ones.

Chapter 5
It seems Hezbullah is facing the dilemma of asserting raison de la nation (panArabism/pan-Islamism) or raison d'etat (state sovereignty). Most likely, its
"strategic" intervention in Syria has compromised both, including its ideology
of supporting the "oppressed" over the "oppressor." 512

As the 2000s wore on and the intensity of the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah
declined, the Middle East witnessed the pangs of a new era. Hezbollah, as all of the
scholars, regional experts, and officials, were caught by surprise as dictators one after the
other began to fall starting with Tunisia in 2011. The group began by welcoming these
developments simply because the ad hoc regimes took a hostile stance against Hezbollah.
Libya's Muaamar Al Qadaffi, for instance, was responsible for the disappearance of Musa
al Al Sadr, and Hosni Mubarak was siding with Saudi Arabia against Hezbollah and had
good relations with the Israelis. But Hezbollah's support for revolutions in the Arab world
began to shift as the fire of the revolution reached Syria.
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During the initial phase of the Syrian revolution, while it was mainly peaceful
demonstrations, Hezbollah supported dialogue and political solution. Even more, the group
began to mediate between the Syrian regime and the opposition in order to avoid an all out
war. Those efforts, however, were fruitless as the opposition refused any compromise with
Assad and demanded his removal. The impasse between the regime and the opposition
led to the civil war and subsequently to Hezbollah's involvement in Syria.
Hezbollah strongly denied any involvement in the Syria's civil war but as it confirmed this
involvement later on it had to explain the reasons why it was active in the neighboring
country. Despite the various reports by the opposition, foreign governments, and
Lebanese sources that Hezbollah was aiding the Assad regime, the group denied such
activity. But Nasrallah eventually admitted his group was involved in Syria in order to
protect the Lebanese Shia residing in Syria and to protect the shrine of Zeinab - the
prophet’s daughter - in Damascus. Sometime later Hezbollah began to cite the takfiris as a
source of threat and a reason for the group's involvement in Syria. According to Hezbollah
the takfiris fighting the Syrian regime, basically, are a part of a Zionist/American project in
the region and if that project succeeds then it will have grave consequences not only in
Syria but Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq as well. While this rhetoric continued, Hezbollah
added the survival of the regime as a primary objective.
The involvement in Syria, which has been raging for several years now and most likely will
continue for at least few more years, had a tremendous impact on Hezbollah. As an
insurgency Hezbollah has taken advantage of protracted conflict in its fight against the
Israelis. The continuous meticulous guerilla tactics during the nearly two-decade campaign
resulted in a victory. The conflict in Syria, on the other hand, does not enjoy the same level
of popularity and has already caused more damage to Hezbollah than the fight against
Israel. Yet, the group is also benefiting from fighting alongside the Syrian regime; for
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instance, Hezbollah has amassed capabilities that render it above a traditional insurgency
and the interaction between Hezbollah and Syria's allies - namely the Russians - have had
a positive effect. Suffice it to say that regardless of the outcome of the civil war, Hezbollah
pre-Syria will be radically different from Hezbollah post-Syria.

1. The Revolutionary and the Revolutions
The issue in Syria is bigger than a person or a regime; some say that what is
happening in Syria is for a man named Dr. Bashar Al Assad and for the sake
of a regime. No, the issue is bigger than that. 513

In 2011, as the pro-West Arab regimes began to fall one after the other, Hezbollah
welcomed these developments and sided with the demonstrators. The Arab Spring was
initially regarded as a revolution by the people who had several legitimate demands
against corrupt, inept, and oppressive regimes. Nasrallah hailed these demonstrations and
on behalf of Hezbollah by saying: "Our meeting today is to express our solidarity and
standing alongside the Arab revolutions and the sacrifices committed, particularly in
Tunisia, and also in Egypt, Bahrain, Libya and Yemen."514 For the most part any regime
change would be positive for Hezbollah because of the following logic: the citizens of the
Arab world supported the Palestinian cause and supported those that fought Israel, yet
Arab regimes were not representative of their citizens; therefore, regime change - for the
most part - would be positive for Hezbollah. In addition, the Arab Spring meant benefit for
Hezbollah in the zero-sum game with the US as Nasrallah explained in one speech:
What began in Tunisia and was followed in other Arab countries, is the result
of popular will and national will, not an American project because it does not
make any sense for it to be an American project, because these countries are
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American allies: the Tunisian regime and the Egyptian regime and the Yemeni
regime and the Bahraini regime, even Gaddafi in his last years was had a very
high degree of cooperation and coordination with the Americans and was
submissive to them. Therefore, it seems highly unlikely that the United States
incite the people against systems that are loyal and submissive to her.515

And despite the claims by many sources, Hezbollah categorically denied any involvement
in these revolutions 220 but the group's rhetoric and perception began to shift as the
demonstrators took to the streets in Bahrain.

a. The Ghost of the Past
Bahrain is a small island with a majority Shia population and Sunni rulers that is
strategically located between Saudi Arabia and Iran - as a matter of fact Iranian officials
claimed it as an Iranian territory.516 Naturally, and in continuation of its pronounced stance,
Hezbollah supported the demonstrators. In the words of Nasrallah the Bahrainis "are a
peaceful and oppressed people that came out demanding their legitimate rights in a
peaceful and civilized manner and were reciprocated by death. The first day hundreds not
thousands or tens of thousands of young people came out, and the government could
easily accommodate these demands"517 But there is more to Bahrain. Hezbollah's stance
in this regard should be interpreted in light of the group's formation. As we have seen
earlier there was a Shii awakening in the 1970s and the 1980s and Hezbollah is part and
parcel of that movement. Therefore, when the Saudi regime helped in cracking down on
the demonstrators Hezbollah decided to openly criticize the Arab League and the Arab
governments for
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not lift a finger let alone send armies to defend Misrata and Ajdabiya and
Benghazi [in Libya] where people got killed and bombed by aircraft and tanks
as the people revolted. In Bahrain, however, the Arab governments sent
armies to defend the political system. [...] Here I want to ask those silent about
the injustice our brothers and our families and our people in Bahrain are
suffering: Why the silence about their injustice? Why the silence about their
peaceful demands? Why do they even go further by condemning the
movement and accusing these martyrs and those wounded with treason, is it
only because they are Shiites? [My Emphasis] 518

Later on the condemnation increased as there was a deafening silence about
demonstration in Bahrain as the Arab public in general ignored what is happening in the
tiny island. In another speech Nasrallah lamented the suffering of the Bahrainis and the
lack of Arab platforms supportive of the Bahraini Spring that possessed the same
characteristics "as if it is not an Arab or Muslim nor as a part of the Arab region; as if
Bahrain has a democratic system"519 And partially in explaining the group's position on
Syria he alluded to Bahrain as well saying to those "who accuse us of being hypocrite
because of our stance on Syria, I ask them can you tell me what are your standards in
regards to the revolutions? And then I'll tell why in Syria I have a different attitude. Why in
Bahrain do you have a different opinion when it is clear that what is happening in Bahrain
is a popular movement?"520 But it was in Syria where Hezbollah faced its biggest postArab spring challenge.

b. Transforming the Nefarious
When the demonstration wave reached Syria, Hezbollah stood by the Syrian regime and
enumerated its virtues. It was clear from the outset that Hezbollah viewed the Syrian crises
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differently from the way its leaders exalted the Assad regime and the group's position
became the result of many factors:
First, we in Lebanon, especially in Hezbollah, admire Syria and its president
Bashar Al Assad, and the Syrian people […]. Syria in Lebanon gave much and
prohibited the dividing of Lebanon in 1977-1978 and maintained the unity of
Lebanon. […] Second, Syria’s position on the Palestinian issue, its support of
the resistance movements, and its resistance against all pressure. Third,
Syria’s position on the New Middle East Project. We have a regime that is
resistant in its government, army, and people.521

Nasrallah also highlighted the importance of Syria for Hezbollah and that the importance of
Syria does not stem only from being a conduit of weapons but it is much more than that "it
is not a bridge it is a backbone of the resistance not only on the political, popular, social,
but even on the military level."522 He also reminded his listeners of Syria's position in the
'resistance axis' and its
alliance with the Islamic Republic [Iran] and the resistance groups in the
region in Lebanon, Palestine and Iraq and through its interlink with the people
of the region was able to facedown the most dangerous projects of the
Americans and the Israelis that aimed at ending the Palestinian case and a
complete control of the region and its resources.523

Hezbollah's support for Assad, according to Nasrallah, is not a support for a regime only;
for him "the Syrian's are divided among themselves. There is a part of the Syrian people
that are with the regime and who says you [the opposition] are the only ones with the
people?" 524 Simultaneously, Hezbollah had already sent its own military and political
analysts to Syria to have better knowledge of the reality on the ground. 525
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Syria is the strategic depth of Hezbollah that is why Hezbollah realized that the fall of the
Assad regime would be catastrophic and from the first day of the demonstrations the
consequences were obvious.526 Hezbollah began to outline its approach in terms of
supporting demonstrators or not as the turbulence reached Syria. The criterion, without
any doubt, was self-serving and took into consideration Hezbollah's interest instead of
promoting a moral approach. The support for the popular movements was based on the
following premises: "first, the political position and role of any regime in regards to the
Arab-Israeli conflict. The previously mentioned regimes [Egypt, Bahrain, and Tunisia] their
position is known especially the Egyptian regime. The second issue is the ability of the
regime to reform. If the regime is completely shut to any reforms. We are clear, we do not
have double standards”527 And of course the Syrian regime was willing to reform.
So the ability of the regime to reform became a central argument of Hezbollah's approach
to its Syria's crises. Nasrallah reiterated repeatedly that the Syrian regime is different from
other Arab dictators because it is "convinced about reforms, fighting corruption, and
opening new horizons in the political life. And we believe, and I personally believe so - not
based on analysis - but based on discussions that Bashar Al Assad is ready for reform but
with quietness and responsibility.”528 This is of course in line with the “vast majority of
Syrians [who] are supportive of Assad and they believe in the path of reforms.”529
Nasrallah also advised the "Syrian brothers to put the weapons aside and vie for a political
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solution. The regime in Syria, the leadership in Syria, is ready to reform."530 Certainly
Hezbollah's insurgency-instinct that the armed conflict in Syria will be bloody and long was
acute; thus its leadership believed the only outcome is a political solution.
Nasrallah must be given credit for predicting the tragedy occurring in Syria and its many
ironies. He must have understood that the adversaries of the Syrian regime will take
advantage of the crises of popular legitimacy but Hezbollah had to side with Assad which
would result a gruesome clash. After a year of civil war Nasrallah repeated his assertion
that "the solution is only political and that is after arms are put down after a political
solution is reached. There has to be a political solution that is clear and methodological,
and anything but that there will be more shedding, more bleeding, more tiresomeness and
the ones that wants to win in Syria and to topple the regime in Syria at any cost will not be
able to do so and you saw within the past year all of the choices that has been resorted
to."531 In an interview a month after this speech Nasrallah repeated his firm belief that
reform was possible and the best outcome is a political solution but he seemed less
optimistic about a political solution in Syria. Ever
since the events started in Syria we had continuous contacts with the Syrian
leadership and we talked as friends and advised each other about the
importance of reforms. From the outset I personally found President Bashar
al-Assad was willing to carry out radical and important reforms which
reassured us and the positions we took. I also stressed in more than one
meeting with Lebanese, Arab, and foreign leaders that I am confident that
President Bashar Assad is serious about reforms but the opposition must
accept dialogue. And here, for the first time, I say to you that we contacted the
opposition to encourage them and facilitate the negotiations between the two
warring parties but they refused. Today there is a regime that is willing to
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reform and have a dialogue and on the other hand there is an opposition not
ready for dialogue, will not accept reform, and demands regime change.532

In another speech Nasrallah repeated his firm conviction of Assad's sincerity in conducting
reforms and to mediate with the opposition but the latter refused any dialogue.533 He also
warned that any "collaboration in toppling the Assad regime that is ready for reform is a gift
for Israel and a gift for America and an obvious gift for the American-Israeli project"534.And
that is why he called, yet again, "on the Syrian people that is nationalistic, pure, loyal,
truthful, to read what is happening in the region and to see how much Syria is targeted as
a state as a regime, as a people, and as an army and to act accordingly,"535 and he added
there "are states that are willing to guarantee the outcome such as Iran and Russia."536 At
another speech he asked rhetorically "what does the rejection of dialogue mean? It means
more fighting and destruction and bloodshed. Why do you refuse the political solution? I’ll
be honest with you, there are some people they have lots of money and they don’t care if
the Syrian people fight for several years to come because they only send money."537 Some
of Hezbollah's leaders also urged the Syrian regime to sack Assad's cousin, who was
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behind the arrests, imprisonment, and torture, in Deraa that ignited the demonstrations
and reached out to the Syrian opposition to find a middle way between the two. 538
But amidst all of Nasrallah's political maneuvers and rhetoric he could not clarify how the
opposition, armed or unarmed, can actually trust the Baathist regime in Damascus - a
regime of which he knows of its brutality and corruptibility at first hand. Since 1970 the
Assads' regime, time and again, had the chance to reform both the economic and political
systems but only applied bestial force to quell the opposition - as in Hama in 1982- and
maintain draconian laws. In other words, Nasrallah unsuccessfully attempted to stave off
an inevitable chaos as the demand of keeping Assad remained on the table; and it is hard
to imagine from the experience of his group as well as the recent demonstrations in other
Arab countries that he sincerely believed a political solution with Assad staying in power as
possible. But the truth of the matter is that Hezbollah from the day the crises began in
Syria had a unanimous decision in that the regime should not fall. When the Syrians
withdrew in 2005 there was a vacuum that Israel took advantage of and waged war on
Hezbollah now imagine that the regime would fall. The regime was strong and Hezbollah
was already under immense pressure now imagine that it would fall. There were two
options: either Hezbollah would lift the white banner and remain distant or it would
intervene because it is also being targeted. 539 So another argument Nasrallah used in
support of the Syrian regime is the possible chaos that would ensue if the regime did
indeed fall.
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During early stage of the civil war, after the peaceful demonstrations turned violent, it was
obvious that the regime was losing ground as the opposition knocked on Damascus's door
and the future became ever more obscure. That fear of the unknown, naturally, was
shared by Hezbollah as Nasrallah put it "We fear for Syria, and as an extension on the
region, from dividing the country, we fear from civil war, we fear from chaos, we fear for
Syria because of what it represent."540 Indeed, the fear was not only for Syria but for the
spillover effect on Lebanon as Lebanon itself was divided about the turbulence in Syria
especially since the leadership of Hezbollah are well aware of the fact that "Lebanon's and
Syria's securities are intertwined which all of the Lebanese know well and know is a given.
What is happening in Syrian naturally has ramifications in Lebanon as what happens in
Lebanon is reflected in Syria."541 Therefore, after a year and a half of appeals for a
cessation of hostilities and for political solution while simultaneously preparing his popular
base for different possibilities Nasrallah openly and militarily sided with the regime.
In 2013 Nasrallah revealed Hezbollah's open secret of being involved in Syria.542 He had
already made it clear that "Syria has friends that would not allow its fall in the hands of the
Americans, or the Israelis, or the takfiri groups; they won't allow it."543 Some months later
he warned again of the takfiri threat not only to Syria but to Lebanon as well because "if
Syria falls in the hand of these armed groups [the takfiris] what is the future of Lebanon,
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and what is the future of all the Lebanese?544 Therefore, the threat of the takfiris is not
directed at one politically party rather "if the takfiris win in Syria we will be all obliterated.
Not a party, not the resistance but all of us will be obliterated. Don’t you see what is
happening in Halab, in Raqqah, and in Deir Al Zur? And in Fallujah in Al Anbar?”545
Hezbollah interpretation of events in Syria as a part of continuous effort to break the
resistance camp. The plans were drawn after the Israeli withdrawal in 2000 to either hit
Hezbollah, hit Iran whom it protected and supported the resistance, or hit the mid-point
between Iran and Hezbollah which is Syria as it rejected political settlement. In 2006
Hezbollah was hit and it was proven that Hezbollah cannot be uprooted; hitting Iran was a
big risk since it could lead to a regional war, when the Arab spring began it was opportune
to hit the regime in Syria. We are not denying that there were social and economic
grounds for these demonstrations as happened in Libya and Egypt. But there are also
foreign hands. 546 Hezbollah knew that the regime was outdated and that change was very
necessary for Syria and Syrians - similar to Tunisia and Egypt - but they hoped, in vain,
that the change will happen within the regime instead of overthrowing it. 547 Furthermore,
the fall of the regime was a red line because Hezbollah was dealing with the imminent
threat of the fall of the regime without receiving guarantees from those battling Assad for
power. There were no positive signals from the Syrian opposition not even signals against
Israel, and did not give any assurances to Hezbollah. In other words, the political project of
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the Syrian opposition seemed vertically opposed to Hezbollah. 548 Which is true for the
most part but certainly Assad himself is not a viable solution for Syria after the civil war
and helped in creating ISIS and supported these same takfiri groups in Iraq.549

2. Hezbollah in Syria
We do not exist in a place without a place, wherever we need to be we will be.550

As soon as Hezbollah announced its intervention in Syria there were claims that the
decision was made by their Iranian masters. The decision revived an old debate about the
extent of Iranian influence and Hezbollah's independence or dependence. Moreover, the
announcement in 2013 was already preceded by several reports about Hezbollah's
involvement in Syria despite the group's strong and continuous denials. There were
several reports coming from Lebanon about Hezbollah's dead fighters that were buttressed
by the Syrian opposition and foreign intelligence services. Yet regardless of the timing of
the involvement, Al Qussair and Al Qallamoun battlefields proved to be turning points for
the groups. Hezbollah played an instrumental role in aiding the regime because of its long
expertise in guerrilla warfare, and because it came just as the regime was crumbling.
a. The Puppeteer
It became a norm that after each major decision by Hezbollah the question of how much
Iran had a hand in it would be posed and the involvement in Syria is no exception.
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Needless to say Hezbollah denied any Iranian influence in Hezbollah's decision to go to
Syria. Nasrallah categorically dismissed such assertions by saying:
We did not go to Syria based on an Iranian decision, this was a decision we
took. Yes we informed our brothers in Iran because ultimately our
performance and our behavior have an effect on them. And there is also a
second reason: the legitimacy issue [from a religious standpoint] that was in
need to be addressed especially because the issue involves killing and
bloodshed. So all that have been said about Iran taking the decision and told
the party [Hezbollah] to go fight in Syria is inaccurate at all.551

Some scholars share this viewpoint. According to some the decision to get involved in
Syria is a big one indeed and has enormous regional effects. Therefore, there were
consultations with Iran because as Hezbollah felt the danger it also needed a regional
perspective, military and financial support and therefore they had to get an approval from
Iran since it is a regional conflict.552 Others, on the other hand, believe the decision was
made by Iran. The role of the wali al faqih was not limited to giving a religious sanction and
consultation to Hezbollah's leadership. For some it was obvious that the wali al faqih
dictates who the enemy is and when to fight it. Today, the wali al faqih decides the goal is
to fight on the side of the Syrian regime and Hezbollah does not distinguish between
enemies, it is a complete follower of the wali al faqih.553 Others assert the same but for
different reasons. The threat of changing the regime in Syria is existential but the decision
was not Hezbollah's, it was Iran's; whoever writes the check decides.554 The claim of the
Iranian influence is corroborated by reports of two important trips that Nasrallah made
to Tehran in April, where he met with Soleimani, Khamanei, and other senior
Iranian officials to discuss the situation in Syria. Unconfirmed reports on the
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meetings allege that Khamanei pressed Nasrallah for a greater Hezbollah
commitment to Syria. While the exact nature of the talks is now known, within
days of Nasrallah’s return to Beirut, the Hezbollah leader gave a speech on
April 30, 2013 in which he acknowledged Hezbollah’s efforts in Syria on behalf
of the Assad regime for the first time.555

Naturally, it is impossible to ascertain either claim but - as will be shown below Hezbollah's involvement has been gradual in Syria, it was not sudden and massive which
could be an indication that Hezbollah did indeed have a say in the involvement in Syria or
at least dragged its feet in the beginning. Moreover, Hezbollah is certainly an integral part
of the Iranian strategy and have cooperated extensively with the Revolutionary Guards,
yet, if we compare Hezbollah's involvement in other countries in which Iran has a vested
interest such as Iraq, Yemen, and Bahrain Hezbollah's involvement is either hard to prove
or is very minimal. Hezbollah's involvement in Syria, on the other hand, is indicative of the
importance of the battle, which Hezbollah attach to it.

b. Vestiges of Inception
From the outset Nasrallah denied any involvement in any of the Arab countries including
Syria. According to him, the group was not responsible in any way of what was happening
in these countries and would not shy away from admitting its involvement if it was actually
involved. According to Nasrallah “the intervention in any of the Arab countries is not our
responsibility at all but let us assume that we did in any of the areas, I say to you and the
world we in Hezbollah have enough courage to say where we are fighting and where we
are dying and where we are being martyred”556 It is difficult to dismiss this account
because the peaceful demonstrations lasted for several months and Hezbollah could not
play any role in stemming the people's tide. In addition, even after the Syrian revolution
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turned violent, many believed that the regime was still in control, had enough firepower,
the armed opposition was in disarray, and the regime controlled the security apparatus as
well as the army with an iron fist. The denials were also recorded by other Hezbollah
officials who pointed out the involvement of tens of thousands of Sunni fighters long before
Hezbollah was on the ground.557 As a matter of fact and as "late as May 2012, a senior
Hezbollah official asserted: “We did not, and we will not fight in Syria”558 and that the
claims of Hezbollah aiding the Assad regime were "absolutely untrue"559 But despite these
repeated denials there were evidence of Hezbollah's fingerprints in Syria.
Hezbollah had always venerated its fighters and leaders who were killed in action and
whose funerals were attended by the highest party officials - as a matter of fact the former
secretary Abbas Al Mussawi was assassinated after visiting one of these funerals. And this
was one of the reasons why media among others got wind of Hezbollah's fighting force in
Syria. While the funerals of those killed early on were a quiet affair, "Hezbollah
parliamentarians reportedly attended the funeral of military commander Musa Ali Shehimi,
who 'died while performing his jihadi duty.' A few weeks later, another Hezbollah military
commander, Ali Hussein Nassif, was killed in Syria, along with two bodyguards, also 'while
performing his jihadi duties,' according to a Hezbollah newspaper."560 The term "jihadist
duties" was used in order to obscure the whereabouts of the killing but Hezbollah admitted
557
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that Nassif's body was transferred from Syria.561 The latter, alias Abu Abbas, was the
commander and the coordinator of Hezbollah's forces in Syria and was killed in Al Qussiar
deep inside the Syrian territory.562 Another burial took place of seven Hezbollah fighters in
2011 that were also brought from Syria to the Basta Mosque in central Beirut.563 Beside
media reports in regards to Hezbollah's involvement in Syria, the Syrian opposition also
pointed out that the group was in Syria early in the civil war.
There were numerous allegations by the Syrian opposition of Hezbollah's involvement.
The timing of these allegations varies greatly but they all came before Nasrallah
announced the group's siding with Assad in mid-2013. Some of these allegations of
Hezbollah's military involvement
in Syria surfaced in mid-2012, after armed opposition groups made notable
gains in the south and east; surrounded Damascus, thus potentially
endangering the regime; and took control of key border zones that connected
the rebels with Sunni enclaves on the Lebanese side. After months of
rumored support, Hizbollah in May 2013 publicly took the lead in evicting
rebels from the border town of Qusayr. Its fall in June boosted the regime and
encouraged the Shiite group to extend its fight to the Qalamoun Mountains
and beyond.564

Other reports by the opposition included statements by senior Syrian defense officials who
defected from the regime. Accordingly, the Syrian regime could not handle the uprisings
on their own and they needed snipers and equipment and they got what they needed from
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Iran and Hezbollah.565 Mahmoud Haj Hamad, who was an auditor at the Syrian Defense
Ministry claimed that "Syria is deploying large numbers of Hezbollah and Iranian snipers
as "military consultants" to murder anti-regime protesters"566 and that the Syrian army
"needed qualified snipers from Hezbollah and Iran."

567

And although this point is disputed

by some military analysts because it does not seem believable that an army needs snipers
(even if it was the Syrian army);568 that fact does not put to rest Hezbollah's early
involvement.
The accusation made by the opposition continued up till months before Nasrallah's
admittance. For instance, Hadi Al Abdullah from the Syrian Revolutionary General
Commission said that fighting broke out with Hezbollah fighters in 8 villages on the SyrianLebanese border on February 2013.569 In response, Hezbollah said that three Lebanese
Shia were killed in the clashes but denied any involvement.570 A third source that
confirmed these reports were foreign governments.
The actions and reports by foreign governments also confirmed Hezbollah's early
involvement in Syria. For example, in the second half of 2012 US officials acknowledged
Hezbollah's involvement in Syria and said that Hezbollah since 2011 has "directly trained

565

International Crises Group. Lebanon's Hezbollah Turns

566

Wright, Nate and Hider, James. Syrian Regime 'Importing Snipers for Protest. January 2012 The Australian
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/world/syrian-regime-importing-snipers-for-protests/newsstory/997ebcac0dd04a0585c2e73f7579c593

567

Wright and Hider. Syrian Regime 'Importing

568

Interview with Elias Farahat

569

Levitt. Hezbollah's Syria Quagmire.

570

Al Arabiya. Hezbollah Fighters, Syrian Rebels killed in Border Fighting. February 17, 2013 Al Arabiya News.
http://english.alarabiya.net/articles/2013/02/17/266843.html

199

Syrians"; 571 another statement suggested that Hezbollah has been involved since the
beginning of the rebellion and it have provided "training, advice and extensive logistical
support to the Government of Syria's increasingly ruthless efforts"572 In 2012 the US has
also "denounced Hezbollah, the Lebanese political group, for backing Syria's President
Bashar al-Assad, and added it to a list of organizations under sanctions for their ties to the
Syrian government." 573The statement stated, "This action highlights Hezbollah's activities
within Syria and its integral role in the continued violence the Assad regime is inflicting on
the Syrian population,"574
Hezbollah's involvement also prodded many speculations about the numbers of its fighters
in Syria. According to the of Israel's Military Intelligence, General Aviv Cochavi, Hezbollah
sent several hundreds of fighters from its special units to Syria as early as 2011. That
number grew as time passed by to the thousands.575The French Foreign Minister Laurent
Fabius said that the French intelligence estimated there were between 3,000 and 4,000
Hezbollahis in Syria by mid-2013 while the Israeli believed there were between 4,000 and
5,000 fighters,576 and other western officials put the number even higher: between 6,000
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and 8,000 fighters on the ground.577 Some believe that Hezbollah's entire calculus
changed after a bomb killed four senior military and security officials in July 2012, which
marked a turning point in the Syrian conflict. 578
Therefore, the account of Hezbollah's minimal involvement in the beginning of the civil war
seems to be the most accurate. And the group did not rush into the Syrian conflict because
"First, in 2011 Assad did not seem to be in real danger. At that early stage, the Syrian
military was strong enough to contain the growth of some rebel factions. Second, given the
Arab Spring context of the uprising, Hezbollah did not want to be perceived as working
against a popular movement."

579

Yet, Hezbollah provided a much needed role in training

militias loyal to the regime in guerrilla fighting, sniping, and using improvised explosive
devises (IED's). One thing is certain, however, there was a crescendo of Hezbollah's
involvement that began in Al Qussair.

c. From the Covert to the Overt
Despite the veracity of any of the reports about the beginning of Hezbollah's involvement
in Syria, it is a fact that the battle in Al Qussair marks a sharp turn in terms of the
involvement. By admitting its involvement in Syria, Hezbollah became the first insurgency,
which helps a patron state survive, and in this instance as well it became the first time in
which Lebanon interfered in Syrian affairs not the other way around. As for the battle itself,
Hezbollah led the ground assault on Al Qussair, which is a part of the Homs province on
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the Syrian-Lebanese border, and controlled the planning as well as the conduct of the
operation in larger numbers. Approximately
1,200 to 1,700 fighters participated in the battle, and most of them were
seasoned veterans drawn from hezbollah’s special forces units.50 The
Hezbollah force operated in 17 units of 100 fighters, and these units were
divided further into smaller squads of three to five men.51 Hezbollah fighters
initially served weeklong rotations on the frontlines, but these later were
extended to 20-day tours as the battle protracted.580

The group was also involved in house to house battles, suffered heavy losses, and played
a decisive role in winning the area back to the Assad regime.581 The success in Al Qussair
was followed by the battle for Al Qalamoun to the northeast of Damascus.
Al Qalamoun is a mountainous area with a major highway running through it linking
Damascus to Homs which is vital for the regime in order to maintain the ability to
maneuver beyond the capital into the north. The area has also served as a support zone
for the opposition forces to attack the capital from Eastern Ghouta. The area's importance
for Hezbollah lies in the ability to increase the security of the border with Syria and to
support the regime.582 In winning these areas Hezbollah and the regime were able to
secure the border between the two countries allowing for a strategic link between
Hezbollah and the regime and it also helped maintain Assad's control over the capital and
linking it to the vital coastal areas where most of the Alawites reside.583 But even as
Hezbollah became more overtly involved in Syria it denied any involvement in other
theaters of conflict or as "Hassan Nasrallah said, 'Syrians are fighting in Syria; we are not
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fighting on their behalf. We have no fighters in Deraa, Sweida, Raqqa or Hasaka. We are
only present in Damascus, Homs, and areas near the border .… In Qalamoun, the Syrian
army is fighting. Hizbollah’s participation is minimal'. According to party officials, the
movement’s aim was to improve the regime’s position, so that it could secure a favorable
negotiated outcome; it did not intend, they said, to fight on its behalf indefinitely. 584But
Hezbollah became involved in battles far away from the earlier proclaimed aim of securing
the border and the shrine of Zeinab.
The areas in which Hezbollah operates are far from home as Hezbollah declared the aim
of maintaining Assad in power. While initially confining the involvements to few areas it
began "operating over an increasingly wide area, including northwest in Idlib and Aleppo,
in the south in Daraa, and even in central and eastern areas".585 In other words, Hezbollah
became involved wherever there were opposition forces.586 The operation in Syria has
also an effect on the operational conduct of the group. The military challenge in Syria,
while it is costly in blood, is also helping the group develop new tactics. Hezbollah, in
cooperating with irregular and regular forces and operating in different terrain, began to
operate at company and battalion levels by using larger formations in marked contrast to
the guerilla warfare it waged against Israel - more on that below.587 Moreover, Nasrallah
dismissed any possibility of ending this involvement saying that all of the talk about the
withdrawal from Syria "under the current circumstances is not true, we went to Syria
because we have an aim and we will stay till that aim is achieved. [...] our contribution in
584
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Syria is to prevent the fall of the Syria in the hands of daesh, Al Nusra, and other takfiri
groups." 588 Yet despite Nasrallah's claim about his forces are only in limited areas, in "an
April 16th article in Al Monitor, Edward Dark, a pseudonym for a journalist based in Syria,
reveals the presence of about 250 Hezbollah fighters in the Zahra front in West Aleppo."
589

Therefore, this contribution has been enormous in terms of keeping Assad in power.

Hezbollah was instrumental in helping the regime survive in several areas. While in the
beginning of the crises Hezbollah tried to maintain a limited role by deploying a small
number of operatives to train and advise that role grew larger over time as the survival of
the regime was at stake.590 Training forces loyal to Assad - such as the National Defense
Force - was vital given Hezbollah's extensive experience in this method of warfare. The
group helped the Assad regime in intelligence gathering, and propaganda through its own
media.591 Hezbollah's better trained, much disciplined, and experienced fighters improved
the combat effectiveness when they are partnering with the Syrian army. Moreover,
Hezbollah plays a commanding role because it
does not simply offer advice; it issues orders. For example, during the
fighting in Homs, Hezbollah commanders were even given tactical control
over small units of Syrian soldiers. This may be a more common occurrence.
An unnamed Syrian officer in a presidential guard unit stated that “Whenever
we are fighting with Hizballah, they take the command and we provide
logistics.”592

However, their role faces a backlash as well. The Syrian army is unhappy about Hezbollah
ordering them around and despite the dissatisfaction of the Syrian commanders they know
588

Byman. and Saab. Hezbollah in Time of Transition

589

Slim. Hezbollah and Syria

590

Nasrallah, Hassan. Interview with Al Mayyadin TV on March 22, 2016.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZS8Hlp6cvFU
591

The Meir Amit Intelligence and Terrorism Information Center. Hezbollah Involvement

592

Sullivan. Hezbollah in Syria.
204

very well that they are in desperate need of Hezbollah's help.593 In addition, the
involvement in Syria had also created problems for Hezbollah in Lebanon.
As a response to Hezbollah's involvement in Lebanon there has been terrorist attacks in
Beirut. In 2013 a pair of suicide bombings struck Beirut killing 23 civilians and wounding.
The attackers targeted the Iranian embassy and was claimed by a group linked to Al
Qaeda.594 ISIS had also its share of bombing Beirut starting a year later from the above
attack killing four civilians in an attempt to punish the "The Shiite Satan Party."595 And in
2015 two bombing targeted two Hezbollah strongholds in southern Beirut killing 43
civilians. The Lebanese security apparatus immediately pointed its fingers on ISIS. These
are only few of the attacks targeting Lebanon mostly because of Hezbollah's involvement
in Syria. In response Hezbollah had to continuously justify its presence in Syria which is a
deviation from the aims proclaimed.

3. The Shrine, the Shia, and the Survival
Whatever you said and you will say, and no matter how much you pressure us
we will not change our position on Syria because the battle in Syria is an
existential battle not a battle for privileges. And it is not a battle of the
existence of Hezbollah but a battle of the existence of Lebanon, Syria,
Palestine, the Palestinian cause and the project of resistance."596

Hezbollah justified its intervention under several pretexts in order to cloak its intervention
with legitimacy. The first reason is the Lebanese-Syrian border and the Lebanese Shia
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living in Syria who was threatened by the takfiris. As the objectives the group set were
achieved - protecting the Lebanese Shia and securing the border - Hezbollah also stated
that it was in Syria in order to protect the Shrine of Zeinab. Though the shrine was indeed
threatened, the possibility of its destruction waned as the balance of the civil war shifted in
the regime's favor. The final justification became fighting the takfiris in the Syrian theater.
And in order to defeat the takfiris the objective became the survival of Assad.

a. The Shia
As Hezbollah participated in the Syrian civil war it simultaneously engaged in explaining
the reasons behind this intervention. The decision that the group took was against a clear
national consensus not to take part because the group had ratified the Banda Declaration
in 2012 which stipulated Lebanon's neutrality in the Syrian conflict. Article 12 clearly stated
that Lebanon would avoid any engagement in Syria and will abide by the UN and Arab
League resolutions.597 Nasrallah tried to ameliorate the sense of fear and exasperation
over the decision to go into Syria. In one speech he pointed out the weakness of the state
to address serious and urgent matters:
Some say if there are problems in Al Qussair than who gave you permission
to interfere this is the responsibility of the state; good, we support the state
but what did the state do? And in order not to burden the state of what cannot
handle, what can the state do? Let us be reasonable. Can the Lebanese state
and government whether former or current or future to send a Lebanese army
to protect the Lebanese in Syrian villages? Another state might do that but
the Lebanese state given its nature and capability cannot do that. The most
that a Lebanese state can do is to send an objection to the Arab League, but
the Arab league is the one that supports, manages, and invokes in this war.
Who shall we beg? The victimizer?598

The state's incompetence prodded Hezbollah to fill this vacuum in protecting the Lebanese
presiding in Syria and secure the border. Syria is home to approximately 30,000 Lebanese
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Shia who are closely linked to Lebanon's Shia and became surrounded by hostile Syrian
oppositional forces. Accordingly, the “harassment of the local Shi'ite population made it
imperative for Hezbollah to come to their aid."599 Nasrallah admitted in 2012 that indeed
Hezbollah was in Syria but it was there in order to assist the Lebanese Shia without
playing a bigger role. Hezbollah was only protecting "their villages and families against
rebels and denied broader involvement [he said] 'Until this moment, we have not fought in
Syria and [Assad’s] regime has not asked us to do so."600 Protecting the Shia in Syria
meant also protecting the Shia in Lebanon. Al Qussair is a strategic location because of its
proximity to Lebanon and commands the road from Homs in Syria to the northern Biqa'a in
Lebanon. This road was used by Hezbollah to transport weapons via Syria - and of course
vis-a-versa. Reports have also surfaced that Hezbollah was helping the Syrian Shia and
training them in the Biqa'a so they can protect their villages. And there was also another
religious reason behind the involvement.

b. The Shrine
Damascus is home to the shrine of Zeinab the daughter of the prophet and it is a religious
site for the Shia. In mid 2012 Syrian opposition forces attacked the compound around the
grave, in May of the same year a mortar shell fell inside the compound, and in June a
booby-trapped car exploded in the parking lot. Even though no group claimed
responsibility some speculated the involvement of takfiri groups since they have a habit of
destroying shrines in any given area they control; actually, some of the Salafi networks
had actually called for destruction of the Zainab shrine during the civil war. These attacks
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were few of many, which apparently raised alarms for Hezbollah's leadership. Nasrallah
warned that
In Damascus there is the shrine of Zainab the daughter of Ali peace be upon
him. This issue is not important how you understand it but how others
understand it. […] And now there are armed groups that are only hundreds of
meters away only from the shrine of Zainab which is a reality regardless of
who interferes or do not. And because of the sensitivity of the issue, yes this
issue is very sensitive why? Because these armed groups especially the
takfiri ones sent clear messages that if they took control of the city we will
destroy this shrine.601

In the same speech he also recalled the bombing of another Shii shrine in Iraq which had
grave reverberations. He said the "previously the takfirist has bombed the Asskari mosque
in Samarra in 2006 and we all remember these dark days that had ramifications in Iraq
and Lebanon.602 Thus, the threat emanating from the takfiris was present and very acute.
The protection of the shrine, however, served as a mobilizer and a justifier for Hezbollah to
not only enter Syria but to expand its existence. The protection of the Shia villages only
requires the existence on the border, and the protection of the Shrine only requires the
existence in Damascus, but, as we saw earlier, Hezbollah is fighting in areas from both
areas, which only means it is realizing a different objective.

c. The Survival
As we have seen earlier that the Shia have always been viewed as pariah within the
abode of Islam by a specific Sunni branch - that has a variety of appellations such as the
Wahabis, the Salafis, the jihadists, and the takfiris. Nevertheless, there were some
rapprochements between Hezbollah and these groups existing in Lebanon or elsewhere.
As one expert puts it, Hezbollah does not fear the idea but fear the actions based on it.
Hezbollah have something against those who carry weapons to realize these ideas and
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probably the main reason for going to Syria is the fear of the spillover to Lebanon from the
takfiris. 603 Here we need to touch upon the fear in the hearts of all the Shia in Lebanon
from Al Nusrah and ISIS. Therefore, the fight is somewhat popular because it is also linked
to the psych of the Shia and the history of their persecution. Moreover, the explosions in
Lebanon's Shii areas actually gave more legitimacy to Hezbollah's intervention in Syria.604
In the beginning Nasrallah gave an interesting warning to these groups not of the imminent
clash with Hezbollah but he wanted to
send a message to Al Qaeda that the Americans and the Europeans and some
of the regimes in the Arab world and in the Islamic world set a trap for you in
Syria and opened a field for you to come from all over the world from London
and Paris and from Saudi Arabia and from Yemen and from the UAE and from
Afghanistan etc. in order for you to kill each other in Syria and you fell in that
trap. And if we assume that these groups that belong to Al Qaeda and its
ideology was able to achieve something on the field they will be the first to
pay the price in Syria like they did in other countries.605

Up till that point it is obvious Nasrallah did not project any fear from the takfiri groups
despite the fact that he had a clear idea of the activities of these groups early on and he
had an "idea of the ideological identity and philosophy of the armed groups fighting in
Syria, and how these groups cannot tolerate elections or democracy. […] Therefore, we
went in order to contribute in preventing the fall of Syria at the hands of these armed
groups for Syria, for Lebanon, and for Palestine."606 Other accounts also suggest that from
the first week of the Syrian crises, there were threats to the Shia in Syria and in reality,
they had nothing to do with the regime. There were attacks against the Shia and there was
sectarian rhetoric targeting the Shia calling them the Rawafidh [a derogatory term against
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the Shia] and the Majuss [implies Iranian lackeys] that were committed even by the Free
Syrian Army. 607 In Syria "Jabhat Al Nusra’s and others groups’ violence have reinforced
Nasrallah’s argument that the “takfiris” in Syria are as much an existential threat to the
Shia as are the Israelis." 608 So Hezbollah posed the question if these grouped targeted
individual Shia what would it do against Hezbollah? 609
But later on the group sent a contradictory message by saying that this is an
American/takfiri joint project. Nasrallah went as far as saying that the takfiris are a "natural
ally of the Israeli enemy and are a new Syrian Lahd [the head of the SLA that cooperated
with Israel in South Lebanon] even though it lifts the Islamic banner."610 This contradiction
was explained by my Hezbollah's MP Ali Fayyath who said "the takfiris were transformed
from a cultural phenomenon to a project to be implemented and lifted the banner of
annihilating us [the Shia] because they did not regard us as Muslims. So it is natural we
had to defend our families on the Syrian Lebanese border, for Lebanon's stability, and
because the takfiris - specifically daesh and nusra - looked at Lebanon as part of Syria."
611

He also added that priorities today is facing Israel, the takfiris that target the unity of the

umma and is very destructive to the societies, and it is being consciously or unconsciously
a tool for foreign powers making the Arab societies weak and divided. In addition, that
"there are common and divergent interests between the takfiris and Israel but they are
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similar in the goal. Both are striving to divide the region to small sectarian mini-states." 612
So naturally changing the regime would have grave negative ramifications. Many of my
interviewees did not forget to point out that Israel treated fighters from Al-Qaeda affiliated
group Al Nusra. 613
Hezbollah linked any regime change to disastrous consequences in many regional files.
These armed groups, according to him, "believe in the same school of thought, the same
sect, the same leadership, same political program, but they battle each other. The sole
reason is about who should lead Abu Muhammed Al Joulani or Abu Bakr Al Baghdadi and
who is paying the price is thousands of victims."614 The triumph of these groups would
expose the whole region to terrorism and intolerance, and those who wanted to topple
Assad do not seek reform or democracy as we see today a Syria that is controlled by
armed groups who threaten the countries of the region and the world in general."615 For
example, if Hezbollah did not interfere in Lebanon you would have
instead of two or three car bombs thirty or three hundred car bombs. If these
armed groups took control of the border areas between Syria and Lebanon
you would have a civil war in Lebanon and you would have tens or maybe
even hundreds of car bombs to Lebanon that would result hundreds or
thousands of martyrs.616

The deputy of the executive branch Nabeel Qawook talked in a similar vein saying without
the sacrifices of Hezbollah and the army Lebanon would have become an Islamist
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Emirate.617 The threat is so grave that Nasrallah said "he is willing to personally go fight
against the takfiris in Syria."618 He also went as far as saying that he considers Wahabism
to be more pernicious than Israel.619 It was also noted by some that the radicalism of the
Syrian armed groups is reflected in the fact that even political opposition have not went to
the 'liberated 'areas. We have not seen any political figures, such as Khalid Khojah, going
to places such as Idlib because it is unsafe for them. From Hezbollah's perspective, it is
also obvious that the west have not done enough to fight radicalism as is clear with the
Iraq example. They heard the Obama administration talking about intervening but did not
do much to fight Daesh. 620
A pro-Hezbollah scholar whose brother is a member of the Lebanese parliament within
Hezbollah's coalition explained the logic behind the perception of the takfiri threat and its
significance. He asked me "do you think that Daesh and Al Nusra coming close to the
Lebanese border and Golani and Baghdadi would give orders to their followers not to go
inside Lebanon because Hezbollah is in Lebanon and it did not take part in the Syrian
conflict? Do you think this is rational? 621 But the threat is not only because of an
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ideological battle in which the takfiris are the priority today, the battle for Hezbollah is
simply for survival.
Syria is not only important for Hezbollah but it is also important for the whole of Lebanon
because of political influence and geographic factors. Syria is very central for Lebanon
politically, historically, socially, and economically. Regardless of the political leaning of any
Lebanese political party they cannot think in terms of Lebanon only without taking into
consideration Syria since it is the political and economic door and conduit to the Arab
world. As one scholar explained, there are only two land routes and one is closed which is
with Israel that is considered a threat by Hezbollah - as well as Syria, which is important to
all of Lebanon. Now imagine that it is seen as an ally to one of the political parties.
Regardless of the nature of the opposition, the fall of Assad will be negative to Hezbollah
especially since the opposition gave negative signs to Hezbollah. From the first few
months Burhan Ghallion - one of the central figures in the Syrian opposition - said when
the regime falls we will severe relations with Hezbollah and Iran.622 In addition, for the
resistance Syria is the ally, the supporter, the Arab and strategic depth for Hezbollah the
strategic depth and if Syria is with the resistance then the resistance is strong and grows
regardless of the politics of the regime in Syria. Without Syria Lebanon's Arabness is
deficient.623
Therefore, Hezbollah's existence in Syria is for an existential reason. If the regime falls and
another comes then Hezbollah would be strangled in Lebanon. "We went to protect the
shrine" is an excuse that is invalid because you only need few hundred fighters around the
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area not to fight in Halab and Hums.624 Hezbollah set the defense line of all of the region in
Syria and presented the" defense of Aleppo is the defense of the rest of Syria, it is the
defense of Damascus, it is also the defense of Lebanon, and of Iraq."625 In the event of
another conflict with Israel Hezbollah would be at a great disadvantage without Syria as
was shown in the 2006 war. The group benefited tremendously from the strategic link with
Syria that allowed for the steady flow of support.626 As Nasrallah puts it "Syria is the
backbone of the resistance, and the supporter of the resistance and the resistance cannot
stand idly by while its back is exposed or its support is broken with clarity or we would be
idiots."627
There was an overwhelming feeling that if Syria fell then Hezbollah would be next.628
Some believe the most important strategic goal is to preserve the Assad regime rather
than fight the takfiris. The takfiri argument has a strong presence particularly as Lebanon
was hit by suicide bombs. But the main task is keeping the Assad regime in order to keep
the resistance up and alive.629 Other analysts agree, although Hezbollah tried to use some
religious rhetoric such as defending the holy sites and the border but afterwards Hezbollah
talked openly that the defense of Syria is defense of Hezbollah. It is a primary fight. It is
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also more than the interest of Hezbollah; it is the regional effects of the change of the
Syrian regime; the takfiri threat is only additional.630 This feeling pervades Hezbollah,
According to one Hezbollah officer commenting on the deaths of fighters
being buried back in Lebanon, “If Bashar goes down, we’re next”. [...] From
Hezbollah’s perspective, the survival of its own organization and the
prosperity of the Shi’a population in the region rest with the Alawites
maintaining control of Syria.631

For Hezbollah Syria is the lunge; the Syrian conflict has proven that it is the genesis of
Hezbollah and could be its grave.632

4. The Derivative
The road to Jerusalem goes through Al Qalamoun, Al Zabadani, and Al
Hasaka633
When the creation of Hezbollah was officially announced in 1985 the group was highly
ideological, had few members, and was mainly committed to terrorism against Israel.
There have been massive changes since then but the Syrian war is having its own
hallmark on the group. The changes that Hezbollah are undergoing are enormous and
quick which could be difficult for the group to digest. One of these changes is the military
capability of Hezbollah. The group's ability has transcended the conduct of classic
insurgency and is now operating heavy weaponry, in possession of high technology, and is
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able to have a grand strategy. Second, given its numerical inferiority in Syria the protracted
conflict has proven to be a burden on Hezbollah. The group has already incurred heavy
losses as a result of its offensive strategy. Finally, Hezbollah is paying less attention to the
conflict with Israel and is doubling-down on the conflict in Syria. It is now part of the great
game of the Middle East and thus the stakes are higher but the defeat could also be
devastating.

a. Hyper Insurgency
Hezbollah has tied its fate to the civil war in Syria and unsurprisingly it has an effect on the
group. Today Hezbollah is unrecognizable in comparison to the neophyte militia trying to
impose religion on inhabitants in the 1980s. And despite the fact that much of that
transformation was gradual, the Syrian war is having a great effect on more than one level.
First, Hezbollah has become an armed group that is between an insurgency and a regular
army. The group's military mission, as mentioned above, includes training the Syrian
regime's army and loyally militias, combat advisory role with the regimes regular and
irregular forces, providing reinforcement, and direct combat operation in the battle field.634
Hezbollah's capabilities, however, improved dramatically after the Russian involvement in
Syria. The Russians deployed to Syria their most advanced weapons, intelligence,
reconnaissance aircraft that can produce an accurate picture of the Syrian insurgents’
forces. They have "also deployed the Zoopark-1 radar, which can determine the
coordinates of enemy artillery positions; the Leer-3, an EW system that can locate Global
System for Mobile Communications (GSM) networks; and some of their new unmanned
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aerial vehicles (UAVs). 635 In addition, the Russians and Hezbollah established joint
operation rooms in Damascus and in Latkia, which contributes tremendously to the group's
development.636 For instance
the group may be getting a good look at how Russian analysts combine
signal, visual, and open-source intelligence to present a better picture of the
enemy and the battlefield. This likely includes the use of satellite imagery,
aerial footage from Orlan-10 drones, advanced signals intelligence
capabilities, and electronic warfare elements. Such observations would be
particularly valuable because Hezbollah has not had much experience in
maximizing visual intelligence from drones and incorporating it with other
intelligence.637

The connection with Russia has also paid off in receiving heavy weaponry from Moscow
such as long-range tactical missiles, anti-tank weapons, and laser-guided rockets.638 And
on the macro level Hezbollah is being exposed to the strategic military thought which
translates to sophisticated military operational concepts and advanced planning.
Moreover, Hezbollah is learning how to devise a military strategy for a large campaign,
setting objectives and time frames, and the priorities in combat.639 Moreover, it is important
to keep in mind that Hezbollah has its own drone capability and thus can apply analytical

635

Pollack, Nadav. The Transformation of Hezbollah

636

Allouche, David. How Russia is Teaching Hezbollah some New Terrifying Tactics. March 23, 2016. The Jerusalm
Post. http://www.jpost.com/Blogs/YoungDiplomats/How-Russia-is-teaching-Hezbollah-some-terrifying-new-warfaretechniques-448967
637

Katz, Muni. and Pollak, Nadav. Hezbollah's Russian Military Education in Syria. December 24, 2015. The
Washington Institute for Near East Policy. http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/hezbollahsrussian-military-education-in-syria

638

Axe, David. Hezbollah Drone is Warning to the US. August 17, 2016. The Daily Beast.
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/08/17/hezbollah-drone-is-a-warning-to-the-u-s.html
639

El Deeb, Sarah. and Mroue, Bassem. A Glance Look at Possible Culprits in the Killing of Hezbollah Commander
Mustafa Bedreddin and at Past Killing of Hezbollah figures. May 13, 2016.
http://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2016-05-13/a-look-at-past-killings-of-hezbollah-figures
217

skills to its own collected imagery.640 It has also received and now operating tanks from the
Syrian regime in orders to use them in against the opposition.641
But there are also negative aspects from this development. First, the protracted conflict in
Syria is straining Hezbollah's budget. There are claims Iran is cutting back in its financial
support because the country itself is undergoing budgetary cuts. Also, the increased
sanctions by the United States on many of Hezbollah's financial and economic activities
are putting the group under tremendous pressure. In other words, Hezbollah's budget is
being constrained between its expenses in the Syrian conflict and social obligations.
Second, at least in the communication strategy Hezbollah has been on the defensive not
the offensive, reactive not proactive. Before the Syrian civil war Hezbollah was setting the
agenda by repeating the same discourse about Israel and the resistance against it. Today,
however, it is now obliged to limit the damage to its image in the Arab and Muslim worlds
through justifying its military engagement, maintaining an anti-sectarian stance and
rhetoric, and continuity arguing that the threat emanating from the takfiris is enormous.642
And there is also the danger of a protracted warfare.
Third, the involvement in Syria is affecting the level of Hezbollah's popularity. In the past,
though there were some issued that strained the relations between the group and its
popular base, Hezbollah maintained a very high level of popularity among the Lebanese
Shia; in fact Hezbollah usually received above 80% favorable rating among the Shia. Yet
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the involvement in Syria presented a great challenge to this popularity.643 Though the
differences within the community regarding is ameliorated due to the takfiris, nevertheless
the divide is still there because it is the first war that Hezbollah was involved in beyond the
Lebanese border.

644

Thus, Hezbollah's wariness about the group's involvement in Syria

stems from two factors "first, they argued that Hezbollah was mixing its priorities.
Protecting the home front, particularly its Shia constituency in Lebanon, should be its top
priority. Getting involved militarily in Syria would detract Hezbollah’s attention and
resources away from this front. The second argument was driven by a pragmatism that is
rooted in long held feelings of being a minority in a Sunni majority Arab region." 645 Though
the latter is more related to terrorism striking the community - as mentioned above - rather
on an unrealistic battle against the remaining 90% Sunnis who are scattered on several
continents.

b. Indefinite Hemorrhage
Second, protracted conflict has been an advantage for Hezbollah now it is draining the
group but simultaneously its geopolitical position went from tactical offensive with a
defensive stratgy to a tactical offensive with an offensive stratgy . Hezbollah was able to
pressure the Israelis for 18 years through guerilla tactics. The group combined terrorism
with hit-and-run operations that led to many Israeli casualites over the years and increased
Israeli social discontent which in turn pressured the Israeli political establishment. An
obvious advantage that Hezbollah had was the popularity of fighting the Israeli occupation
which allowed the group to operate as a "fish in the water." In addition, the backing of Iran
and Syria meant support on many levels to sustain Hezbollah's military campaign, and
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social program. As a result, Hezbollah became an omnipotenet insurgency. As the group
is engaged in Syria it is fighting a completely different war.
Hezbollah is fighting a protracted conflict that is very different from the war against Israel.
The longest duration of direct and continuous clash with Israel lasted couple of days more
than a month (the 2006 war) but in Syria it is uninterrupted. The Syrian war is having a toll
on Hezbollah's fighters as it dragges on and the group has lost many of its senior
commanders in this morass. For example, Fawzi Ayoub was killed in Syria's Aleppo in
2014 in a fight against the oppositon, Hassan Hussein Al Haj - as well as his replacment
Mahdi Hassan - were killed in Idlib in 2015, Ali Fayyad who led some of Hezbollah's
operation in Bosnia, Iraq, and Syria was killed in Aleppo,646 and most recently Mustafa
Badreddine was killed near Damascus.647 The latter used to accompany Nasrallah in his
meetings with Assad as part of their strategic coordination, and is one of the founding
fathers of Hezbollah. Though Hezbollah's commander in Syria remains anonymous, there
are two figuers who are connected to the group's decision-making and who serve in the
Jihad Council. 648 In addition, Hezbollah - as was its habit - did not retaliate massivaly
against assassination conducted by Israel. Of those is the assassination of Jihad
Mughniyeh near the Golan Heights along with 4 other Hezbollah members and an Iranian
commander,649 and the assassination of another commander, Samir Al Quntar, near
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Damascus.650 Hezbollah's response against Israel "included one significant action – an
attack in July 2012 in Burgas, Bulgaria – plus unsuccessful attempts at other attacks
outside Lebanon and isolated calculated attacks on Israel’s borders with Lebanon and
Syria." 651 As for the retaltiation of Kuntar's killing Hezbollah promised it will be avenged at
the time and the place the group chose but the "notion that Kuntar will be avenged “at a
time and place the resistance choose”’ stresses the fact that Hezbollah is still balancing its
need to strike back with its lack of interest in an all-out war. This may lead the group to
invest in foreign operations." 652 As a matter of fact the number of Hezbollah's fighters
killed in Syria, more than 1,300, has already exceeded the number killed fighting Israel.653
Most certainly the number is projected to rise because Hezbollah is in no position to
withdraw or as one expert put it: " Under which context can they withdraw? They cannot
end it with victory, and they are not finding a political solution.654 Yet there is also some
positivity out of this gloom. Though the loss of commanders is affecting the quiality of
Hezbollah's military branch, the group's commanders and soldiers are gaining some
experience or as as an Israeli former national securtiy advisor put it the "intensive fighting
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in Syria has gained Hezbollah valuable experience, effectively training a new generation of
commanders who have cut their operational teeth on the battlefield.” 655

c. Playing the Great Game
Finally, Hezbollah has ideologically shifted from fighting the Israelis to being involved in a
sectarian war for re-forming the Middle East. The unraveling of Syria - and Iraq before it created a chasm within the society based on sectarian lines, whoever wins the battle in
Syria will score a point for either the Sunnis or the Shia and will affect the geopolitics of the
region. Therefore, the focus of the group's energy has been Syria as
Hezbollah has placed itself at the epicenter of a sectarian conflict that has
nothing to do with the group's purported raison d'être: "resistance" to Israeli
occupation. As one Shiite Lebanese satirist put it the day after Nasrallah's
speech, "Either the fighters have lost Palestine on the map and think it is in
Syria [or] they were informed that the road to Jerusalem runs through Qusayr
and Homs," locations in Syria where Hezbollah has fought with Assad
loyalists against Sunni rebels.656

The conflict in Syria has also been transformed into a fear on the social level. There is no
question about the feelings the Shia harbor about the takfiris because even "in the
conscious of the average Shia view the takfirist are a worse enemy [than Israel] and thus
Hezbollah started to mobilize on that basis. [And] Nasrallah stopped talking about the
eradication of Israel."657 And the fear is not only of the takfiri triumph in Syria because they
"fear that if ISIS and Al Nusra lose in Syria they will flee to Lebanon which would create a
huge problem for this country. So there is a fear if they lose and there is a fear of them
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winning."658 Others agree that the conflict in Syria has transformed Hezbollah because as
a
movement that long claimed to transcend sectarianism is now the longest
pole in the Syrian regime’s tent, and has become a bogeyman to the region’s
Sunni community. At the same time, Hezbollah’s deep involvement in the
Syrian civil war has damaged its position in Lebanon and even led to
questions within its Shi’ite base. The conflict with Israel, while still a focus of
rhetoric, has faded to the background.659

Ignoring Israel has also been part of the takfiri propaganda as the Azzam Brigades, the
Lebanese branch of Al Qaeda, released a statement challenging Hezbollah to fire one
bullet at occupied Palestine from either the Lebanese or Syrian border as it has fired
thousands of shells and bullets upon Sunnis.660
As Hezbollah commits itself to the survival of Assad and fighting the takfiris it has foregone
yet another goal it has pronounced in its formative years. The obliteration of Israel has
been put on the shelf as Hezbollah faces an ominous threat because of the Syrian civil war
and now "heavily committed to the fight to keep the Assad regime in power in Syria, facing
a rising tide of Jihadist groups and sentiments in the region, it's still needs the crouch of
anti-Americanism and anti-Zionism despite the fact that the real threat to the movement
now emanates from within the Arab world itself."661

Conclusion
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In the constantly shifting Middle East it is hard to believe in a strategy and maintaining it.
The Arab Spring provides an obvious example of such a predicament. It was indistinct how
brittle the regimes in the region were and after they fell societies plunged in wars among
themselves. The most dangerous part of the Arab Spring became the fight against
terrorism that became an important equation in the destiny of the Middle East. Hezbollah's
view of the tectonic changes was initially welcoming until it was closer to home.
Few in the Arab world shed any tears for the falling regimes because of their horrific
history. They were basically corrupt and oppressive elite who allied themselves to the
West. The Islamist wave that appeared to be the winner gained ground because it was the
most organized out of all of the oppositional groups and who were in close relations with
Hezbollah. Though it was hard to guess where the winds of the Arab Spring would blow
next, Hezbollah certainly hoped it would unseat other unfriendly tyrants in the Middle East.
These hopes were dashed as the demonstrations began in Syria.
As is stated in process tracing approach in chapter 5, as in the previous chapters, a
particular attention was paid to the causal mechanism, which is understood as the steps
between the initial cause and the outcome. Hezbollah's attempts at reconciliation between
the regime and the opposition were aiming at avoiding a replacement of Assad through
dangling the re-division of the state spoils. Hezbollah's leaders knew the awful nature of
the Syrian regime through direct contact both in Lebanon and in Syria and knew that it was
too weak to withstand the mass demonstrations. The demonstrations in Syria were as
spontaneous as the preceding demonstrations in other countries and therefore there was
no centrality in the decision-making. Despite this fact, Hezbollah desperately tried to find a
political solution to the crises because the fall of the regime seemed imminent. Hezbollah
attempted to convince the Syrian opposition to share power with Assad, in other words
give the opposition a piece of the cake while maintaining the status quo. The desperation
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to reach an agreement with the opposition is to preclude the seemingly ominous future.
There was no moral ground to support Assad especially for the Lebanese. The tyranny of
the Syrian regime was very well known even outside of Syria as it was practiced on the
Lebanese during the time when the Syrian army was in Lebanon.
As the demonstrations transformed into an armed rebellion it became easier for Hezbollah
to intervene in Syria. The hesitant justifications presented by Hezbollah do not match its
early assessment of the situation in Syria. From Hezbollah's point of view it was obvious its
survival is linked to the survival of the regime regardless of how Hezbollah felt about the
nature of the Syrian regime, how it ruled, and its conduct in Lebanon. Any instability in
Syria affected Hezbollah directly. If the regime was changed it would be replaced by antiHezbollah leaders, if faced chaos the vacuum would allow in takfiris, and if the
demonstrations continued then the regime would lose legitimacy till its demise.
Simultaneously Hezbollah also realized that the Syrian regime was brittle and the peaceful
demonstrations could very much topple the regime. So the die was cast: Hezbollah did not
have any choice but to side with the regime when the Syrian revolution turned violent.
Hezbollah justified its intervention through different reasons but it also maintained that the
end was the survival of the regime.
As pertains to methodology Hezbollah reinvented the enemy to legitimize its intervention in
Syria, which is another indication of the ideological change and more pragmatism. As the
Syrian regime showed signs of crumbling, Hezbollah appears to have been compelled to
support Assad in 2012. Syria, as mentioned earlier, is a very important player in the
Lebanese arena, and is the lifeline for Hezbollah. As Hezbollah militarily intervened in
neighboring Syria, an ideological transformation took place to justify why the group was in
a different battle instead of fighting Israel, and as a result a new enemy and a new purpose
was in the making. An obvious shift from the main ideology took place as the rhetoric
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turned to talks of fighting the Takfiris and fending off the danger to Lebanon as a whole,
protecting the Shia, or protecting the Shia holy sites in Syria. For instance, the fear of the
ramifications of the destruction of the Shrine of Zeinab are legitimate, it is noteworthy that
the destruction of the Askari mosque in Samara, Iraq by Al Qaeda did not pave way for
sectarian civil wars - though there was killing in Iraq as a result. But not the scale that was
purported by Hezbollah and the religious significance of the Askari mosque is much more.
Fighting the takfiris does not call for the presence in several Syrian battlefields. So what
now?
It does not come as a surprise that Hezbollah before the Syrian conflict will be different
after the conflict regardless of the outcome of Syria's civil war. The groups certainly had
acquired much better military equipment and a different military training which can come in
handy in any future conflict Hezbollah might engage in. Hezbollah also realizes that the
spoils of war is decided by the strength on the ground and so far it has bought a ticket on
the settlement table side by side with Iran. Moreover, Hezbollah proved itself as a regional
player. Before the group was created the mantra of 'the strength of Lebanon stems from its
weakness' prevailed in the country. In other words, there would be no reaction to the
Israeli violations and that the country will remain weak. Now Hezbollah has a wide reached
beyond the territories of Lebanon.
On the other hand, Hezbollah has lost much of its senior professional cadre in Syria; it has
lost at least some legitimacy within the Shia house in Lebanon and much of it outside the
country. If there was any doubt about the sectarian nature of Hezbollah it was dispelled
after it intervened on the side of Syria's Allewite tyrant, or this is how the mainstream
Sunnis in the Arab world believe. In addition, the conflict in combination with the US
sanctions has proved to be very burdensome on Hezbollah. Not only the finances of the
group are drying but the expenditure has increased because of the Syrian conflict. Another
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negative aspect of the war in Syria has been the creation of another enemy: the takfiris.
Fighting the Sunni fundamentalism required sectarian mobilization at different points for
Hezbollah increasing the social division and portraying Hezbollah as a strictly Shia group.
In addition, the new enemy is diverting Hezbollah's energy from confronting Israel who was
the main target and the reason why Hezbollah was created.

Conclusion
I
Throughout the chapters of this dissertation I employed qualitative research methodology;
that particularly focused on a within case study analysis of one insurgency. This unique
case has great ramifications which may prove to be more significant, revealing, and
important than the study of random sample of cases.
I also applied process tracing that pays a particular attention to the causal mechanism
which is understood as the steps between the initial cause and the final outcome, and the
identification of these intervening steps have already been mentioned (see chapter one).
Thus, in essence this method focuses on the unraveling of situations overtime, and divide
the study into different events that constitute a full chain.
So do insurgencies maintain the same ideology they initially espoused? Or is this ideology
subject to change depending on the context? Is it possible to change the perception of
who the enemy is? Or at least change the ranking of the enemy among other enemies?
My research made it very clear that no, insurgencies do not maintain the same ideology
they initially espoused because first and foremost the context forces the leadership of the
insurgency to become more pragmatic, and because the ideology advocated in the
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beginning is so extreme change becomes inevitable. And the case of Hezbollah illustrates
that.
The confluence of several factors allowed for the creation of Hezbollah in which the group
espoused an extremist ideology. First, the Israeli invasions targeting the PLO who
operated from southern Lebanon in 1978 and 1982 created a humanitarian crisis in which
the Shia suffered the most. The massive influx of Shia refugees in Beirut's Al Dhahiyeh,
the destruction of many villages, and the continuous occupation attests to the general
resentment and discontent which the Shia felt. Second, the vacuum that Al Sadr created
could not be filled by his successors. His charisma, religious credentials, and foresight was
unmatched and thus Amal began to fall from grace because of corruption and lack of
leadership. Another point to be mentioned, Al Sadr had the ability to find the fine balance
between ideology and interest; by contrast, those after him were pragmatic at a zealous
time. Finally, the Iranian revolution provided a cohesive dogma that infected the Lebanese
Shia. While Al Sadr talked about a Shia identity, the Iranian revolution provided a
roadmap, guidelines, and goals that should not be compromised. To be fair, this infection
did not touch all of the Shia, not even most of them, but state backing empowered
Hezbollah at a critical time.
Hezbollah, officially declaring its existence in the Open Letter, advocated three main goals
that did not represent the core of the Shia community's interest in Lebanon; and this is the
most vital stage in the process tracing because it is these ideals which which constitutes
Hezbollah's ideological core. First, Hezbollah embraced the concept of wali al faqih which
stated that the state should be ruled by the clergy. This ran counter to traditional Shii
thought which rested on the principle of shunning away politics till the return of the Mehdi i.e. the Messiah - who would fill the world with justice. Second, Hezbollah aimed at
establishing an Islamist state as a replacement of the man-made political system that
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favored the Maronites. While the Shia community's religiosity steadily increases they did
not look favorably for the establishment of a theocracy in Lebanon. The liberal nature of
the society as whole stood opposed to this goal and worked counter to it. Finally,
Hezbollah also set the goal of obliterating Israel because the latter is a 'cancerous gland'
that should be extirpated and a produced of a Western plot to harm Islam. It could certainly
be well argued that the Shia felt great animosity towards Israel for what it has done not
only for the Palestinians but for the Shia themselves, but this was an aim that was not
shared by all of the Lebanese. The Lebanese society, ever in disagreement with itself, did
not allow for uniformity on all of these goals and if it was not for the civil war milieu it would
be very hard to imagine any political party to pronounce such intentions. As is well known
the Lebanese, especially the Christian part, would out rightly reject any of these goals
because for them they are alien, dominating, dictatorial, or not in the interest of Lebanon.
Therefore, it was certain after the end of the civil war that Hezbollah had either to
moderate or be miniscule within the Lebanese political scene.
Through process tracing this phase constitutes the first snapshot of Hezbollah in the study;
an early stage in which it is natural for an insurgency to advocate and over bloated
ideology and from a methodological point of view it is the first stage in order to convert a
historical narrative into an analytical explanation. In the tumultuous time that creates a
vacuum allowing for the creation of an insurgency not only the members of the group but
the society as a whole undergoes an extremely opinionated period based on polarization.
Polarization might take shape through ideological [i.e. Marxism], sectarian, nationalist, or
religious grounds. In this case it was both sectarian and religious because of the historic
background of Lebanon. Chapter one thus partially supports the first hypothesis that is:
Contextual changes make the leadership of an insurgency more pragmatic than
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ideological; the other part is demonstrated in chapter two in which Hezbollah began to
show more pragmatism.

II
The Taif agreement was the first reality check for the group, and another important
milestone in process tracing as the group began to deviate from its ideals. As the
remaining members of the 1972 gathered in Saudi Arabia, they paved the way for political
normalcy that was counter to fundamentalist ideologies. Hezbollah, as the agreement ran
counter to its ideals, denounced the new accord stating that it is a modification of a political
system that still favored the Maronites. In other words, the desired revolutionary change of
the government which Hezbollah wanted was not realized. But the group did not have a
choice but to accept the new reality and be part of it because of two reasons: first, all of
the warring group's within Lebanon accepted the new political set up and Hezbollah could
not oppose all of them. Second, Syria was in favor of the accord as well and would make
sure that the agreement would be implemented because it was accorded special status in
Lebanon. Here it could be assumed that the leadership of Hezbollah was split as the path
diverged between modifying the strategy and facing the world. That split would come to
the fore later after the radical elements within the group could not accept the grand
deviation from the main goals.
After the Taif agreement Hezbollah chose to participate in a political system that it rejected
in its original manifesto and engaged in a refashioning of the group's image. Having set the
goal to change the government in the 1980s, Hezbollah after the end of the civil war
decided to participate in the 1992 elections. Pundits, experts, and analysts with differing
political stances agree that this move was based on Hezbollah's shrewd evaluation and
calculation, making the group less ideological and more pragmatic. And despite
Hezbollah's rhetoric that it has not abandoned the aim of establishing an Islamic state, the
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means and the tactics were so transformed that it rendered this aim impossible. Believing
that the Lebanese society can be convinced into embracing an Islamic theocracy with all of
its different religions and sects is naive at best. The lesson that can be learned from
Hezbollah's experience with the Lebanese state is that Islamist parties, no matter how
radical they initially are, can and will actually moderate within the right environment. It is
better to engage their ideology and accept them within the political system rather than fight
their ideology which would only confirm their suspicions. Moreover, in the dire political
situation of most Muslim countries it is an advantage to be in the opposition rather than at
the helm of power in terms of popularity.
The change of Hezbollah's views entailed the change of the group's rhetoric and actions.
Hezbollah rebranded itself as a nationalistic movement - which is another deviation from
pure Islamist precepts since the latter is counter to the former. Islamist have an
international view that rejects national borders that were set by the colonialists in order to
divide the Muslim umma. By balancing Islamism with nationalism Hezbollah went back to
Musa Al Sadr concept of creating a Shia community within the Lebanese entity. In
addition, Hezbollah presented itself as a Lebanese nationalist movement that wanted to
liberate occupied Lebanese land. In essence, the group wanted to present itself as
defending the Lebanon against Israeli aggression and occupation not as a jihadist
movement bent on Islamic endeavors; yet Islamism remained a strong part of its
mobilization tools. Therefore, having witnessed these changes, some of the radical
elements broke away from the group believing that Hezbollah deviated from what it aimed
at in the beginning.
Another indication of Hezbollah's pragmatism is its relation with Syria. Though both have
different ideologies, Hezbollah learnt over the years to appease the most powerful player
in Lebanon. In the beginning, despite the fact that Syria was an important factor in the
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creation of Hezbollah, relations between Syria and the new player in Lebanon was tense.
Hezbollah rejected Syrian hegemony as part of its revolutionary zeal and there were
clashes between the two at different spots and times. In addition, Syria officials preferred
dealing with the Lebanese prime minister - among other politicians - rather than deal with
Hezbollah. The Syrian officials also viewed Hezbollah as a nuance at a time when they
sought to sign a peace deal with Israel. Relations changed dramatically as Hezbollah
proved its viability to Damascus.
Throughout the 1990s Hezbollah did not have any choice but to have good relations with
Syria. It began by proving itself as a potent tool against Israel because of the guerilla
campaign it conducted against the Israel in southern Lebanon. Hezbollah pressured the
Israelis into the negotiations table right when the Syria's did not have any cards to play.
The group also withstood assaults by Israelis at more than one instance and proved to
Hafez Al Assad that the 'resistance' is worth investing in. The weapons kept flowing into
Lebanon via Syria in order to pressure the Israelis even more and the intensity increased
after Bashar took over. But the constant pressure without a reached agreement with Syria
pushed the Israelis withdraw unilaterally depriving Syria of its only playing card and
eventually changing the rules of the game.
Chapter two completes the first circle of the study chain. The first hypothesis is supported
as the insurgency became more pragmatic due to the context. And we can also notice the
first vestiges of another hypothesis that an insurgency becomes more pragmatic when it
has to choose between sticking to its ideals and becoming more pragmatic. The vacuum
created through civil war, and weak governance slowly evaporates and what remains is
striking facts and harsh realities. The triumph of such extremist ideals was only possible in
very few instances, most likely only through arms, and it was mostly an ideological
competition during the cold war not a sectarian, religious, or nationalistic conflict. The
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triumph of an ideology over others allows for the change of the ideology of the conquered,
and also allows for an easier change of the ideology of the conqueror. But one cannot
change a sect or religion. Colombians, for example, could have accepted some aspects of
communism, but could they have changed from Christianity or Catholicism as a whole if
the society was divided on sectarian or religious lines? It is very doubtful. That is why
religious wars are longer and bloodier, that is why Hezbollah could not revolutionize
Lebanon based on its image and had to change its ideology, and that is why the Middle
East will remain unstable for the foreseeable future.

III
One of the most important - perhaps the most important - events in the history of
Hezbollah is the Israeli withdrawal. The decade long struggle against Israel paid off in
2000 and the group benefited tremendously as a result. Hezbollah was at the peak of its
popularity as it has proven itself an extraordinary insurgency that achieved what combined
Arab armies failed to achieve in several wars. Furthermore, it consciously avoided any
retribution against those that collaborated with Israel and dedicated the triumph to the
nation. Yet the victory was also a two edged sword in that it deprived the group from a
legitimate reason for continuing its possession of arms and the ability to attack Israel.
The Lebanese political parties increased their pressure on Hezbollah in order to disarm
especially after the assassination of Rafik Harriri five years after the Israeli withdrawal. The
Taif agreement stipulated that all militias must disarm and adhere to the laws of the
Lebanese state; violence should be monopolized by the state apparatuses. Hezbollah was
an exception - indeed a Syrian need with the backing of Iran - in order to liberate occupied
Lebanese land. Now that the land is retrieved the Lebanese Hezbollah should disarm as
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other militias did. In a brilliant maneuver Hezbollah got itself out of this predicament
through the Sheba Farms.
The Farms, which constituted a small sliver of Lebanon was claimed as an occupied
Lebanese land by Hezbollah who vowed not cease the struggle till all of the occupied
Lebanese land was liberated. Sheba Farms became a loophole for Hezbollah in order to
continue its attacks on Israeli posts and at the same time raise the level of its popularity
and keep the weapons. So the group conducted periodic attacks as a reminder of
remaining occupied Lebanese land and as a legitimizing factor for possessing the
weapons. Simultaneously, however, Hezbollah accepted the Blue line between Lebanon
and Israel and announced that it will not cross it which begs the question will the group
continue its military struggle in order to liberate Palestine?
This is a clear indication that the Hezbollah changed its outlook on continuing its struggle
after the liberation of southern Lebanon. The group maintained a deterrent posture after
the withdrawal which was only confirmed after the 2006 war. As a matter of fact, the 2006,
as we saw earlier, was a result of a miscalculation by both Israel and Hezbollah which
effectively ended any attacks by Hezbollah against Israel. As for a the Palestinian struggle,
Hezbollah is fully aware that continuing the fight against Israel despite its withdrawal from
Lebanon is inimical because of two factors: as an insurgency Hezbollah would need a
popular base to approve of these attacks and the Lebanese are anything but uniform
about fight to liberate Palestine. Actually, the Shia themselves are divided on the issue.
Second, in order to conduct a successful insurgency campaign the people of the land have
to initiate and maintain the campaign. This is the reason behind the repeated statements
by Hezbollah's leadership about supporting the Palestinians not fighting for them. And
some of these changes are enshrined in the 2009 manifesto.
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In comparison to the 1985 Open Letter and the statements made by Hezbollah's officials
during the formative years, Hezbollah in 2009 would be unrecognizable. First, Hezbollah
has radically changed its vision of the Lebanese state and the Lebanese institutions. In the
1980s Hezbollah regarded the usurping Lebanese government as illegitimate and believed
Lebanon to be part of the umma with Iran at the helm. Today, the group constantly iterates
that Lebanon is a finite national home with special characteristics; meaning it cannot be
part of a larger entity. Second, the 2009 manifesto argues for a plural democracy instead
of an Islamic theocracy. This is not to say Hezbollah's is now a liberal democratic party
rather the group sees more benefit out of a democratic system. The Shia are the largest
group within Lebanon and thus free and fair elections in a truly democratic Lebanon would
mostly benefit the Shia and by extension to Hezbollah. The groups can also politically take
advantage of the charity works it has done over the years that benefitted not only the Shia
but all of the segments of the Lebanese society. Finally, though the change is subtle about
Israel it is still massive by comparison to Hezbollah in the 1980s. The 2009 manifesto
stated that Hezbollah continues to regard Israel as an enemy but it did not allude to the
destruction of Israel. It is another indication that the fight will not carry on against Israel
especially after the civil war in Syria started.
This part buttresses the third hypothesis that interest prevails over ideology when survival
is at stake. Most certainly ideology and interest clash over different points of time of an
insurgencies lifespan. The insurgencies have to balance between its ability to maintain its
legitimacy of its followers and the interest of the group that could be diametrically opposed
to the ideology sometimes. The justification of choosing interest over ideology lies in the
ability of the group, at least in some instances to reinterpret ideology in order to make it
harmonious towards reality. This process is inevitable because of consistent changes in
the political and social milieu of the insurgency. Therefore, the insurgency's interest will
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dictate a different priority as the insurgency will fight for its own survival against a second
enemy despite the fact that the ideology points at the first enemy which the insurgency has
been mobilizing against since its existence.
IV
The Arab Spring was a godsend to Hezbollah as it toppled regimes that were hostile to the
"resistance camp" but became a curse as it infected Syria. Regimes headed by Mubarak
in Egypt Qaddafi in Libya have always been hostile to Hezbollah and worked counter to
what Hezbollah wanted to achieve over the years. In addition, these regimes did not reflect
the desires and the aspirations of their people who wanted a better life but also supported
the group's fighting Israel. Certainly, or at least this is what Hezbollah thought, that
strategically these developments are favorable to the group's position especially since it
will result in governments that are more sympathetic to Hezbollah and its cause. The first
disappointment was in Bahrain where the Shia majority threatened to topple the Sunni
minority. Being a Shia group memories of discrimination and excommunication always
lurks under the surface. Therefore, Hezbollah condemned the crack down on the
demonstrators but condemned the silence over it even more. Hezbollah, and rightly so,
also condemned the double standards by which demonstrators were supported in other
countries but not Bahrain. But the group had its own double standards in Syria.
In Syria the interest of Hezbollah and its ideals came to a divergent road. While the group
claimed to support the oppressed over the oppressor, despite knowing very well the
brutality of the Assad regime they decided to support the Syrian regime. Though Hezbollah
tried to cloak its support with the support the Syrian regime gave to groups fighting Israel
and being part of the "resistance camp," it became evident that the group believed that its
survival is linked to that of the Syrian regime. Hezbollah's geographic disconnect from Iran
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would have put the group in an unenviable position because it would be surrounded on all
fronts. Even if it would have been able to maintain its position within Lebanon without
Syrian support, on the strategic level Hezbollah's position would be precarious since it will
not be able to withstand any attack from Israel and would lose in Lebanon's domestic
politics. Thus Hezbollah's involvement in the Syrian conflict was inescapable.
Hezbollah's support for the Syrian regime in the beginning was minimal and
understandably so because the regime did not need Hezbollah’s support; but as the Assad
regime showed signs of crumbling Hezbollah had to openly side with Assad. The first
stage of the demonstrations was peaceful till armed groups in Syria began to retaliate to
the regime's brutality. This factor explains why Hezbollah's intervention in Syria was shy
and unannounced: it was helping Assad’s security forces contain the demonstrations
against the regime and providing basic support that the regime asked for. The persistent
denial is to maintain legitimacy within Lebanon, and the Arab world who abhorred Assad
and his regime. But as the exposure of its involvement in Syria became inevitable
Hezbollah began to legitimize that involvement.
Early on Hezbollah stated that the reason for Hezbollah's involvement in Syria is to protect
the Lebanese Shia in Lebanon, to secure the border between Lebanon and Syria, and to
protect the shrine of Zeyinab. Certainly there is some merit to this reasoning. The takfiri
groups believe the Shia to be heretics that should be killed, they threatened to penetrate
Lebanon, and they have also threatened to destroy the Shrine of Zeyinab. Afterwards,
Hezbollah widened its engagement in Syria and stated a new aim which is the protection
of the Assad regime from being toppled. Hezbollah stated continuously thereafter that they
are engaged in a joint American-Zionist-takfiri global war to destroy the "resistance axis."
It is difficult, however, to find any merit to Hezbollah's logic regarding any alliance between
the takfiris on the one hand, and the US and its allies on the other. But regardless of
237

Hezbollah's rhetoric, it is very clear now after more than four years of being in Syria that
the group is in a difficult position. Though it has gained some experience in the battlefield especially through working with Russia - the costs are outweighing the benefits. The
longevity of the war is proving costly not only because Hezbollah is losing some of its best
cadre but it also must provide for their families which mean it is financially exorbitant. As
the end of the war is far from nigh, Hezbollah is deviating from the course that it set for
itself when it was created in the 1980s by being bogged down in fighting the takfiris instead
of Israel.
Another key event when the patron state itself plunges in the abyss of civil war. A change
of ideology becomes imperative and conspicuous because the justifications used to
mobilize the constituency against a particular enemy would be challenged in facing a
different enemy. This is a clear indication of the change in ideology and a clear support of
the hypothesis stated earlier that an insurgency will support the regime if there is a civil
war in a patron-state. Mutual interest and survival of the insurgency and the patron state
makes is impossible to escape from this outcome especially if the ideology is saturated
with conspiracy theory.
There are many lessons to be drawn from the experience of Hezbollah. First and most
important, non-state actors are the result of a long defect in socioeconomic and political
conditions. This defect exists long before an insurgency is created and ideology's role is to
mobilize at a later stage. So addressing the ingrained danger of a non-state actor goes
through political means first and then the military tool can be used, meaning the non-state
actor will not morph from say insurgency to terrorism or vice-a-versa or even espouse a
different ideology if the problem is addressed at its political roots. Unfortunately, such a
process is time consuming with no visible political gains at the early stages; therefore it is
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not so appealing particularly for liberal democracies, and it also threatens the existing
social contract within the society that is facing a non-state actor.
Second, simply put ideology is elastic. Though it is hard to negotiate with ideologists early
on, nevertheless, their ideological rigidity will come undone at some point. This lesson can
be applied not only in terms of dealing with insurgencies but at least on a national level as
well. Countries with revolutions such as Russia and Iran rejected out of hand any
compromise directly after the revolution in their countries but they mellowed later on.
Third, it is dangerous to be neglectful of the human factor. The traditional approach of the
state is to paint the struggle against non-state actors as a fight against evil creating blind
spots in the analysis of these groups through not understanding the fears, the desires, and
the vulnerabilities of the members. This does not mean falling prey to the Stockholm
syndrome rather understanding the problem better in order to solve it faster because an
absolutist approach is inimical and does not allow for leeway to maneuver and to think
outside the box.
Finally state collapse in the Middle East means a large political and identity vacuum
persisting for a long era and the map should be viewed differently - not on the basis of
internationally recognized borders. The political systems taking shape in Iraq and Syria are
similar in many respects to the Lebanese one: the domination of sectarian politics,
corruption, foreign influence, and sub-identities stronger than national identities. This is of
course if things remain constant without Iran and Saudi Arabia, possibly, plunging into their
own fratricide. In other words, the failure of the nation-state in the Middle East is paving
the way for multiple Hezbollah's in the region albeit with varying success.
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